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In Defense of Tracking

Students are equal under law, not in
ability. Appropriate tracking accommodates

individual differences, but makes "high-
status knowledge available to all."

24
EDucAnoNAL LEADERSHIP

I



n his book, A Place Called Scbool,
John Goodlad presents a dire pic-
ture of low-level tracktd classes.

These classes, he says, are character-
ized by unmotivated teachers teaching
uninspired students; the material has
little significant content or relevance.
The picture he presents is enough to
embarrass any educator who has ever
been associated with tracking in any
way, other than to rail against it.'

In Keeping Track Jeannie Oakes
takes the same data that were available
to Goodlad for A Place Called Sdaool
and adds even more dire information.
In addition to considerably more ver-
biage, Oakes adds a historical perspec-
tive and develops the possibility that
tracking is a conscious, deliberate con-
spiracy on the part of the capitalistic
bourgeois elements in society. Oakes
claims these groups seek to protect
their privileges and property by pro-
viding low-level educational programs
for the less advantaged to keep them
content with their menial roles in
society.2

Goodlad and Oakes muster enough
data and emotion so that it is difficult
to dispute them. But with a little reflec-
tion, something seems amiss in the
pictures of tracking that they present.
Somehow, one is reminded of a poem
by Issa that goes something like this:

The world is a drop of dew,
And yet-and yet.

They are stating the obvious, and one
hesitates to dispute them, and vet
there still seems to be more to the
issue.

Despite the criticism of tracking,
ability-grouping is a common, even
universal characteristic of public edu-
cation. Others who have studied the
issue indicate that it was being prac-
ticed at least as early as the turn of the
century and that today it is established
in "thousands of American schools."3
Some observers even say that the his-
tory of education is the history of
tracking. Tracking was born the first
time an enterprising young teacher in
a one-room schoolhouse in the 1800s
divided his or her class into those who
knew how to read and those who
didn't. Certainly it began when teach-
ers started organizing their students
into grade- and age-level groups, a
clear indication that some students
were going to cover different content
or the same content at a different rate.
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Reasons for Tracking
As education has become more com-
plex, content more broad, and stu-
dents more heterogeneous, tracking
has increased. In recent years guide-
lines for certain federal funds-special
and gifted education, Chapter 1-re-
quire that students be grouped for the
purpose of different specialized
instruction.

Oakes argues that tradition is one of
the main reasons for the existence of
tracking. And certainly this historical
sorting of students into groups was
done for one of the reasons that Oakes
gives for tracking today: homogeneous
groups are easier to teach.

A variety of additional reasons ex-
plain why tracking has become a tradi-
tion. It is one method of trying to
improve the instructional setting for
selected students, or what one re-
searcher refers to as a "search for a
better match between learner and in-
structional environment."4 Tracking
becomes a very common way of at-
tempting to provide for individual dif-
ferences. Unless everyone is going to
be taught everything simultaneously,
grouping is necessary. It may be as
simple and obvious as putting some
students in grade three and other stu-
dents in grade four, or some students
into a primer and others into a novel.

Tracking is not an attempt to create
differences, but to accommodate
them. Not all differences are created
by the schools; most differences are
inherited. in reading Goodlad, and

particularly Oakes, one can get the
impression that all students come to
school with exactly the same kinds of
abilities, aptitudes, and interests. The
reality, of course, is that students vary
widely. Socioeconomic status does ac-
count for differences in students.
Learning disabilities may make some
students less able to learn than others,
and even though educators seldom
deal publicly with the fact, some stu-
dents are more able learners than
others. Some students, for whatever
reasons, are just plain smarter than
others. Other students come to school
with a broader and deeper range of
experiences, with attitudes that foster
learning, and with a positive orienta-
tion to school, rather than a neutral or
a negative one. The schools did not
create these differences, but the
schools must accommodate them, and
one way is through grouping students
according to their needs and abilities.
Even Oakes seems to recognize this.

Schools must concentrate on equalizing
the da -to-dav educational experiences for
all students This implies altering the struc-
tures and contents of schools that seem to
accord greater benefits to some groups of
students than to others.'

Equaling ucational
Opportmnity
But how are educational experiences
made equal? It is easy to argue that
putting all students in the same classes
is not going to equalize their expecta-
tions. In fact, an approach that treats all
students the same and ignores the real
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differences among them can guarantee
unequal experiences for all. Treating
all students the same is not a formula
for equity or excellence.

Indeed, research supports tracking.
A meta-analysis of 52 studies of sec-
ondary tracking programs found "only
trivial effects on the achievement of
average and below average students."
The researchers added that "this find-
ing ... does not support the view of
other recent reviewers who claim that
grouping has unfavorable effects on
the achievement of low-aptitude stu-
dents. The effect is near zero on the
achievement of average and below-
average students; it is not negative."6

Despite the zero effect on achieve-
ment of average and below-average
students, these studies did show some
benefits for tracking.

The controlled studies that we examined
gave a very different picture of the effects
of grouping on student attitudes.' Students
seemed to like their school subjects more
when they studied them with peers of
similiar ability, and some students in
grouped classes even developed more
positive attitudes about themselves and
about school.7

Tracking is more than a tradition. In
a balanced view of tracking, the issue
becomes not whether tracking is good
or bad, but whether any particular
example of tracking accomplishes the
goal of matching the learner to the
instructional environment.

Appropriate Tracking
If there is such a thing as good and bad
tracking, how does one tell the differ-
ence? Can we establish objective crite-
ria? Obviously no magic formulas ex-
ist, but Keeping Track provides a basis
for distinguishing between good and
bad tracking.

Oakes cites the decision in the court
case of Hobson v. Hansen, and calls it
"the best known and probably still the
most important rule on tracking."8 The
court's decision stated that tracking is
inappropriate and unlawful when it
limits educational opportunities for
certain students "on the assumption
that they are capable of no more." The
court also provided a definition of
appropriate tracking.

Any system of ability grouping which,
through a failure to include and imple-
ment the concept of compensatory educa-
tion for the disadvantaged child or other-
wise fails in fact to bring the great majority
of children into the mainstream of public
education denies the children excluded

"Treating all
students the same
is not a formula
for equity or
excellence."

equal opportunity and thus encounters the
constitutional bar.9

This decision suggests the charac-
teristics of appropriate tracking. One
obvious consideration is content.
Oakes uses the term "high-status
knowledge" which she defines initially
as "a commodity whose distribution is
limited" to enhance its value. But it is
also defined as the knowledge that
"provides access to the university. " '

o
For the purposes of this discussion,
high-status knowledge can be thought
of as the combination of skills, experi-
ences, attitudes, and academic content
needed to create an informed and
productive member of society. At the
risk of using a cliche: it is the idea that
knowledge is power, and that the pri-
mary function of the schools is to
empower students.

Goodlad and Oakes express legiti-
mate concern that students in the low-
er tracks are denied access to high-
status knowledge, increasing the gap
between lower- and higher-tracked
(or nontracked) students. Tracking is
not appropriate when the intent is to
provide the lower-track student with
an alternative curriculum that does not
lead to the high-status knowledge. An
appropriate program of tracking has
the same expectations for all students
and uses low-level tracking only to
provide remediation and to upgrade
selected students.

Another consideration, not directly
addressed by the court but implicit in
the decision, relates to the quality of
instruction. Goodlad and Oakes appar-
ently never observed good instruction
in a lower-level tracked class, and they
seem to assume that quality instruc-
tion in a lower track is not possible.

It is true that the attitudes, behav-
iors, and abilities of the students make
lower-track classes more difficult to

teach. But these conditions do not
magically improve when the students
are scattered among untracked classes.
They only become hidden from view
and easier to ignore. Appropriate
tracking is an attempt to structure situ-
ations in which the students' special
needs and abilities can be recognized
and considered. It enables students in
lower-level tracks to move toward the
worthwhile goal of achieving high-
status knowledge.

Appropriate tracking, then, can pro-
vide the best possible match between
the learner and the instructional envi-
ronment. Teachers using it can build a
good instructional climate and moti-
vate students toward attaining high-
status knowledge.

Inappropriate tracking assumes that
low-track students are not capable of
acquiring high-status knowledge, and
they must be given something less.

Oakes points out that the judge in
the Hobson v. Hansen decision felt he
was making an educational decision
that would have been better left to
educators. The court's decision con-
cluded, "It is regrettable, of course,
that in deciding this case, the court
must act in an area so alien to its
expertise."" But alien or not, the
court's decision against limiting edu-
cational opportunities for some pro-
vides the essential basis for distin-
guishing between appropriate and
inappropriate tracking.
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