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Ithaca, NY – American society is replete with competing interests.  Education is no exception.  Here in this university town nestled in the Finger Lakes region of New York, there is a current dispute being waged between advocates for excellence and others who believe that equity is more important.  
The issue is tracking.  Historically, Ithaca public schools have separated middle school math students by perceived ability into advanced (or accelerated) classes and “regular” sections.  The situation is not unique to this school district;  across the U.S. over 75% of 8th graders are separated by ability in mathematics.   This allows youngsters talented in mathematics to study Algebra - and even in some cases, Geometry - prior to reaching high school so that they will be on track to study Calculus and higher-level courses while still in high school.  Presumably, these students will be well-placed to excel, not only in mathematics, but in a variety of university level courses.  Students in the regular classes proceed at a slower pace and typically are introduced to Algebra as 9th graders in high school.  Of course, many of these students will proceed to higher level math courses, but in later years in high school and college.
The debate as to the merits of tracking intensified here when some educational “experts” and parents became concerned that the regular math classes had a disproportionate level of Black and Hispanic students.  Their conclusion was that systemic racism was involved and that tracking should be abolished in the name of equity.   As a result, Ithaca middle school students now all take the same mathematics courses in a process labeled “de-tracking.”
Ithaca middle school math teachers here now teach students of all abilities in classrooms with common instruction followed by dividing the class into clusters which work together on problems of differing challenge.  The teacher then circulates among the students providing assistance and encouragement.  Apparently, the students all receive the same quizzes and tests.
Many parents were enraged.  They believed that their children were being shortchanged in their mathematics education and would be unprepared for subsequent more challenging math and science courses in high school and college.  During some heated School Board meetings large groups of parents complained that the basis for the change was not clearly explained and that their students were being used as guinea pigs in an educational experiment.  Their concerns were not alleviated; de-tracking is now fact in Ithaca middle school math classes.  Meanwhile, the school system says that the merits of the program will not be known “for several years.”
The issue is not new.  There has long been a struggle between equity and excellence in education.   Advanced Placement courses in most American high schools do not reflect the demographic composition of the student body.  When I taught higher level Physics courses for high school Physics students, it was rare to have a Black student in my classes although the school had approximately 15% Black students.  In my home county of Fairfax, Virginia the high school for advanced math and science has a very small percentage of Hispanic and Black students, with a very high percentage of Asian students (well over half).  Most Asian parents I have known place a high value on their children’s education and demand hard work from their children in study.   I suspect that this fact is a major factor in their children's’ academic success and the composition of that particular student body.
As I have frequently argued, our children are our nation’s most important national resource.  Each has their own strengths, whether it be in athletics, art, mathematics, writing, whatever.  If we are to achieve our national potential, we need to maximize each child’s growth.  We certainly do this in sports.  Athletes are divided early based on ability.  Those same Ithaca schools have varsity and junior varsity teams in various sports with, as far as I can determine, no concerns about the ethnic makeup of those teams.  If you have talent, it is developed.   We need to do the same in academics.
I do not understand how Americans can look at professional sports teams which are made up predominantly of one race (Black in basketball and football, White in hockey) and not apply the same artificial race-based criteria to demand that the teams reflect the racial makeup of our nation.  To do so would guarantee screams of “unfairness” and worse.   So why do we apply this same artificial criterion to education?
Ithaca, you have it wrong.  I pray that other school systems do not follow your “experiment.”   It is a fast path to mediocrity.
I thought you might like to know.
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