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Summary

Minority students can
achieve educational excel-
lence. The achievement gap
is being closed without
more money by schools
around the country. They
focus on core subjects, give
principals authority over
budgets and teacher selec-
tion, and hold students and
adults responsible for re-
sults.
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“Good schools…are
closing the achievement
gap. The best…are char-
ter schools, free from
many rules and regula-
tions that so often frus-
trate fine principals and
teachers.”

No excuses for Oregon’s
achievement gap
by Abigail Thernstrom, Ph.D.

There are no good excuses for the achievement gap in Oregon. The state’s black
and Hispanic students, like those nationally, graduate from high school at much
lower rates than do whites. Those who do graduate are less prepared to enter
college.

Our failure to provide first-class education for black and Hispanic students is the
central civil rights issue of our time. This is not a story about lower IQs. It is a
story of kids who have the ability to learn, but who have been tragically—and
needlessly—left behind.

Some argue this is not primarily a story about race, but about social class. Paren-
tal income, education, and place of residence do make some difference in school
achievement. My research and that of others finds, however, that these factors
account for only about one-third of the gap in racial achievement.

Unfortunately, frequently proposed solutions—additional school funding, smaller
classes, more racial integration, and more teachers with masters degrees in edu-
cation—won’t solve the problem. The research provides little or no support for
the claim that these familiar remedies will do the job.

Some think test scores are unimportant. But studies clearly demonstrate that
students—whatever their color—who have equal skills and knowledge, as mea-
sured by reliable tests, will have roughly equal earnings later in life.

Improving test scores requires better teachers, but the literature shows that nei-
ther graduate degrees in education nor years of experience in the classroom have
a significant impact on student achievement. The best teachers have strong aca-
demic skills, as demonstrated on standardized tests.

So, how do we pull more academically gifted young people into the profession,
and keep them where the need is greatest? First, let aspiring teachers skip the
schools of education that some say actively promote mediocrity and incompe-
tence. Allow multiple routes into the profession, and reward excellent teachers
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“We either radically
overhaul the system, or
too many black and
Hispanic youngsters
continue leaving high
school without the skills
and knowledge to suc-
ceed in life.”

with higher pay and more responsibility. Pay more to lure those with rare skills,
such as good math and science teachers. And, pay more to outstanding teachers
willing to work in schools with high concentrations of disadvantaged students.

Second, insist on a safe and orderly environment in all schools. The level of
disorder and disruptive student behavior in many urban public schools is shock-
ing. That’s one reason many private schools are able to pay teachers one-third
less and still attract very good staff.

Good schools scattered across the country are closing the achievement gap. The
best inner-city public schools that I know are charter schools, free from many
rules and regulations that so often frustrate fine principals and teachers. They
greatly increase instructional time. Principals have authority and autonomy to
manage their budgets, set salaries, hire fabulous teachers and show the door to
those who don’t work out.

These schools focus relentlessly on core academic subjects. They provide safe,
orderly environments. They work hard to instill the “desire, discipline, and dedi-
cation’’ (watchwords of the much-celebrated KIPP Academies) that will enable
disadvantaged youth to climb the American ladder of opportunity.

Not all charter schools reach these standards, but when they fail they can be
closed, as some have been in Oregon and elsewhere. When did you last hear of
a regular public school shut down because it wasn’t teaching its students well
enough?

Change won’t be easy. The structure of urban education in Oregon and else-
where is a fortress against fundamental reform. Yet we either radically overhaul
the system, or too many black and Hispanic youngsters continue leaving high
school without the skills and knowledge to succeed in life. No decent Oregonian
can believe that perpetuating such ancient inequalities is acceptable.

Abigail Thernstrom, Ph.D. serves on the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights and the
Massachusetts State Board of Education.  Co-author of No Excuses: Closing the
Racial Gap in Learning, she is a Senior Fellow at Manhattan Institute in New
York and an adjunct scholar at Cascade Policy Institute.
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