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Chapter 5
[bookmark: _GoBack]When Teachers Push Back: Data vs. Belief
Throughout this book, we have considered how opportunity and access to rigorous academics is affected by many different systems, and habits of practice, that are enacted within the professional community of schools. When it comes to schools these systems and habits range from early identification of perceived ability to the use of non-academic data to justify academic placement decisions. We have considered large data sets that demonstrate a denial of academic opportunity for students of color and students of lower socioeconomic status even when they demonstrate strong performance.  The data does not seem to drive the decisions. And, as we have seen, access to rigorous mathematics and advanced opportunity is skewed in favor of some students over others.
To understand what it looks like when capable students are actively prevented from gaining access to rigorous mathematics opportunities, or are simply ignored, we will now consider specific decisions and responses that involve data within classrooms and schools. With this we will begin to see how individual acts of decision-making and professional judgment contribute to the systemic patterns we have explored. To that end, we revisit actual cases in which students, in spite of objective data, were denied access to high quality mathematics instruction and accelerated content[endnoteRef:1]. We begin to see what it looks like when teachers push back against data and the documented performance of students. [1:  Note that these cases are neither unique nor unusual. The authors, who have extensive experience within public schools, have chosen but a few of the many meetings and interactions that illuminate the relationship between math, race, bias, and opportunity in schools. We have chosen instances that are well documented by data, notes and memory. ] 

		Mathematics Course Placement
As educators decide what mathematics instruction is appropriate for a given set of students, it seems reasonable to assert that students should be evaluated to determine the types of experiences they need to be successful in mathematics. Often, student strengths and needs can be met without a variety of different ‘high’ and ‘low’ mathematical course offerings. With appropriate tasks and the right approach, students can work through the same mathematical content objectives with students who have different specific strengths and needs. This is, indeed, how many countries with high-performance math results do business[endnoteRef:2].  [2:  Only very isolated school districts in the United States offer rigorous mathematics to all as a policy through middle school.  Most recently San Francisco United has eliminated tracking in eighth grade and mandates that ALL students take algebra in ninth grade and not in middle school. See https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2018/06/13/a-bold-effort-to-de-track-algebra-shows.html] 

At the same time, most school districts in the United States decide to differentiate mathematics opportunities for students through different course offerings or academic experiences. These experiences happen throughout elementary school within the classroom and through special services such as those for students identified as academically gifted. By middle school, these different academic experiences are generally solidified into different courses with different ‘levels’.  
The Placement Decision
It seems obvious that, if these academic levels are put into place, then students’ course-taking opportunities should be based on objective achievement criteria tied to individual student performance. This is self-evident in that the stated objective for creating different course or class ‘levels’ is because of the academic strengths and needs of the student. 
Unfortunately, while the use of academic criteria is a simple and effective solution for identifying students performing at a high level at a given time, the academic data becomes complicated by habit, practice, culture, and judgment. That is to say, there is often a stated goal, within a school or district, that placement decisions and instructional intervention decisions should rely more heavily on objective performance data and less on teachers’ or counselors’ perceptions of students. 
Professional Beliefs
To be sure, in our work with educators, we find that teachers and administrators initially agree to the use of objective achievement criteria as a means to determine placement in mathematics classes. The planned use of data, from what we have seen, is consistent with background belief stories the educators may hold about their role as decision-makers.
This initial agreement may align with the professional belief regarding their own ability to perceive student academic performance level. In other words, teachers may believe that the students who will gain access to high-quality math courses will be the same students they would have otherwise selected using their own professional judgment. Regardless of the exact mechanics, in our experience, educators endorse the idea of using objective performance data to make decisions about students. 
Perhaps initial lists are made and the names of students are lined-up on paper for course placement opportunities based on performance. But, then, something else happens[endnoteRef:3]… [3:  See for instance, Hallinan (2003) for a display of academic performance versus actual placement in a large data set of high school students. Hallinan, M. T. (2003). Ability grouping and student learning, Brookings papers on education policy: 2003. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institute, ] 

Adjustments: Changing the Terms of Engagement
In one urban North Carolina school district, the criteria for placement into the top track of sixth-grade mathematics was: In addition to sharing work samples, students must satisfy two of three criteria: (a) have a supportive teacher recommendation[endnoteRef:4], (b) score at a high Level IV or at Level V on the End-Of-Grade (EOG) assessment, and (c) receive a grade no lower than a 3 (out of 4) on their standards-based report cards. The expectation was that if students meet two of the three objective achievement criteria, they would be recommended for the top track in sixth-grade mathematics.  [4:  Obviously, this is not a purely objective academic data point. For now, we will accept it as such. The idea being that the teacher has a year of academic performance to use for evaluation. Again, this is problematic.  For now, however, let’s ‘go with’ the attempt of this school district to evaluate based on fundamentally academic data.] 

Recall the middle school from Chapter 2 that used the above-outlined placement criteria. At this school, adjustments to the criteria were made for 103 sixth-grade students (roughly a third of the sixth grade). These students, who met the criteria for placement into the top track in mathematics, were “overlooked”. 
We will revisit this school below. For now, note that, after being reassigned and placed in the top-track mathematics course, with no additional interventions needed, students performed in a manner consistent with expectations held for any student who met the criteria. In particular, in the first quarter of the school year 50% of these students earned a grade of A, 25% of them earned a grade of B, and more than 20% earned a grade of C[endnoteRef:5]. [5:   Stiff, L. V. & Johnson, J. L. (2011). Mathematical reasoning and sense making begins with the opportunity to learn. In M. E. Strutchens, & J. R. Quander (Eds.), Focus in High School Mathematics: Fostering Reasoning and Sense Making for All Students (pp. 85-100). Reston: Va.: National Council of Teachers of Mathematics.] 

Given the opportunity, virtually all students, and especially students of color, will outperform the low-performing labels that have been assigned to them[endnoteRef:6]. Unfortunately, even when students embrace opportunities and excel, teachers’ individual and collective reactions to the successful academic performance of students can be disappointing. As in this example, where 103 sixth graders in a single school were ‘adjusted’ out of the top track in mathematics, the rules of engagement can be fluid. [6:  Hoffer, T. B., Rasinski, K. A., & Moore, W. (1995). Social Background Differences in High School Mathematics and Science Coursetaking and Achievement (NCES 95-206). National Center for Education Statistics. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education.
Gutierrez, R. (2000). Advancing African American, urban youth in mathematics: Unpacking the success of one math department. American Journal of Education 109(1): 63–111.
Education Trust–West. (2004). The A-G curriculum: College prep? Work prep? Life prep: Understanding and implementing a rigorous core curriculum for all. Oakland:  Education Trust–West.
Garrity, D. (2004). Detracking with vigilance: By opening the high-level doors to all, Rockville Centre closes the gap in achievement and diplomas. School Administrator 61(7): 24–27.
Education Trust. (2005). Gaining traction, gaining ground: How some high schools accelerate learning for struggling students. Washington, D.C.:  Education Trust. 
Burris, C. C., Heubert, J. P., & Levin, H. M. (2006). Accelerating mathematics achievement using heterogeneous Grouping. American Educational Research Journal 43(1): 105–36.] 

The Rules
As background for our first tale, in one urban school district in NC, the school board passed a policy that stated that all schools within the district must place students entering 6th grade into courses according to academic criteria. In particular, placement into the highest course in 6th grade (the course that would lead to enrollment in algebra by the 8th grade) required meeting specific academic targets (see policy outlined above). The goal was to insure that all students have access to high quality mathematics instruction based upon their prior achievement. The policy would go into effect the following school year.
Just after this policy was passed, the school district created a new “top track” for students —algebra in the 7th grade. The school board policy about preparing all students for 8th grade algebra did not include this new “tracking option” as part of its mandate. As a consequence, the “elite students” would again be offered opportunities different than those otherwise available to all students in the system, per the new board placement policy. Moreover, not all students and parents were told about changes that would allow students to pursue 7th grade algebra.
	In order to take algebra in the 7th grade, special “Compacted 6/7” math classrooms were created for 6th graders. In turn, a pipeline that would move students into the Compacted 6/7 math classrooms were created in the guise of Compacted 5/6 math classrooms in some but not all elementary schools. As it turned out, elementary schools without full-time gifted teachers were not able to provide a Compacted 5/6 math course for their students because it was full-time gifted teachers who were charged with providing the courses. 
In the same year that the school board implemented policy about all students having fair and equitable access to 8th grade algebra, some elementary students were effectively blocked from access to the new opportunity to take algebra by 7th grade by virtue of their current elementary school placement. Furthermore, at the schools where the opportunity was available for elementary students to get into the pipeline of opportunity, there was no ‘checklist’ or systematic board policy in place to screen for or identify those students. And so, without policy regarding fair and equitable placement protocols, some students were specially selected to move into the Compacted 5/6 math classes. These students would then feed the Compacted 6/7 math classrooms in the following year when the new course tracking system would go into effect.  
The Case of Alexander
Now enter ‘Alexander’, the protagonist of our first story and a 5th grade student. Alexander was being considered for the Compacted 5/6 math program in his school. At Alexander’s school, students were identified and their qualifications assessed by school personnel. Select students were also interviewed without knowing themselves why they were subjected to such scrutiny. After the process was completed, the school officials decided who would be admitted into the Compacted 5/6 math classes. Pursuant to the interview, Alexander realized that he was being considered for “an advanced math program.” He later learned that he was not admitted into the program.
Alexander was disappointed. After all, mathematics was his favorite subject and he had done quite well in all his math classes every year. So, without telling his parents, Alexander made an appointment with the school principal to ask if there were anything he could do to participate in this new mathematics class. He just knew he would enjoy it and would do well if given the opportunity. To his amazement, the principal thought he was “out of line” for making such an inquiry and telephoned Alexander’s parents to tell them so. 
This telephone call from the principal was the first time that Alexander’s parents had heard anything about such a math class and their son’s interest in it. Perhaps to the principal’s surprise, Alexander’s parents asked about the Compacted 5/6 course and wanted to know why their son could not be admitted. To be sure, they were aware of Alexander’s interest in mathematics and his past success in the subject. Even so, they were told, flatly, that Alexander could not be placed in the course.
Being active members of a church that had an Education Committee to assist parents with understanding the education issues affecting their children, Alexander’s parents asked the committee’s chair, ‘Martin’, for help. Martin, a former mathematics teacher, telephoned someone he knew in the school district’s Central Office who was in charge of elementary and middle school mathematics programs. Martin explained Alexander’s situation and also expressed his concern that the new Compacted 5/6 and Compacted 6/7 configurations would have the effect of maintaining inequities in access to quality mathematics programs, in contradiction to the spirit of the school board policy that avowed that all students should have access to 8th grade algebra. 
The school official, ‘Joan’, stated that “profoundly gifted” students must be placed ahead of normal students so the compacted approach was necessary. But, this contradicted the reality that only some schools provided this “necessary” approach, as others did not have the resources to offer the Compacted 5/6 class in elementary school. 
Joan also denied Alexander access to the Compacted 5/6 math course at his school.
Undaunted, Martin made an appointment with Alexander’s principal and the Compacted 5/6 mathematics teacher to advocate for Alexander’s inclusion in the class. At the meeting were a number of supporters of Alexander’s request, including his parents, Martin, and a tutor for Alexander who would help Alexander if he needed it. Representing the school were the principal, the math teacher of the Compacted 5/6 course, and the school official, Joan, with whom Martin had spoken.  
In the meeting, Martin explained Alexander was a good fit for the Compacted 5/6 mathematics course. Joan presented some of Alexander’s work that was not completely exemplary. Specifically, work for which Alexander did not make A+ marks and was suggestive that Alexander did not, in her opinion, merit being in the compacted course.
Martin argued that Alexander’s work merited his placement into the compacted math course given that his report cards, end-of-grade scores, and objective performance data were all compatible with such a placement. Furthermore, Alexander had himself previously been identified as ‘gifted’. Martin explained that the turnout to the meeting is evidence that Alexander had the type of support that would ensure his success in the compacted course. Despite his efforts, Martin’s arguments were rejected by Joan who reiterated her original claim that, while identified as gifted, Alexander was not “profoundly gifted[endnoteRef:7].”   [7:  To be clear, ‘profoundly gifted’ is not a recognized category used to describe or identify students either generally in schools, or within this school system.] 

Over the objections of his parents and Martin, the school officials decided that Alexander should join the meeting. One school official expressed that Alexander needed to see how many adults were engaged in this “needless” effort to include him in a mathematics course. Martin, concerned about Alexander becoming overwhelmed, insisted that no one speak with Alexander except Martin himself. 
When Alexander arrived, he was shocked to see his parents, his grandmother, and Martin in the principal’s office. Martin asked Alexander if he knew why everyone was there. Alexander answered, “No.” But, his eyes lit brightly when Martin said that everyone was there because they cared about his education and were there to see about him getting into the math class he wanted. When the math teacher asked, “Do you realize that you are missing recess right now?” Alexander replied, “I’d miss all my recesses for a chance to be in that math class!”
After Alexander left, Joan turned to the principal and volunteered to make the final decision about admitting Alexander into the class, despite the fact that making the decision was the principal’s responsibility.  At this point, Martin turned to the principal and insisted that the decision be made by the principal, and not relegated to others! The principal, feeling the pressure that Martin exacted pursuant to the two of them belonging to the same church community, agreed to allow Alexander to take the class.
Alexander was quite pleased to be admitted into the class. His supporters were equally pleased and committed to helping him be successful. Consequently, Alexander’s support met once a month with his Compact 5/6 math teacher to monitor and discuss the actions of the teacher since there was a concern that the teacher might contribute to Alexander’s failure in order to demonstrate that she was right. Alexander’s tutor remained available to help him, but Alexander didn’t need any assistance. 
At the same time, during the first few months, the teacher shared Alexander’s work with his supporters and pointed out things that Alexander had done wrong. She voiced that this was evidence that he should not be in the class. On inspection, in each case, Martin, a math teacher himself, demonstrated that Alexander’s errors were very minor and of little consequence. 
As the quarters passed, by mid-year, Alexander had distinguished himself as the top student in the class. Moreover, the teacher grew to identify him as an outstanding student, one who was likeable and willing to help others in the class. At the end of the year, Alexander was given an A for the class. At the final meeting between Alexander’s supporters and school officials, including his Compact 5/6 math teacher, Alexander was described as a “wonderful student” who excelled. 
When Martin asked the Compact 5/6 teacher and other school officials in attendance what we can learn from Alexander’s case, they offered no immediate response. Martin waited and then suggested that “Maybe, we might be wrong about what students can do and what classes they should have access to.” The Compact 5/6 math teacher countered by saying, “No! That’s not the lesson here.” She stated that Alexander was a different student than the one they had originally refused admission to. Further, she argued that Alexander had friends who sometimes got into trouble and that he hadn’t always worked hard to succeed. “He’s a different kid, now!” she noted and then added that they would still keep the “old Alexander” from taking the class. 
Martin couldn’t believe what he had heard. He then realized that there were many more students needing an advocate to guarantee that they receive fair and equitable treatment in school. He continued to work on behalf of students in the urban school district.
It’s worth noting that Alexander was a young Black student who simply wanted to gain access to a subject that he enjoyed. And, without academic evidence to the contrary, teachers ignored his past performance in math classes and relied on their own biases to inform their behavior and decisions. Put another way, the educators spurned a checklist-type measure put in place for equitable access to mathematics opportunity in favor of their belief story regarding a student. The beliefs clearly impacted their responses to data. Then, the beliefs impacted the retrospective stories told to validate initial actions. 
Given the opportunity to study high-quality mathematics, Alexander went on to middle school where he enrolled in the new top track that initiated his journey in 5th grade. Alexander succeeded in his new middle school environment. 
Alexander went on to high school and excelled in both academics and sports. He accepted a football scholarship at an Ivy League school.
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