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Abstract

This ongoing study examines the effects of a detracking reform initiated in the fall of 2005 by teachers of freshman English at a diverse urban high school in Denver, Colorado. The study focuses on four main questions that the teachers deemed important in determining whether or not to continue and expand the reform: 1) Are high-achieving students in the detracked classes getting the same level of rigor as their peers in high-track classes? 2) Are detracked classes providing a better learning environment than tracked classes for low-achieving students? 3) What is the impact of support classes introduced in Year 2 of the reform to improve the achievement of struggling students? 4) On a political and practical level, is the reform sustainable? Research methods employed included classroom observations; a regression analysis of eighth and ninth grade Colorado Student Assessment Program scores; and in-depth interviews with students, teachers, counselors and the school principal. Findings indicate that the rigor of the detracked English classes equaled or surpassed that of high-track English classes while also providing struggling students with a better learning environment than low-track classes. Early evidence indicates that, despite a rocky start, support classes appear to be assisting low-achieving students during the 2006-07 school year. Finally, not only has the reform been expanded and sustained in the English department, it has attracted interest from teachers in other departments at the school, including math and science. 
Introduction
Tracking is practiced in more than 85% of American secondary school classes (Oakes, 2005).  Yet it has never lived up to its goals.  In particular, placement in lower-tracked classes does not result in academic remediation.  Hallinan and Kubitschek (1999) analyzed two data sets containing information from a total of 15,000 students enrolled in academic and non-academic tracks. They controlled for such factors as prior achievement, gender and race. They found that the higher a student’s track level, the more rapid the achievement growth. A four-year longitudinal study of 955 students at six London schools found that the higher a student’s mathematics track, the more rapidly she or he progressed, even when prior achievement was taken into account (Wiliam & Bartholomew, 2004). Another study of 136 junior high school math and English classes in the United States found that all students performed better in higher-track classes, but that for low-ability students, the benefits were more pronounced (Veldman & Sanford, 1984).

In two literature reviews, Slavin (1995) came to a similar conclusion when he found that students benefit from being in high-ability groups and lose from being in low-ability groups. However, he asserted that the studies he reviewed were fundamentally flawed because it is impossible to statistically control for the wide ability gap between high and low-track students: Even if the high-track students spent all year playing tiddlywinks, they’d still outperform students in the lower tracks.


In her landmark book, Keeping Track, Oakes (1985, 2005) argues that it is actually the low-track students who are doing something akin to playing tiddlywinks.  Her study of 299 classes at 25 secondary schools throughout the United States found that low-track students were not simply covering the same material at a slower pace; they were also experiencing a very different and unequal education.  Low-track English students learned basic computational skills and read teen novels while their high-track counterparts studied world literature, sophisticated mathematical concepts and other “high status” knowledge necessary to succeed in higher education.  High-track teachers wanted their students to learn to think critical and work independently.  Low-track teachers’ goals for their students included punctuality, good hygiene and the ability to fill out income tax forms.
Although low-track students might have needed the relative advantages, it was the high-track kids who received more time to learn.  Their teachers assigned them more homework and their classes were more rarely off task.  Low-track students said that their classmates were unfriendly and hostile.  They were less confident about most things.  High-track students had higher aspirations – not only in school but also in life. 

Tracking versus Detracking

 The ‘tracking versus detracking’ literature is less conclusive than the body of research that compares outcomes for high- and low-track classes.  Tracking, after all, has been around and been studied for more than 100 years (Oakes, 2005).  The current detracking movement started in earnest in the late eighties (Oakes, 2005).  In his 1990 literature review, Slavin examined 29 experiments and correlational studies that compared grouping approaches in secondary schools.  He found that heterogeneous grouping seemed to produce higher achievement in social studies.  He found no difference between tracking and detracking for any other subject, grade level or prior achievement level.  In another widely-cited review, Kulik and Kulik (1982) used meta-analytic methods to compare studies of 52 tracked and untracked secondary school classes.  These authors associated tracking with slightly better achievement for high-ability students in honors classes.  They found no difference in achievement levels for lower-ability level students.  Nor did they find a statistically significant difference between tracked and untracked students’ self esteem and attitudes toward school.  Tracked students had a slightly more positive attitude toward the subjects they were learning.


Loveless (1999) cautions that we need more research before we plunge into widespread detracking reforms.  But Slavin (1995) frames the debate differently.  He says we have no evidence that heterogeneous grouping harms anyone, even the highest of high achievers.  By contrast, researchers have repeatedly found that tracking fails most students. 

Lacking any evidence that ability grouping is beneficial for students in general, it is important to ask how we can justify this practice.  Ability grouping by its nature works against democratic and egalitarian norms, often creates racial or ethnic divisions, risks making terrible and long-lasting mistakes, and condemns many children to low-quality instruction and low-quality futures…  Let’s work toward schools that can do a better job with all our children.
Research on Schools Undergoing Detracking Reform

Researchers have published numerous studies on detracking reforms since Slavin wrote those words.  Some have been successful (Burris & Welner, 2005).  Some have met with so much opposition that they have been subverted or implemented in an abbreviated form (Oakes, et al., 2000).  Detracking, after all, asks those who have previously been granted elite status to accept the same treatment as everyone else (Wells & Serna, 1996).  Such requests can be threatening.  Power and status are not easy to share.  Datnow (1997) writes about a secondary school in which “Good Old Boy” male teachers capsized a detracking reform by harassing female peers, ostensibly in an effort to preserve a “culture of patriarchy” that regarded certain members (high achievers, males) as superior.  Based on a study of ten detracking schools, Wells & Serna (1996) found that “elite” affluent, white parents tried to sabotage detracking reforms by threatening to leave the school system.  They used their power and status to influence school leaders.  Sometimes they negotiated favorable conditions for their children that were so expensive that detracking became unsustainable.

However, when detracking reforms do go forward, they can be beneficial to low-income students, “low-achievers” and minorities, as well as the white, wealthy students who disproportionately benefited from higher tracks.  Perhaps the most successful example is the Rockville Centre School District in Long Island, New York (Burris, et al., 2006; Burris & Welner, 1999; Garrity, 2004).  The students at Rockville’s high school were 20 percent black and Hispanic, 13 percent low-income and 10 percent special education.  In 1993, the district began to eliminate low-track classes while offering struggling students extra support.  A decade and a half later, Burris, et al. (in press) found that white and Asian students who attended the district’s high school after the implementation of detracking were three times more likely that their pre-detracking peers to earn a New York State Regents diploma.  The effect was even greater for low-income blacks and Hispanics, who were five times more likely to earn the prestigious diploma granted to students who passed coursework and exams determined by the state.  Students in the detracking cohort were also 70% more likely to earn the even more prestigious International Baccalaureate diploma.  The study authors controlled not only for socio-economic status and race but for prior achievement, as measured by Practice Student Assessment Test (PSAT) scores. 

One of the problems with evaluating detracking reforms is that like tracking, detracking can have different meanings in different places (Horn, 2006). More common than the Long Island example are reforms like the one at East High School in Denver, with the schooling untracking a single grade level or subject.  Boaler (2006) studied an example of this type of reform.  For four years, she studied mathematics departments at three U.S. high schools: two that tracked and one that did not.  The untracked school, which Boaler calls Railside, enrolled more minorities and low-income students than the tracked schools.  Pre-test scores were significantly lower.  However, within two years, Railside students were achieving at higher levels than their tracked peers.  Forty-one percent of Railside seniors enrolled in calculus, as compared to 27% at the two other schools.  Observations also indicated that Railside students developed a more comprehensive knowledge of mathematical concepts.

Researchers rarely find results as clearly successful as those in Rockville Centre or at Railside.  Similarly, setting aside the reforms completely subverted by political opposition, detracking reforms are also rarely complete flops.  More representative is a study by Gamoran et al (1998) that examined 24 schools (16 of them secondary) that had undergone significant reforms to their tracking system.  The study found that “neither heterogeneous nor homogeneous grouping present insurmountable barriers to high quality instruction, but neither do they ensure it.” (p. 385)  Welner (2001) studied court-ordered detracking reforms in three districts, describing various setbacks and obstacles, but the resulting reforms nonetheless resulted in overall improvements.  Oakes, et al. (2000) described comparable setbacks – but overall successes – for schools engaged in middle school reform (including detracking).

Another example of the shades of grey common in detracking studies is a report by Robertson, et al. (1998), who studied a Canadian secondary school that detracked the 9th grade in response to a 1993 mandate from the Ontario Ministry of Education.  The students studied complained that their detracked ninth grade classes were so easy that the first year of high school seemed like a continuation of elementary.  Yet those who entered the advanced track in tenth grade (and most did) not only passed their tenth grade classes but said they felt adequately prepared.


Although cases such as Rockville Centre and Railside show that detracking can help to substantially close the achievement gap between minority and white children and between low- and high-achievers, other studies have pointed out that that opportunity gaps still remain.  For example, students interviewed by Yonezawa, et al. (2006) complained that some teachers in detracked classes coddled slower students or favored high achievers. Such favoritism could mean anything from additional one-on-one time to unlimited bathroom breaks for certain kids.


Rubin (2003) found that a lack of attention to either the normative or technical aspects of detracking can lead to an unexpected consequence: a reform designed to promote equity actually diminishes it.  Her case study describes a long-term reform in which teachers combined English and history courses into a detracked core at a diverse, urban high school.  Rubin chose her two focal teachers in part because of their commitment to detracking.  After a year’s worth of observations and interviews, she still found the teachers to be committed to the idea of detracking but technical flaws created inequities in a pro-equity reform.  For instance, Rubin found that during group work, Tiffany, a struggling minority student with a complicated home life, would end up performing ancillary tasks such as drawing a picture because she had not completed the homework necessary to effectively participate in group projects during class. “Targeted tutoring or support classes, or a combination of both have been shown to be effective in supporting such students,” Rubin concludes. Kiana, also a minority student, did her homework and answered questions correctly.  She was (understandably) insulted when she felt that her peers were surprised that she had actually read the book.  After that, she tried to avoid working with students who were not already her friends.  Rubin called for a “more conscious form of adult intervention in students’ social worlds” such as mentoring programs and advisory groups that “can help break down barriers and help students to forge new connections with one another.”  Because technical supports such as tutoring and mentoring were not in place for students, a detracked class failed the sort of student it was designed to help.


In another study, Rubin (in press) described a situation in which normative rather than technical considerations likely led to inequities.  She found that detracking had positive results in two schools she studied—one overwhelmingly white, the other diverse.  In a third school dominated by poor and minority students who likely most needed a boost, Rubin found that detracking had no effect. She concluded;
“While detracking holds promise for excellence and equity…the case studies presented in this analysis demonstrate that for the reform to create meaningful change for students, reformers must proceed with careful attention to multiple facets of the local context. Successful detracking incorporates change on a variety of levels: the modification of school structures to provide access to detracking and support and resources to students and teachers involved in the detracking efforts, the alteration of classroom practices and curriculum to provide instruction appropriate to heterogeneous settings, and the transformation of students’ and teachers’ belief systems about learning and ability. When such changes occur simultaneously, the results for students are remarkable.” (p. 48)
Universal Acceleration
“A homogeneously low-performing class is a cultural catastrophe you can almost never overcome.”


-Patrick Northfield

Like a copy collating papers, Denver’s comprehensive high schools sort students into neat slots described by Denver Public Schools Policy IHCDB:  “Accelerated” students enroll in core courses that promise “intensive reading and writing in the content area” and “challenging” instructional materials (Denver Public Schools Policy IHCDB).  Generally speaking, everyone else enrolls in regular or, in some subjects and grade levels, remedial courses.

In the fall of 2004, Patrick Northfield experienced regular classes for the first time when he accepted a job teaching English at East, one of Colorado’s most diverse high schools.  During the 2005-06 school year, East was 44 percent white, 39 percent African American and 15 percent Hispanic.  Twenty-seven percent of the school’s 2,092 students qualified for free and reduced-price meals (Colorado Department of Education).  With its spire-studded campus and annual roster of Ivy League-bound graduates, East is also one of Colorado’s most respected public high schools.  But the low-track students Northfield was assigned were struggling to construct sentences, not aspiring to attend Harvard.  That wasn’t all that bothered Northfield.  Skills he could improve; attitudes were different.  He recalled:

I had never experienced a classroom culture that was so apathetic as I did at East.  I had never had problems at this level – that kids just wouldn’t do work and seemed not to care whether they got an F.

Northfield had not faced such problems in the untracked classes he had previously taught at a diverse, charter middle school.  Based on his previous experience and on research concerning detracked classes, he believed that combining high- and low-track students might help create a positive classroom environment in which students would do the work required to improve their skills.  However, he was not willing to do so at the expense of the highest-achieving students – those who would most likely have otherwise been enrolled in an accelerated English class.  During the summer before the reform began, he sought us out to help him determine whether detracking was providing a better learning environment for low-achieving students while continuing to challenge higher-achieving students.
With the help of the school’s literacy coach, Allison Grey, and with the approval of the school principal, East introduced two sections of detracked freshman English in the fall of 2005.  Both Grey and Northfield had been assigned first-period freshman English classes – one had an accelerated, or “X-level” course; the other had a regular course.  They created the heterogeneous sections by randomly combining the enrollment in the two courses.  Students in the detracked sections were to read the same books and receive the same weighted credit on their transcripts as their peers in traditional accelerated courses.  In keeping with their core value of maintaining high standards for all students, Northfield and Grey used the Rockville Centre term, “universal acceleration.”
Based upon the experiences of Northfield and Grey and early results from our study, East decided at the start of the 2006-07 school year to expand the reform from two to four detracked freshman English sections.  These four sections were again created by randomly combining students who had selected regular and accelerated tracks.  Although Grey left the school to accept a job as a middle school principal, Northfield continued to teach a section of detracked English.  In addition, three other instructors, including the English department chair, agreed to become part of the reform.  Each taught a section of detracked English.  As a result of Grey and Northfield’s perception that some struggling students needed more help than they could provide in a single class period of detracked English, the school also added two sections of a support class designed to help students who were struggling in detracked English.  Northfield teaches both sections. 
The initiation of support classes gave rise to a third research question for us: whether or not these support classes are fulfilling Northfield’s goal of helping lower-performing students “to meet the same expectations that their higher-performing peers are meeting.” 
A fourth research question involves the sustainability of the reform.  During the 2005-06 school year, this question revolved mainly around whether or not the English reform would face the same political and practical challenges as a similar but unrelated detracking reform at East, also initiated at the start of the 2005-06 school year, in 9th grade social studies classes.  The school had eliminated the ‘regular’ geography classes and placed all students in accelerated classes.  Several vocal geography teachers strongly opposed what they contended was the top-down nature of this reform, which was required of the entire social studies department.  Teachers in the English department tended to regard the geography detracking reform as a failure, perhaps because of this vocal resistance.  An additional issue that arose in the wake of Grey’s departure was whether or not the English reform would become institutionalized to the extent that it could outlive the teachers who initiated it and the retirement, in the spring of 2007, of the principal who approved the program.
Research Design and Methods
Our study of Universal Acceleration employed a mixture of qualitative and quantitative methods to answer research questions 1 and 2.  (Are detracked classes providing a better learning environment than low-track classes for lower-achieving students? Are they as challenging as high-track classes for high-achieving students?)  Because test score data is not yet available for the 2006-07 school year, qualitative methods alone were used to assess the impact of the support classes.  Qualitative methods alone were also used to explore the sustainability of the reform, because this research question did not lend itself to the employment of quantitative methods.
Quantitative Analysis and Results

We examined the impact of detracking on achievement by analyzing 8th and 9th grade Colorado Student Assessment Program (CSAP) scores in reading and writing for students enrolled in regular, accelerated and detracked freshman English sections during the 2005-06 school year.  All public school students in Colorado take these exams. Schools have an incentive to ensure that as many students as possible take the tests because the schools are penalized on the State Accountability Reports for each student who misses an exam.  However, the state imposes no consequences on the students themselves if they skip an exam or perform poorly.
The CSAP exams are published, developed, scored and scaled by CTB McGraw-Hill.  They are criterion-referenced exams that were “developed to measure the Colorado content standards” in reading, writing, math and science (CTB McGraw-Hill, 2006, p. 5).  The 8th and 9th grade reading exams test students’ knowledge of fiction, non-fiction, vocabulary and poetry.  The 8th and 9th grade writing exams test paragraph writing, essay writing, grammar and usage and mechanics.  All CSAP exams contain both multiple choice and written-response questions.  Students receive scale scores and one of four ratings based upon scale scores: unsatisfactory, partially proficient, proficient or advanced.
 The CSAP is vertically scaled, so test scores in each subject can be compared from grade to grade.  The table below shows the scale scores for 2005 8th grade reading and writing scores statewide and for our sample at East.  It also displays 2006 9th grade reading and writing scores both statewide and for our sample. 
	
	Mean
	S.D.
	Minimum

	Maximum 

	READING
	
	
	
	

	8th grade state
	649
	64.4
	330
	990

	9th grade state
	658
	62.3
	350
	995

	8th grade East
n=336
	671
	66
	330
	803

	9th grade East
n=425
	681
	62.4
	350
	804

	WRITING
	
	
	
	

	8th grade state
	557
	73.2
	250
	910

	9th grade state
	565
	79.6
	260
	930

	8th grade East
n=332
	586
	75.4
	395
	852

	9th grade East
n=420
	594
	80.8
	260
	821


Beginning with the entire pool of East High School 9th graders, our analysis excluded those students who had originally been placed in East’s lowest (remedial) track – resulting in the exclusion of 85 8th grade reading scores, 87 8th grade writing scores and 83 ninth grade reading and writing scores.  The detracked English sections did not include any of these remedial-track students.
  In addition, the databases that we obtained from the Denver Public Schools were missing 154 8th grade reading scores, 152 8th grade writing scores, 242 ninth grade reading scores and 246 ninth grade writing scores.  Eighth grade data was missing for all students who transferred to East from private middle schools (which do not administer the CSAP exams) and also for students who were repeating freshman English and thus had not taken the CSAP exams during the 2004-05 school year.  As seen in the chart below, the database was also missing information on ninth grade track-level assignment for a significant number of students for whom eighth and ninth grade test scores were available.  It is possible that this missing data, which we did not include in our analysis, affected our conclusions because, as seen in the table below, mean CSAP scores were significantly lower for students for whom track-level data were unavailable.
	
	Detracked
Grade 9
	Accelerated, Grade 9
	Regular, Grade 9
	9th Grade Track Unknown

	CSAP 8
	
	
	
	

	Reading Mean
	665
	704
	621
	608

	Reading SD
	62
	46
	60
	80

	N
	33
	186
	117
	197

	Writing Mean
	579
	622
	529
	511

	Writing SD
	74
	65
	53
	78

	N
	32
	186
	114
	195

	CSAP 9
	
	
	
	

	Reading Mean
	668
	709
	630
	523

	Reading SD
	67
	45
	57
	94

	N
	44
	254
	127
	22

	Writing Mean
	572
	631
	528
	414

	Writing SD
	90
	64
	62
	98

	N
	43
	253
	124
	23


Our quantitative analysis compared 1) detracked students with high 8th grade CSAP scores and their peers in high-track or accelerated classes and 2) detracked students with low 8th grade CSAP scores to their peers in low- or regular-tracked classes. We used SPSS to run two separate linear regressions.  The regressions were identical except that one used 9th grade CSAP reading scores as the dependent variable and included 8th grade CSAP reading scores as an independent variable and the other substituted the respective writing CSAP scores.
We used the following variables to answer our research questions;
READ9CSAP. The 2006 9th grade reading CSAP scale scores for this dependent variable ranged in our sample from 350 to 904.

WRITE9CSAP. The 2006 9th grade writing CSAP scale scores for this dependent variable ranged in our sample from 260 to 821.

CSAP8READ. In order to improve interpretability of parameter estimates, we centered this independent variable on the state mean of 649 for 8th grade reading CSAP exams taken during the 2004-05 school year.  In addition, because our research question focused on measuring the impact of the detracked class, we excluded regular and accelerated track scores that fell outside the range of scores found in the detracked classes.  Finally, we eliminated outliers that were skewing model fits by excluding all scores that fell in the bottom five percent and the top 95 percent of the range observed in the mixed track.  The purpose of this variable was to control for prior achievement.  This variable is highly correlated (.818, p<.01) with READ9CSAP.
CSAP8WRITE. We made similar adjustments here, using the state mean of 557 for 8th grade CSAP writing exams taken during the 2004-05 school year. This variable is highly correlated (.768, p< .01) with WRITE9CSAP.

TRACK – This independent variable indicates whether a student was enrolled in a regular, detracked or mixed-track or accelerated freshman English class during the spring semester of the 2005-06 school year.

In keeping with the small size and time span of our data, we fit simple models.  In the first regression, ninth grade readings scores are the dependent variable.  The 8th grade reading score and track levels are the main effects for the independent variables.  We also include interactions for 8th grade reading scores and track level.  The second regression model is the same, except that the dependent variable is the 9th grade writing score, and the 8th grade writing score is an independent variable.  We provide the results in the table below.
READING
	Coefficients
	B
	se(B)
	sig. (B)

	
	
	
	

	Constant
	676
	3
	0

	
	
	
	

	DETRACKED/MIX
	-21
	6
	0.001

	REGULAR
	-20
	4
	0

	ACCELERATED
	0
	0
	0

	
	
	
	

	READ8CSAP
	0.661
	0.044
	0

	
	
	
	

	detrack*read8csap
	0.276
	0.105
	0.009

	regular*read8csap
	-0.186
	0.116
	0.111

	accelerated*read8csap
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	Model Fit
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	R2
	0.696
	
	


WRITING

	Coefficients
	B
	se(B)
	sig. (B)

	
	
	
	

	Constant
	583
	5
	0

	
	
	
	

	DETRACKED/MIX
	-31
	9
	0.001

	REGULAR
	-32
	6
	0

	ACCLERATED
	0
	0
	0

	
	
	
	

	WRITE8CSAP
	0.851
	0.081
	0

	
	
	
	

	detrack*write8csap
	0.337
	0.174
	0.053

	regular*write8csap
	-0.186
	0.143
	0.196

	accelerated*write8csap
	
	

	
	
	
	

	Model Fit
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	R2
	0.619
	
	

	
	
	
	


As is visible from the prototypical plots below, the students who performed the best in 8th grade reading and writing tend to perform slightly better in the detracked classes than in the accelerated tracked classes.  All but the lowest of the low-performing students in 8th grade reading and writing perform better in the detracked classes than they do in the regular tracked classes.

[image: image1]

[image: image2]

This is even more apparent in the graphs below, which plot values predicted by the regression equations against a student’s initial 8th-grade status as partially proficient, proficient or advanced. (Eliminating outliers and scores outside the range of the mixed-track class eliminated students who started out as unsatisfactory.)

[image: image3]
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Thus, during Year 1 of the reform, the detracked classes benefited the advanced students more than the accelerated classes.  They benefited the middle or proficient students more than regular classes but less than accelerated classes.  (This second statement is interesting because these are the students most likely to be ‘tweeners’ – sometimes placed in regular classes and sometime in accelerated.)  The regular classes generally be benefited the lowest-scoring students more than the detracked classes. However, a caveat should be added here. Our data is generally most complete for high-scoring students and students in the highest tracks, possibly because such students are most likely to be present for the exams and less likely to drop out of school. Thus, it is likely that our analysis of high-scoring students presents a more complete and accurate picture than our analysis of low-scoring students.
Qualitative Analysis and Results
Unlike the quantitative test score data, the qualitative data spans both years of the reform.  This data consists of a total of 65 class-period observations ranging from 40 to 90 minutes each, plus 29 interviews that lasted 30 to 90 minutes each.  The same researcher conducted all interviews and observations and also spent time informally discussing the program with teachers, observing students during lunchtime, reading the reflections that detracked students wrote for portfolio assessments and attending social events such as a pep rally and back-to-school night.  Among the purposes of these less formal observations was to get a feeling for the culture of the school and whether or not it would be amendable to detracking, should the English reform prove productive.

During observations, the researcher recorded free-form field notes on whatever she saw and heard in the classroom.  In year one, she conducted 43 classroom observations, including 11 in regular-track freshman English classes (all taught by the same teacher), 11 in accelerated-track freshman English classes (all taught by the same teacher) and 21 in the detracked classes taught by Northfield and by Grey.  The purpose of observing the tracked classes was to provide a basis for comparison for observing the detracked classes.  Having established this standard of comparison, the researcher’s 22 observations in the second year the researcher focused exclusively on detracked classes and support classes.

Unlike the more free-form observations, the interviews followed a semi-structured format.  Questions addressed subjects such as whether students felt more challenged by this year’s English class or last year’s English class and teacher opinions about detracking in general.  During year one, the researcher interviewed four detracked students, two accelerated students and one regular student.  She also interviewed three counselors, the principal and five freshman English teachers who taught tracked classes.  Further, she conducted numerous informal discussions with Northfield and Grey.  During year 2, she has thus far interviewed four freshmen enrolled in both detracked and support classes, two freshmen enrolled in detracked classes but not support classes and, in order to gain a more long-term perspective, three sophomore students who were enrolled in a detracked class the previous year.  She has also interviewed three of the four people teaching freshman detracked English sections this school year.  (She plans to interview the remaining teacher, counselors, administrators and more students before the year is through.)

The interviews and observations were analyzed by linking responses to themes and sub-themes related to the research questions, which emerged and grew clearer to both the researchers and Northfield after the first year of more exploratory investigation.  For this reason, we will organize our qualitative results around the research questions. 
Are detracked classes as challenging as high-track classes for high-achieving students?


This is the research question for which we have the most definitive response.  The answer is almost certainly yes.  Five of the student interviews were conducted with students who had enrolled in accelerated English classes before being placed in detracked classes.  All found their detracked English classes to be challenging, and this is consistent with the CSAP scores discussed earlier.  Typical was this comment made in a 2006 interview with Tiffany, a 2005-06 freshman and aspiring writer who had attended a public middle school program designed to provide rigorous, fast-paced coursework for highly motivated students; “Last year, it seemed I would turn stuff in.  I’d get an A.  They’d be really impressed.  ‘That was good, Tiffany!’  This year, he (Northfield) would give it back and then I’d get like a B on my rough draft.  He made me go back and revise and add stuff in and change the plot.”

Tiffany was also one of three students interviewed a year after completing freshman English in a detracked class and then enrolling in a tenth grade accelerated-track English class.  All three students said their ninth grade English class was as challenging or more challenging than their tenth grade class.  “I probably could have taken this sophomore class last year,” said Tiffany’s former classmate, Jay.  Interestingly, the two students interviewed during their freshman year in an accelerated track class also reported insufficient rigor. “[Ninth grade] English was too easy,” one of them said.  “We didn’t do as much writing as I thought we would. …  I felt we didn’t write about the book as much [as we did in 8th grade at a private school] and do a lot of independent work.” None of the detracked students interviewed said English was too easy.

Thus, according to those interviewed, the needs of high-achieving students are being met in detracked classes.  But how?  Before their reform began, Northfield and Grey theorized that they might challenge students like Tiffany and Jay through a great deal of differentiated instruction, perhaps to the point of providing different assignments to different students.  That turned out not to be the case.  Instead, the underlying philosophy of the “universal acceleration” reform tended to lend itself to providing a challenging environment for high-achieving students because its goal was to challenge a broad range of students with a curriculum formerly reserved for students classified as high-achieving or “accelerated.”  Northfield described the philosophy like this:
You set your class up, you design it, for those top-tier students.  I don’t mean the top fifty percent.  I mean the top five percent, three to five kids per class.  You never want those kids to be bored in my class.  They should feel challenged in my class and everything should start there.  There are times when things are going over kids’ heads.  There are times when there’s…a novel or a discussion or an assignment (that goes over some students’ heads)… I’d much rather go over a kid’s head than under a kid.  What’s the real damage?  If I compare—what’s the worst of those two?
Employing the seismographically-sharp fairness sensor of a high school freshman, Northfield said he believed that this was a more reasonable approach than teaching to the middle and requiring high-achieving students to complete additional assignments:
“If you’re super-bright, your reward is getting more work.  In some ways, you’re penalized.  Bright kids don’t need more work.  They just need good, quality work.”  Northfield defined “good, quality work” as follows:
“If what you’re trying to do is really challenge the accelerated kids—for your top five percentile students – they’re not necessarily going to be challenged by just going faster and farther.  They’ll do it for you.  They’ll do whatever you ask them to get an A but that’s not what really challenges them.  They find it tedious and boring and redundant.  What really challenges them has to do with depth, has to do with critical thinking and analysis.  I think they are also challenged by the amount of autonomy and independence and self control they’re charged with.  For a teacher to say, this is exactly what your assignment is and what it should look like…[It’s better to say,] here’s a problem, solve it.

To high-achieving students Tiffany and Jay, Northfield’s philosophy manifested itself in the amount of time spent on perfecting assignments, which tended to be long-term projects rather than the short, frequent essays popular among high-track teachers at East.  Both said it was more difficult to get As in Northfield’s class than it was in their tenth grade classes.  Tiffany said that, now that she was in tenth grade, she no longer worried about “making it perfect because usually I get all the points without trying hard.” By contrast, when she was in the ninth grade, she would sometimes seek extra help from Northfield after school or at lunch, something she had never before done in her time in school.  Jay stated:
Mr. Northfield is more of a challenging teacher than (my tenth grade teacher.)  He’d kind of try to push you a little bit harder.  If you turned in something you knew wasn’t your best work, he’d let you know.  He wouldn’t give you a good grade on it.  He wouldn’t let anything mediocre slide.
A caveat should be added here. Because the reform involved so few teachers, particularly in Year 1, students’ comparisons of detracked to tracked are also comparisons between specific teachers. Their statements need to be weighed accordingly.

Are detracked classes providing a better learning environment than low-track classes for lower-achieving students?


It is just after 8:30 on a Monday morning and David Desjardins is teaching or, more accurately, attempting to teach, his regular-track freshman English class.  He starts by writing on the board, “The Five-Paragraph Essay.”


“Mister,” calls a tall, skinny girl named LaToya. “What’s all this 5-paragraph stuff!”
 
“Guys,” pleads Desjardin, “listen.”
He writes the words “thesis,” and “introduction” on the chalk board.

“You write weird, Mister,” comments LaToya.
“Once you can write a five paragraph essay, you can write most papers in high school.  What should go after the thesis?”
“What did you say?” asks a girl.  A constant buzz of chatter from the back of the classroom makes it difficult to hear the teacher.  Few students are paying attention to Desjardins.
Desjardins repeats his pronouncement about the five-paragraph essay.  He then writes: “supporting details, Topic 1- Breaks the thesis into separate points.”
“Why don’t you ever write it over here?” calls LaToya, motioning to the side of the chalk board nearest to her desk. 
“Shhhhhhhhh,” says Desjardins. “Let’s pretend ‘Education is necessary for our future’ is your thesis.”
“Do we have to write that?” whines one of the girls.

This scene of classroom chaos, which occurred in September 2005, was the rule not the exception for observations conducted in regular-track classes.  In these classes, a carnivalesque atmosphere prevailed in which instruction was a side show competing with text messaging, gossiping, napping and an ongoing satirical commentary about the teachers’ actions.  It was almost as if both teacher and students actually were pretending that education was necessary to one’s future!


“I feel like I’m doing them a disservice in some ways,” said freshman English teacher Stefanie Robertson of her regular track class.


This atmosphere of the regular track classes contrasted sharply with the orderly and disciplined environments observed in detracked and accelerated classrooms.  An observer walking blindly into a detracked class would find it difficult to distinguish from the accelerated classes, in which instruction also took center stage.  In fact, several detracked students said they were unaware that their class was not a high-track, accelerated class.  For this reason, it was not difficult for detracked classes to provide a better learning environment than regular-track classes, simply because there was more time on task.  Northfield attributed these environmental differences to classroom culture:
In the regular, low-track English class, kids will joke about how dumb they are and…when you introduce rigorous expectations in a low-track class, very often, the public reaction is laughter.  There would be like public outcry.  That never happened in my mixed class.  Never was there a response, “No way! We can’t do that!”

Although lower-achieving students might not have actively resisted learning by contributing to a “public outcry” in detracked classes, they did resist in more passive ways such as ditching, sleeping in class and staring blankly into space.  As illustrated by the following scene from Grey’s class, this final type of resistance – silent disengagement – was sometimes apparent during group work;

Grey has assigned students randomly to groups.  Their assignment is to read a section of J.D. Salinger’s novel, the Catcher in the Rye, then answer questions about it.  The group nearest me consists of Kaitlyn, who was originally enrolled in an accelerated track class and Leah and Brandon, who were not.  From the start, Kaitlyn takes charge of the group.  Kaitlyn: “Have you read up to this part? You wanna just get started?” (No response) “Okay, what’s going on in the text?” (No response.) “Okay, so he gets a prostitute and basically he just feels awkward and he talks to her. Okay so.” 

Kaitlyn writes something down with an orange pencil. 

Grey stops by the group and reminds Brandon he should be writing too. Leah is already writing.

Kaitlyn to Brandon: Do you need a piece of paper?

Without speaking to each other further, the girls begin to write quickly. Brandon writes a couple of words, then lifts the book again.

Kaitlyn: Are you ready to do interpretive? What is the significance of this passage? I think this passage is just random.

Leah nods. 

Kaitlyn: Should we say it’s kind of random or do you have any ideas?

No response. 

Kaitlyn: Okay. Awesome. Does anybody wanna be the spokesperson?

No response.

In this scene, Kaitlyn is attempting to lead the group and Leah is at least doing the written part of the assignment.  Brandon, however, is almost completely resisting any type of engagement.  This sort of reaction led Northfield to the observation that detracking may improve the educational experiences of low-achieving students but that it is not a panacea:
It’s not like a perfect model… The things it doesn’t seem to fix are things that I’m not sure are completely fixable by a school reform—at least one at a 2,100-student comprehensive high school.  The things it doesn’t really fix are the apathetic, unmotivated student but … even the kids that are still failing, I believe they are getting a better experience than they would in another class, even with an F.
At the end of of Year 1, however, Northfield and Grey believed that, despite the fact that their reform was no silver bullet, it could do a better job at serving the low-performing students that it was originally designed to benefit most.  Rachel, a lower-achieving student explained how detracking had failed to meet some of her needs;

I just had different expectations than the X [accelerated] class.  There’s more homework, more work all around than a regular class… It was too much.  Every time I turned around, we had a project.  This and this and this was due! … [In middle school] we did things at a slow rate.  We’d take time, read the book, have a discussion.  [Northfield’s] class is like – read on your own, you’ll have a quiz.  Read the next book.  It’s just different – reading at home, coming back and talking to your class about it.
Ultimately, these differences—coupled with a poor attendance record—caused Rachel to fail Northfield’s class.  In order to help students like Rachel by providing them with extra time to complete the extra work of an accelerated class, East introduced support classes.
What is the impact of the support classes?

“This year is about supporting regular kids”

--Patrick Northfield, fall of 2006

During the summer of 2006, Grey identified students with low 8th grade CSAP scores to carefully construct enrollment lists of 15 students for each of the two support classes. Her idea was that students with low middle school scores would probably need the additional help that support classes provided. However, as a result with miscommunication with the counseling department, these students were removed from these support classes once the school year got underway. Weeks into the fall semester, the support sections contained so few students (three to five each) that an assistant principal was threatening to shut them down because the school lacked the resources to maintain such small class sizes.  The classes weathered this storm with help from a supportive principal and an active push by Northfield to cast a wider net by recruiting students who were struggling in the increasingly diverse high-track accelerated English sections.  This push not only boosted enrollment in the support classes but provided an alternative to a longstanding practice of some accelerated teachers.  A district policy provides that students should move to a lower track class if they receive a grade lower than C—unless the school principal deems that it is in the “best educational interest of the student” to remain in the accelerated class (Denver Public Schools Policy IHCDB).  Now, rather than kicking struggling students down to the regular track, teachers could maintain them in the accelerated track while providing additional support.  To some extent, this can be thought of as a second detracking policy among East’s ninth grade classes.
 As the year progressed, the support class enrollments did grow, but another more persistent, institutionalized problem arose as teachers tried to arrange extra help for students with poor grades in detracked English.  A high school schedule is like a deck of cards, with each class dependent on the relative position of each other class.  A student who enrolls in a period two support class midway through the semester must now also find a way to replace the biology class that she previously took during period 2.  Perhaps the only biology class with space available meets during period 6, which means the student must now find a new algebra class.  To complicate matters more, some students were also enrolled in double-block classes for those who struggled in math. and some were enrolled in Advancement via Individual Determination (AVID), a program designed to help middle-of-the-road students acquire the skills they need to take rigorous courses and apply to college.  “There are kids who have no electives,” Northfield said. “That raises some legitimate questions and concerns.”


Another concern is that students in the support classes come from high track accelerated classes as well as from four different detracked English sections taught by four different teachers.  Although all detracked and high-track freshmen English classes at East read the same books, they do so in a different order and at different paces.  This has made it nearly impossible for Northfield to carry out his plan to “frontload” or introduce books and concepts to the support classes a day or so before they are addressed in the students’ English classes.  In fact, it has made it difficult to do any sort of whole-class instruction.  “One thing I wish I could do in the support class that I have almost never done is read-aloud,” Northfield said.  “I feel that read-aloud is so powerful and important and I almost never get to do it.” Thus, the potential of the changes associated with a detracking reform in one department has been curtailed because the institution as a whole has remained the same. 

A final challenge for the support class has been maintaining communication between Northfield and the teachers whose students he supports.  “I communicate by sending a weekly email schedule,” said Dan Cook, who teaches a detracked class.  “The problem with that is sometimes things change and, just geographically in the school, we don’t see each other that often.  I think he [Northfield] might be unsure of what I’m doing sometimes.”  Classroom observations indicate that students sometimes try to use this to their advantage by telling Northfield they have completed their English work when they have not.

Despite the fact that support classes have encountered obstacles during their first year, observations and interviews indicate that they show promise as a reform.  Northfield hypothesizes that this progress might be difficult to quantify at times:
Very often, I think the first positive effects of this reform on our lesser-performing students are not visible in concrete academic performances.  They’re more likely to be things like self-confidence or the feeling that school is worthwhile or the experience of seeing kids like oneself who are successful students.  That stuff stews for a little while inside the kid before they put pencil to paper.
However, some students have clearly benefited from the support classes. Jarina is one.  Although she graduated from the same rigorous High Strides middle school program as Tiffany, she found herself struggling once she got to her detracked high school English class.  During the fall of 2006, she ditched English “almost every day” because “I didn’t really get anything.”  She received an F.  Convinced that she needed to make a change, she went to her counselor, dropped choir and picked up the period 2 support class.   Midway through the spring semester of 2007, she said that she had been getting Bs and Cs in English and that she had ditched just twice.  She said she had benefited from having extra time to complete her work.  “Our main objective is to get work done,” she said.  “It’s like a study hall, but you have to get work done instead of playing around, listening to music and playing on your cell phone.”  More than that, she has benefited from getting work done in a situation in which she can ask for help immediately if needed: “If I don’t understand something I read, I’ll ask Mr. Northfield and he’ll explain it.” 
According to Northfield, Jarina’s experiences are fairly typical:
Academically, that support class is number one about extra time.  The number one thing kids use it for is just time they do the work they’re asked to do.  The number two things kids need is resources.  Kids need a computer to type, to do research.  Kids check their grades.  Kids need a book.  That wasn’t one of the things I had anticipated, but it has been the second most important thing kids need…  The third thing kids get is individualized attention.  We help kids with their work.
By “we” he means himself and the teacher education students who are increasingly sent to his support class. “The teacher education coordinator at East is putting teacher education students in this classroom,” Northfield said. “You can see signs of this becoming institutionalized.”
If the reform continues to show promise as time passes, can it become sufficiently institutionalized to be sustainable?
Detracking reforms often face a tsunami’s-worth of opposition (Welner, 2001), but the resistance to the English reform at East has been more like a gentle wave.  When the reform began, Northfield and Grey braced for a tide of parental opposition.  They sent home letters explaining Universal Acceleration.  They held a special information session during the back-to-school night for the 2005-06 school year.
No one responded to the letters.  Two parents attended the information session because they were curious.  They never complained.  That lack of parental opposition continued the following year as the school added two additional detracked sections and three new teachers to the reform.
We do not mean to imply that no parents questioned the reform.  During Year 2, one parent insisted that her child be transferred to an accelerated class because her child’s schedule (erroneously) indicated that he was enrolled in a regular class.  After discussing the situation with the teacher, the parent agreed to keep the student in the detracked class.  Also during Year 2, the parent of a struggling student expressed concern that her child might be unable to keep up with the work in an accelerated class.  However, she was willing to allow her child to remain in the detracked class.
Northfield said he believed that a major reason that parents had not opposed the reform was that the higher-achieving students, who tend to have the most vocal and influential parents (Welner, 2001), were adequately challenged in the detracked classes.  “Kids tell me, ‘Mr. Northfield is generally thought to be the hardest of the ninth grade teachers.’  If that wasn’t the case, I’d feel this whole project would be in jeopardy.  If this is about using high expectations to promote academic growth, it has to be high expectations for everybody.”

Teachers tended to be less accepting of the reform than parents, especially during Year 1.  During a 2006 interview, one teacher explained this skepticism:
I think it’s ridiculous.  Sorry, but I do.  I think it’s ridiculous because at East High School, anyway, the movement is – everyone should be in an X class, which really tells the teachers who kill themselves in a regular class, ‘their class sucks.’ We need to reduce the number of X classes and AP classes, make them true X classes and regular classes and stop watering them down.  Regular classes: Beef those up.  Everyone is not an X student.  There’s nothing wrong with that.  Some students are X students in English and not math.  We all have our strengths.  We all have our weaknesses.  We need to come up with another approach, but having every single student in an X class is ridiculous.  Teachers tend to water down so their failure rate does not look appalling.
Other English teachers were more receptive, but still expressed reservations.  In a March 2006 interview (spring of the first year of the reform), Stefanie Robertson said:
I’m very hesitant about it.  While I believe that regular students should be challenged and will rise to meet those expectations, I think you might be lowering the expectations of accelerated kids because you have to teach the basic skills.  I’m mixed on the idea.  I can see the pros and cons.
Five months later, however, Robertson was teaching a detracked class.  In a March 2007 interview, she chuckled when a researcher read her that quotation from her previous interview. “The lower kids do rise to expectations,” she said.  “The accelerated kids—I feel they’re learning as well.”  Robertson said that she believed other teachers had also become more receptive to detracking:
Last year, it came up at a meeting and there were a lot of groans.  I don’t think anybody was cooperative with this idea… Now, I think people are more open.  I know a teacher who would like to teach a mixed class but, because of numbers, she couldn’t.
Something had obviously changed. Robertson said she believed it was that “teachers are starting to see it’s not as difficult as they thought it would be, and we are producing some results.”  She also cited “the issue of detracking being in education news a lot lately.”  By this she meant that, during the summer of 2006, one of the people researching this reform had written an article (describing initial results) for a magazine produced by the Piton Foundation, which, along with the University of Colorado, helped fund this study.  This article was subsequently seen by a local newspaper reporter, who wrote an article about the reform that was perceived to be extremely positive.
  As a result of this article, Northfield, Grey and the researcher were interviewed together for a local public radio program. Northfield said:
We were really smart to get Piton and CU involved so it could be documented, studied and measured and then reported—let’s tell a story with some quantitative and qualitative evidence.  [Those involved with the] Geography [detracking reform at East] didn’t do that.
This “evidence,” along with the respect that several peers expressed for the teaching skills of Northfield and Grey, helped attract additional teachers to the reform and convince the administration that it should be expanded.  The tentative plan for the 2007-08 school year is to further expand the number of detracked freshman English sections.  In addition, Northfield is working with a science teacher interested in adding a detracked freshman biology class and support class modeled on the same ‘Universal Acceleration’ approach.  A math teacher has also expressed interest in detracking.  “I’ve been able to make everyone believe who was a detractor,” Northfield said.

However, the future of detracking at East High School is far from certain.  The early data that has thus far been analyzed provides a helpful response to those who may worry about the reform’s effects on high-achievers, but that same data (pre-support-classes) is not encouraging with regard to the lower achievers.  The school principal, who took a risk in approving of detracking reform, will retire at the end of the 2006-07 school year.  Her replacement, who has not yet been determined, might or might not support detracking.  At the district level, we believe there is some sympathy for, and encouragement of, the reform – but it is fair to say that it is not a high priority.

Northfield himself has concerns about what might happen if the reform were to expand beyond its current scope to include upperclassmen or students in the lowest track of the English department’s three-tier system:
If we perform poorly, we’re doing big damage to the future of this kind of reform.  I’d rather not do it all than do it poorly.  The more teachers we get involved, the harder it is to control the quality.
Expanding detracking extensively would likely require an even more extensive buy-in and institutionalization than the reform currently enjoys.  For example, adding additional support classes would require revamping and increasing the flexibility of the master schedule so that students could enroll in these classes as soon as they show signs of struggling.  Expanding detracking to subjects such as algebra that require a sequential acquisition of knowledge would be difficult without also extending rigorous coursework requirements down to the middle school level.  Asked where they saw detracking at East ten years from now, none of the interviewees envisioned an entirely untracked school.
Discussion

Nearly two years after its inception, the detracking reform at East High School shows promise.  In Year 1, the teachers’ emphasis on maintaining high standards protected the reform from attacks by advocates of high-achieving students, who justifiably tend to protest loudly and effectively if they suspect that their children are not adequately challenged.  This emphasis potentially left behind some of the lower achievers whose negative experiences in regular track classes inspired the reform in the first place.  In Year 2, the teachers addressed this issue by introducing support classes to help struggling students.
While these support classes and their effects cannot yet be evaluated fully, they do show potential.  They could perhaps be improved if high-track and detracked English teachers communicated more, read books in the same order and worked at a similar pace. This consistency and communication would permit support-class teachers to engage in valuable whole-class instruction such as front loading and read alouds.  It would also make it easier for the support-class teacher to keep students on track by reminding them of upcoming deadlines.  Finally, if the reform is to continue and expand, an increased degree of institutionalization will be necessary, especially with regard to scheduling.

Further, as more data becomes available, outcome analyses will become increasingly important.  A key area of future research is the impact of detracking on low-income students and students of color.  In a logistical regression analysis conducted using data from the year before the English reform began, we found that even after controlling for prior achievement, African American and Latino students were 17.9 times more likely than Asian American or White students to be enrolled in East’s two lowest freshman English tracks.  A major goal of the detracking reform was to decrease the in-school segregation that resulted from tracking.  Classroom observations revealed success regarding this goal, but at the time of this analysis there simply wasn’t enough high-quality quantitative data to determine how this decrease in segregation might have impacted achievement.
Continuing this research is crucial on both a micro and a macro level.  On a micro level, additional research can help teachers and administrators at East by identifying problems that need to be addressed.  If the reform continues to show promise, research can also provide the evidence the teachers need to attract resources and support.  On a macro level, additional research will add to the growing body of literature on the impacts of detracking on student achievement and classroom environment.  Researchers have already determined fairly definitively that tracking is problematic, but research has only documented isolated instances of highly successful detracking reforms.  These case studies are important in part because they help to describe the circumstances and specific approaches that can lead to such success.  Answering these questions allows educators to knowledgeably pursue changes to the tracking policies that many, like Northfield, see as obstacles to the achieving the promise of American schools. 
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� Welner’s (2001) findings implicitly contradict the tiddlywinks theory, since he demonstrating the wide range of ability levels found in remedial, college preparatory and advanced courses.  Perhaps Slavin is correct on average, but certainly not for any given student.


� The names used herein are pseudonyms.


� This remedial track was created by a districtwide initiative and, as a result, was difficult for two lone teachers to tinker with at the local school level.


� The researcher who wrote this article for the Piton Foundation publication, Headfirst, was Holly Yettick, who was employed as an education reporter for the local newspaper, the Rocky Mountain News, from June 1999 to July 2005.  Yettick never contacted anyone in the media regarding her article in Headfirst nor did she ask anyone else do so. She was nonetheless contacted by her former co-worker, Rocky Mountain News reporter Nancy Mitchell, asking for an interview with her or with Kevin Welner.  The reporter was referred to Welner. The resulting article ran as follows:  


'Mixed ability' plan pans out as student reading improves


STORY TOOLS


By Nancy Mitchell, Rocky Mountain News �September 13, 2006


At Denver's East High School, home to some of the city's widest gaps in student achievement, two English teachers decided to put students of different backgrounds together and then teach everyone to the level of the smartest kid in the class. 


Not to their surprise, but perhaps to others, the experiment worked. Students in the two pilot "mixed ability" classes actually showed more growth in reading over the course of a school year than their peers in accelerated classes. 


"I expected lesser-performing students would rise up if the culture and climate of the classroom rose up," said English teacher Jeremy Hoffer. "I knew I couldn't create that culture by myself. It really required students in the room." 


University of Colorado researchers studied the project last year and will continue to follow it this school year at East, where the number of "mixed ability" or "de-tracked" English classes has doubled from two classrooms to four. 


Results of the first year of the CU study - which included multiple tests given in the fall and spring, classroom observations and in-depth interviews with students and teachers - appears in the education magazine HeadFirst Colorado, released this week. 


Educators were frustrated 


Hoffer and Jennifer Kent, then the literacy coach at East, started the project largely out of frustration. 


"We noticed a need for equity," Kent said. "We noticed that really creative and student-centered learning was occurring in upper-level classes and not so much in lower-level classes." 


Too often, the lower-level classes at East - as research has shown is true in schools across the country - were filled with black and Hispanic students. 


One startling statistic to emerge from the CU study is that, in 2004-05, minority students were 17.9 times more likely to be in regular or remedial English classes than white or Asian students with the same state test scores. 


Some students and teachers interviewed recently say that is changing at the school. 


East doesn't formally "track" or group students by ability. Some students say counselors push them into lower classes, but students also admit to choosing easier classes on their own. 


For Hoffer, who started teaching at East in fall 2004, the school offered his first experience in informal tracking. 


"After eight years of education, their experience collectively had been 'We don't really do homework, we don't really do writing and we're not very good at school,' " he said. "It's really hard for a teacher all by himself or herself to create a culture where kids do believe those things are valuable." 


So Hoffer and Kent obtained the approval of East Principal Kathy Callum to try something different last fall. Hoffer was assigned two accelerated classes of the required ninth-grade course, Introduction to Literature. Kent had two regular classes. 


"We split kids 50-50," she said. "We did it completely randomly." 


Teaching to highest level 


They explained the project to their students, told them to consider it an accelerated class and graded them accordingly. The instructional rule of thumb, shared by Kent and Hoffer, was to teach to the highest achiever in the class and support every other student. 


They also taught differently, focusing on theme-based projects. Students in the mixed classes read the same materials as those in accelerated classes, including Homer's epic The Odyssey and the memoir The Color of Water: A Black Man's Tribute to his White Mother. 


But students in the mixed class, while studying identity or sense of self, would read the materials and also interview those living in their communities. 


For the teachers, the project was "really, really tough," Kent said. 


"It's easy to put the same ability students in a class and say we're reading this one novel and it's at our level . . . but then that level becomes assumed," she said. "(Teaching) in a mixed class, although it is completely challenging, forces you to do away with that assumption about levels and where kids are and really go with students as they learn." 


CU researchers studied the two mixed classes along with two accelerated classes and two regular classes. The results: Mixed-class students made the biggest gains in reading. Accelerated-class students had the biggest gains in language, which includes vocabulary and grammar. Regular-class students showed essentially zero growth from fall to spring. 


Results 'promising' 


Kevin Welner, an associate professor of education at CU who has studied mixed-ability classes across the country, called the results "preliminary, tentative, incomplete but promising." He also said they're consistent with other studies. 


"Based on my research elsewhere, an unfortunate thing about low- track classes is that teachers assigned to teach those classes feel like they are being told not to worry about whether students actually learn," Welner said. "The message they get is to see their job as just trying to keep the students from 'killing' each other." 


Kent said students also get a message from those classes, no matter how hard a teacher might try. 


"The day they know what track they're in, they assume that role," she said. "Kids absolutely know. They know by the racial makeup of the classroom or by the students' behavior. It's strikingly obvious." 


Not every student was successful in the mixed classes. Hoffer estimated about half the students originally assigned to regular classes rose to the higher expectations. Others struggled with attendance, or homework, or the tougher classwork. 


So this fall, some students in the four mixed classes also are enrolled in a support class. Kent said one big "aha" moment last year was the realization that she didn't have enough time in the 50-minute Intro to Lit class alone to help every student. 


"Before, we had a two-tier system with classes of lesser quality where we said, 'If you're not ready to do accelerated work, we'll lower the bar for you,' " Hoffer said. "Now we say, 'Ready or not, here's where the bar is. But if you're not ready, I'm going to give you more support, more attention, more instruction.' The worst thing we can do is lower the bar." 


The teachers initially worried parents of high achievers would object to the project, concerned their students would not be challenged. 


But they received little response from letters they sent home last fall. This fall, no letters went home. 


Geography for all 


Denver's East High School also is experimenting with placing all ninth-graders in accelerated geography classes. 


• While not related to the smaller "mixed ability" English class project, both efforts are attempting to reduce wide achievement gaps among white and minority students at East. 


• East Principal Kathy Callum said the school is continuing accelerated geography classes for freshmen this fall. She said more students passed accelerated geography last school year than passed regular geography classes the year before. 


• What students said: 


"I feel everyone has their own special ability. Just because someone may have had poor grades doesn't mean they're an ignorant person," said Jesus Cabeza-DeBaca, 14, a gifted student who didn't realize his English class was mixed. "You do need to be around a broad range of people to participate in everyday activities properly." 


• "I think it's pretty cool," Drew Psotto, 14, said of the idea behind his mixed English class. "If they put you in an advanced class, you don't feel like an outcast, like you're really stupid." 
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