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In Chapter 3 we defined the term “educational gbadshe knowledge, skills, dispositions and
attitudes that enable people to live flourishing$ and to contribute to the flourishing of others,
and clarified the normative significance of thisdu definition. In practice, however, decision
makers do not have data on the full set of valwkdatational goods. As a substitute, they often
focus narrowly on student scores on standardizgd.tdn the U.S. context, for example, policy
makers tend to emphasize tests intended to mesisuent achievement in reading and
mathematics.

We use the term “student achievement” in this airajat refer to the important cognitive
knowledge and skills purportedly measured by theoua standardized tests generally used in
the U.S. to gauge student progress. These skdllatdvest a subset of all educational goods and,
of course, even this subset is not measured pirtecthe tests that are used. Although our
focus on achievement follows the tendency for pati@kers and researchers to pay attention to
what can be measured and analyzed with the to@mepfirical social science, the reader should
not interpret it as a signal that achievementésahly relevant, or even the most important,
educational good. As we emphasize in this chaptet,highlight more directly in the policy
chapters in the second half of this book, it isyame of many educational goods. Even as
imperfectly measured by test scores, however, stugtghievement is useful for illustrating some
of the principles that are central to our appro&sipecially the distributive principles.

We begin this chapter with a brief discussion dfiacement as an educational good. We then
discuss the level and distribution of test scor@s a measure of achievement - across individual
students. This discussion allows us to illustratiéeqconcretely some of the normative principles
we introduced in chapter 3. We follow with an arsédyof achievement gaps between groups of
students, with particular attention to the proagsdetermining which gaps are normatively
significant. Finally, we build the bridge from thest part of the book to the second part where
we use our normative and evidence-based framewagklore a selection of policy issues.

Achievement as an educational good

The most obvious link between student achievememeasured by test scores and subsequent
flourishing is through the labor market. Accordioghe standard economic model, high
achieving students bring greater knowledge andisskilthe labor market than lower achieving
students. Employers reward these skills with higly@s and good opportunities for learning on
the job and career advancement. Low skills in tetegate a person to the low wage labor
market, which, in addition to low wages, often lgsrwith it greater difficulty finding a job and
limited opportunities for advancement.

This model is supported, for example, by the figdih a clear statistical relationship between
the test scores of male teenagers on a modifiesioreof the the Armed Forces Qualifying Test
(AFQT), and the subsequent wages of those sames inalke when they were 26-28 and in their
late 30s. The AFQT is considered a fairly broad acclrate representation of “achievement and
learned skills” or “cognitive skills”. The researmsis find that, compared to their lower scoring
counterparts, workers with higher test scores esagers end up in jobs with higher wages in



their 20s and the wage gap is even larger whenahein their 30s. Stated differently, higher
measured achievement is predictive of higher fubamings.

A similar relationship emerges for the test scarfethie type used in many U.S. states and school
districts. In a recent study of one large U.S.,d#gt scores of students in grades 3-8 based on
administrative records were matched to their subseigearnings (based on tax records) when
they were in their 20sConditional on prior year test scores and othaitesit and control
variables, the authors found that a differencenaf standard deviation (a common measure of
variation described below) in test scores was aawatwith an average difference of 11.6
percent in earningsVarious earlier studies show the same patterns.

The possession of cognitive skills and knowledg&esat possible for individuals to flourish in
other ways as well, both while they are in schoal as adults. Such skills enrich a person’s life
by opening doors to science, literature, arts andienand, importantly, by creating
opportunities for higher education and the acgoisiof degrees and other accomplishments.
Research shows that people with more years of $idgagpically receive non-pecuniary
benefits connected with their jobs such as higblersptisfaction, higher occupational prestige
and lower levels of unemployment. They also recaivariety of benefits outside the labor
market. As adults they have better health, arelilesly to get divorced or separated, have
increased trust in others, are better parentsaestess likely to be arrested and to smoke. In
addition, they are likely to enjoy more leisure aadhave healthier famili€s.

Cognitive skills and years of schooling are beneafficot only for the individuals who have them
but for others as well. Everyone benefits from hgwa skilled labor force that is productive and
innovative. Further, those with high cognitive #@pibre able to generate the technological
innovations that are needed for productivity gravithaddition, people with more education
exhibit higher voter turnout and civic participatjghereby contributing to the strength of our
democracy!

One must be careful, however, in attributing caosab these observed statistical relationships
among cognitive skills of the type that are measdimetest scores, years of schooling, and other
outcomes. It may be that other types of knowledgils and dispositions — that is, other
educational goods -- are an important part of theysThe U.S. experience with the General
Educational Development Program (commonly refetoeals the GED) is illustrative. The GED
test was initially designed as a way for high sc¢hiwop outs to show they had mastered the
same cognitive skills as those who graduate fragh bthool. With that credential, the GED
holders would then gain access to the jobs ancehigtiucation opportunities available to tose
with high school degrees. The Nobel prize winningremist, James Heckman, however, has
demonstrated the fallacy of the approach. The prabs that the GED measures only the
cognitive skills that can be captured by testsfaild to measure what he calls the “non-
cognitive skills” that are required not only forumg people to complete high school but also to
succeed in the labor market or in subsequent eidnehiendeavors.

Although left unspecified by Heckman, the term “Aamygnitive” skills is usually understood to
include characteristics such a persistence, mativaand self-control, some of which in fact
may include a cognitive component and some of whiely be more like dispositions and



attitudes than skills. Other research suggestshibae “non-cognitive” skills interact with
cognitive skills thereby making it difficult to segate out their separate contributions to
subsequent flourishing. It appears, for examplat tlon-cognitive skills may promote the
development of cognitive skills, but the reversaastrue. Thus, the potential for cognitive
skills, especially those typically measured by dtadized tests, to contribute to flourishing in
the ways described above may well depend on awithdil possessing other educational goods
as well”

Further while cognitive achievement undoubtedlytabates to the development of some of the
capacities we identified in chapter 3 as usefutlgsito help decision makers to determine what
knowledge, skills, dispositions and attitudes dbote to flourishing, it is more important for
some than for others. Recall that that these ctanpes include the capacity for economic
productivity, for democratic competence, to regattters as moral equals, for healthy personal
relationships and for personal fulfilment. Cogratiskills are particularly relevant for economic
productively, democratic competence, and some &spépersonal fulfilment. They are less
central, however, for an individual to develop sgggersonal relationships or to develop the
capacity for treating others as moral equals.

If cognitive achievement is just one of many edweet goods that contribute to flourishing
either by themselves or in complicated ways, whgsdbget so much attention in policy
discussions? The answer is clear. Compared & ettucational goods, it is far easier to
measure. That need not mean, however, that treeusst to measure it do a good job of
accounting for even the full set of cognitive skilhat contribute to flourishing. For one thing,
the tests used for elementary and middle schadkesits often focus on math and reading alone,
which at best represent a subset of the relevagtittee skills . Moreover, to keep costs at a
manageable level, many states rely heavily onmleidally gradable multiple choice tests. Such
tests have the disadvantage that they tend to fmeissic skills rather than broader conceptual,
analytical and problem solving skills that may lbg@ater relevance for ultimate flourishing.
Finally, as we shall see in chapter 6 not only nheytests measure the wrong thing but relying
on them can create incentives for teachers to aeaiching the more valuable skills that are not
tested.

Achievement and nor mative principles

Despite these limitations, student achievemeritsdilves as a useful vehicle for illustrating our
central normative principles. The starting pointhiat some children achieve at higher levels
than others. This variation reflects several dedtibut interrelated, factors: differences in
children’s family backgrounds and access to edacatiopportunities; differences in
characteristics like intelligence or talent; anfledences in motivation.

We depict such variation in achievement levels ssgiudents by the bell shaped distribution in
Figure 1a. Along the horizontal axis is studenti@odment, which in practice would be
measured by test scores. For the purposes ofigugssion, we simply assume that the test
provides a good measure of each student’s knowladdeskills in subjects relevant for
subsequent flourishing. The area under the curtveds® any two achievement levels represents
the percentage of students whose achievemenirighst range, with the area under the full
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curve representing 100 percent of the student&e€p things simple, we have drawn the curve
as symmetric, which means the average achievemesitis at the center of the distribution as
marked on the figure by A bar. The bell shapedithstion implies that many students achieve
at levels close to the average, with far fewer etiisi having achievement levels in either of the
tails of the distribution. In practice, the distriton need not be symmetric. If the relevant
population of students included a disproportiomatenber of disadvantaged students who
achieve at lower levels than their more advantageshterparts, for example, the area under the
left tail would be larger and the average wouldusther to the left. Similarly, if the relevant
population included a disproportionate number ghhi motivated students who achieve at high
levels, the area under the right tail would bedamnd the average would be further to the right.
For the current illustrative discussion, howeviee, precise shape of the distribution is not
important.

The other distributions in figure 1 highlight threencepts that are useful for normative
discussions about student achievement. Figurdudirates the meaning of a higher average
achievement level (often called the mean) with ffi@igtnce in how achievement is distributed
around the average. As shown in that figure thelevdstribution is simply further to the right.
Figure 1c illustrates the concept of variation. Mfitore students having very low or very high
levels of achievement, the variation is clearlgéarin the bolded distribution Figure 1c
compared to the distribution in 1a. For bell shapayes, empirical researchers often use the
concept of a standard deviation to talk aboutyhrgtion. In our example, the distribution in 1d
has a larger standard deviation than the distobuti 1c. A useful rule of thumb is that for a bell
shaped distribution, 68 percent of the observatialhsvithin one standard deviation of the
mean. The advantage of a specific measure ofdhis is that it allows both policy makers and
researchers to compare the variations acrosshiistns.

Finally figure 1d incorporates the concept of aacqudhte level of achievement. If the adequate
level of achievement were deemed to heve would see that well over half of all studernts a
achieving at an adequate level or higher, or stdiféerently, that a relatively small proportion

are achieving at levels that are inadequate. eliequate level of achievement were deemed to
be Ay in the figure, however, well over half the studewbuld be achieving at inadequately low
levels.

Moreis better

With these figures in mind, we can now turn to tloemative significance of achievement and
how it is distributed across students. Becausesgehient is an example of an educational good,
and hence is something that we value, all elseleg@her average level of achievement as
shown in figure 1b is unambiguously better thaoveelr level. That corresponds to our
normative principle that more is better.

At the same time, some cautionary notes are inroiidethe extent that higher average
achievement is attained not by a rightward shithimwhole distribution as shown in figure 1b
but rather by increases in student achievemeihieaip of the distribution alone with no gains at
the bottom, or possibly even declines among thedolevers, policy makers would need to
trade off the benefits of having more of this ediocel good against the costs in terms of one or



more of our distributional principles. Another teadf would arise if the increase in student
achievement comes at the expense of other eduabgonds. Thus, for example, if the policy
mechanisms used to raise student achievement ativaffected other dispositions and attitudes
that also contribute to future flourishing, policyakers might want to weigh the loss in these
other things against the increase in achievement.

Finally, we note the possible tradeoff with othedlependent values, two of which are potentially
relevant in this context: childhood goods and paranterests. While higher achievement for
young children is desirable, so also are goodspi&g and naive curiosity. Concern for healthy
childhood development and happiness within childho@y sometimes argue against an
excessive focus on achievement, either cognitivalogr. A trade off with parents’ interests
arises whenever policy interventions designed tonote higher achievement interfere with
parents’ views about how their child should beedigConcern for parents’ interests does not
mean that achievement is any less important. Iplsirmeans that that any potential gains in
achievement may need to be weighed against the atilached to any loss with respect to
parents’ interests.

Distributive principles

In chapter 3, we identified three main distributprenciples: equality, adequacy, and priority to
less advantaged, and emphasized that they can tapiblg distribution of either educational
goods or flourishing. Applying the principles tchéavement requires first that we recognize that
educational achievement is but one educational ¢featdnay compete with other such goods.
But, further, the distribution of educational go@dsa whole may differ from the distribution of
flourishing. When talking about equality, adequacyriority to the less advantaged, it is
important to be clear which domain we have in mind.

Equality. Suppose policy makers place a high value on proman equal distribution of
educational goods across individuals. Equalitthendistribution of such goods need not require
equality in the distribution of achievement becaasg differences in student achievement could
potentially be offset by differences in other edigraal goods. Indeed, if achievement were
perfectly inversely correlated with other educagilogoods, then observing achievement
differences across individuals would not tell uscinabout the distribution of educational goods.
We are doubtful that, in our society, this correlatholds. In fact, we suspect that the distinct,
but interrelated, factors and processes that gpeeto achievement differences — such as
inequalities of family wealth, stress, levels ofgraal employment, quality of housing,
neighborhoods, school and teacher quality, andtheadimultaneously give rise to similar,
though not identical inequalities in other eduaadiogoods. To the extent that is true,
achievement differences would translate, albeitarfgxtly, into differences in educational
goods. At the same time, we note that in sometsiuma heavy emphasis on equalizing
cognitive achievement might well interfere with #ngualization of educational goods.

Even with a focus on achievement alone, it maybeotlear who should be equal to whom
because of disagreement about the normative signiée of the various determinants of student
achievement. One determinant is variation in thte@nahtalents that children are born with.
Many people regard any differences in student aeinient associated with variation of this type



as entirely acceptabléthers might see inequalities caused even by ratariation as
undesirable from the point of view of equality dw them as justified overall because of other
values. For example, if some measures to equatiziez'ement between students with very
different levels of natural ability are very costby involve reducing the achievement levels of
higher-achieving students, the ‘more is betteirgple could trump the goal of trying to
eliminating inequalities due to differences iural talents."

Those who have no objection to achievement inetiemlilue to natural differences tend
nonetheless to worry about the extent to whichdetii’s development and exercise of their
innate capacities may be a function of other charestics, such as their race, gender or family’s
socioeconomic position. Later in this chapter wsedss the factors that may make some gaps
more normatively salient than others. Here we beeathievement gap between children from
low-income and higher income families, which is alidregarded as salient, to illustrate the
policy implications of a particular specificatiohtbe equality principle.

Students from higher income families achieve, ograge, at higher levels than their
counterparts from less economically advantagedli@sniThe reasons for this pattern are well
understood: at early ages children from the moomeically advantaged families are exposed
to more books and a wider vocabulary and to cogglitiricher environments; middle class
children are less likely to come to school withraated health problems; middle class families
are more able to work the school system to theratdge of their children through their choice
of school and teacher assignment, and such fanaiteeable to provide a richer array of after
schools and summer experiences..

A variety of policy interventions could potentialigduce inequalities of this type. To the extent
that that current disparities in schooling argidetntal to economically disadvantaged students,
one might require at a minimum that all childrendnaccess to equal quality schools and
teachers so that the schools do not exacerbatatlaion in achievement associated with home
environments. In fact, though, full equality woukjuire far more: the schools and classrooms
serving low performing students from disadvantalgackgrounds would have to be of even
higher quality than other schools and classroonwmsder to compensate for the learning
challenges that such children typically bring tbaal. In particular such schools might well

need more teachers and higher quality teachergelhgas more nurses and counselors, and other
adults who could connect needy children and tfaairilies to social and health services that
middle class families take for granted.

Full equality would also require a variety of puahterventions outside the traditional schooling
sector for children from disadvantaged familiesctinterventions might include, for example,
early childhood and pre-school programs as wedifeesschool and summer enrichment
programs. In addition, the full equalization of edtional goods might well require restrictions
on how parents contribute to the educational gaddiseir children (for example, sending their
children to private schools or spending money fatohment activities) and may require other
public interventions into family life. Thus, an edily standard might well require extensive
intervention into the family lives of both high aehing and low achieving students, some of
which would undoubtedly interfere with what we haaled the independent value of parental
rights.



Adequacy. Our second distributional principle, the principleadequacy, would some of these
conflicts. Recall that this principle requirestlall students receive at least an adequate dével
educational goods, with no attention to the distidn of educational goods above the threshold.
Recall also that specification of such a principkolves answering the question ‘adequate for
what?’ and we have suggested that this should ternams of flourishing as an adult. So, ideally,
adequacy would be specified in terms of the fulldia of educational goods, not simply in
terms of student achievement as measured by @®ssdn its ruling in the 1989 Rose school
finance case that dealt with adquacy, the Kentwdyt made an effort to include a broad set of
educational goods, as have several other statéscgince then. The Kentucky court defined an
adequate education as one that fosters sevenrigagoals, including, for example, oral and
written communication skills, knowledge of econorsacial and political systems,
understanding of governmental processes, self-lenyd, and grounding in the arts, and
academic or vocational skills. The intent was faclechild to emerge from school ready to
function fully in a complex and changing worfd.

In practice, however, policy makers, especiallysthm the United States, often define adequacy
far more narrowly in terms of achievement (as mesbby test scores) alone. One justification
may be the standard one, namely, that, achieveca@nbe measured and therefore lends itself to
a quantifiable standard. Another may be the béhaf cognitive skills and knowledge are so
central to flourishing, especially for those akred having very low levels of achievement, that
no tradeoffs are possible with other educationaldgo If children do not learn to read by third
grade, for example, they are not in a positiondahe reading required for learning as they
progress through school. But a single minded facuachievement may detract from other
educational goods including, for example, the “ragmative skills’ referred to earlier. Especially
for children at the low end of the achievementrdistion, such skills could be essential for
developing cognitive skills and could be more imaot for ultimate flourishing than test scores.

Raising the level of achievement of those at th&obo of the achievement distribution up to an
adequacy standard with little or no change in wWizgipens at the top of the distribution would
concomitantly make the overall distribution of amrement more equal. How much it increases
equality of flourishing will partly depend on thetent to which achievement is a positional
good. Recall that a positional good is one for \wtitte benefits depend not on how much of the
good someone has but rather on his or her posititme overall distribution of the good. Thus,
while the pursuit of an adequacy standard defingenms of achievement may lead to a more
equal distribution of the capacity to enjoy litena or solve math problems it may do little to
equalize the capacity of people to obtain good jbbach jobs are limited; in that case, despite
the higher skills of those at the bottom of therthsition, the good jobs will continue to go to
people with the relatively higher skills. Similarihe positional aspect of education means that
whether one person or group’s educational achiemermen fact adequate for them to achieve a
particular level or kind of flourishing may depeoil the overall distribution of achievement, not
only on the absolute level of those at the bottdithe distribution.

If we set aside the positional aspects of achiewenaad its implications for how to think about
what counts as ‘adequate’ achievement, we canifgéwb main ways to meet an achievement-
based adequacy standard. One is to move the wtloievament distribution so far to the right



that all children attain at least the adequatelleMéhough such an approach, if successful, could
be appealing because it would simultaneously aehii&e normative goals —adequacy and more
educational goods for everyone -- the costs ifdhma of substantial additional investments in
schooling, and hence in other consumption goodsgtane, are likely to be very high. A

modified version of this approach would be to im&re in ways that increase achievement at the
bottom of the distribution but increase it even enat the top. An example might be television
programs such as Sesame Street, the benefits ofivabcrue to children at all income levels, but
more so to children from middle class famiffesn this case, the movement toward an adequacy
standard brings with it greater inequality, thergleyerating a trade- off between those two
distributional principles.

An alternative more cost-effective strategy —thopghsibly politically difficult to implement --
would be to target resources and attention todiveeind with the goal of raising the achievement
of all the low-achieving students to the specitextl. That strategy has the advantage of
allowing policy makers to craft policies and pragsaspecifically designed to address the
learning needs of the low-achieving children arss$ leostly in that it requires no additional
investments for children already above the threkhbthe budget for educational goods was
fixed, however, that strategy would require a tfanef resources from those above to those
below the standard, and possibly to a reductidhertotal amount of educational goods
produced. As a consequence, the adequacy prineqalél need to be traded off against the
“more is better” principle. Further, the settinfgaowell-defined threshold or bar for achievement
raises some additional concerns in practice. Séughew that teachers may respond to specified
achievement targets by focusing attention on theesits closest to the threshold, ignoring both
those who are far below and those who are comfigratiove the standard. One might ask why
children whose achievement levels are just bel@asthndard are any more deserving of
attention than those at other levels of achievement

Priority to the less advantaged. The third distributive principle avoids the need &threshold

by asserting that distributions should improvepbsition of those who are worse off. In chapter
3 we advocated applying this principle to flourrglrather than to educational goods. Suppose,
for a moment, though, that we could regard a pésssaucational achievement as a decent
proxy for her flourishing as an adult. The prioniyinciple would then support any policy
intervention that shifts the left tail of the ackeenent distribution to the right, even if it also
reduces the total amount of achievement or incestegap between those with lower and
higher achievement levels or both.

But we should recall a point made in the previchepter. It may be that, over time, the worst off
people in the society will be better off if the g is more productive, and that greater
productivity requires technological innovationsttiall be created only by those with high

levels of cognitive ability. In that case, resowrsiould be invested in the highly able — even if
that increases inequality in achievement levelerBhough it might be possible to raise
achievement at the bottom end of the distributiothe short term by putting the marginal
resources there, in fact, the priority principlesdis policy makers to put them at the top. So,
even if achievement at the low end is not as hgytt eould be in the short run, the less
advantaged might still experience greater flounght and perhaps even greater educational



achievement — in the long run. Here the idea tmatré is good’ is combined with a concern to
give distributive priority to the worst off. Ineqiitg is permitted, perhaps even encouraged, in
order to increase the size of the pie — the ‘flshing pie’ - which in turns yields bigger pieces
even to those who have least.

Achievement gaps

Achievement gaps between clearly defined grouuafents — such as black and white students
— receive a tremendous amount of attention in poficy debates. Depending on how the gaps
are measured, efforts to reduce them could be stemsiwith the distributive goals of either
equality or adequacy. In some cases, however, whatlly at stake may be the low
achievement level of members of the lower perfoggroup rather than the size of the gap
between the average achievement of the lower antiginer group. In those cases, the relevant
distributive criterion may be adequacy or priotiiythe less advantaged.

The most straightforward measure of an achieveanis the difference between the average
performance of one group of children, call themugrd,, and the average performance of
another group, call them group B. Even if the memlof group B outperform the members of
group A on average -- thereby generating an achiene gap that favors group B -- some
members of group A may well outperform some membeggoup B, because the distributions
of the two groups are likely to overlap. So theuon group averages can be misleading in so
far as it attributes to the individual the averabaracteristics of the group.

Normatively speaking it is the wellbeing of indivials that matter — their membership in groups
is relevant only in so far as the group charadiessffect them as individuals. Group
characteristics may affect an individual's welllggin different ways. Knowing that black
students tend to achieve at lower levels on avetsgewhite students directs us towards causal
factors influencing the achievement, and subsedilmmishing, of different individuals. The
same applies in the case of the gap between lowrieand high-income children. But, further,
being, and being perceived as, a member of a giefiped in, say, racial terms may itself affect
an individual's wellbeing. If it reinforces stergpes and social expectations, the very fact that
black students generally tend to achieve less Wittain white students can adversely affect the
lives even of those black students who perform.well

Any comparisons of this type require that achieverer the two groups be measured on the
same scale. In the U.S., for example, scale stomeath and reading on the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), comnrafdyred to as the nation’s report card,
are reported every two years for representativeptesmof 4" and &' graders in every state (and
now, in 20 large districts). These scale scoresjg@omparisons across groups of students at
one point in time and over time. When test scoresxat measured or reported on the same
scale, the typical approach is to make the scaregarable by standardizing the units of each
one to have a mean (or, equivalently, an averaigggro and a standard deviation of one, where
the standard deviation is a measure of how mugiedon there is around the mean. If the
distributions both have the bell shapes as shovitindriigure, a difference in the means of 1
standard deviation would mean that the achievetegast of the typical person in group A
would be below that of about 85 percent of the menmlof group B.
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An alternative approach to measuring achievemgm gato focus on differences across groups
in the percentages of students who meet some thicgsiften referred to as proficiency.
According to this measure, the extent to which schikelren exceed the proficiency standard or
others fall short is not relevant. Although potaltyi appealing in the way it combines equality
and adequacy considerations, this approach is eéieausly flawed in practice in that the
measured gap between groups is heavily dependdahtdavel of the proficiency standard. The
higher the standard, the larger the gaps are likebe. If the standard is set sufficiently lowrthe
the gap may disappear. This observation meansh@ahagnitudes of such gaps are arbitrary,
and that policy makers can manipulate the magnstbigechanging the proficiency standard.
Nonetheless, measuring gaps in this way is commactipe in the U.S. where one often hears
statements of the form: X percent of one groupwdents meet the proficiency standard in
contrast to only Y percent of another group.

Not all achievement gaps between groups of studeatter. If group A were composed
exclusively of students in grade 4, for examplel group B of students in grade 5, the
observation that there is an achievement gap bettieetwo groups has no normative
significance. Indeed, in this case, the absenam @chievement gap would be disturbing given
that we would expect children to perform at higleeels as they mature and progress through
school. Gaps between children of different agesatgroblematic because they do not have
implications for inequalities in overall flourislgnSimilarly, as we noted earlier, if group A
were composed of children with IQs below 90 andugré of children with IQ below 90, many
would not consider gaps in the observed performaetseen the two groups normatively
problematic. Here the gaps do indeed have imptinatfor inequalities in flourishing but,
because they reflect inequalities in children’suratability, either they are regarded as
unobjectionable or productivity considerations taiteen to justify them overall.

Quite different are achievement gaps between grotipkildren defined by their race or their
parents’ socioeconomic position, and possibly lneotharacteristics as well. These are
generally regarded as troubling because they stugggschildren’s prospects for flourishing are
being determined partly by factors that shouldrbeavant. They may constitute problems with
respect to any of the three distributive valueshare identified, but they may also affect how
members of different groups relate to one anotdestory is relevant here, not because a legacy
of mistreatment calls for restitution but becausgsomplications for social relationships here
and now.

The black-white achievement gap

One of the most vexing policy issues for U.S. pohtakers has been the persistence of large
achievement gaps between black and white childfigrure 3 shows average test scores of 13
year old black and white students, and the gapdmtvthe two groups, on the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (with readiogesan Figure 3a and math scores in Figure
3b)X' Average scale scores are on the vertical axisldwer line in each graph shows the scores
for black students for each year that a particidar was administered and the upper line the test
scores for white students.
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The reading scores for black 13 year-olds increaye2b scale points during the full period,
from 222 in 1971 to 247 in 2008, which is far mtran the 7 point gain for white students
whose scores increased from 261 to 268. As a rékalblack-white achievement gap in reading
fell from 39 to 21 points during the period. Mudhtlee narrowing of the gap occurred during the
1970s and 1980s, however, and, after a period @énung, only recently may have begun to
narrow again. The pattern is quite similar for mathievement. Once again, the 34 point
increase in the scores of black students far exc®l16 point increase for white students.
Similarly the achievement gap between the racésréeh 46 points in 1973 to 28 points in

2008, with most of the narrowing occurring befdre inid-1980s. The recent trends indicate that
the gaps continue to be large and persistentheutdrly trends indicate that they can be
narrowed.

The reasons for such gaps are clear. They inchidebuntry’s long history of slavery, Jim
Crow policies of racial separation, and segregatéaboling, with the schools for black children
typically being far inferior to those for white tthien. Despite the reduction in school
segregation in the late 1960s and early 1970sethattually followed the 1954 Brown V. Board
Supreme Court ruling against school segregatiangttality of schooling for black students is
often inferior to that for white students. (‘Quglihere is measured not by financial resources
alone but also by the quality of teachers and pais.) Moreover, the achievement of black
children is impeded by the disproportionately lmwame levels of their families, many of which
are headed by single parents.

One obvious normative concern is that racial acmesnt gaps lead to subsequent differences in
wages, and hence to inequality in the potentiahiembers of the two groups to flourish
economically. Interestingly, writing about the kaghite achievement gap in the early 1970s
the well-known sociologist Christopher Jencks hadllnsions that closing the black-white
achievement gap at that time would do much to dlosevage gap because of racial
discrimination in the labor market. Hence, the angat for reducing the black-white
achievement gap had mainly to appeal to its camioh to equalizing other capacities that
contribute to flourishing, such as democratic corapee, healthy personal relationships, and
personal fulfillment. Those other consideratioril$ lsave force, but in his subsequent early
1990s book on the black-white test score gap, ¥eadued that, while discrimination in the
labor market undoubtedly still existed, closing #ohievement gap could in fact make an
important contribution to closing the correspondivage gag"”

That conclusion is consistent with more recenteng®. Based on the same longitudinal analysis
of AFQT scores referred to earlier in this chaptesgarchers have found that differences in the
cognitive ability of blacks and whites accounteddbout three quarters of the wage gap
between those groups when they were in their 28sabout two thirds when they were in their
30s" The rest of the black-white wage gap is attribletab a variety of other factors including
the possibility of employer discrimination agaibtick employees. The data are still consistent
with the presence of discriminatory behavior intthlack workers typically receive lower wages
than their white counterparts with the same cogaisibility. The observation that so much of the
black-white wage gap appears to be attributabtbfterences in cognitive achievement between
black and white workers, however, highlights th@amance of the achievement gap. In
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particular it implies that reducing or eliminatititat gap while students are in school could go a
long way to reducing corresponding wage differdattace they are in the labor market.

The two other distributive principles, adequacy pndrity to the less advantaged group, are
also relevant. Regardless of the magnitude ofépe adequacy considerations would argue for
policy interventions to raise achievement levelshiack students if they are currently achieving
at levels deemed inadequate. In addition, theipyiprinciple would also justify efforts to raise
their achievement in so far as, on average, bladesits are likely to be less advantaged than
white students. If one’s absolute level of achiegatitranslated directly into one’s absolute level
of flourishing, then such efforts would be justifieven if the measures taken made no difference
to the size of the achievement gap - or evenmnifatle the gap wider. The issue is complicated,
however, by the fact that achievement is partlpsitpnal good. The achievement levels of
black students could improve but if those of whi®ain, on average, superior, then black
students may continue to suffer from competitiveadivantage in the labor market or find it hard
to function effectively in the political arena. T$hthe existence of an achievement gap in itself
could adversely affect the prospects of black sitgjgerhaps in ways that offend against not
only priority to the less advantaged but also seoreeptions of adequacy.

The positional aspect of achievement yields onsaie#o care about the achievement gap
between black and white students rather than fagusitirely on the level and trends in
achievement of black students. Another reasoraisrite has a particular salience, and
historical significance, which makes inequalitiesachievement particularly problematic.

It is relatively easy to identify students as blackvhite and the history of race relations in the
US, patrticularly as that has affected schoolinge gnequalities between races distinctive
significance. Together these considerations bmig focus one of the competencies we
described in Chapter 3, namely the capacity torcegthers as moral equals. The racial
achievement gap brings with it the serious risk wiaite students will view black students, and
black students will regard themselves, as infegonply on the basis of their color. Eliminating
or reducing the achievement gap between black dmite \wtudents will leave differences
between individual children, of course, but sudfedences do not raise the relational equality
concerns raise by systematic differences acrosggrdefined by their race.

Notice that the size of the gap may matter in d&ffé and complicated ways depending on the
value at stake. From the point of view of equality,example, it might seem that there is a
direct relationship between the size of the ineitjpahd the extent of the normative problem.
Assuming normal variance around its mean withirhegoup, bigger gaps between group means
might seem to be straightforwardly, and proportiehya worse than smaller ones. It is important
to remember, however, that the relationship betveetievement and wellbeing is not linear. If
achievement has a strong positional aspect, them @wall gaps in achievement may lead to big
inequalities in the metric that is of ultimate sfgrance. The size of the gap is likely to beapals
on the concern with relational equality. The bigther gap the more likely members of a group
are to perceive themselves and others as superiofeoor. This is partly because, on the same
assumption about distributions within groups, seradlaps between group means imply more
overlap between members (recall Fig 2), so thagtbaps will be less well defined as higher
and lower achieving.
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Achievement gaps by family socio-economic status

In the U.S. context, a substantial body of reseaeshdemonstrated that children from
disadvantaged households perform less well in dadmaverage than those from more
advantaged households. This empirical relationshgws up in studies using observations at the
level of the individual student, school, distristate, and country, and with different measures of
family socioeconomic status (SES): income-relatedsares such as family income or poverty;
education level of the parents, particularly of thether; and in some contexts occupation type
of the parents or employment status. Studies baisédlS. administrative data often measure
SES quite crudely, using eligibility for free aretluced price lunch, for example, as a proxy for
low family income, and student race as a proxyafgariety of hard to measure characteristics.
Research based on longitudinal surveys usuallyded richer measures of family background.
Regardless of the measures used and the sophatichthe methods, similar patterns emerge.

Achievement gaps between disadvantaged and moamtadyed children are not unique to the
U.S. They exist even in countries such as Finl@ahada, and South Korea, whose children on
average perform extremely well on internationalsesand far better on average than those in
the U.S.. Figure 4 illustrates this point. On tleeizontal axis is a measure of a family’s
economic, social, and cultural status (ESCS), asoreathat was constructed by the OECD on an
absolute scale designed to be comparable acrosriesu Thus, a child who is from a low
ESCS family in one country is comparable to a chileb is from a low ESCS family in another
country. On the vertical axis are the PISA testassof 15 year olds grouped by ESCS category
for the U.S. and the 13 counties whose studentsedormed the U.S., grouped by ESCS
category? The first point to emerge from the figure is thevapd gradient of test scores across
categories of family disadvantage. Average testesctor students in the fifth percentile across
all the countries are about 350, far below the ayerof about 660 for students in the 95th
percentile, and the test scores rise monotonitaltis overall and within each country.

The second point is that a close look at the childn the bottom 5 percent of the ESCS
distribution shows that some countries do bettéh Wieir disadvantaged students than does the
U.S. Compared to other countries, Finland and SKotiea appear to have the most success with
their very low-ESCS students. This relative suctaggely reflects each country’s strong
commitment to education and to equal educationpbdpnity. In Finland, this commitment is
rooted in the country’s Lutheran heritage and #wognition that an educated population is the
country’s most valuable resource. In South Korlea,country’s historical ties to Confucianism
and current efforts to expand the economy leadnpsue all ESCS groups to put tremendous
pressure on their children to succeed in schBat even in those countries, large differences
emerge between students from low- and high-ESC 8iéasf

The performance of U.S. students (see the baredat right in each set) follows the same
pattern as the other 13 countries. Notably, howaves. students in families with ESCS below
the median perform particularly badly relative heit low-ESCS peers in other countries, while
U.S. students from more advantaged backgroundsrpereasonably well by international
standards. That is, the largest shortfalls in perémce among U.S. students are concentrated
among those with relatively low ESCS. This suggtstse is room for the U.S. to do better by
its disadvantaged students.
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The importance of doing so is reinforced by theeobation that the U.S. has a far greater
proportion of disadvantaged students than many akeeloped countries. To illustrate with
respect to three specific countries, the percenddgtudents living in low-ESCS families
(defined by the OECD as those more than 1 stardkarition below the mean) in the U.S. is
more than 2.5 times that in Finland and Canad&bangkrcent more than in the Netherlands.
The same pattern is even starker if we shift tioeiscaway from the OECD’s absolute measure
of disadvantage to a country-specific measure gépy, such as the proportion of students who
live in households with income less than 50 peroétite country’s median income. By this
measure, more than 1 in 5 children in the U.S.iliveoverty, far more than the 1 in 25 in
Finland, 1 in 9 in the Netherlands and 1 in 7 im&a.

As with the black-white achievement gap, these dgapseen children of unequal socio-
economic status raise a number of normative questione difference, however, is that at least
some of the considerations of relational equahst @arise in the black-white case do not apply.
There is not the same history of group-based assomnspabout superiority and inferiority, and
membership of different groups is less visible aalient in everyday life. Gaps in achievement
between children raised in families of unequal s@monomic status still offend against a
principle of distributive equality but their imp&tions for social relationships are somewhat
different. Partly for this reason, normative attemis more likely to focus on the level and
trends in achievement of the most disadvantagetksta rather than on the existence or
magnitude of the gap between students from disdadgad and advantaged homes.

If policies could be designed to increase the admeent of economically disadvantaged

children with no adverse effects on that of moreaatihged students two benefits would emerge.
Not only would there be more achievement overalhich over time could be expected to lead
to an increase in overall productivity and, ultielgf flourishing - but the immediate gain would
accrue to those at the bottom of the distributidrere would still be a question about the extent
to which achievement translates into overall flshimg at the individual level, both because
achievement is only one kind of educational godaictyv may conflict with others, and because
of its positional aspect. But if we set those cdertions aside, both ‘more is better’ and

‘priority to the worse off’ would support such aljgy. If the improvement at the bottom took
children there from levels of achievement deemedequate to levels regarded as adequate, the
distributive value of adequacy would also tellavdur of such a policy.

The situation is less clear if the policies neaeg$o raise achievement of the
disadvantaged students come at the cost of somédoviat achievement for more advantaged
students. That might be the case, for examplégifblicies operate primarily through the
schools and within a fixed resource constraint. ifoldal resources — whether in the form of
higher quality teachers, more teachers, more stigpadf at the school level, or more attention
by the teacher at the classroom level — for disathged students would then mean fewer
resources for the more advantaged students. Evéarsinase, both the distributive principles of
adequacy and priority to the less advantaged dastdy the actionWith respect to the latter
principle, however, policy makers would also needdnsider how the decline in resources for
the more advantaged students would affect the aetment, and ultimately the flourishing, of
disadvantaged students in both the short and kamgHor example, if higher income families
responded to the shift of resources by taking ttigidren out of public schools, those families
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and perhaps later their own grown children as wedly reduce their political support for the
public school system, to the detriment of all cteldremaining in the public schools, including
the disadvantaged.

Readers who are committed to the equality priechpbuld want to go further and to
equalize achievement levels across groups of stsidiefined by their socio-economic
disadvantage. For them, it is the gaps of the bgiereen groups as depicted in Figure 4 that
would matter, rather than simply the achievemevglieof the less advantaged students. The
difficulty in this case is that the large magnitadé the gaps means that equalization across
groups would require bringing down achievemenhattbp end of the distribution. That, in turn,
would have negative effects on the productivityhef economy, particularly if we make the
reasonable assumption that the higher achievirdgsats from advantaged families are poised to
become particularly productive and innovative ciiiors to the economy. To the extent that a
more productive economy would lead not only to tgeaverall flourishing but also to an
improvement in the flourishing of the least advgeth— an outcome that would depend on a
variety of other decisions about how the extra pobds distributed — the principle of priority to
the worse off would support permitting the ineqtied.

Bridgeto therest of the book

We hope that this chapter has begun to vindica@piproach presented in the previous two
chapters by helping readers to understand the rimeniasues at stake when considering
achievement levels and gaps. One needs to havadhthe full range of educational goods, and
to be clear about how particular gaps — gaps betywaticular groups and with respect to
particular indicators - relate to that full rangegoods. Care is also needed when thinking about
the different distributive values that are relevianthe assessment of gaps and to the measures
that might be taken to address them. It is imporigso to take heed of a range of independent
values — things that matter but are not themseddesational goods — such as childhood goods
and parents’ interests.

There are several explanations for why policy malkerd social science researchers tend to
focus so much attention on cognitive skills of kined (imperfectly) indicated by the kinds of test
scores that yield measures of achievement or aefment gaps. One is that, as we have
documented earlier, those skills demonstrably douti to individual flourishing, both through
the labor market and more directly, by making isgible for individuals to live richer lives -
partly by opening up opportunities for higher edigraand the acquisition of further
accomplishments. Another reason is that the custat¢ of technology enables policy makers to
measure student achievement, or at least sometagyié; using tests or other forms of
assessment that can readily be implemented onaal Iscale, something that is far more difficult
for other educational goods. Finally, student agdmeent is directly susceptible to schooling,
which is the major policy lever for influencing tpeoduction of educational goods. Indeed many
people believe that the main purpose of formal skhg is to raise achievement defined in this
narrow way.

Yet while understandable, there are real dangedtssuich an approach. Heavy emphasis on
cognitive skills may lead to too little focus orhet abilities and dispositions, such as non-

16



cognitive skills, that also contribute to flourisgi These other skills may be important in their
own right, as we highlighted earlier in the contekthe GED program, or because of their
contribution to a student’s ability to develop cdye skills. Further, too narrow a focus may
lead to misleading conclusions about the effecegsrof policy interventions. Studies of the
Perry Pre-School program illustrate the potentiabjem.

This famous program, which was initiated closeQo/&ars ago in Ypsilanti Michigan, continues
to receive attention in the public discussion ateauty childhood education largely because it
was a high-quality, carefully designed, model paomgr Even more importantly, the program was
designed as an experiment in which poor familieseviest recruited into a study and then were
randomly assigned either to the treatment groughidiren who had access to the program or to
the control group, with intensive follow up ovemg of both groups. The 58 treated children in
the Perry Pre-School program attended a half-dagghool every weekday and had weekly
ninety-minute home visits for eight months of tleas; for two years. Although the treatment
children performed significantly better on cogratitests for a year or two relative to the children
in the control group, the test score effects fangicby third grade. Importantly, however, the
program clearly did something positive for the dreh because the treated group exhibited
greater flourishing as adults many years laterecBigally, as of age 40, the treated group in the
Perry Preschool had higher lifetime earnings, g@readucational attainment, and far less
involvement with crime than the control groupo judge the program only by its impact on
cognitive skills would be to miss its fosteringaafpacities important for flourishiry.

Importantly, the fact that it is technically piide to administer tests of cognitive achievement

to all students does not mean it is always desrabto so. Such testing (and associated
grading) still takes resources, and budgetary cams$ may well lead to narrower tests than
would be appropriate given the ultimate goal o@iflshing. Even within the realm of cognitive
skills, some are more readily testable than otioseover, there are real costs to the use of test
scores when they are used for high stakes decialomst schools or teachers. They create
incentives for teachers to narrow the curriculurd game the system through teaching to the test
and other mechanisms, including, in some well danied cases, cheating.

Finally, while it is true that schools may haveoanparative advantage with respect to the
development of cognitive skills, families and thieler social context still play an important role.
The danger is that too much focus on achievementleaa policy makers to forget that
educational goods, and inequalities between thdseemjoy less or more of them, are not
produced by schools alone. Policy makers may exgmwiols alone to be responsible for raising
achievement, when other non-school policy intenogist may be needed to offset the many
barriers that impede learning for low achievingdstuts. Such policy interventions aimed at
children from disadvantaged families might inclufibe,example, greater access to high quality
pre-school programs, more access to health caretaedsocial services, and more
opportunities for enriching after school and sumpregrams that middle income children take
for granted.

We have emphasized that trade-offs have to be ipeisieeen increasing achievement overall,
raising the achievement of those at the bottonh@fdistribution, or closing achievement gaps.
But properly to assess the weight of those diffecensiderations one must always have an eye
on the fact that achievement is not the thing téally matters. This conclusion would be true
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even if achievement were measured in a richer alhet ivay. What matters is people’s overall
flourishing, and it is in terms of their contribomi tothat, and toits distribution, that
achievement levels and gaps must be evaluated.aw&eihdicated some ways in which the
conversion of achievement into flourishing makessthjudgments complex. The positional
aspects of achievement are relevant here, asamgilications for relational equality of some
gaps between groups.

We have not offered any judgments about how torlcaldhe various considerations that would
arise in any evaluation of, or policy responseatihievement gaps. Indeed, this chapter has not
been concerned with policy at all. In contrast, ftiiwing chapters do engage directly with
policy questions but there too it is not our aimmdoommend any particular proposals, Instead it
is to exemplify the method we are suggesting aptbper way to go about making such
recommendations. We do so initially in the contexthree fundamental issues that must be
addressed in the design of any school system. €h&apboks at the funding of schools. Chapter
6 considers decisions about who should be accolent@alwvhom and for what. Chapter 7
addresses the distribution of authority among #mgowus actors in the system, with particular
attention to parental choice of schools and schatdnomy. The thorough treatment of each of
those issues would require at least a whole baokysn in those chapters we think of ourselves
as no more than providing some examples of our odetihaction. Chapter 8 concludes by
applying the method in even briefer form to polisyues of more direct interest to lower-level
decision makers, including those within schools. iifend the policy examples in the second
half of the book to convince the reader that théhae and normative concepts are applicable to
a wide range of educational decisions.
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Figure 1. Achievement levels. (figures 1la to 1d)
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Figure 2. Achievement Gaps
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Figure 3a. Trend in white and black reading average scoresfor 13 year old students.

*Scores on the revised assessment for mat arereported beginning in 2004.
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Figure 4. PISA Reading Scores by ESCS Percentile, 14 Casntri
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