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going the other way.”

Much of the disparity is related
to problems originating outside
the schools, such as poverty and
unstable living situations, that
threaten the success of students in
every urban school district in
America.

But community leaders and
some residents argue that the
Madison School District, with its
slogan “Success for All," has set a
higher standard that can be ap-
proached if the community’s con-
siderable resources are
harnessed.

For the community as a whole,
the racial disparity in achieve-
ment is likely to take on increased
significance in coming yeals as
the district — and the community
— continue to become more ra-
cially diverse. African Americans
comprise one in 10 members of
this year's senior class, but two in
10 members of its first-grade
class.

Though imperfect as a measure
of achievement, GPAs and scores
from standardized tests remain
the chief forms of assessing stu-
dents’ accomplishments and often
determine who gets into advanced
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Race linked to test
score success

In Madison schools, poor white
students receive higher test scores
than blacks who aren’t poor. Listed
are average percentile rankings in
state tests.
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classes, scholarships, college —
and a shot at the best careers.

The newspaper's analysis of
publicly available data reveals
that during the first half of this
decade:

R Scores on an early, crucial
measure of academic perform-
ance, the state Third Grade Read-
ing Test, reflected a sharp racial
disparity. While the percentage of
whites displaying at least margi-
nal reading skills grew by 2
points, the portion of African
Americans meeting the standard
fell 3 percentage points.

Nine in 10 Madison whites
meet the reading standard;
slightly more than half of blacks
do. That disparity is far larger
than the gap at any of the other
eight Wisconsin school districts
that contain substantial numbers
of blacks. The portion of blacks
reaching the standard in Madison
ranks last among those districts.

M Grade point averages — the
scores obtained through day-to-
day school work — of Madison
blacks in the ninth, 10th, 11th and
12th grades fell or remained stag-
nant while those of whites
climbed. .

The disparities shrink slightly
in the last two years of high
school, largely because dispropor-
tionate numbers of blacks drop
out. But at all four grade levels,
the GPA gap grew by nearly a
quarter-point (on a four-point
scale). It now surpasses a full
grade point for ninth- and
10th-graders.

The average GPA for a black
Madison freshman is equivalent to
aD+.

Part of a pattern

Madison schools superinten-
dent Cheryl Wilhoyte said the
achievement disparities fit into a
larger, troubling pattern that also
involves disproportionate numbers
of blacks being disciplined and
placed into special education
classes.

“There are significant differ-
ences,” Wilhoyte said. “And the
major factor appears to be race.”

Wilhoyte said she has become
convinced that blacks’ lagging per-
formance is due, in part, to a form
of institutional racism that per-
vades the school district: Expecta-
tions of blacks are lower, at times,
than those of whites. Teachers, at
times, fail to find ways to teach
and discipline children of diverse
backgrounds.

“l wouldn’t point fingers at the
faculty and staff,” Wilhoyte said.
“It’s the whole institution.”

Mickler said the schools and
community should follow the ex-
ample of other urban areas and
make fundamental changes in the
way they handle students who
don't come from typical white,
middle-class, two-parent house-

holds.
“Something is wrong with the
‘ ,"
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may be viewed and downloaded.
Information includes districts’
student test scores, enroliment,
attendance, dropout rates and
school finances.

teaching techniques and climate
we have in our school system,”
Mickler said.

However, John Matthews, exec-
utive dlrector of Madison Teachels
Inc., the teachers union, said the
dlstncts extensive employee-
training program has kept institu-
tional racism from becoming a se-
rious problem.

Madison, he said, has the finest
trammg program in the country
“on how to deal with different
types of kids, different learning
styles and dxffelent types of cul-
tures.”

Poverty, grades linked

Disparities in achievement lev-
els parallel economic and demo-
graphic trends in Madison.

During the first half of the
1990s, the number of poor black
students began to exceed poor
whites, although overall, blacks
are outnumbered 5-1. Black stu-
dents are six times more likely
than whites to be poor.

Student test scores also reflect
a district of haves and have-nots.

Madison whites are achieving at
academic levels matched at few
other places. Their average 10th
grade test scores, for example,
ranked at the 88th percentile,
meaning they bettered 88 percent
of all students who took the test
nationwide.

On the same test, Asians fared
nearly as well as whites, at the 81st
national percentile,

For Hispanics, the average
ranking was the 68th national per-
centile,

For blacks, it was the 43rd na-
tional percentile.

The Madison gap ranks:

M Largest among nine districts
in an analysis of Third Grade
Reading Test scores.

W Second-largest among seven
districts in an analysis of Eighth
Grade Wisconsin Student Assess-
ment System (WSAS) scores.

W Largest among seven districts
in an analysis of 10th Grade WSAS
scores.

Wilhoyte and other district offi-
cials said they don't know why
Madison third-graders’ scores rank
below the state average, or why the
distriets’ students fare much better
in the eighth and 10th grade tests.
They are investigating.

Report echoes findings

Many State Journal findings are
echoed by a recently formed citi-
zens group, Allied for Children’s
Education, which examined simi-
lar data in a study that will be re-
leased today.

The group was formed last year
to lobby for a neighborhood school
for the low-income, racially di-
verse Allied Drive area but has

Madison School
District students

Total 1994-95 enro/lment 24,872

7% Asian
16% Black

1% NatlvehAmerlcan
7% Hispanic ____.,;gf
16% Asian

Numbers do not
add up to 100%
due to rounding
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turned its focus to achievement
disparities.

The report, which calls upon
community members to mobilize
in the search for solutions, con-
tends that the needs of low-achiev-
ing blacks are being neglected
while district officials struggle to
prevent wealthier white families
from fleeing.

The trends no doubt will renew
the debate over which factors —
such as poverty, single-parent
households, parents’ educational
levels, or racism -- are most
closely linked with low academic
achievement.

The outcome could have a
major influence over what solu-
tions — economic or social, gov-
ernment or private sector — are
viewed as offering the most
promise for raising blacks' grades.

African Americans don’t speak
with one voice on the issue of how
low achievement patterns should
be defined.} Under pressure from

.

some African-American parents,
district officials this year dis-
carded race from the formula that
determines which schools receive
millions of dollars to pay for extra
teachers and programs to aid stu-
dents with the highest risk of fail-
ure. District officials contend it's
better to use poverty status in the
formula because, they argue, low
household incomes are a slightly
stronger predictor of low grades.
School district researchers say
that, overall, no single factor ap-
pears to influence more than
about a fifth of a student’s per-
formance. And the biggest single
factor, they say, is poverty. That is
followed by race — particularly
being African American — and a
variety of other factors such as liv-
ing in a single-parent household,
parents’ education levels and how
often a student changes resi-

dences. Frequent moves are often -

a signal that a family is unable to
afford its housing or is involved in
some turmoil such as a marriage
breaking up.

It is difficult, researchers say,
to precisely determine how much
of a role a specific factor plays be-
cause numerous factors may be
present in a student’s family.

As a result, a study designed to
measure one factor may end up
measuring additional influences.
For example, two-thirds of the
black students live in low-income
households, so an analysis of black
students’ performance also be-
comes, in many respects, an analy-
sis of the effects of poverty.

Race disparity detailed

New district research helps
shed light on factors linked to suc-
cess, and to academic struggles.
The research, performed at the re-
quest of reporters working on the
Schools of Hope project, used stu-
dent records to quantify, for the
first time, who is succeeding —
and who is not — in high school.

Among the racial disparities:

M Blacks are four times more
likely than whites to be low
achievers (scoring below the 50th
percentile on the state 10th Grade
Test).

W Among low-achieving stu-
dents, blacks are eight times more
likely to be poor than are whites.

M Single-parent households are
three times more prevalent among
high-achieving blacks than among
high-achieving whites.

B Regardless of achievement
level, blacks are substantially
more likely than whites to have
been suspended from school and
to have higher levels of unexcused
absences. Blacks with low achieve-
ment levels had the highest rates
of suspensions and unexcused ab-
sences.

In addition, researchers pro-
vided a comparison of how test
scores vary according to race and
poverty status.

A key question emerges from
that data: If poverty is the strong-

est indicator of academic success, °

why do poor white students score
higher on standardized tests than
black students who aren’t poor?

The gap between poor whites
{those eligible for free and re-
duced-price lunches) and blacks
who aren't poor is 7 percentile
points on the state Eighth Grade
Test. It is 2 percentile points on
the state 10th Grade Test.

Many district officials say the
achievement gap illustrates diffi-
culties in educating African-
American students who, in in-
creasing numbers, show up at
school with characteristics linked
to lower academic achievement.

Significant changes in the past
five years include:

B The percentage of African-
American high school students
listed as low-income grew from 45
to 50. Among whites, poverty in-
creased from 5 to 6.

M The mobility factor — the
number of students moving into or
out of a school during a school
year — soared among black high
school students from 64.6 to 99.5.
Among whites, it held steady at
23.9. The rates are increased by
some students who move more
than once during the year.

But district critics, including
an increasingly vocal segment of
the African-Américan community,
charge that the district isn’t put-
ting enough energy into finding
the right answers and isn't serious
about living up to its motto, “Suc-
cess for AlL.”

“We definitely need more of a
comprehensive plan of action, for
our kids to develop the way we
want them to develop,” Martin
Hull, vice president of the local
chapter of 100 Black Men, said
this month while visiting two
roomfuls of students at Mendota
Eiementary School on Madison's
North Side.

Like scores of other residents,
Hull, youth program coordinator
at the Broadway-Simpson-Wau-
nona Neighborhood Center, is
brimming with ideas: Teachers
should spend time in their stu-
dents' neighborhoods and develop
rapport with children from a wide
range of racial and economic
backgrounds; parents need to feel
welcome to visit schools and
speak with teachers; businesses
should help employees find time
to volunteer in schools.

“It takes everybody,” Hull said.

— State Journal reporter Phil
Brinkman contributed to this re-
port.
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Largest school districts

The 23 districts listed in this map are members
of the Wisconsin Urban Superintendents’

|
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Assoctation, which strives to deal with issues
i facing the state’s largest school districts.
e Here s how Madison compares to those

L

districts and to state averages.

1995-96 test scores listed hy race

THIRD GRADE: Third Grade Reading Test. Listed: Percentage of students performing above the state standard that
demonstrates appropriate reading performance for a ‘marginal” third-grade student.
EIGHTH GRADE: Eighth Grade Wisconsin Student Assessment. Listad: Percentage of a perfect score attained on
Average Grand Composite Scores, covering tests on reading, writing, mathematics, science, social studies and

language. A perfect score is 246.
TENTH GRADE: 10th Grade Wisconsin Student Assessment. Listed: Average Grand Composite Score as described

Dane County

Here's how Madison

compares to other Dane
County districts. Listed are
test scores for ali students

and white students.

Districts outside Madison
contained too few students

of other races for
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