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Black Student AchicTement in Desegregated Schools:.

Suggestions for Future Research

Nearly 25 years have passed since\the Supreme Co issued' its-

decision in. BroWm vs. Topeka Board of _Education. Given the.

testimony of various facial scientists cited by the Court in its
decision, it now appears particularly appropriate to evaluate

the empirical evidence regarding the educational cons utincee of

c ool dose egation for black students. Indeed, withinithe past

18 months., three, independent Major reviews of the school deeegre-

gation literature have appeared (viz., Bradley& Bradley, 1977;

-Stephan; 1978; Weinberg, 1977). The purpose of my presentation is

two-fold. First, I will briefly discuss the conolusiOns of the

above-noted reviews with regard to the effects of Ochool desegr

gation upon the academic achievement of black students. Second,

on the basis of laboratory studies reported ih the social psychology.

literature, I w 11. propose some detailed suggestiont for investigaticins

of the situational factors- that ,are causally. related to th

academic achievement af black students.

,
The Conclusions of Recent Reviews

Bradley and Bradley (r7)--Stephan (197&3) and Wainberg (1977k

have all provided substantive 'examinations of the school desegr_

gation literature. It is unfortunate, however, thaA the various

authors have come to different conclusions regarding he effects of

school desegregation upon black student achievernOnt.---Weinbeiftg '(1977)
L

in the most' extensive literature' review, concluded that regardless

of the manner in which de egregation occurs, the uachievement of

minority children Usually rises when they learn together with other
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childreft"'(p '122). Stephan (1978) recently provided the more cautious

conclusion that desegregation rarely produces decreases, ana sombtimee

produces Increases in black .student achievement. Stephan described

4 ,
r V

his own conalusidt as 4,samewhat unexpected" (p. 233) since the
_ _

iiteratube had also "shown that school desegregation (a) reduces

neither 'the prejudices of

black students toward whi

esteem of black student.

white students toward blacks nor these of

es; and (b) does not increase the self-

However, Stephan (1978) noted that the

"results for the achievement studies are considerably more valid.

than those for the studies of prejudice and self-esteem because
4'

better measures have been employed and the studies were generall

more carefully designed" (pp. 232-233)

In contrast to the Stephan (1978) and Weinberg (1977) reviews,

Bradley and Bradley (1977) used a methpdological analysis in an'

attempt to prpvide greater understanding Of

(literature. It was:found that many. studies

the school desegregation

showed school desegrega-

tion-to be positively related to black student achievement,. However,

each of the ptudies reporting positive desegregation effects Buffered

from methodological deficienCies that weak the validity of

their findings. ran the studies described by Bradley and Bradley

'(-1977) as relatively well -designed were'subject to methodological

weaknesses. The most notable of -these 'weaeapes was, the use of

=equivalent experimental and control samples __eep. John, 1975)

which precluded any generalizations concern :g the effects of

school desegregation, upon black stucke t-d hievement, It w

concluded, therefore, that the evidence

school desegregation upon blac

consistent and inadequate.

garding the effects of

dedt ach evemedt was both' in-
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recent comment on ephan (1978) review, Bradley and

Hopson (Note 1) reported that only two of the 10 investigations

4eicribedas showing positive effeOts of school deeegregetioit

upon .black student achievement were even relatively free of severe

methodological deficiencies. Bradley and Hopson (Note 1) therefore

concluded that the investigations regarding the educational

voneequences of school desegregation were no more carefully de

igned and provided no more id results than studies concerning-

the effecteof desegregation upon student irejudice and selfesteem.

To summarize 4 despite the pradu ton of numerous publications

dissertations and technical reports, the effects of school de

,segregation upon black student achievement have not been adequately

examined.

\--several queetiana now must be posed. First, given that only

the literature which appearedtafore 1976 has been carefully reviewed,

have any more recent, Iongitudinal,f eld investigations provided'

valid evidence regarding,the relationship between school desegregation

and black-student achievement? Of far greater importance, however,

are the questiona (a) what should be the proper focus of future

inVestigations regarding school desegregation and (b).how might

we best) conduct these investA.gations?

More Recent Evidence Regarding the Effects,vf SchooliDesegregation

jJoan.Blaek Student Achievement

A search for published and unpublished, lengitudinal field

Investigations regarding the ef47eott of scho,oi desegregation upon

black student achievement yielded no substaittive empirieal studio
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for example, produced a more dotatl d report han

that originally provided in 1974 of a court-ordered, busing program

in Waco: Texas. It was found'that, prior to desegregation, the

achievement test betttery scores of bused and segregated (control)

black stud rata in grades 7-12 did not differsignificantly from one

another. Following two years of desegregation, however, the bused
9

students produced significantly lower scores than did the control

students on both the achievement test battery and its reading sub-

test.

In their review of the original Felice (1974) investigation,
t

Bradley and Bradley (l977')- stated that.the-investigation could not

be evaluated until it was known whether or not there was equivalence

_f the (a) bused and control students and (b) sending and receiving.

schools. Felice (1975) reported that all bused students were

transferred to schools within the city, school district. Th

Felice investigation appears to have met the assumption of

_

eqUival ce. Felice (1975), however/ noted that students were

assigned to bused and'control groups on a "non - random" (p.

basis. , Th1a fact and-the high attrition of the bused't4W

and Control (51(4 0)

'strongly sUggOsts

g the.por Of the investigation

dent equiVaaen e cannot be assumed'.
1 A,

Thus, no valid generalizations regarding the educational consequences
t

of school deseftt1n may be made on the basi's of the Felice

(1974, 197'5) investigation,.

) filar to the Felice

provided a foi,16w-up of we

5) t Ti tnet and Beers (1977)

t on (Beers 6 Reardon,, 1074)

sofiaCrentral- 4ch:ools' plan i 1 ieb Penn sylvan Beers

and Re4rdon (1974) originally reportecthat, after two years of
, . \
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desegr gation, the achievemen taine made by sixth-grade b]aok

Studenta, relative to those of their white counterparts, were

'enhanced by school desegregation. Bradley and Bradley. ( X77)

however, concluded that due to a large number of methodolo

deficiencies (e.g., no testa of significance, inappropriate

comparison of white and black students' gain scores, effects of

desegregation confounded by changes in personnel, poi y and practice

withimthe school,bystem ) associated with their study,- the results

reported by Beers and Reardon (1974) must be considered to bel

quite tenuous. Turneriiknd,. Ors (1977) oompared the predesegrega

V
achievement levels 0

students in:

!claserooms centainin,5 bdth black'and white

dear, .-6 with the achievement levels f central

sc lase_s:?ds with fist- through sixth gtade students

a years. of desegregation. It was reported that prior to

desegre ation, the loiest achievement levels were found in the

pre omingatlY black clasrroms., Following six years of desegregation,

Clas roo9s Wlth lack and white etuants in grades 1- showed

"considerable" (p. 5) increases relative to the predesegregation

achievement levels of first- through third grade classrooms.

achievement levels of the desegregated, upper elementary

:classrooms closely resembled those of the segregated, fourth-

tough sixth-grade classroom-A. At no grade level, however, were

th postdesegregation achievement scores as low as the predesegr ga

on scores attained by the predominantly black class/400ms.

There were two major methodological weaknesses associated with

the Turner and Beers (1977) investigation. First, It was inappropriate

p
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to use "the classroom as the unit'of analyilis since the analysis

precluded independent a seament of white and black students'

achievement levels. Second, the lack of an adequate control

group and th- attempt -o coszbine cross-sectional and longitladinal

data analyse ruled out any inferences regarding the effects of

school 'desegregation on student achievement. In summary' the

data presented by Turner and Deers (1977) wa adequate only for

descriptive purposes,

Our literature search yielded two empirical investigations

(Higgins, 1976; Griffore, Simmons, Hebert & Smith 1977) that

shad not been described in previous publications. Higgins (1976)

Id

examined the effects of a busing program in St. Paul, Minnesota

won the achievement levels of 100 black students in grades 1 and

These students were bused from predominantly black schools to

predominantly whitA schools within the St..Paul school. system.

The achievement levels of the first- and third-grade bused students

and those of comparable samples of black students in grades 1 and

3 (N = 117) who remaineg in segregated schools were compared both

prior to desegregation and in grades 6 and,9, respectively. It was

reported that the bused and ,control students s_ mad generally

to have ,maintained, their relative standing among national norm groups

of same aged peers" (p. 18). It was concluded that neither

segregated nor desegregated education -ppeared to provide a

more appropriate model for the educat of minority students.

It should be noted that although the Higgins (1976) investiga-

tion met the assumptions of subject and school equivalence, there

was a great deal of attrition within/both the bused and control
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gamples. The attrition rates varied from a low of 22% for the bused

students in grade 3 to a high of 47% for the first - grade, bused

students. In 'addition, the failure to report statistical testa of

significance precluded, any interpretation of the results. HI

(1976) findings, therefore, must be termed equivocal.

Griffore at al. (1977), examined a busing and ventral schools

'program in Lansing, Michigan that was voluntarily.imiaemented'

by the local board of'edupation. The pre- to postdoelegregatiOn

achievement gdins of an unspecified number of black students in

grades 3-6 were compared over a period of three years to the

achievement gains%of third- thr o ugh sixth-grade (a) white students

and (b) black students whp remained in ,segregated eohools. It

was found that Aho.busing and central schools program had no consistent

(k,
effect upon the academic achievement of desegregated black students

It was'not d, however, thAt the increase in the white-black

gap appeared ta slow as a fUnction of thee desegreachievement on

program

Although the Griffore et al. (1977) investigation appeared to

meet the assumptions of scfloel equivalence and low student attrition,

it was possible that systematic differences existed between the

desegregated and segregated blaclu'students. In addition, the

failure to specify both the type of statistical analyses employed

and the results of significance tests ruled out any inferences

regarding the effects of the desegregat ion plan upon black student

achievement.

In eummary, the four investigations `described bove o11

suffered from severe methodological deficiencies which .greatly

weakened the validity of the reported results. scent literature

9



Achievement

9

therefore, provided no valid` co conderning-the effocto of

school de egregation upon the academic RAievement of black students.

A More Appropriate Focus and Methodology for Future Research

Given the failure of social scientists to adequately invostiga

the school desegrog Lion process, it ftppears *reasonable to suggest

that there currently exists a "crisis" (Kuhn, 1970) within the

social science community. S- vera.l investigators (e.g., Bradley le

Bradley, 1977; Gerard & MI 1 975; St. John, 1975) have Bugs

gested that social scientists may be asking the wrong questions

and using inappropriate research methods in their inveatigatione

of the educational consequences of school desegregation.
4

A loosening of the established ptocedures and assumptions

typically associated with school desegregation reeearch, however,

may help resolve the current crisis. It hap been noted that the use

of school desegregation as an intervention strategy to increase

black student, achievement is based in part upon a rather mechanietic

view of achievement motivation (cf., Bradley & Bradley, 1977).,

That le, it is generally accepted that black students lack the

achievement-related personality charactsristics and values of white,

students. If, how ver black students are exposed to white school

or claesma es they will somehow adopt the achievement-related

values of the. white students and thereby increase their academic

/ performance (Bradley & Bradley, 1 Bradley & Hopson, Note 1)

DA to the widespread acceptance of the model of achievement

motiVation described above, investigators of the school desegr

gation process, with few exceptions .g.i Coleman et al., 14966;

Crain & Weisman 1972; Gerard & Miller, 1975), have atCrain

10

ed to
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Use cros s et of-1 and .orlgitudInal, quaei-expe m_:tal methodo-

logies in order to- anowep the global uestfioo, School (le-

segregation work?" Similar to the auggestions of John' 1975

and Maihr ( 974) I propose that we temporarily abandon our efforts

to find quantitative evidence r .rding the effects of eahool de-

segregation upon black student achievement. We should instead loosen

the assumptions and procedures of our current, desegregation research

models by redirecting our efforts toward the observation and

description of those situations in which children of various cul

groups display classroom-related, achievement motivation. We shod

also attempt'to.ch_ :cterize those nituatione in which these

children display "continuing motivation," or the tendency to

voluntarily return to and continue working on educational tasks

away from the instrictional contela in which the tasks are first

confronted (raehr, p. 443). It may be that black students'

academic performance will be effectively increased if the sitwsituational

factors that maximize their continuing and classroom -related,

achievement motivation -delineated and replicated within their,

classrooms.

To what particular situational factors should eve initially

devote a great portion of our attention? Rased upon the evidence

presented by Gerard and Miller ,(1975) regarding the school desegr

gation program in Riverside, California, it appease that the at-

titudes and behaviors of cla oom teachers may play a crucial role

in maintaining or improving the achievement levels of minority

students. An important task for future observational research,

therefore is to detarri_ _ _ _ '-ic teacher behaviors wit

tofoster the continparticular ClaesrooM settings which t

11
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minority students,

lOnahips among

the __Overrternt levels

the results of labora o

button sues. Social

oompartoon theory (YestIng I )4) irottits that ( ) there ex iota

in the human organism a drive to evr,lute abiliti a; and

(b) if objective metes of evalu ton rare not rtvutiuble, peruuna will

evaluate their nbtlities by means of mparieonsiwith the abilitiee

f others. In addition, (;0 thuds and !Arley (1477) note that

although individuals may nttrmpt to copure their Kbilltiee AVvtth

those of other's for eval ive re uor o, itadividuals prefer to find

that abiiittou are aupertOr rather than' dmficiont. When in-

dividuals nolf- vu_ uatIonu lire threatened,' therefore, they tend to

seek com)ariuon4 it? _ rolut

gain mvidence that their vh

Wetnorl P.78)

tion posits that

tend to a cribe succe

effort to a _ter extent t

In addition, highly

to a lack of effort

to ,their own poor abili

iv itaged others in order

spei to those of others.

1 mode_ of t ohievem nt motivn-

v:ho highly ao t ivuted to achieve

f'.1cto:s of ability and

_ividuala with low mo nation.

tend to attribute failure

%Kith low motivation attribute

_ly motiv

tend to experience t nffect

t otri -nes folTh.,

motivation.

toW

-rsonti, therefore

suocesli and -t

th:171 do perNona with low
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It may be hypi5thesized, therefore, that 1,thea rriinOrity students

are transferred from se regate1 to dese6legated schools, they may

attempt to'make comparison choices with regard to their classr

room performance that will provide them with. evidence that their

performance is better t

cOmparison w e successfully made, the. minority students' concern

a

those of some others.-
2 If a downward

'with self-esteem maintenance may result ins attributing, the successful

comparison. Io their own superior ability, Goethals & Dar1V, 1977).

This would allow students. to experience positive affect and further

initiate achievement-related behaviors.
/

It mar be the case, however that in many newly-desegregated

classrooms the formance levels ofIrinority students consistently

fall within the lower "-ends of the classroom distributions. The

minority students my then be compelle to compare their performance

against that of high-achieving, white students. The probability

that newly desegregated minority students would receive positive,

comparison information in the situation described above would be

quite low. As Goethals and parley (1977) note, individuals who

unsuccessfully compare their performance to that of relatively

advantaged others, will probably attribute their inferior per?is anoe

_to a low or' medium level of ability. Therefore it may be hypothesized

that unless;classroom teachers attempt to induce attributions to

low effort following unsuccessful, upward comparisons (see Weiner,

1972), minority students in newly desegregated classrooms will

experience negative affect and severely limit or cease goal otrivir

It should be noted that evidence presented by Gerard and

Miller (1975) suggesUithat the social comparison and attributional

processes described aboite may have contributed to the "failure of

13



Achievem

)

13

minority students in the Riverside schools to increase their

academic achievement followi egation. That is, due to

normalization 6r grading, the classroom performance of minAity

Students,tended to serve as a low reference anchor for their white

classmates. The minority studentd, therefore y have unsucceskUlly'

compared their, performance against t or their advantaged, white

classmates. In accord with 'the present hyp otheses, minority students

showed a significantly greater tendency than-did white students\

to attribute task failure to their own lack of ability., This '

tendencytto attribute failure to a. low ability levitl was signific

related to poor academic achievement. Thus, the reported failure

of minority students to improves their academic performance follow-

ing school desegregation may have been mediatod in part by their

restricted choice of comparison others, attributional dispositions,

and subsequent, limitecgoal striving and expectations-of future

fdilure following unsuccessful:- upward comparisons.

In"summary, I have reiterated revious suggestions-that
a

effective interventions for improving the academic achievement

of minority students may be derived if more is known about the

situational, factors which affect the continuing and cldssroom-related,

achievement motivation of these students. I have also proposed

that in our preliminary, observational investigations, we should

begin to devote particular attention to teacher attitudes aid behavior

and, other classroom factors which affect students' choice of comparison

persons and attributional dispositions for academic success and failure.

In this manner, we may b to provide answers to the question

14



posed several yea

flourishes in whgt

I

Achievement

14

loSr St. 1975) , "What type of child

-a of set- p. 12
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Note

Bradley4 L.A. & Hopson, L. A reexamination of Stephants

eValuaticn of predictions made in .Brown v. _E!oaroitof Education.

Manuscript submitted for publication, 1978.
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