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Ending the Blame Game on Educational Inequity:

A Study of “High Flying” Schools and NCLB

Douglas N. Harris
Florida State University

Executive Summary

One of the central purposes of public education is to provide opportunities for all
children to learn and excel. Unfortunately, while gaps in educational outcomes have
indeed improved substantially over the past half-century, poor and minority students are
still well behind their more advantaged counterparts. There is also evidence that the
positive trend has reversed course—that educational outcomes are now becoming even
more inequitable.

Recent policy studies by the Education Trust and Heritage Foundation have tried
to identify “high-flying” schools—schools that help students reach very high levels of
achievement, despite significant disadvantages. This policy brief demonstrates three
major problems with the findings of these reports. (1) Due to questionable
methodological assumptions, the number high-flying schools is significantly smaller than
the number reported in those studies; (2) The numbers in these reports are being misused
in a way that that understates the significance of, and need to address, socioeconomic
disadvantages; and (3) these reports fail to directly address the vast amount of evidence
that inequity in educational outcomes is primarily due to students’ social and economic
disadvantages.

It is therefore recommended that:

1. Policy makers continue the recent focus on measurable student outcomes,
such as test scores, but redesign policies to hold educators accountable only
for those factors within their control;

2. Policy makers take a comprehensive approach to school improvement that
starts in schools but extends into homes and communities, and addresses basic
disadvantages caused by poverty; and

3. All educational stakeholders acknowledge that educational inequity is caused
by problems in both schools and communities—and avoid trying to blame the
problem on schools alone.
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