1

Not Just “Acting White”:  School Tracking Policies’ Affects 

on African American Student Achievement

Terah Talei Venzant, Ph.D.

Wellesley College

2007 AERA Annual Conference
**DRAFT**

Issues of academic achievement, particularly concerning the observed gap in test score performance between African American and white students, have captured national attention for some time.  Popularized as the “achievement gap,” some scholars have pointed to cultural/racial differences as a means of explaining these gaps.  One such explanation that garnered national attention is the “acting white” hypothesis forwarded by Fordham and Ogbu (1986), which asserts that African American students equate academic achievement with white students, and thus reject academic achievement for fear of being seen as disloyal to their same–race peers.  From its inception this explanation has not sat well with many researchers, who feel that this explanation fails to present a holistic picture of the issue.  Since Fordham and Ogbu’s publication over 20 years ago, a surge of work that complicates the “acting white” notion has emerged that suggest that this explanation for the observed achievement gap is incomplete (Carter, 2005; Delpit, 2006; Kohl, 1994; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Perry et al, 2003; Steele & Aronson, 1995; Steele, 1997; Tatum, 1997).  Work by Carter (2005) challenges the “acting white” hypothesis by suggesting that black and Latino students do value education and are not in fact afraid of “acting white.”  Instead, these students challenge the idea that to be academically successful requires the adherence to a “white” construction of success and the rejection of their own cultural identity, a concession many refuse to make.  
This paper adds to Carter’s and the work of others by showing how school tracking policies can act as a mechanism to eventually create and intensify racial achievement gaps.  Drawing from a qualitative study with seven African American high school students in tracked math and English classes and focusing on the students’ experiences in the school, results indicated the presence of a strong academic culture in the school that began operating very early in students’ school careers.  Definitions of academic success were created very early; some students at these young ages were groomed to adhere to these definitions while other students (often students of color) were actively dissuaded.  While results were focused primarily on issues of school tracking policies, emergent themes revealed implications for the achievement gap and “acting white” hypothesis as well.  This paper will discuss the relation of work on school tracking policies with the achievement gap in general, and also speak to the “acting white” phenomenon in particular by using African American students’ experiences in high, low and alternative track environments.  
Background

The “Acting White” Hypothesis

The issue of black achievement, specifically relative to the academic achievement of white students, has garnered attention for many years.  One explanatory theory for this “gap” that captured national attention was presented by Fordham and Ogbu (1986) in their article, “Black Students School Success: Coping with the Burden of “Acting White.”  The authors forward that black students form a sense of collective identity based on an idea of “fictive kinship,” and that this cultural orientation affects academic achievement (p. 176).  This collective identity is constructed in opposition to white identity, and regards certain activities, including academic achievement, as the domain of white people.  Therefore, African American students, according to this theory, reject academic achievement as a rejection of “acting white.”

Our main point in this paper is that one major reason black students do poorly in school is that they experience inordinate ambivalence and affective dissonance in regard to academic effort and success.  This problem arose partly because white Americans traditionally refused to acknowledge that black Americans are capable of intellectual achievement, and partly because black Americans subsequently began to doubt their own intellectual ability, began to define academic success as white people’s prerogative, and began to discourage their peers, perhaps unconsciously, from emulating white people in academic striving, i.e., from “acting white.”  (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986, p. 177, emphasis in original)
Fordham and Ogbu’s “acting white” theory was based on research at a predominantly black high school in Washington, D.C., from interviews with 33 students in a period that lasted a little over a year.  The idea that black students eschew academic achievement out of rejection of whiteness has been found in other arguments (for example, McWhorter, 2001).  The argument is appealing both because it has a ring of “trueness” about it; the theory seems to fit with observed behavior.  It also lets educators off the hook since one cannot be at fault if this is an inherent cultural orientation.  In the wake of this publication, other research has emerged that challenge these theories.

Challenging the “Acting White” Theory


One of the most offensive pieces of Fordham and Ogbu’s argument is the idea that the African American community does not value academic achievement.  In truth, this community has fought harder than almost any other to gain access to the enterprise.  During slavery, enslaved blacks were prevented from learning to read or write under penalty of death (Anderson, 1988; Litwack, 1999).  The determined mass of those who learned to do so despite the risk to their lives reveal the supreme importance education held in their lives.  After emancipation, but in the wake of Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), African Americans attended segregated, resource–poor schools, plagued by systemic neglect of monetary and tangible resources to which they were entitled.  In another showing of African American reverence for education, masses within many communities pooled their own meager resources and often double– taxed themselves when their tax money was systematically diverted to white schools (Anderson, 1988; Litwack, 1998).  Finally, after the controversial Brown v. Board of Education (1954) decision, white hostility to desegregation manifested itself openly in an era of massive resistance.  In addition to overt desegregation–avoidant tactics, the advent of desegregation policies in the 1960s and 1970s ushered in an era of increased within–school segregative tactics (including tracking), which were more covert, but served transfer segregation from the school to the classroom level.  White and minority students may have attended the same “desegregated” school, but rarely did they share the same classroom.  On one hand, Fordham and Ogbu’s theory is unsupported by historical fact.  On the other, it is historically accurate in that it is another example of a wrong–headed theory where inherent cultural deficiencies within the African American community are used to redirect attention larger biased institutional processes.  
In the years since Fordham and Ogbu’s (1986) publication, research has emerged that both directly and indirectly challenge their findings.  Most researchers would agree with the first part of the argument, the part that rings true–that some African American students seem to avoid academic achievement.  However, they would strongly disagree that the behavior is in avoidance of “acting white.”  Rather, these authors point to larger, structural, institutional and social/psychological explanations for the phenomenon (Carter, 2005; Delpit, 2006; Kohl, 1994; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Perry et al, 2003; Steele & Aronson, 1995; Steele, 1997; Tatum, 1997).

One study that directly addresses Fordham and Ogbu’s conclusions was published more recently.  The work of Carter (2005) challenges the “acting white” theory as an oversimplification of a complex cultural negotiation.  In her work with low–income black and Latino youths in New York, Carter finds that these students highly value education, but react to the particular way academic success is constructed in their school.  In the face of a school culture that does not affirm or support who they are, these students refuse to choose between their cultural identity and academic success.
As I will argue, though Black and Latino youths may describe certain practices as “acting white,” or in contrast as “acting black” or “acting Spanish,” they employ these expressions primarily for cultural reasons, not academic ones.  They use their racial and ethnic identities to facilitate in–group solidarity and to assert various cultural symbols of pride and self–worth, not as signs of opposition to conventional formulas for success.  However, once these students are enrolled in schools––those cultural places that transmit evaluative messages about whose ways of life are noteworthy and whose are not––and once they exhibit low academic performances, their practices and proclamations get translated by many educators as a rejection of excellence. (Carter, 2005, p. vi)
Carter’s work challenges educators to find ways to support all students, to affirm who they are and provide them with a sense of belonging––a feeling that is often found by the students in her research from their peers and home environments, not from the school.  School is dominated by a generic “white” conception of academic success.  Whereas Fordham and Ogbu place the blame on the students themselves––that they reject academic success out of a fear of “acting white”––Carter refocuses our attention on the school environment itself, asking whether our narrow definition of what “academically successful” students look like excludes important components of students’ racial identities.  This idea parallels the findings of the present study, where school tracking policies supported a system of stratification that gave different messages and preparation to students in various tracks.  This idea will surface again, but first the connection between school tracking policies and the “acting white” hypothesis is explored further.
School Tracking Policies and the “Acting White” Hypothesis

Tracking, the assignment of students to different levels of classes (i.e. high, regular, low/basic) on the basis of some perceived measure of academic ability, relates to the discussion of the “achievement gap”.  Work on tracking has shown that while in theory tracking serves to support individual learning needs, in practice it serves to create and perpetuate unfair stratification.  Often, African American students are tracked into lower placements than their intellect merits, and these decisions are made very early in their academic careers.  While teachers may not see the harm in the assignment of groups in kindergarten and first grade, the reality is that these groups can remain fairly stable over time.  Thus, differences that seem small in Kindergarten may be exacerbated by prolonged years in the lower–track, leading to a much larger gap once the students reach the high school level (Hurn, 1993; Meier, 1989; Oakes, 1985, 1993).  The fact that some students are already coming to school with previous pre–school preparation adds to the seriousness of these decisions that seem very minor, but are substantial in later years (Oakes, 1995).   As noted in Donelan (1994), “Students at the lower levels move so much more slowly than those at the higher ones that differences that may have been real but not profound in earlier grades become gigantic gaps in terms of achievement, attitude, and self–esteem” (p. 381).  The importance of these early years on a student’s later educational, and therefore economic, success reveals the need to focus more attention and resources on this stage in the educational pipeline.


Adding to the problem of these disparate lower–track placements are the characterizations of the experience for the student.  “We found in our twenty five schools that students in some classes had markedly different access to knowledge and learning experiences from students in other classes” (Oakes, 1985, p. 74).  The difference in this access to knowledge went beyond simply covering materials at different speeds, but indicated that students were simply missing out on learning experiences that would have important implications for the future educational opportunities of the students involved (Oakes, 1985).  Lower-track students are not just further behind, but are no longer in the same race as they continue to miss out on these important educational ideas and experiences. 
It is the argument of this paper that tracking can explain at least part of the gap in achievement observed between black and white students, as well as how tracking might contribute to students equating academic achievement with white culture.  In the present study, similar to the findings of Carter (2005), African American students rejected the idea that academic success was limited to a narrowly defined conception of success, not academics themselves.  Using student voice as a guide, it is possible to see how this can happen.
Methodology

This study utilized a portfolio of qualitative methods, but primarily involved a case study design.  The project took place at Highview High School, a first–ring suburban high school in a major Midwestern metropolitan area.  The project utilized document analysis and classroom observations, but relied most heavily on in–depth interviews with seven African American high school juniors and seniors (four women and three men).  The classroom observations and document analysis continued over the entire semester–long project.  The interviews, however, evolved in three stages.  Stage One focused on the students educational trajectories (their prior educational experiences) as well as their experiences being tracked.  Stage Two focused more specifically on their thoughts on tracking in their lives and the role it played in where they found themselves at the end of their high school career (as well as where they saw themselves heading after high school).  Stage Three put the students in the policy driver’s seat, allowing the students to think critically about tracking—whether they felt it was an appropriate tool to use in schools, or how it should be revised (or abolished) to better meet students’ educational needs.  It quickly became clear that while the students spoke directly to the issue of tracking, they also revealed larger structural forces at play in the school that influenced how the tracking decisions were made and how they then played out.

Cultivating a relationship with the students in the project was a critical component of the success of the project.  Accordingly, the researcher spent almost the majority of every school week in the high school, observing classes, meeting students, and acquainting herself with the school environment.  Once the students were selected (using student, teacher and administrative referrals, as well as observing interesting candidates from her time in the classroom), the researcher tried to connect with the students in order to build rapport.  Once the students were selected, the researcher focused on sitting in on their specific math and English classes, but supplemented these observations with visits to other math and English classes (as well as courses in other subjects), and also followed the students through their entire day’s schedule at least twice. 


The document analysis, which consisted of going through relevant school documents, including yearbooks, school board minutes, registration booklets, and other documents that helped provide insight into the school’s tracking procedures also yielded some important information.  Students were interviewed individually three times.  There were also three group interviews (although not all seven students were able to come to each of them).  This yielded 24 separate and discrete interviews to draw from when moving to the analysis stage of the project.  The project remained focused on the students’ perspectives on tracking; the perspectives of teachers and other administrators was used only informally as to give the students the floor in talking about their experiences.

Theoretical Framework

This study had its grounding in two separate but mutually–supportive theoretical frameworks: Critical Policy Analysis (specifically, cultural, critical feminist and interpretive/narrative policy analysis) and Critical Race Theory (CRT).  Critical policy analysis arose as a response to previous policy frameworks that had an economic foundation.  According to these rational choice theories of policy analysis, people will always act in ways that maximizes benefit and minimizes cost, and that education policy could be built around this premise. The merging of policy making with federal power and a more amenable orientation to social issues in the 1960s paved the way for a revolution in policy making, which can be seen in the ensuing critical policy methodologies.  These theorists maintained that people do not always act in such predictable ways, and that in the real world, power dynamics in the policy process gave agency to some voices while suppressing others.  A space was opened to give agency to those whose voices had been silenced and/or ignored.  Collectively, these models can be termed critical policy analysis methodologies and they stepped in to fill these gaps.  Prunty, quoted in Ball (1990), suggests that, 

The personal values and political commitment of the critical policy analyst would be anchored in the vision of a moral order in which justice, equality and individual freedom are uncompromised by the avarice of a few.  The critical analyst would endorse political, social and economic arrangements where persons are never treated as a means to an end, but treated as ends in their own right. (p. 2)

Critical policy analysts recognized the human side of policy—those that are affected (and often neglected) by it.  Given the issues occurring in the debate over school tracking policies currently, critical policy analysis lends itself nicely to the debate.  


Critical race theory is a form of oppositional scholarship that challenges the experiences of white as normative, where whites are on top and others are worthy of suppression; in contrast, CRT scholars ground themselves firmly in the experiences of people of color (Taylor, 1998).  They seek to understand the creation and maintenance of this unequal power structure, seeking ultimately to change it (Crenshaw, 1995).  The idea that scholarship is neutral or objective is rejected, replaced with the thought that all scholarship is inherently political in nature (Crenshaw, 1995).  Combined, CPA and CRT provide an important foundation for the findings of the project.

Findings
As the project began to unfold, it quickly became clear that African American students at Highview deal with a unique set of challenges.  The school lacks a space for African American students to feel comfortable—through a connection to staff and programming—which had serious ramifications, both for how the students were tracked and how they felt about that tracking, but also for how they experienced the school in general.  After analyzing the massive amounts of data collected throughout the course of the project, certain patterns in the students’ voices began to emerge.  These patterns were directly related to the issue of tracking at Highview, but were also related to larger structural forces at play—even extending beyond their experiences at the school itself to issues that had followed them throughout their school careers.  Cultivating and expanding these patterns into distinct themes helps create a frame, or grounding, for the stories the students related.  These themes were Assimilation/Negotiation, Segregation/Isolation and Personal Responsibility.  Together, they reveal how students, at young ages, were groomed to play a particular role within prescribed cultural parameters, how tracking served to support this stratification, and the implications of these earlier decisions for the experiences of the students in the project in their current situations.  

Applying the themes of Assimilation, Isolation/Segregation and Personal Responsibility to the issue of tracking yields important insights.  The high–track students assimilated to the mainstream culture of the school at very young ages, and the decision to do so was influenced by several factors.  The regular track and Bridge students were less able, and perhaps less willing, to make this choice in large part because they had a closer affiliation with their racial heritage—a racial identity often in conflict with the dominant culture of the school.  This created a rift between African American students that was perpetuated and exacerbated as students entered high school.  In a sense, the students’ decisions (consciously or not) regarding whether they would assimilate contributed to a feeling of Segregation and Isolation that became more distinct over time.  Indeed, the students experienced much more than a feeling of segregation and isolation—this segregation was structurally visible in the classes the students took.  

Regarding the issue of tracking, the fact that there is no official policy at the high school and that there is a perceived lack of helpful guidance counselors further exacerbated the segregation, as a variety of other factors were then able to influence the tracking decisions that the students made.  This partially explains why, lacking any other plausible factors, the students took personal responsibility for the tracking decisions that were made in their lives, blaming themselves and their choices for their situation and placement.  Looking at the issue of tracking in this way reveals that the lack of adequate support regarding class placements conspired with existing social factors to exacerbate and perpetuate racial disparities in the school, a phenomenon about which the students themselves were often unaware.  Having briefly outlined each theme here, a more comprehensive discussion of each is presented next.  After discussing each of these themes in more detail, the conversation will then move to the implications of this work for the “acting white” hypothesis.
Assimilation/Negotiation


Echoing the findings of Carter (2005), a dominant culture became evident that seemed to permeate most aspects of the students’ lives, including defining ideas of what it meant to be academically successful.  There was little attempt to support identities that fell outside this mainstream culture, which meant that students with alternate identities—including alternate (nonwhite) racial identities—became outcasts or outsiders in the school.  In order to be academically successful at Highview a student would need to align with this mainstream culture.  Since African American culture was not affirmed at Highview, an African American student at Highview who aspired to do well academically would have a hard time also maintaining a strong black racial identity.  None of the seven participants were exceptions to this trend, nor did the researcher encounter any exceptions in any of the classroom observations and informal interviews conducted throughout the project.  When asked about his exposure to black students like Cortez
, a regular–track student with “typical” black speech and dress, Ted, a high track student, said he had never encountered a black student like Cortez in any of his classes.  Interestingly, the choice of whether to assimilate did not happened while the students were at Highview.  Rather, they ended up occurring in elementary school for the most of the students with the choice often strongly influenced by outside factors.  

There are some important considerations and complexities with this theme.  When this theme was first identified, the apparent similarities to existing theories could not be ignored.  Fordham & Ogbu’s (1986) “acting white” hypothesis, the most famous of these theories, forwards that black students avoid studying and good grades because they associate these behaviors with white students.  The idea of assimilation used in this project is absolutely contrary to and different from this explanation.  The high–track students in the study did not embrace a white racial identity.  At no time did any of them suggest that they wanted to be white, or that “acting” in such a manner would have been helpful.  Nor did the high–track students reject “blackness.”  While they dissociated from other black students, it had more to do with those students’ outsider status in the school than it did their race.  Rather, because there is little room for alternate identities at the school, students found themselves needing to identify with the majority school culture in order to be academically successful.  In many ways this was not a clear “choice,” as many factors played into this process.  Further, the students continually renegotiated their identity with the school over time, especially as they entered new schools, encountered new individuals, or other circumstances prompted the necessity of determining their cultural position.

Assimilation decisions begin early.

As mentioned previously, it was clear that students were aware of tracking, especially once they were provided with a definition.  The students were also able to identify early experiences with tracking and ability grouping where they were separated from their peers for particular subjects.  In elementary school, the ability grouping decisions were not necessarily based on any concrete academic differences.  This is supported by the literature on tracking (Barta & Allen, 1995; George, 1995; Nieto, 2000; Oakes, 1995; Pool & Page, 1995), but also the students’ own recollections.  Ted remembered being separated for instruction in reading in 4th grade, even if he did not particularly believe that there were concrete differences in reading ability.


Ted:
Well—fourth grade they had—um—like if you were better at reading, I mean, no fourth grader is really exceptional at reading, but if you were better at reading you would go to a different room to read things that were a little more challenging. TD1

As Ted suggests, even as there may not be specific tangible differences in reading at this age, students were nonetheless separated for instruction according to these perceived differences.  Katrina supports Ted’s recollections regarding separation in elementary school, but specifically remembers this happening for her in math.


Katrina:

Uh huh—in math.  I was always in advanced classes.  I used to meet 




with—I think there was like—three of us, no there was five of us that 




met with Miss [name] or something for math because we were like 




ahead in math.


Interviewer:
Okay, so they pulled you five out?


Katrina:

Yea.  And then I was in the gifted and talented program because I 





scored well on my—whatever—tests.


Interviewer:
Yea.  So what did that, "being in gifted and talented" mean?


Katrina:

We all had the same teacher, like we all had Mr. [name]?  ‘Cuz I 





think it was the same five that got pulled out for math.  And yea, 





basically, we just got challenged more. K2

Katrina and Ted both relate experiences very early in their educational careers related to separation for instruction.  They talk about being challenged more in these environments, and how placements were based on “whatever” tests.  At a deeper level, and perhaps more importantly, these stories also reveal that students are being made comfortable with just the idea of being separated according to “ability”—in a sense, this separation is normalized into their schooling experiences.  This separate instruction was not reserved for the high–track students, however.  Cortez also remembered being separated from his regular elementary school classmates.  In contrast to Ted and Katrina, he did not experience this as being a reward of any kind, or as a way to challenge and improve his learning.

Cortez:
Actually, elementary they use to take all of us and then make us read or something and then they'll find out what grade level we were at, and then if were at a low grade level at reading, they'll assign us these teachers that will take us out during the middle of a class or something and teach us—and give us these little reading packets.  Like I had this one teacher, I don't know, I hated her guts. But she was cool here and there, but I don't know, she used to help me read.  She was just basically like somebody on the streets—she used to help me read.  C2

Cortez did not feel that his reading instructor (not a regular classroom teacher like Katrina and Ted had—in fact, he characterizes her as being someone from “the streets”) as being particularly helpful to his development.  He questioned her qualifications to even be in this type of position.  Importantly, in terms of assimilation, Cortez received help from someone outside the school culture—whose qualifications were in question.  Katrina and Ted both received instruction from established teachers in the school.  Katrina also mentioned in her interview that her classroom teacher, mentioned above, was one of the most sought–after of all the teachers of that grade level.  It is no small thing that all of the “gifted” students were placed in his classroom.  Both Cortez being assigned with a reading support person from outside the school and Ted and Katrina receiving the most prestigious of the school’s resources are important in understanding how this assimilation process works, and where it originates.  These experiences served to familiarize students with the culture of tracking and ability grouping in elementary school.  In a sense, students were being put in situations where they had to choose (or were placed in) a particular group and then became comfortable with that placement.

Social influences on assimilation decisions and tracking.

Students began to make decisions (or were placed in situations where a decision would be made) as early as elementary school.  In terms of tracking decisions and assimilation, the influence of friends clearly became an important influence on the students’ choice to incorporate themselves into the mainstream culture of the school.  Often, the groups of students the kids hung around with most (often, and especially for the high–track kids, comprising friend groups from elementary and middle school), had a profound impact on their experiences in high school, from who they studied with, took classes with, and hung around with while outside of class.  All of this is a sign of their assimilation to and negotiation of a space in the mainstream culture of the school.  Talking about the early formation of these friend groups, Nicole talks about her experiences in elementary school.  For her, life was lonely except when she got to spend time with her closest friends during enrichment time.

Nicole:

I was really lonely.  I didn't have like any friends in elementary school.  I had friends in school but I didn't do anything with them outside of school.  It was real icky, and I was really segregated.  Just because, not racially, just personally.  I took a lot of the higher—level classes or whatever, basically like you had a regular class for two or three hours in the morning and then they'd pull you out of that and you'd go focus on writing for a few hours with the same kids, and then math with the exact same kids for a few hours.  The math and the writing group, those were my friends, that's what you worked with, that's who I associated with.  But, we all came from different classes so in the regular classes it was hard to like keep the friendship and—um—I had a group, like belonged to a group that like talked about parents [unintelligible] .  I didn't ask to be in this group, they just kept putting me group.  So I had friends in the group, but no one else in my classes and no one else in the special classes we were in.  So all these different little groups of friends didn't know each other and stuff. N3

Nicole’s comments are important to the idea of assimilation.  First, it is important to point out that she reiterates that she was placed in groups she did not request.  For many of the students, their decision ultimately to assimilate was influenced by outside, institutional factors—the school influenced the students by letting them know whether they were welcomed into the school culture or not.  Whether they assimilated or not was not always directly in the students’ control.  The other important thing she reveals here is her friendship with students from higher–level classes—she makes it clear that she was closer to them than her regular classroom friends.  She even goes as far as to say that she was “lonely” in these classes.  This signals that even at this early age, Nicole already felt as though she had incorporated into a particular culture of the school, and specifically here with the academic elite of the school.  For Katrina, a primarily white friend group was also the norm.  In fact, she felt quite disconnected from the black students in her junior high, as she relates in the following interview transcript.


Interviewer:
Were there other black students in your junior high?


Katrina:

Yeah.  Ted.  And then there were some other people, but 






they were like, loud and obnoxious.  A typical black kid I guess.


Interviewer:
Did you hang out with black kids in junior high?


Katrina:

Yeah, oh and Brittany, she was my best friend.  I hung out with 





all of them. K1 

Perhaps unconsciously, Katrina relates through this story that as early as junior high she began to dissociate from the “loud, obnoxious” black kids—a group to which she appears not to associate herself, or Ted, who she also dissociates from this “loud, obnoxious” group of black kids.  She sees herself and Ted as different from this group.  This is another indication that she has incorporated herself into the culture of the school, and beyond that, begins to see other people as not a part of that culture.  There is an “us/them” component to the way she talks about her junior high, and not all of it is explained racially.  She feels different from these students not only because they are “black”—which she is as well—but primarily because she sees them as comprising a different social element from herself.  Interestingly, she is quick to mention that she did have a black friend, and despite her feelings of separateness from the black students, maintains that she “hung out with all of them.”  


It is clear from the student excerpts from above that friends can play in important role in a students’ decision to assimilate.  It is also clear that there are larger institutional factors that play a role in a student’s decision.  Interestingly, all of the students in the advanced placement classes had limited contact with other students of color, while the students in the other tracks had friend groups that were comprised primarily of students of color.  Nicole puts the issues discussed above more in context, shedding light on the sort of swarm of factors, including friends, that can influence a student’s track placement (and ultimately, whether or not they assimilate).  She elucidates the importance of students’ social networks and explains how being around white students, a sign of having identified with the majority school culture, may encourage African American students to take advanced classes.

Nicole:

I think more white students tend to have a confidence that you can assume stems from whatever you want, maybe a cultural assumption. Like, at home, "You're going to take advanced classes," and their friends take advanced classes and so it just all kind of falls together that, you know, this group of fifteen people ends up in the same class.  People they have grown up with, people they go to church with or they go to synagogue with, and live next to, and ride the bus with, and play soccer with, and whatever——and so, "You're taking advanced?"  "Sure."  "I'll take advanced too."  You know, it doesn't seem, I think it's not as—daunting.

Interviewer:
Sure.  So if you're going with that theory then, um, so if you're an African American student who is not in those circles, that it would be very daunting then to be in one of those classes.

Nicole:
I think it would be terrifying.  I'd never been outside the circle of—the white kids in the advanced classes, so it was never a question of whether or not my friends were going to be there.  But if I wouldn't have had friends—if all my friends would have been in basic, you know, the regular classes?  I probably would have been in regular classes. N2  

Nicole, who is by any account an extremely strong, independent young woman, still admits that she may have been reticent to take advanced classes had her friends not been in them.  She is clearly comfortable with her position in the school, and becomes somewhat uneasy with the thought of what would have happened to her had she not been in this social network.  It is also important to recognize that she does not see the influence of outside factors, aside from parents and friends, in how things “fall together” for students in the classes that they take.  The seed of students taking personal responsibility for these decisions begins to seep through in her comment, although this idea will be expounded upon in a later point.  As Nicole suggests, friends can have a critical influence on the courses a student enrolls in, one that is hard to escape regardless of how strong a student may be.


One of the factors in the idea of assimilation and tracking at Highview that has not been specifically outlined is the racial component of these decisions.  While the ability to assimilate is not directly based on racial factors, the racial fallout from them is unmistakable.  Of course, the fact that very few students of color are in the higher level academic courses is evident, but to this point specific examples of how this happens has not been covered.  The fact that racial factors play into the group students “choose” or are placed into is almost undeniable.  To further elucidate this point, an experience Ted had as a very young child being inappropriately placed in an ESL class is helpful in understanding that some students, particularly white students, are indirectly “encouraged” to assimilate and students of color are not. 


Ted:

Well, it was because—umm—my mom is Mexican and soooo—–they 




took it upon themselves to assume that English was my second 





language.


Interviewer:
Oh! 

Ted:

So I'm in this ESL class—


Interviewer:
Are you serious?


Ted:

Yeah.


Interviewer:
They put you in an ESL class.  Wow, okay, tell me this story.

Ted:

Well, I mean, I—I don't know—I just—I don't even remember how—um—how exactly I ended up being there, you know, how exactly, but, you know, and then, I don't even know if my parents knew about it.  I didn't think to say anything cuz I just figured—

Interviewer:
Figured you were suppose to be there?


Ted:

Yea, I was supposed to be there.


Interviewer:
How long were you there?


Ted:

Like half a year. Yea, it was pretty bad.


Interviewer:
And like the ESL teachers didn't do anything, say anything?  Like, 





“Maybe he shouldn't be here.”

Ted:

Yea, that was like the weird part.  I was like a—sitting here—I mean I 




could barely speak Spanish then, you know—


Interviewer:
In a class with students who primarily spoke Spanish.


Ted:

Uh huh.


Interviewer:
Wow!  That's not sort of the answer I was thinking I would get, but 




wow.  So when you finally got switched out of it, how did that 





happen?


Ted:

Well, like—my parents, you know, they kind of saw what was 





happening and they, you know, pulled the plug on that.


Interviewer:
Wow.  That's so crazy.  That was in first grade?


Ted:

First grade. TD2
This experience Ted had in first grade is important for several reasons.  The first is that it is an example of a student of color being placed in a segregated environment at an early age.  This corroborates points made earlier.  It also demonstrates an existing bias regarding the direction students should go.  Ted, as a student of color with a Mexican mother and an African American father, was assumed to need to be in an ESL class—which, by default, suggests that he would not have also been placed in any enrichment pullout programs.  The fact that he was left to linger there for over six months despite his obvious misfit is a further indication that once the decision was made, rarely are they corrected let alone re–evaluated.  In fact, it was only because his parents eventually learned of this placement and intervened on his behalf that he was even able to move out of this environment.  This intervention is perhaps not one that all parents would have been able to make.  Ted’s parents, savvy about the culture of the school and the importance of these placement decisions (Ted’s father is a pilot for a major commercial airline), challenged the school’s decision.  The “insider” status demonstrated by his parents in this action are an important clue as to Ted’s continued enrollment in high–track classes.  These actions demonstrate that his parents wanted him to be academically successful in school—and, importantly, their recognition that this would be improbable if not impossible in the ESL setting. 


In this section, the students’ reveal experiences and reflections about the early nature of tracking in their lives and the role assimilation plays in these decisions.  These experiences also reveal how African American students are placed in the position to either identify with the dominant culture of the school, which permeates almost every aspect of the normal school day, or not.  What the students may not have realized was that a decision to embrace a non–white racial identity would also mean becoming isolated from the school and possibly shut out from any sort of successful identity, whether academic, social or otherwise.  This is not because to identify as “white” is the goal, but that a black racial identity is marginalized in this context.  Needless to say, the students’ decisions (or ability) to assimilate had lasting implications, extending to high school and the tracking decisions that they made at this stage.  The students themselves were able to identify early educational experiences that shaped the direction that they moved in as it related to their enrollment in high–, regular– or alternative–track classes.  As we move to the high–school level, the role of assimilation diminishes, as these decisions have largely been made and for the most part, are irrevocable—students did not deviate from the decisions that were solidified in elementary school.   This is not to say that issues are not relevant at this level and that the process of negotiating their place in the school did not continue, since there was an awareness among students that to assimilate to the majority culture, specifically into the higher–track class, has additional currency.  Nicole talks about fallout from assimilation issues at this point.

Nicole:

I think that white students at Highview are more likely to take advanced classes, particularly in their freshmen and sophomore year, to avoid being with minorities.  Like I've never heard that explicitly stated, but I do hear a lot of my friends—not a lot, I don't have a lot, but um, a few of my friends who are in regular classes just expressing that it was frustrating that—you know, all the black kids are here talking, or I can never understand what's going on in Spanish class, or whatever, um, because they were close to being the minority in their class.  Um, and so I think to sort of pull away from that, they go in the opposite direction, particularly in freshman and sophomore year, when it says advanced, but there really isn't that much work difference.  It's safer for them to kind of—it feels more comfortable for them to go with—–higher classes.  N1

Nicole expresses a radical idea, but one that fits well into the idea of assimilation, that white students feel comfortable taking “advanced” classes because of the work environment—and environment they have been molded to be comfortable with since elementary school.  As freshmen and sophomores there is no real difference in the caliber of work required of them, but yet she senses that there is an additional motivation to take these higher classes—knowledge that their existence there will be more “comfortable” in some way.  No doubt, some of this feeling of comfort has been bred through their continued exposure to separated learning environments throughout their educational careers.  This reveals that by high school, students are so comfortable in their environments that even though there is flexibility in their course selection, they may not take advantage of it because a clear path has already been selected.  However, once they take these classes as underclassmen, it is much easier to continue enrolling in them as juniors when they workload does increase (particularly in English), to stay on this trajectory.  Lower-track students who may realize the ramifications of the path they are on may essentially be “locked out” from making their track changes.

While assimilation in high school, as noted in the previous point, continues to have relevance to the every day experiences of the students in the school, it begins to take a back seat to other issues.  At this level, the fallout from the decision of whether a student has assimilated to the mainstream culture of the school or not come into play, specifically in the form of feelings of segregation and isolation.  This is the second major theme of this project, and their influence in the realm of the students tracking decisions is explored in the next section.

Segregation/Isolation

All of the students in the project related feelings of segregation and isolation to some degree.  The high–track students, Katrina, Ted and Nicole, felt isolated from the rest of the black community, even as they did not necessarily understand those students’ decision to enroll in lower-track classes.  These students, aside from specific instances of having their race “identified” in class, felt somewhat comfortable in their place in the majority culture of the school—mainly because, as was suggested in the previous section, they were exposed to these environments early on and they become a normalized part of the school experience.  Nevertheless, this separation was something they felt uncomfortable with, especially as it meant they had little contact with other black students.

  
The regular–track and Bridge students felt isolated in a very different way.  They felt disconnected from the high–track black students, even as they often looked up to them, as well as disconnected from the school culture overall.  These students had little direction or encouragement to get out of their placement—in fact, the possibility of doing so diminished increasingly over the span of their high school years, so that by the time the students were juniors, the ability to move into a higher track was severely limited.  The lack of an official policy regarding tracking at Highview, paired with a painfully insufficient Guidance program, exacerbated this situation immensely, opening the door for other influences, such as friends’ choices and previous enrollments, to dictate their class placements.

Lack of tracking policy/lack of guidance.

One of the most significant problems related to the issue of feelings of segregation and isolation in the high school stems from two different, but mutually reinforcing, phenomena at the school.  The first is that there is a lack of clear guidelines and information about the tracking at the high school.  Like most schools, there is no clear policy on tracking—in fact, there is no evidence that school even employs a tracking system (or that anyone would even admit that it exists).  However, the truth remains that students, in large part, enroll in the same levels of classes—low, middle, or high—and that these placements tend to be fairly rigid.  The students will talk about this perception at a later point.  


The second contributor to the systemic nature of segregation and isolation at Highview, related to the lack of a clear tracking system, is the fact that the Guidance program at Highview is largely inadequate.  The students, for the most part, feel as though they are ill–prepared to make informed choices about classes to take—even going as far as to say that the Guidance Department, when they do make recommendations, do so in a way that reveals a particular bias about the kinds of classes certain students should take.  Put together, these two problems spell disaster for the school, meaning that students have no real idea that there is a differentiated system in place, their participation in which has real meaning for their future.  The Guidance Department, which could take great strides to mediate this problem, actually exacerbates the problem by further contributing to the segregation and isolation present in the school.  These issues are further deconstructed through the students’ experiences.


As the students entered high school, the fallout from the lack of a clear policy related to tracking continues.  The students have already begun to create camps based on whether they have decided to incorporate themselves into the majority school culture well before they entered high school.  Faced with no additional information regarding their tracking decisions, and after going through a 20–minute lightening round of enrollment information that Nicole will talk about in an upcoming section, students largely enroll in classes based on what their friends are taking.  The problem with this is that there are racial implications, which Ted outlines.

Ted:

The thing is, if you're a white student coming in—then you're going to be able to—that's one of the things about freshmen is that, when they register for classes, they don't go for what they want to do, or they don't go for what they should do.  They go for what their friends are doing.  So—um—obviously if—um—you're white, there's going to be a greater ratio of, if your friends have done really well in the past to new people from the other school.  Whereas, again, the minority students might tend to hang on with other minority students.  And so—what you have happening is—like here [at Highview]—no one [African Americans] in AP classes, but you look to one of the other classes, and that's where everyone is.  You know, so that could have a lot to do with it. TD2

Understandably, students remain close to the friend groups they have made, groups that they have been made to feel comfortable with since elementary school.  Unfortunately, without any additional information, this reliance of the familiar has the effect of reinforcing the segregation and isolation already present in the school.


Darica:

Um—Ahh—I think the bad thing is—is that—it gives the same like 





tracking is just basically for black people.


Interviewer:
Tell me more about that?


Darica:

Like—before I didn't see any student in—like any black student in AP 




classes and stuff like that.  I figure tracking was, you know—them 





getting the black students out the way so they could teach the white 




students.  And just puttin' us in class—basically [to get us out of the 




way]. D3

As Ted reveals, tracking decisions begin to be made based on what students’ friends are doing.  Because these friend groups are becoming racially segregated, the track placements in high school become this way as well.  Even more problematic is that these decisions are beginning to be internalized, as Darica reveals when she associates the tracking with trying to get black students out of the way of the white students’ learning.  This is a profound statement on how students feel about the tracking at Highview.  However, the students remain painfully unaware of larger, structural processes that might be in play.  Darica remains confident that students themselves are making these decisions, even as she sees evidence that there are unfair forces at play.


Darica:

I think it's a little easier for [white students].


Interviewer:
Why?


Darica:

Because they believe in it more.  They believe that they're gonna do 




the work.


Interviewer:
Who is “they”?

Darica:

The teachers, the counselors; but it depends on their appearance.  If they come like, like—let's see, how can I say this.  Not dressed for success, you know, like slouch off and stuff like that, you know, like—I bummed today.  But, if they dress like that, I feel that they're gonna look at 'em like, "oh, they're not gonna go in the AP classes or do their work."  You know, it's not that much big of a deal, it's not that—separated.


Interviewer:
So part of it you're saying is grades, but then another part of it is 





how a student appears, sort of; how they dress and how they act.


Darica:

Yup.  That's how I feel it is.


Interviewer:
Is that fair?  Do you think that students who dress a certain way—

Darica:
No.  I don't think it's fair.  'Cuz, some people just don't feel like—dressing up that day.  I know I've seen a lot a white students in AP and, you know, advanced calc[ulus]—they slouch off and just be, you know, come to school, you know, not dressed for success.  And they are still in those classes, but, if you come to school and this is your first year, and you don't look like you want to do the work, and how you're gonna do it?  They're not going to give you those classes that you want.  D2

Darica is able to see that black students are treated differently, and even begins to see that they are seen differently by school personnel.  At the same time she struggles with this idea.  She wants it to be that black students are not dressed a certain way—that somehow that would justify in some way how they are treated—even as she also points out that they should not be judged based on their appearance.  But there is still an element that she can identity that would explain their disparate treatment—that black students’ dress is not seen as one of academic success.  However, she also sees that white students often dress the same way that these black students do, but that they are still identified as academically successful by virtue of their high–track placement.  The lack of a clear policy guiding the students’ track placement and course enrollment allows for students to do mental gymnastics to explain the differential treatment that they see.  Unfortunately, all of these other influences stand to further exacerbate and attenuate the racial segregation and isolation already present in the school.  And, as indicated earlier, the guidance department at Highview often made this already complicated and problematic situation worse.


Of course, it is important to note that there are no hard and fast rules when it comes to these issues.  Not all of the students felt as though their guidance experience was horrible.  Katrina actually felt that her relationship with her guidance counselor was really positive.  There was one counselor who students in the school in general seemed to prefer.  However, Katrina was the only student in the project who had a positive feeling about her guidance counselor.  Even this experience is problematic, however, since Katrina is a high–track student, and of all the students, has the fairest phenotype.  One would not know that Katrina is biracial (let alone African American) unless she told them.  Accordingly, it is important to consider this factor when examining her positive experiences with the guidance department.  


Not all the high–track students had positive guidance experiences, either.  Nicole had different ideas about the helpfulness of guidance counselors at the school.  As she explains, “There isn't any guidance.  I don't know why they even call it that anymore.  You're assigned to my last name, but you don't know my first name.”   Nicole had problems with the impersonal nature of guidance at Highview, since she felt this had significant ramifications for the courses students enrolled in during their tenure at the high school—which corroborates Ted’s earlier point regarding students’ reliance on friends to make their course enrollment decisions.  She explains why this process is so problematic to her.

Nicole: 
Coming in as a freshman you have twenty minutes tops taken out of an hour, that is technically a class hour, so you have an impatient teacher wanting somebody to stop talking about having to sign up for classes so they can get back to their class—and—they throw a packet at you full of all your options and then you take it home, and maybe mom helps you, maybe brother/sister helps you, maybe friends help you, maybe you do it the same day at lunch.  It needs to be much more individualized.   I think people, like here at [her college], you have to speak to your advisor before—you can register for classes.  And I think that there should be some sort of—legitimacy I guess—some validity to, you know, "Why did you choose that class?" "How is it going to help you?"  There are seniors that get to their senior year and realize that they don't have things done—that would have been really easy to finish—in four years.  It's not hard to graduate from Highview, but because nobody pointed out to them, "Well you still need to take this class", or "You still need to get this credit", or "You didn't finish ‘x’ project that would allow you to get this requirement."  And they don't know that until, suddenly, you can't graduate.  Or you're scrambling to graduate.  That's kind of ridiculous.  N3

Nicole puts the problem with the guidance department at Highview into focus by detailing the particular ramifications the lack of personal attention can have.  Just as the lack of a tracking policy influences the students’ decision–making process, the lack of appropriate guidance does as well.  Raine talks about the phenomenon of friends having an influence on these decisions, and notes that the guidance department should be a guardian against those kinds of influences.

Interviewer:
Do you think that's better that if a student has the ability to be in a certain class that they should be just put there, even if they'd rather be with their friends in their own classes?

Raine:

Yea, ‘cuz friends are not good.  They put you—usually in a class with your friends—they don't do no work—they tell you to be like them—don't do no work either.  So it's better.  It gives you more to learn.  R2

As Raine suggests, even as friends may be a consideration in the classes a student takes, they should not be.  Having a person in the guidance department who can help a student make these kinds of decisions then becomes that much more important—even going as far as stretching the student’s comfort level to NOT take a class because their friends are there, if their academic ability merits something different.  Nicole agrees with Raine, and talked about her thoughts about the influences of friends (and the need to have an objective advisor as to the courses a student should take).

Nicole: 
I would strongly suggest talking to someone completely objective in race. Just because, if you're talking to a sophomore, let's say, who was already started going down the, you know, the path of, going to take all the regular classes and be friends with, you know, most of the black kids in the school.  That's fine, and that's probably really comfortable for them, but, in the case of my friend, it means he didn't really push himself as far as he could have gone. N3

Nicole identifies the point that students do stay with what has been made comfortable for them—taking courses with their friends.  Unfortunately, this has the effect of reinforcing the segregation and isolation that students feel.  Where a member of the guidance department could step in to disrupt this pattern, this opportunity is lost.


At the same time, the lack of personal attention from the guidance department is only one piece of the problem.  In some cases, the attention that students receive may not be helpful; the Guidance Department seemed to embody the same sorts of biases as the school (and, at times, the students) in general.  So, while some of the students felt that they did not receive the kind of personal attention that they needed, this was not just limited to a lack of attention.  It also included inappropriate attention as well.  Cortez shed light on this issue, with the thought that these students just are not given an opportunity to achieve anything more, leading them to the conclusion that this is the limit of their ability.

Cortez:
If they're too smart, well [the student would] go down there and be like all—"I want to switch classes." They'll give 'em a pre–geometry class or something.  You know, some real high class or somethin’.  Pre–calc or somethin.  And ahh—like actually it would be hard [for me] to switch, especially like now, "You're—just get the credit."  They'll tell us that.  But then when they already feel too smart, [they would point them to classes that would be] better for college.  They all assume we ain't goin to college. "Ahh, just get the credit."  And them, they probably go down there and be like all, "You want to look good on your college record?  Okay, switch—switch it.”  They automatically think I'm not going to college. C2

Cortez reveals that there is a bias about the guidance counselors as well.  Whether guidance counselors at Highview actually hold these beliefs about the potential of different students, the students believe that they do.  


The students in the regular–track and Bridge classes felt segregated and isolated from the black students in the high–track classes, as well as from other students in the school in general.  In regard to the effects on tracking, the school’s lack of a policy related to this process, as well as the insufficient support provided by the Guidance Department, further exacerbated this separation.  These feelings, however, began well before the students entered Highview.  The separation was identifiable back to their elementary school days.  However, once the students got to high school the tracking they encountered became much more entrenched, especially as they increased in years.  This further aggravated the segregation and isolation that was present.

Entrenched tracking in high school limits movement.

Students in the project did identify tracking in Highview, even as they did not know what it was called.  Further, they believed that it was fairly rigid—most felt as though a student’s track placement was fairly permanent (even as they felt it should not be, and that technically a student could move tracks).  They also felt that this rigidity increased as a student progressed through high school, especially entering junior year.  Before this point, the high–track students in particular felt that there really was not much tangible difference in the classes, even if they were denoted by different ability markers (advanced, etc.).  However, once the students got to their junior year, especially in the English curriculum, these differences became substantial.  This did not mean, however, that the regular–track and Bridge students were aware of this difference, or that they would be able to escape the track that they had been placed in.  In this section, the entrenched nature of tracking and its affects on the students’ perceptions of isolation and segregation are examined.


The students in the project, as mentioned previously, identified tracking to be fairly rigid at Highview.  This was particularly true when students wanted to move to a higher–level class.  Universally, they felt it was much easier to move down to a lower–track class than it would be to move into a higher–track class.  Ted sheds light on this reasoning.

Ted:

Yes.  Um—and for the most part, it's pretty rigid.  Again, unless—you're—you feel that you're overwhelmed and that you're going to go from an advanced class to a basic class.  Which is, you know, most of the time, that's the case.  Otherwise, you know, you just follow through your math, unless you know.  Ugh, I know some people this year—great people but, you know, they just decide, "we only need four years of math to graduate, so I'm not going to take math this year."  You know, those would be really the only scenarios that would deviate from that.  But—um—that would go for every class I think.  Every class. TD2

As Ted suggests, the students perceived tracking at Highview to be fairly rigid.  Taking this a bit further, they also felt that a student’s track placement would be consistent across the board.  This means that while there is no official “tracking” system at Highview, and students are able to take advanced classes in some subjects and not others, this is a rare occurrence.  Nicole explains this trend.



Nicole:

It was weird even in my AP classes, if people are only in one AP 





class, that was weird.  If you're in two or three or four AP classes, 





that's much more predominant.  N1

By senior year, the track system is so entrenched that students end up remaining true to their track placement, especially as they enter their senior year.  This is a further example of the separation and isolation that occurs with the nature of tracking at Highview.  This was not her perspective, however, at the lower grades.  As she explains further, tracking is less rigid when students are freshmen and sophomores.  She was asked how easy it would be to switch levels as a student at Highview.

Nicole:
As a freshman?  Easy.  Very, very easy.  As a sophomore?—um—also fairly easy; within the year.  As a sophomore, going from regular English to advanced World Lit—um, the class has a reputation for being difficult.  And if you're not used to that, and if you're not used to the title of advanced, it's probably that much more daunting—to note the class is going to be difficult and then to hear that, "Oh, this is advanced," but really—you need to be advanced.  Not that you need to be advanced, but you need to be willing to advance yourself, I guess, to be in the class.  That—I think is definitely hard, and for students um who did not take advanced World Lit but did take AP Lit—as seniors.   I know one person.  It just didn't happen.  Um—it's not that they weren't capable of it or anything like that, but it's definitely hard, and particularly, I think, from junior to senior year making that jump.  The teachers know each other really, really well, and—there is so much reference of, "Remember what we did in junior year?", and if you weren't in that class, it wasn't the same curriculum anymore.  So you didn't know.  You hadn't read it.  You didn't—remember the conversation or have anything to reference it by—I'd think that would be really, really hard.  Whereas, you know, jumping from advanced to regular, or regular to advanced in freshman and sophomore—years, was more just like, one's the title, but the material was the same…And depending on what you start out with, you know, sometimes it is hard, like, coming in as a freshman and sophomore—you kind of take whatever classes you want.  You know, your schedule doesn't offer that  much, but then once you got comfortable at that; you've established your friends, you've established what academic track you seem to be on, jumping out of that your junior year, isn't necessarily going to be easy. N1  

Nicole suggests that switching classes is easier for underclassmen because of a particularly difficult advanced junior–level English class, however, she does not talk about other kinds of classes.   She also begins to suggest why, even though it would be easier to change out of one’s track level at earlier grades, this would be difficult to do.  As students mature and perhaps would be more willing or comfortable stepping into a new class away from their established friend groups, the curriculum becomes differentiated in a way that would make that jump extraordinarily difficult. Unless students are able to step out of this comfort zone earlier (which would have been difficult given the lack of support to do so), it will be unlikely for them to make this transition.  


The students in this section suggest that tracking at Highview is rigidly entrenched, and becomes more so as students increase in grade.  This prolonged segregation does not go without its influence.  In many cases, the separation and isolation that students experience begins to have an affect on their self–esteem, especially as they lack an alternative explanation for this phenomenon.

Segregation/Isolation effects on self–esteem and track placement.

Perhaps one of the most troubling aspects of the segregation and isolation feelings that the students reported had to do with the affect this seemed to have on their self–esteem.  This was in part because they saw only themselves to blame for their situation, an idea that will be examined in particular in the next section.  By the time students get to high school, the tracking is fairly rigid, as was covered in the previous section.  This makes the stakes for taking a different level class, especially if it is a higher level class, much higher.  Raine talks about the additional pressures of this situation.

Raine:

I feel that a lot of the times that we don’t pick our classes—like, higher classes, is because we’re scared of it.  Like, it’s one thing to fail a regular class.  But when you go in a higher class and then you fail it just makes you feel that much worse.  Plus, like a lot of times people don’t take it ‘cuz…Well, when they get a bad score that just brings down their average and puts them all the way back out.  Then they could get kicked out of class and face more embarrassment than they would have if they would have been just in regular class. FG2

As Raine explains, students feel a lot of pressure in taking higher–level classes.  She reveals that there is something deeper involved in doing poorly in a higher–track class.  As she says, it’s one thing to do poorly in a regular track clas, but to take a higher level class and do poorly would take those feelings to a whole other level—especially considering that by doing so a student has essentially removed themselves from the comfortable surroundings of their friends in the track that they leave.  It is easy to see how this get internalized as additional pressure.


One of the more insidious outcomes of tracking has to do with how it makes students feel about their placement.  Students are very conscious of the meaning their track placement has.  First, Darica talks about an elementary school experience she had where she was in a pullout program for less–advanced students.


Darica:

Umm—Yeah.  I thought I was dumb.


Interviewer:
Why did you think that?


Darica:

Cuz I was in the lower group than anybody else.


Interviewer:
But were there other kids in that group too, right?


Darica:

Yeah, but—–I was like—we're in the—we're in the ah slow group or 





something, they need help.


Interviewer:
Did you think the other kids in your reading group, um, were 





dumb?


Darica:

No.  I mean.  It was just, I was like, "Man this a dumb group, I don't 




do nuthin anyway so it don't matter." D2

For Darica, although she says she did not care that she was labeled, it did not motivate her to work very hard because she was in the “dumb” group anyway.  This feeling of being “dumb” becomes an additional hurdle that must be overcome before a student could feel confident in stepping out of his/her comfort zone.  As such, it serves as an additional support to the entrenched nature of segregation in the school.  Darica’s comments further substantiate the point that students are made to feel comfortable in a particular setting, and this comfort begins very early in a child’s development.  Cortez also talked about this idea that his people are considered “dumb” in his second individual interview, which took place right after the first focus group where he met Ted.  His thoughts shed light on this issue as well.

Cortez:

It bothers me that um—my people are considered to be dumb.  That bothers me.  That—we—not in these smart classes.  That's like what I like about the guy who was there last time.


Interviewer:
Ted.

Cortez:

I liked him.  Cuz, he went out there doing what we were doin right.  We're actually—when we're doin—they—they—they get this impression that we're dumb and we're livin up to it.  We're livin up to their impression.  That's what we're doin.  Like, they say we don't belong in that class.  Well we get in the class and it may seem like we don't belong in there, but they say we don't belong in that class and we get in it and do the work and pass it, we can laugh at their ass.  But, like I say, we want to be the ones that joke around, play around, and don't take school seriously.  We should.


Interviewer:
Why do you think that is?  Honestly.  Why do you think that is?

Cortez:

Cuz, I think black people don't think—we don't think that we're gonna get in there, we don't think we're gonna be some big lawyer or president or somethin like that.  We get this impression that we'll only be workin, paying the rent, nuthin big like that.   You're either gonna be a rapper, basketball player, or some dude that just works to support his family.  That's what I think.  I think, we're just tryin to survive, and we don't really care about goin to college and all that stuff.  C2

As Cortez’s comments reveal, there are feelings of segregation and isolation that are deeply entrenched.  However, these feelings are also deeply internalized.  Cortez’s thoughts about why his people are considered to be dumb seem so present with him, as if these are thoughts that he is faced with constantly.  He looks up to Ted for the academic accomplishements that he achieved.  But at the same time he does not see that same path as being available to himself, nor to the majority of his community.  This is a profound example of the depths to which these feelings run.  It contributes to a feeling of profound hopelessness and powerlessness that is almost overwhelming.  This feeling is conveyed in the following excerpt from Cortez’s final individual interview.

Cortez:

I don't like how they just split us up.  They make all people that suppose to be smart, which is mostly black people–they supposed to not be smart or whatever—–they put us in these lower classes, put us in stuff like Bridge.  And then they got these people that's in these pre–classes and we don't even never get to see 'em or look at 'em, or experience what they take with them.  They don't got teachers—the least they can do is give us teachers that one section that we work on is from a higher grade—a higher calc or a higher geometry, or somethin—to see if we know that stuff, or we're capable of doin’ it.  C3  

Cortez, who is usually optimistic and upbeat, took on an unusually hopeless perspective.  In the end, a lot of the feelings that the students had left them completely overwhelmed and void of any feelings of agency to effect change.   As indicated in the beginning of this section, these feelings of hopelessness and powerlessness were quite possibly the most insidious manifestations of the tracking at Highview and the feelings of segregation and isolation that it incurred.

Personal Responsibility

To this point, the students in the project have revealed a complicated story about the nature of tracking at Highview.  The origins of this practice began in elementary school, when children are placed in situations where they must choose whether to incorporate themselves (assimilate) into the majority culture of the school.  As they progress through school, unofficial tracking influences continue to have an impact on the classes they are assigned to, even as they are often unaware of these practices (such as the lobbying of affluent parents at the middle school level).  At the high school level, the lack of an official policy related to tracking, along with a largely ineffective guidance program continued to foster a sense of separation among students.  The fact that students were largely unaware of these practices resulted in them being blinded to the existence of larger structural forces—the only logical alternative was to hold themselves responsible for their situations.  This practice has been hinted at in the previous sections, but direct attention to the nuances of this third theme, personal responsibility, is given now.


Up to this point, it has been made clear that the students in the project largely believed that the practice of assigning students into different classes based on ability is fair—and they believe that all students have an equal opportunity to take these classes (although the students pointed to some instances where unfairness was at play).  Summarizing this idea, Nicole talks about when she first remembered specifically being able to select the level of a class she was enrolling in—freshman year of high school.

Nicole:

Freshman year was definitely the first time that there was a difference in being able to pick the advanced English classes and regular English class.  But whenever you talked to anyone in the "regular English" class they weren't doing anything different from [what we were doing], probably [something equally] useless.  And that I don't think—math was stratified for sure, science is a little bit stratified at Highview where you had to test in to freshman biology, when I was a freshman, or they automatically put you in physical science.  I tested into bio[logy].  You could choose to take the test, but anybody could take the test and technically, I guess anybody could test in depending on the scores.  N1

In this excerpt from Nicole’s first individual interview, she reveals that she remembered explicit tracking beginning in high school.  However, she also thinks that the process is fair, and that any student is allowed to take any class they want, provided they demonstrate the appropriate ability—by taking a test or some other indicator.  She also indicates that these levels are largely illusory.  As freshman there was little actual difference in what the students at each level were learning.  Ted was in agreement as to the fairness with which the tracking assignments were made—that up to high school there was no “tracking” and that once students got into high school, they were able to enroll in any class they were qualified to be in.  He explains his reasoning here.

Ted: 

No matter what level you were in, like prior to freshman year, once you hit freshman year, everyone is in [a detracked English block].  For the most part.  I don't know, there might have been some exceptions.  But everyone is in [the detracked English block], and then from there, you know, your real abilities are determined and then—um—if you want to go to an advanced class, like sophomore year—then—that's your choice—and you have to go and ask a teacher.  The teacher is not going to tell you, you know, "You did good, so, would you like to be in the advanced class?"  You actually have to take it upon yourself. TD1

In this excerpt, Ted’s reasoning is similar to Nicole’s in that the opportunity to enroll in the class of one’s choice is available to all students.  However, he also begins to reveal that the onus to make such decisions are on the students themselves.  He explicitly mentions that teachers will not necessarily identify students that have the potential to enroll in higher level classes.  In his view, the student should still be responsible to make this choice on their own.  


Continuing this theme of the fairness of tracking, it was clear that the students held onto this idea even when information to support it was lacking.  It is also important to note that the regular–track and Bridge students also believed in the basic fairness of the tracking system at Highview.  In Darica’s second individual interview, she talks about the fairness of the tracking placements, and the ability of students to break out of these classes.


Interviewer:
Do you think that students who take—one advanced class—are likely 




to be in—like all advanced classes?


Darica:

No.


Interviewer:
No.  

Darica:

Uh uh.  I mean ‘cuz you can be—really intelligent in one subject, or know a lot on one subject, you know, and like that subject a lot, but you want to be in a higher class, I mean like in a higher—yeah—in a higher class—for that one subject.  And the other ones you just want to—you know, get the information—do what you got to do—pass.  But that one subject; you really feel that you want to be in a higher class.  

Interviewer:
Okay.  And you think that happens here, that students can take like, one class or two classes advanced, and the rest regular?


Darica: 

Uh huh.  D2   

As Darica reveals, the idea that the tracking system is fair is so entrenched in the minds of the students that they believe in it even without evidence.  Darica has never known anyone who has done what she describes in this excerpt.  Still, she holds on to the belief that this is nonetheless possible—even that this is a regular occurrence.


Taking personal responsibility for the tracking decisions applied to their own decisions, but also to the decisions that other students made.  In order to make their theory work, it was necessary to extend the reasoning that if they were responsible for choosing the classes they were in, then other students were as well.  This means that even though this reasoning can end up seeming illogical—that students in certain situations would purposefully choose them for themselves—the students stick with this belief system anyway.  Katrina reveals this kind of thinking in the following excerpt from her first individual interview.

Katrina:
I think it has lots to do with mind set.  Personally.  But I don't know a lot of students like myself who came out of the same background, so it might be a more individual thing for me.  I don't think class, particularly at Highview, has to be a limitation.  I think people choose for it to be their excuse for a limitation.  But the classes are available to them.  The resources are available to them, they just don't take advantage of it. K1 

Katrina reveals that she thinks a student’s mind set has a lot to do with the choices they make regarding the classes they are going to take.  She concedes that this might be something that pertains only to her—that she believes that she is responsible for her choices but others might not feel the same way.  Nonetheless, she still does believe that students place limits on themselves based on their background.  Nicole also begins to reveal some thoughts about this application of personal responsibilty to other students.  She thinks that teachers have some influence on the courses that students take, but ultimately that the students themselves are responsible for their choices.

Nicole:

Yes.  Um—maybe by teachers.  Mostly by students themselves.  Um—for a lot of different reasons.  I mean, not that I'm gonna knock anybody's choices or—that—you know, choosing to be not in an advanced class is necessarily a life–altering—negative or whatever, but, I have people—I have very close friends who regret not choosing to take certain classes because at the time they didn't think they could do it, or because they didn't feel like they knew—enough people in the class, or they didn't feel like they would fit in.  And regarding that, you know, regarding that they self–censored and missed out on what they later found out would have been an amazing experience. N2  

In this excerpt Nicole concedes that students make the personal decision to enroll in a class or not, and that this decision can be influenced by such things as their belief in their ability to do it, or whether their friends are in the class.  In the end, however, she still believes that the decision of whether to enroll in a specific class or not still lies with that individual student.  


The idea of students being responsible for their own class enrollment came up at one of the group interviews.  The discussion that the students have on this point is very informative as to the reasoning that goes into this belief.  Nicole begins the conversation by putting out the idea that students themselves determine the classes that they are going to take.  Trevonne (and Cortez, although his response is not shown), are not so quick to agree with this idea.

Nicole:

Do you think—I think part of it has to do with work ethic.  Um, the work ethic you display in your classes is what largely reflects—not really the grade, believe it or not—but the work ethic you display is what reflects on the teacher.  Whether or not you are mature enough to handle a higher class.  So it’s not necessarily that you aren’t capable mentally, or that your intellect isn’t there.  It’s that your drive to complete the work wasn’t shown.

Trevonne:
Just because it wasn’t shown in one class, what makes it different from another class?  Maybe that class, or the teacher—maybe you didn’t like that class.  But the class that you’re trying to take, maybe it’s a class that you’re gonna really try.  So that then you’re going to put forth a different type of wo–work ethic.

Nicole:

And that’s something that I would say that you have to argue with the teachers.  You have to make your class.  If it’s something that you want you have to fight for it.  You can’t just let somebody give you your classes because that’s what happened.  FG2

This excerpt is informative in that Nicole puts out the idea that students are responsible for the classes they enroll in.  Trevonne responds, but does not disagree with her on this point.  Instead, his concern has to do with the application of that idea across all of the classes that student is enrolled in.  That is, that students might be responsible for their course enrollments, but that this should not be applied to all of the courses a student enrolls in—that they should be able to be enroll in a variety of classes that might affect their engagement in that course.  In response to Trevonne’s concern, Nicole again puts that responsibility back on the student, saying that if a student believes that they should be in a different class than the one they are in, that they should be vocal about it needing to be changed.  In the end, the responsibility for the courses that the students enroll in remain with the students.


Inevitably, this idea could not avoid controversy.  In some instances the students began getting a little more insensitive—or even nasty—about the responsibility students needed to take for the tracking decisions that had occurred in their lives.  This is exactly what happened later on in the second focus group, which is repeated below.  Nicole brings out the idea explicitly that students are intimidated about taking particular classes because they do not feel as though they are capable of being successful.  This puts the Trevonne and Cortez on the defensive immediately.

Nicole:

I guess I just wonder if you are intimidated from taking certain classes because of the way you learn and because you don’t think you’ll be able to learn in certain classes.


Cortez:

Um…I’m not really intimidated, but if they put me in those classes, 




I’ll find some way for me to learn.


Nicole:

Um hmm. 

Cortez:

I guess you could say yeah and no.  I’ll find some way to learn but then again I don’t want to be in those classes when they teach it different and they’re not going to help me.  I need somebody that can, you know what I’m saying, get there one–on–one with me.  That’s what Bridge is for. 


Nicole:

Ok, you just said they put you in classes.  But you’re the one who 





chooses classes to take.


Cortez:

Not really.  I don’t choose none of my classes.  Since I’ve been here 




I haven’t chose none of my classes.  My freshman year was the only 




year I chose my classes.


Nicole:

Who chooses your classes for you?



Cortez:

Bridge.  FG2

In this excerpt, the idea of personal responsibilty for class choice is examined explicitly.  Even as the students in other contexts took some responsibility for their track placement (some more than others, and definitely the high–track students more so than the regular–track and Bridge students), this idea was not universally accepted.  Cortez particularly resented being accused of choosing his own fate, especially since he felt that he had very little control over the courses that he took.  However, even as Nicole comes off as being the aggressor in this situation, it is not to say that the regular–track and Bridge students did not also harbor this feelings about the responsibilty of students in these classes for choosing their situation.  Raine talks about this in one of her individual interviews.

Interviewer:
Okay.  Are there classes where it's less likely that there'll be any 





other black students?


Raine:

AP classes.  


Interviewer:
Why is that?


Raine:

I don't know.  They're just not smart.  


Interviewer:
Who's just not smart?


Raine:

The black people.


Interviewer:
Do you think it's that they're not smart?

Raine:

I don't think it's that they're not smart, I just think that—like they—like—I don't know.  Like—it's like they're tryin to do somethin that's not—it's like so—different.  Like, it was easy in New York to get in an AP class because all you had to do was be smart, but out here, they don't take advantage of it.  It's like they walk around and just act—they just act like a stereotype.  And then they get hooked—they get you to like the stereotype, but then they got a problem with it. 


Interviewer:
Do you think that students are capable of taking those classes?


Raine:

Yes, a lot of 'em are.  A lot of 'em are.  But they just don't. R2

Raine begins by answering a question about where black students are most likely going to be found.  She answers in her typical quick–witted way, but her thoughts reveal a sort of blame for the black students in not taking the advanced classes.  She identifies a systemic pressure that puts out a stereotype of what black people are supposed to be like.  However, she still in the end blames the students for caving into that stereotype.  The belief that students are ultimately responsible for the track placement was firmly entrenched in the minds of many of the students in the project.  This belief stemmed largely from the fact that there were no other obvious places to put this responsibility.  Because many of the processes related to tracking are hidden, and there is an appearance of choice available to the students, there was a deeply held belief (especially toward the beginning of the project), that the students themselves had to be responsible for it.  However, as the project progressed it became clear that the students’ ideas about the fairness of the whole system was coming into question.  

Implications for the “Acting White” Hypothesis


The students in the project reveal that a simple rejection of whiteness failed to accurately describe their experiences at Highview High School.  Could the regular track and Bridge students have done better or worked harder?  Probably.  However, their academic performance was not curtailed out of a fear of acting white.  Rather, they reveal how institutional processes that began when they were very young started a process of familiarizing students with a dominant culture in the school that subsequently made students comfortable with that system.  Over time, the African American students became more and more segregated from each other, both socially and academically.  The high track African American students, while subject to feelings of loneliness and isolation at times, had assimilated into the dominant culture of the school leaving much of their racial identity behind.  They were not, however, trying to be or “act” white.  The school culture left them no alternative identity.  The regular track and Bridge students, by virtue of being outsiders in the school, had an increased sense of racial identity and solidarity with each other.  They did not reject academic achievement out of an association with whiteness.  Rather, they had been groomed from early ages not to identify with this culture because it was not something for them.  In short, the perspectives of all of the students toward the school culture were largely created by the institution itself through the messages it sent to the students in different tracks.  The student may have held themselves responsible for their positions, but a closer analysis tells a different story.  If the students view academic achievement as a white domain, it is only because that is what we have taught them.
Conclusion

Both the issues of the achievement gap and the “acting white” phenomenon remain popular topics of conversation in the education world today.  This is for good reason, since many efforts to eliminate the achievement gap, most recently with the federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation, have had mixed success.  This project provides a fresh perspective on these phenomenon by introducing a previously unrelated area of research to the mix.  By drawing on the results from this qualitative study on school tracking policies, new questions for the field of the achievement gap are raised.  Looking at research on school tracking policies in general reveals that focusing on the issue at the high school level may already be too late.  Most tracking decisions are made and solidified before many students have even mastered the skill of reading (Barta & Allen, 1995; Nieto, 2000; Oakes, 1995).  This project in particular adds credence to this finding, but speaks to the specific issue of black students eschewing an academic identity in order not to be perceived as “acting white”.  The themes here, Assimilation/Negotiation, Segregation/Isolation and Personal Responsibility suggest that this process is not always self–determined.  That is, teachers, parents and other people outside of the student herself may play a significant role in the ability of a student to identify him/herself with an academically–successful identity (and placed in the right track).  The second contribution this paper makes is that these early decisions on a student’s track placement can be associated with their ability to be academically successful later on in their school careers.  That is, there is much more to be learned about the link between track placement and later gaps in achievement. Before we can blame the students for their performance on standardized tests relative to their peers, we must also understand the role of the school structure in effecting those outcomes.
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� The seven students in the project were: Ted (High track male), Nicole (High track female), Katrina (High track female), Trevonne (regular track male), Raine (regular track female), Cortez (Alternative track (Bridge) male), and Darica (Alternative track (Bridge) female.  All names used are pseudonyms chosen by the students themselves.





