
The Achievement 

Gap in Greater 

Cincinnati 

 

November 2010 

The Community Research 
Collaborative 

 

Prepared for: 

Evaluation Services Center 

PO Box 210105 • Cincinnati, OH • 45221-0105 

www.uc.edu/evaluationservices 



 

 

The Achievement Gap in Greater Cincinnati

 

 

 

Evaluation Services Center 

Debbie Zorn, Director 

Report prepared by: 

Debbie Zorn 

Karen Ludwig 

Suzanne van den Hoogenhof 

 

 

 

 

 

© 2010 Evaluation Services Center 

University of Cincinnati 

 

 

PO Box 210105 

Cincinnati, OH 45221-0105 

Tel: (513) 556-3900 

Fax: (513) 556-5112 

http://www.uc.edu/evaluationservices/ 

E-mail: eval@uc.edu

http://www.uc.edu/evaluationservices/
mailto:eval@uc.edu


 

 The Achievement Gap in Greater Cincinnati  1  

The Achievement Gap in Greater Cincinnati 

What exactly is the achievement gap, and why is paying attention to the gap or gaps important for 
our region? Serious appreciation for the gap in academic achievement between Black and White 
students has been a focus of educational research, policy and practice for nearly half a century 
(Coleman et al, 1966). As the discussion below reveals, progress in narrowing the gaps in 
achievement between subgroups of students was made, albeit slowly, for many years, but has nearly 
halted in the last two decades – at a time when the demographics of our nation and region are 
rapidly changing. The 2001 No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act requires the disaggregation of 
student test scores by subgroups including race and economic status, and schools are rated 
according to whether they make adequate yearly progress (AYP) in advancing the scores of these 
subgroups. NCLB has as a goal to bring all subgroups to the same levels of proficiency by 2014. 
This seems to be a lofty goal, but economically, it is critical to competition in the global economy 
where the United States already ranks below several nations in its educational outcomes. 

Fundamentally, the achievement gap is an issue of equity of opportunity. Educational 
attainment is the one factor that is known to provide a pathway to greater equality in opportunities 
for jobs, income, economic security, and overall quality of life. The achievement gap is an issue that 
affects not only the economy of our region, but the very fabric of our communities. It is an issue 
that impacts all of us. 

Defining the Achievement Gap(s) 

The data available on the achievement gap is unambiguous. The gaps in academic 
performance between certain racial groups of students and White students have been detected as 
early as two years of age, and it only increases over time (Smith, Brooks-Gunn and Klebanov, 1997; 
Fryer and Levitt, 2004). The gaps are clearly observable in mean test scores on standardized tests, 
high school graduation and dropout rates, enrollment in advanced classes, college enrollment, and 
college graduation. White students outperform Black and Hispanic students on all these measures of 
academic achievement (Cook and Evans, 2000; Fryer and Levitt, 2004; Jones, 1984; Haycock, 2001; 
Ladson-Billings, 2006). A leading scholar in this area, Joseph Murphy (2009a), says that while race is 
an important factor in understanding the achievement gap, the critical issue is socioeconomic status.1  

Certain researchers warn that disaggregated achievement data can mask important 
differences within subgroups (Carpenter, Ramirez and Severn, 2006; Murphy (2009a). Murphy cites 
a variety of research that illustrates social and economic distinctions among cultural groups within 
Asian, Black, and Hispanic racial categories that correlate with differential academic achievement. 
Economically disadvantaged White students who tend to demonstrate lower achievement are also 
masked by the White demographic. Therefore, caution must be taken not to over-generalize about 
any of the NCLB subgroups, particularly when planning interventions and supports for addressing 
the achievement gap. 

                                                

1

 Percentages of racial subgroups and economically disadvantaged students for the five largest city school 

districts in our region can be found in the Appendix. These data illustrate both the distribution of students 

according to race in each of the districts, but also the extent to which these districts are serving students 

from low wealth families. 
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The Achievement Gap Initiative at Harvard finds that racial or social class differences in 
mental ability among infants before their first birthday are virtually nonexistent and a few social class 
indicators can explain the small differences that do exist (Fryer and Levitt, 2006). However, it is clear 
that when it comes to academics, low income and some racial groups of students need more support 
than their peers. Does this mean that schools are responsible for gaps in achievement? While causes 
are elusive, differences in both school and non-school conditions and experiences have been found 
to correlate with the gaps that are evident in achievement. Barton and Coley (2010) include the 
following: parent participation, student mobility, birth weight, lead poisoning, hunger and nutrition, 
reading to young children, television watching, parent availability, summer gains or losses in learning, 
rigor in school curriculum, teacher preparation, teacher experience, teacher turnover, class size, 
technology-assisted instruction, and school safety.  

Scholars have proposed a wide variety of possible explanations for gaps in achievement, 
including school and teacher quality, tracking and enrollment patterns (Cook and Evans, 2000; 
Haycock, 2001), racial bias in teacher perceptions of children’s intellectual potential and subsequent 
expectations for achievement (Delpit, 1995; Haycock, 2001; Ferguson, 2003), racial bias in testing or 
inappropriate uses of testing (Jencks, 1998), and differences in culture and socialization and resulting 
child behavior (see, for example, Ogbu, 1983; Ogbu, 1992). Other research looks at the effects of 
poverty and family structure, with the correlation between family income and academic achievement 
particularly compelling (Barton and Coley, 2010). Research has determined that the impact of family 
income is larger for children in low-income families than those in high-income families, and family 
income matters most in early childhood (Duncan, Brooks-Gunn, Yeung and Smith, 1998).  

Some researchers contend that as much as 50% of the achievement gap can be accounted 
for by gaps in experiences and conditions affecting children prior to entering school, and another 
25% by differences in experiences during the summer when school is not in session (Murphy, 
2009b). Recent analysis of the Early Childhood Longitudinal Survey of Kindergartners (ECLS-K) 
data is producing a better understanding of the differential contributions of early life experiences 
such as birth weight, the health status of child and mother, preschool attendance, home 
environments, household migration, and certain child-parent activities such as reading, that affect 
important measures of both cognitive and noncognitive development (Grissmer and Eiseman, as 
cited in Barton and Coley, 2010). Barton and Coley posit that findings regarding the relationships of 
socioeconomic status and certain family characteristics to academic achievement may in fact be 
surrogates for these life conditions and early learning experiences. Obviously, explanations for the 
existence of gaps in achievement are complex, but they are important to understand in order to 
identify appropriate interventions for ameliorating the gaps.  

Achievement gaps exist and persist, and even after decades of research, policy initiatives to 
bring all students to the same proficiency standards, and compensatory programs, only the size of 
the gap has changed. Since the 1970s, when the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) began to collect data on performance in reading and math for 9, 13 and 17 year olds, the 
gap has narrowed, but this has not been a continuous trend. While the gap in NAEP scores 
narrowed rather consistently from the early 70’s through the late 80’s when gaps in family resources 
were also narrowing, the last two decades have seen rather small changes, both up and down. In 
their 2010 report on the lack of progress in narrowing the gap, Barton and Coley cite research by 
Derek Neal, who used census data to establish that the gaps in attainment of high school and college 
graduation also narrowed from 1940 to 1990, but have not narrowed since 1990. 
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Confounding the issue is that, where progress has been made, it has mostly been at the 
bottom. The Center for Evaluation and Education Policy found that the percentage of White, 
affluent students that perform at the advanced level has increased considerably more than the 
percentage of Black and Hispanic students that perform at the advanced level (Plucker, Burroughs 
and Song, 2010). This is particularly true for math. Hedges and Nowell (1999) found the same 
results performing a secondary analysis of six large data sets collected between 1965 and 1999 
(Equality of Educational Opportunity, NLS:72, High School and Beyond, NLSY, NELS:88, and 
NAEP). 

The Achievement Gap in SE Indiana, N. Kentucky and SW Ohio  

The most common measure for examining achievement gaps is student test scores on 
common tests of academic progress such as the NAEP and state-level achievement tests. Data on 
state achievement test results in our region show achievement gap patterns that are similar to those 
for the three states, Indiana, Kentucky and Ohio overall, and for the country at large, both for racial 
subgroups and for students judged to be economically disadvantaged. The discussion that follows 
focuses only on the relative differences in achievement between racial and socioeconomic groups. 
What must not be overlooked is that the absolute level of achievement for all students is what is 
ultimately important. 

The two tables below present the percentages of fourth grade students in Indiana and Ohio 
that scored as proficient on their respective state achievement tests in reading or language arts and 
math in 2008-2009.2 As these data show, a pronounced achievement gap existed between those 
students who were economically disadvantaged and those who were not economically disadvantaged 
in every county except Ohio County in Indiana in language arts, and Clermont County in Ohio in 
both reading and math.  It should also be noted that the percents proficient for students judged not 
economically disadvantaged were at or above the overall average for all students in every county. 

Data are reported for specific subgroups only when there are 10 or more students in the 
subpopulation for each grade tested. In the counties that had sufficient group sizes to report 
subpopulation data for non-white subgroups, it is apparent that Butler, Hamilton and Warren 
Counties in Ohio had a substantial gap in achievement for Black and Hispanic students compared to 
White students. Butler and Hamilton Counties also showed large gaps for multi-racial students 
compared to White students. It should be noted that the percents proficient for White and Asian 
students were at or above the average for all students in every case but one (math proficiency for 
Asian Americans in Clermont County). Close scrutiny of the data shows that, in every racial 
subgroup, the percents proficient for students judged to be economically disadvantaged are lower 
than those for students not economically disadvantaged. Moreover, economic disadvantage does not 
account for all disparities among these subgroups.  

 

                                                

2

 Note: State-to-state comparisons of proficiency rates cannot be made with confidence as current 

proficiency standards vary from state to state. 
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Indiana and Ohio: Reading (Ohio) or Language Arts (Indiana) Proficiency, Fourth Grade, 

2008-2009 

County 

Percent Proficient 

All 

Students 

Econ. 

Disadv.* 

Not 

Econ. 

Disadv. 

Asian/ 

Pacific 

Islander 

Black/ 

Non-

Hispanic Hispanic 

Multi-

Racial 

White/ 

Non-

Hispanic 

Indiana 

state avg. 
74 61 84 76 53 60 70 79 

Dearborn 80 69 85 - - - - 80 

Ohio 71 69 72 - - - - 71 

Franklin 72 60 81 - - - - 72 

Ohio 

state avg. 
82.0 70.8 90.9 88.8 61.1 69.4 79.9 87.0 

Brown 83.2 77.7 89.2 - - - - 83.3 

Butler 86.2 75.0 91.8 88.4 75.6 72.8 76.8 88.5 

Clermont 88.8 82.5 91.7 90.0 79.2 90.5 88.6 88.9 

Hamilton 78.1 66.1 89.4 92.7 60.8 74.0 79.7 89.7 

Warren 93.6 80.8 >95.0 >95.0 90.7 75.6 91.7 93.9 

* Indiana: Students who qualified for free/reduced lunch; Ohio: Students who qualified for free/reduced 

lunch and students who are known to be recipients of or whose guardians are known to be recipients of 

public assistance 

 

Indiana and Ohio: Mathematics Proficiency, Fourth Grade, 2008-2009 

County 

Percent Proficient 

All 

Students 

Econ. 

Disadv.* 

Not 

Econ. 

Disadv. 

Asian/ 

Pacific 

Islander 

Black/ 

Non-

Hispanic Hispanic 

Multi-

Racial 

White/ 

Non-

Hispanic 

Indiana 

state avg. 
71 61 84 80 46 61 65 76 

Dearborn 76 66 80 - - - - 76 

Ohio 67 54 74 - - - - 67 

Franklin 73 62 81 - - - - 73 

Ohio 

state avg. 
78.4 65.6 88.6 88.6 52.8 64.6 75.2 84.4 

Brown 79.8 72.9 87.5 - - - - 79.8 

Butler 81.9 68.4 88.7 92.9 64.4 72.1 71.7 84.6 

Clermont 88.5 81.9 91.5 85.0 75.0 90.5 81.8 88.8 

Hamilton 74.8 60.8 88.1 93.3 55.0 67.9 78.1 88.1 

Warren 92.1 77.8 94.3 >95.0 86.0 78.0 91.7 92.3 

* Indiana: Students who qualified for free/reduced lunch; Ohio: Students who qualified for free/reduced 

lunch and students who are known to be recipients of or whose guardians are known to be recipients of 

public assistance 
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The percentages of eighth grade students in Indiana and Ohio that scored as proficient on 
their respective state achievement tests in reading or language arts and math show patterns similar to 
the fourth grade data, as can be seen in the two tables that follow. However, the gaps appear to be 
larger, and substantial gaps can be seen for economically disadvantaged and Black eighth graders in 
Clermont County, trends that were not pronounced in the fourth grade data. 

 

Indiana and Ohio:  Reading (Ohio) or Language Arts (Indiana) Proficiency, Eighth Grade, 

2008-2009 

County 

Percent Proficient 

All 

Students 

Econ. 

Disadv.* 

Not 

Econ. 

Disadv. 

Asian/ 

Pacific 

Islander 

Black/ 

Non-

Hispanic Hispanic 

Multi-

Racial 

White/ 

Non-

Hispanic 

Indiana 

state avg. 
66 48 77 73 41 50 64 71 

Dearborn 68 51 73 - - - - 68 

Ohio 67 57 73 - - - - 67 

Franklin 68 53 79 - - - - 69 

Ohio 

state avg. 
72.4 56.2 82.5 83.4 48.6 59.1 68.7 77.8 

Brown 75.5 70.0 79.8 - - - - 75.6 

Butler 77.5 58.6 84.8 82.0 61.3 59.4 66.2 80.4 

Clermont 78.8 65.3 83.7 92.3 68.2 75.0 77.8 78.8 

Hamilton 71.1 52.8 82.9 84.7 51.3 64.3 71.4 83.2 

Warren 87.6 73.1 89.6 >95.0 76.1 71.8 88.5 87.7 

* Indiana: Students who qualified for free/reduced lunch; Ohio: Students who qualified for free/reduced 

lunch and students who are known to be recipients of or whose guardians are known to be recipients of 

public assistance 
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Indiana and Ohio: Mathematics Proficiency, Eighth Grade, 2008-2009 

County 

Percent Proficient 

All 

Students 

Econ. 

Disadv.* 

Not 

Econ. 

Disadv. 

Asian/ 

Pacific 

Islander 

Black/ 

Non-

Hispanic Hispanic 

Multi-

Racial 

White/ 

Non-

Hispanic 

Indiana 

state avg. 
68 51 78 81 40 54 62 73 

Dearborn 72 60 75 - - - - 72 

Ohio 70 67 78 - - - - 70 

Franklin 66 56 73 - - - - 66 

Ohio 

state avg. 
70.6 52.6 81.9 85.3 41.2 54.6 64.2 77.3 

Brown 74.5 65.9 81.3 - - - - 74.4 

Butler 74.5 51.1 83.5 86.0 51.1 49.2 63.6 78.3 

Clermont 82.7 70.7 87.1 84.6 59.1 75.0 77.8 83.1 

Hamilton 68.6 48.3 81.6 84.7 45.0 60.0 68.8 82.9 

Warren 89.0 71.6 91.4 >95.0 82.6 79.5 85.0 89.1 

* Indiana: Students who qualified for free/reduced lunch; Ohio: Students who qualified for free/reduced 

lunch and students who are known to be recipients of or whose guardians are known to be recipients of 

public assistance 

 

 Kentucky does not report proficiency data by grade levels for each county. Therefore, we 
can only compare overall proficiency rates for all grade levels tested (3 – 11) for the northern 
Kentucky counties in our region. The following two tables show the percents proficient in reading 
and math across grade levels for the six northern Kentucky counties in 2008-2009. These are 
reported by the economic and racial subgroups that are reported on the Kentucky school report 
cards. Regarding subgroup data, there must be at least 60 students in the combined grades for 
subpopulation data to be reported. As these data show, a pronounced gap between economically 
disadvantaged students and the average for all students existed in nearly every county. In addition, 
Boone and Kenton Counties show a large gap between Hispanic and White students in reading and 
math, and between Black and White students in math. Boone also shows a large gap for Black 
students in reading.  
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Kentucky: Reading Proficiency for All Grades, 2008-2009 

County 

Percent Proficient 

All Students 

Econ. 

Disadv.* 

Asian/ 

Pacific 

Islander 

Black/ 

Non-

Hispanic Hispanic 

White/ 

Non-

Hispanic 

Kentucky 

state avg. 
62.5 52.9 79.1 51.1 62.1 69.1 

Boone 75.9 63.3 69.1 66.8 65.4 76.9 

Bracken 65.9 58.6 - - - 65.9 

Campbell 76.6 66.6 - - - 76.8 

Gallatin 61.9 55.4 - - - 62.6 

Grant 66.9 60.3 - - - 66.6 

Kenton 71.2 59.1 - 64.8 58.3 71.4 

Pendleton 73.6 64.8 - - - 73.8 

* Students who qualified for free/reduced lunch 

 

 

Kentucky: Mathematics Proficiency for All Grades, 2008-2009 

County 

Percent Proficient 

All Students 

Econ. 

Disadv.* 

Asian/ 

Pacific 

Islander 

Black/ 

Non-

Hispanic Hispanic 

White/ 

Non-

Hispanic 

Kentucky 

state avg. 
62.5 52.9 80.8 41.3 56.0 65.2 

Boone 72.9 58.2 80.1 52.2 58.6 74.0 

Bracken 55.4 44.2 - - - 55.3 

Campbell 72.9 63.2 - - - 73.2 

Gallatin 57.2 52.5 - - - 57.1 

Grant 63.8 55.9 - - - 63.7 

Kenton 67.1 55.6 - 54.3 57.4 67.4 

Pendleton 68.6 59.7  - - 68.8 

* Students who qualified for free/reduced lunch 

 

 

Test results according to NCLB categories help us understand the dimensions of the 
problem on a large scale, but we encounter the gaps with students as individuals, not large 
demographic groups. In practice, prevention and remediation need to be tailored with a profound 
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understanding of the competencies and needs of individual students, with the goal of achieving 
equity of educational opportunities for all students. 

 

What Can Schools Do to Narrow the Gap?  

Looking at what can be done within educational systems, Joseph Murphy (2009a) provides 
some “principles of work” for efforts at reducing the achievement gap. Murphy cautions that “there 
is no silver bullet” and no short-term solutions; gaining traction on the issue will require a 
combination of strategies.  

Features of an integrated, cohesive design that brings together multiple strategies to move 
toward greater equity include:  

1)  Disproportionately advantaging students for whom the gap is a reality,  

2)  Addressing both out-of-school and in-school factors,  

3)  Addressing both academic and environmental factors at school, and  

4)  Privileging prevention (e.g., PreK education) over remediation.  

Considerations that may be important are 

 Timing: Some factors may be more important at certain levels than at others; for 
example, smaller class sizes in the early grades. 

 Context: Considering how interventions perform in certain settings. 

 Length of time: Staying the course, not withdrawing interventions and supports 
even when the gap may appear to be narrowing. 

Disproportionately advantaging students or groups of students who lag behind is an obvious 
necessity if the learning of some students needs to be advanced at a faster rate than that of other 
students; however, policies that provide more resources to certain groups are not always easy to 
enact. Murphy suggests that focusing on strategies for all students such as cooperative learning and 
small class sizes in early grades, both of which have been shown to benefit Black students more than 
White students, is one approach, but he warns that “focusing on reform strategies that power higher 
achievement for all students will not ameliorate the gap.”  

Special activities that build on the cultural strengths of specific groups and that address both 
environmental and academic factors can be effective motivational and support mechanisms. Also, 
we can’t have enough youth programs that help to compensate for the advantages that middle class 
children enjoy because they have parents with the means to provide enrichment opportunities after 
school hours and in the summer. 

Narrowing the Gap in Our Region: Two Critical Factors 

Two factors have been recognized nationally and locally as critical to narrowing gaps in 
achievement and attainment of college- and career-ready status: early childhood preparation and 
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more challenging K-12 curricula with appropriate supports for students. National and state policies 
promote programs to address both, but funding shortfalls for preschool education and K-12 schools 
may put these initiatives in jeopardy. The following discussion looks at PreK preparation and 
students taking challenging curricula in Indiana, Kentucky, and Ohio. 

PreK Preparation 

For many children the effects of inadequate preparation for K-12 schooling are clearly 
evident by age 3. Public funded prekindergarten (PreK) programs consist of a mix of state and 
federally funded programs. Head Start and PreK special education are supported by federal dollars. 
Thirty-eight states, including Kentucky and Ohio, also provide state funded PreK education.  
Eligibility requirements for participation in state funded programs vary from state to state.  

An annual report by the National Institute for Early Education Research (NIEER) at 
Rutgers and supported by the Pew Charitable Trusts, the State Preschool Yearbook provides an annual 
report card on how our goals for equity in early education are being realized. However, the most 
recent report, based on 2009 data, does not tell the whole story. Expenditures on PreK education 
are discretionary and often are easier to cut than expenditures for other programs. Cuts made in 
Ohio’s state funding for early childhood education in late 2009 as a response to the state budget 
crisis changed the picture dramatically in this state. While these cuts in Ohio are discouraging, Ohio 
and Kentucky have a strong history of supporting early childhood education at the state level. 

According to the 2009 Yearbook, more than 74% of all 4-year-olds and 47% of all 3-year-olds 
in the U.S. attend some type of preschool program, with nearly half of those children attending a 
public funded program. However, numbers vary markedly from state to state. Participation by 3-
year-olds is limited by the availability of programs for this age group.  

In 2008-2009 12,443 children in Indiana (5% of all 3-year-olds and 9% of all 4-year-olds) 
were enrolled in federally funded Head Start and 10,988 children (5% of all 3-year-olds 6% of all 4-
year-olds) were enrolled in PreK special education. Indiana has no state-funded PreK programs. 

In Kentucky 100% of school districts offer the state-funded Kentucky Preschool Program 
during the academic school year. The program is offered 2.5 hours a day, 4-5 days a week and is 
available to families whose income is equal to or less than 150% of the federal poverty level (FPL). 
In 2008-2009 21,485 children (10% of all 3-year-olds and 28% of all 4-year-olds) were served by 
Kentucky’s state-funded PreK program. Additionally, 14,730 children (10% of all 3-year-olds and 
16% of all 4-year-olds) were enrolled in federally funded Head Start. While a unique count of special 
education children served is not possible because the PreK special education program is interrelated 
with the state PreK program, the estimated enrollment in PreK special education was 11,399. In 
2008-2009 a new initiative called Strong Start began to establish public/private partnerships to 
increase access to quality preschool education for children from families with incomes up to 200% 
of FPL. 

Ohio’s state funding for PreK education was one of the biggest casualties of the state 
economic crisis in 2009-2010, with funding cuts of about one-third made to Early Childhood 
Education (ECE) and phasing out of the unique Early Learning Initiative (ELI) that was supported 
by Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) funds. The ECE program operates during the 
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school year and serves children whose family incomes are up to 150% of the FPL. Funding for ECE 
increased in 2008-2009, nearly doubling the number of school districts receiving funds and 
increasing the number of children funded. State-funded ECE’s enrollment was 8,499 in 2008-2009 
(2% of all 3-year-olds and 4% of all 4-year-olds). In addition, ELI provided full-day, year-round 
services for children of working families with family incomes up to 200% of FPL, with an 
enrollment of 13,464 (3% of all 3-year-olds and 4% of all 4-year-olds). PreK special education 
enrollment was 13,732 (3% of all 3-year-olds and 4% of all 4-year-olds). 31,077 children (9% of all 3-
year-olds and 12% of all 4-year-olds) were enrolled in federally funded Head Start. While the figures 
for 2009-2010 are not yet available, substantially fewer children were served in the past year, placing 
Ohio near the bottom of the list of states for the number of children served with state funding. 

When considering equity in early childhood education, the number of children served is only 
part of the story. Equally important is the quality of the PreK programs, and each state has its own 
standards and requirements for the quality of its state-funded PreK program. In order to compare 
across programs, NIEER uses a research-based checklist of 10 benchmarks that compare quality 
standards across the policy requirements of each state. The 2009 Yearbook shows that only two 
states, Alabama and North Carolina, met all 10 of these minimum criteria judged to be necessary to 
ensure effective preschool programming, while six states met less than half of the benchmarks. 
Kentucky’s state-funded program met 8 of the benchmarks, while Ohio’s met only 4.2. Head Start 
and PreK special education have quality standards specific to those federally supported programs. 

The 2009 Yearbook indicates that in 2008-2009 only 16 states, including Kentucky and Ohio, 
were confirmed to have provided sufficient funding to meet the NIEER benchmarks for quality. 
The national average for per-child spending for state-funded programs, combining state, local, and 
locally allocated federal funds, was $4,711 in 2008-2009.  Kentucky spent $4,941 and Ohio spent 
$6,904 per child. State spending for PreK education in 2008-2009 declined in 24 of the 38 states 
having programs, and, adjusted for inflation, per-child expenditures decreased in 24 states, including 
Kentucky and Ohio. 

The 2009 Yearbook suggests that disparities exist and may grow more marked as states make 
increasingly difficult choices about spending with limited dollars available to them. We are already 
seeing that in Ohio. It will take strong resolve for policymakers to retain or restore the funding levels 
of recent years and dedicate additional funding to developing the levels of quality and accessibility 
that are needed. 

Challenging Curricula and Adequate Preparation to Achieve 

It has become increasingly clear that, in order to prepare students to achieve college-and 
career-ready status, states must adopt more stringent high school graduation requirements. This has 
been a key component of educational reform across the country, and states are taking seriously the 
need to expect more academic rigor from all students, not just those at the top. Indiana, Kentucky 
and Ohio have all recently added more rigorous high school graduation requirements. One change 
all three states made is requiring Algebra II, responding to research that shows that enrollment in 
advanced high school math courses accounts for much of the differences found in students’ later 
math achievement (Jones, 1984) and college degree completion (Singham, 2003). Indiana added two 
credits for math, two for science, and two for social studies compared to the previous requirements 
for high school graduation. The biggest change in Kentucky’s requirements was making Algebra II 
mandatory. Ohio added one unit for mathematics and the requirement for one unit in science to be 
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an advanced study of science. As the table below shows, the revised graduation requirements are 
very similar for Indiana, Kentucky and Ohio.3 

 

High School Graduation Requirements in Indiana, Kentucky, and Ohio 

 

Indiana (starting with 

Class of 2011) 

Kentucky (starting with 

Class of 2012) 

Ohio (starting with 

Class of 2014) 

English/Language Arts 8 credits 4 credits 4 units 

Mathematics 6 credits (Algebra I and 

II and Geometry) 

3 credits (Algebra I and 

II and Geometry) 

4 units (1 unit must be 

Algebra II) 

Science 6 credits (Biology I, 

Chemistry I or Physics I 

and other Core 40 

science course) 

3 credits (must 

incorporate lab-based 

experience and include 

content strands of 

biological, physical, 

earth and space science 

and unifying concepts) 

3 units 

(1 unit of physical 

science, 1 unit of life 

science and 1 unit of 

advanced study in one 

of the sciences) 

Social Studies 6 credits (must include 

U.S. History, U.S. 

Government, Economics, 

World History or 

Civilization or 

Geography) 

3 credits (must include, 

Geography, Economics, 

U.S. History, 

Government and Civics, 

and Cultures and 

Societies 

3 units (½ unit must be 

American History and ½ 

unit must be American 

Government) 

Health (and Wellness) 1 credit ½ credit ½ unit 

Physical Education 2 credits ½ credit ½ unit 

Electives 6 credits 7 credits 5 units 

Other Directed Electives: 

5 credits (World  

Languages, Fine Arts, 

Career-Technical) 

Visual and Performing 

Arts: 1 credit 

Economics and Financial 

Literacy (during grades 

9-12)/Fine Arts (during 

grades 7-12) 

 

The ACT provides data that helps point out the extent to which high school students are 
already taking more challenging curricula and the results of that more rigorous work. The ACT’s 
profiles of college admission test results for the 2010 graduating class report mean college entrance 
exam scores according to whether students did or did not take “core or more” courses, meaning 
four or more years of English and three or more years each of math, social studies, and natural 
sciences. As the table below illustrates, in all three states a smaller percentage of African American 
and Hispanic ACT test-takers than Whites and Asian Americans took “core or more.”   

                                                

3

 Two credits in Indiana are equivalent to one credit in Kentucky and one unit in Ohio. 
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Percentage of ACT Test-Takers in the 2010 Graduating Class Who Took “Core or More” 

Courses 

 Percent that Took Core or More 

 Asian American 

African 

American Hispanic White 

Indiana 87 76 75 80 

Kentucky 73 52 57 66 

Ohio 85 70 72 80 

 

 

The following table shows average ACT composite scores by race for students who reported 
taking “core or more” courses compared to those who took less than the core. In Kentucky and 
Ohio the mean composite scores were two to four points higher for those taking “core or more.” 
(The differences were smaller in Indiana where fewer students took the ACT, except for Hispanic 
students.)  

 

Average ACT Composite Scores for Students in the 2010 Graduating Class Who Took “Core 

or More” Courses Compared to Those Who Took Less than Core 

 Average ACT Composite Scores 

 Asian American African American Hispanic White 

 

Core or 

More 

Less 

than 

Core 

Core or 

More 

Less 

than 

Core 

Core or 

More 

Less 

than 

Core 

Core or 

More 

Less 

than 

Core 

Indiana 25.4 23.9 17.7 16.7 20.8 18.6 23.3 21.9 

Kentucky 23.9 19.7 17.5 15.4 19.4 16.1 20.9 17.8 

Ohio 24.8 21.8 17.8 16.1 21.1 18.3 23.1 20.1 

 

 

These data illustrate the challenge that educational systems are facing as all students are 
required to take and pass more rigorous courses. What is obvious from the table above is that, while 
“core or more” makes a difference, we cannot be satisfied with the three states’ average African 
American and Hispanic student ACT results, even for those with “core or more” courses. While the 
adoption of more stringent graduation standards for required courses is an important factor in 
helping all students achieve college- and career-ready status, it will only make a difference if we also 
insist on putting strategies in place that insure that all students are successful in achieving to higher 
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standards. A 2008 report from the Brookings Institution points out how the push toward requiring 
algebra in the eighth grade, and higher levels of math in subsequent grades, is self-defeating unless 
students are adequately prepared to take that first algebra class (Loveless, 2008). 

Students who are lagging behind their peers need even more. The Center for Evaluation and 
Education Policy suggests that policies and strategies for helping students accelerate their learning at 
all grade levels, including providing access to college credit courses in high school, are needed to 
address the achievement gap at all levels of student achievement (Plucker, Burroughs & Song, 2010).  

An important aspect of the move toward higher expectations for students is the adoption of 
new Common Core State Standards by 36 states, including Indiana, Kentucky, and Ohio, as well as 
the District of Columbia. The English language arts and mathematics standards for grades K-12 
were developed by stakeholders from 48 states, two territories and the District of Columbia, 
coordinated by the National Governors Association Center for Best Practices and the Council of 
Chief State School Officers. The standards were developed to align with college and work 
expectations, to be informed by standards in other top-performing countries, and to include 
rigorous content and application of knowledge through high-order skills. The Common Core 
Standards will take the place of individual states’ standards in defining the knowledge and skills 
students are expected to attain. The next important steps in applying the new standards are aligning 
districts’ curriculum and instruction with the new standards; developing common assessments based 
on the new standards; and educating teachers, parents and the public about how to use the standards 
to help students learn to higher expectations.  

Policies and strategies that support all students to achieve at high levels with high 
expectations and more challenging curricula are essential for narrowing the achievement gap. 
Strategies for insuring that students are successful in meeting higher standards include extra time and 
extra help, two things that can be provided by both in-school and out-of-school programs. 
However, if achievement gaps are to be narrowed, “one size fits all” won’t work. Programs need to 
be targeted to the students who have a need to catch up.  

Other Impacts on Disparities in Student Achievement 

We are fortunate in our region because both the United Way of Greater Cincinnati and the 
Strive Partnership are committed to working together to focus a myriad of community resources on 
creating a multiple-strategy cohesive design that ensures that children come to school ready to learn 
and graduate from high school prepared for college and/or careers. The United Way, Strive, and 
their member organizations support early childhood and youth development with evidence-based 
strategies for children, youth and their families, both in and out of school. Many of the strategies 
that comprise Strive’s Roadmap to Success (University of Cincinnati Center for Urban Education, 2006) 
are known to contribute to narrowing the achievement gap for students in the urban core of 
Cincinnati, Covington and Newport.  

Suppose we are able to put together the right combination of well-integrated in-school and 
out-of-school programs for children and parents, quality preschool education available to all 3- and 
4-year-olds, and targeted support for those who are falling behind in meeting higher academic 
standards and succeeding in challenging courses. Will this close the gap?  Unfortunately, the 
evidence tells us that addressing the social and economic conditions of our communities and 
systems of schooling – the context of students’ educational lives – is as important to narrowing 
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achievement gaps as are specific P-12 educational programs. Also important is preparation of 
teachers, parents and all those who work with children and youth to understand the multiple 
dimensions of these achievement gaps, not just the statistics we report here and study on school and 
district report cards.  

The recent report by Barton and Coley (2010) on the lack of progress in narrowing the 
Black-White achievement gap gives substantial attention to two systemic factors they believe are at 
the root of the persistence of disparities in academic achievement: poverty and the decline of the 
nuclear family. They cite the social and economic conditions of impoverished neighborhoods that 
lack playgrounds, libraries, quality childcare and quality schools, and the fact that successive 
generations of children are growing up in these neighborhoods. Equally important to these authors 
is the fact that a growing number of children are experiencing their developmental years in one-
parent families that have reduced economic and human resources for supporting and nurturing 
children. 

To what extent will children who experience lack of opportunity in their communities find 
value and connection to schools and schooling? When students’ families and peers have experienced 
the effects of generational poverty, less-than-adequate educational attainment and possibly negative 
experiences with success in school, the challenge for educators and youth workers to help these 
students develop motivation for learning and build on the strengths they bring to school for 
academic success is huge. One important strategy for encouraging academic attainment for 
disadvantaged youth may just be education and training for the adults in these students’ lives. 

It is also challenging to consider the cultural understanding that educators and youth 
workers need in order to identify the strengths and needs of children from the many backgrounds 
and economic situations that are represented in many of the schools in our area. For example, 
Galindo and Fuller (2010) point out challenges to teaching young Hispanic or Latino children from 
different Latino backgrounds. Studying the relationship between social competence of Latino 
Kindergartners and their growth in math skills using ECLS-K data, the researchers found that the 
majority of Latino children come to Kindergarten with strong social competencies important to 
schooling that are comparable to those of middle class White children, if not the preliteracy and 
prenumeracy skills for academic work. They also found that these competencies are strongly 
correlated with gains in math skills. However, the authors were able to detect that wider gaps in 
social competencies existed for Puerto Rican and Mexican children compared to other Latino 
subgroups, and that social class affected gaps in social competencies independent of cultural 
heritage. The authors conclude that unless teachers, who often assume similar abilities for Latino 
children in general (exacerbated at times by children’s English language learner status), are able to 
recognize and build on the strengths that children bring to school, gaps in academic achievement 
will develop. Adults’ academic expectations of children, high or otherwise, are directly related to the 
degree to which they are able to recognize the abilities that children bring to learning. 

Compounding these challenges for education are the enduring issues of real equity of 
educational experiences afforded to students. New research has recently been published that 
demonstrates that the demographic composition of local schools/districts with high levels of racial 
and socioeconomic segregation can contribute to disparities in student achievement and the 
persistence of achievement gaps (Mickelson, 2010). For example, Willms (2010) examined the 
relationship between socioeconomic status and student performance in science by analyzing data 
from the 2006 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) for 57 countries. His study 
found that lower science literacy performance was associated with higher levels of 
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inequality/segregation in schools and that these factors were related to and interacted with curricular 
offerings, teaching practice, and school context.  

Factors that may be affected by school and classroom racial isolation and high 
concentrations of economically disadvantaged students include stratification of students into 
different types of schools and school programs, teacher quality in high poverty school settings, the 
influence of peers in stratified educational settings, and even differential opportunities for college 
preparation. The table in the Appendix showing demographics for the five largest school districts in 
our region points out that students in these districts are attending schools with a majority of 
economically disadvantaged peers – as high at 87% in Covington – and, in Cincinnati Public 
Schools, a disproportionately high percentage of Black students. The potential effects of these levels 
of socioeconomic and racial segregation cannot be overlooked. 

The racial and socioeconomic gaps in academic achievement in our tri-state region are not 
unlike similar gaps across the U.S., but all would agree they are unacceptable for the harm they pose 
to the well-being and future of our communities. Our region has many advantages in the extent of 
community leaders’ and organizations’ commitment to developing integrated strategies to narrow 
the gaps. However, severe funding issues for preschool programs, K-12 education, quality child care 
and programs for parents, and out-of-school youth programs threaten our ability to carry out the 
coordinated efforts needed to make real progress in narrowing the gaps. Multiple, cohesive strategies 
need to consider broadly the inequalities in the conditions of children’s lives in their communities 
and schools. We also need to look beyond the broad NCLB racial and socioeconomic categories for 
understanding differences in academic achievement. Real understanding of the range of needs and 
competencies that children bring to learning, as well as knowledge of how to work with those 
competencies to address needs, is a necessity, not only for educators but for all who aspire to closing 
the achievement gaps once and for all. 
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Appendix 

Demographic Representation of Racial Subgroups and Economically Disadvantaged 

Students in the Five Largest School Districts in the Region (2008-2009) 

 

School District 

 

% of Total Enrollment 

% Economically 

Disadvantaged 

Cincinnati Public Schools  68 

Asian/Pacific Islander .9 35 

Black, non-Hispanic 69 79 

Hispanic 2 80 

Multiracial 4.6 63 

White, non-Hispanic 23.7 42 

Covington Independent Schools  87 

Asian/Pacific Islander .3 * 

Black, non-Hispanic 29.2 * 

Hispanic 3.2 * 

Other 7.8 * 

White, non-Hispanic 59.5 * 

Hamilton City Schools  58 

 Asian/Pacific Islander .7 59 

Black, non-Hispanic 10 77 

Hispanic 6.7 84 

Multiracial 6 72 

White, non-Hispanic 76.6 53 

Middletown City Schools  67 

Asian/Pacific Islander .6 36 

Black, non-Hispanic 18 85 

Hispanic 4.1 94 

Multiracial 7 80 

White, non-Hispanic 70.3 60 

Newport Independent Schools  85 

Asian/Pacific Islander .3 * 

Black, non-Hispanic .3 * 

Hispanic .5 * 

Other .8 * 

White, non-Hispanic 98 * 

*Economically disadvantaged data are not available by racial subgroups for Kentucky districts. 


