Closing the Opportunity Gap:
A Call for Detracking Mathematics
A position statement from NCSM:
Leadership in Mathematics Education

Our Position
NCSM, Leadership in Mathematics Education, believes that all students should have access to highquality instruction and post-secondary educational opportunities. While we acknowledge that many
factors hinder such student access, in this position statement we call for the cessation of one clear,
addressable factor: the practice of tracking. As a practice, tracking too often leads to segregation, deadend pathways, and low quality experiences, and disproportionately has a negative impact on minority
and low-socioeconomic students. Additionally, placement into tracks too often lacks transparency
and accountability. Overall, tracking does not improve achievement but it does increase educational
inequality. In light of this, NCSM calls instead for detracked, heterogeneous mathematics instruction
through early high school, after which students may be well-served by separate curricular pathways that
all lead to viable, post-secondary options.

Tracking: Policies and Practices Widening the Opportunity Gap
“Tracking is the practice of dividing students into
separate classes for high-, average-, and lowachievers.”1 In practice, these might be considered
low or high tracks, or some other, similar
categorization, and students might be placed into
these tracks based on questionable methods using
grades and placement exams, perceived ability
through teacher recommendation, or non-academic
expectations adults have for the students. Much of
the research on tracking policies demonstrates the
negative effects on certain subgroups of students
by denying them access to rigorous coursework.2
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More generally, a number of studies point to the
influence course-taking patterns have on academic
outcomes.3 This influence is true for student
subgroups like emergent bilingual students4 and
students from low income backgrounds, different
racial and ethnic groups, and different genders.5
It may disable students from pursuing whatever
course of study interests them when they get to
high school, college, career or beyond. Tracking
becomes worse for students year-over-year, as each
consecutive year in a track makes it more difficult
to move out of that track.
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Tracking is a form of de facto segregation as students
in higher tracks have historically been predominantly
White or Asian American from affluent families, whereas
students in lower tracks have been primarily students of
color and students who are economically disadvantaged.
Research studies show that minority students are
often denied access to high level mathematics through
discriminatory [whether intentional or not] tracking
and course placement.6 Additionally, students in lower
tracks usually “experience instruction that focuses on
memorization and rote procedures.” 7
It is important to separate this position statement from
the current pathways (or branching) conversations
currently focused on re-thinking mathematics in the
later years of high school. Examples of these include
the Charles A. Dana Center’s Launch Years Initiative at
the University of Texas at Austin; NCTM’s Catalyzing
Change; Just Equation’s Branching Out; and the Math
Pathways report by the Center for American Progress.
Such pathways are about equally rigorous mathematical
experiences that are relevant to students’ desired
post-secondary experiences and also provide students
opportunity to move between each pathway of courses
when appropriate. NCSM supports work in this direction.
Because tracking often begins as ability grouping in the
elementary school, there is a need to address tracking
as well as the appropriate use of early acceleration in
the elementary school. However, the focus of this first
position statement in a series focused on closing the
opportunity gap is on detracking mathematics in middle
and high school.
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Policies and Practices Reducing
the Opportunity Gap: Detracking
Detracking is the intentional practice of placing
students into heterogeneous classrooms usually in
an effort to reduce the opportunity gap and allow all
students to learn mathematics at high levels. Detracking
requires the interruption of policies that have led to the
inequitable sorting of students into mathematics courses.
If detracking is to happen, school districts and states
must go through the difficult process of establishing
a new vision for mathematics teaching and learning
that dispels the culture of “low” and “high” students as
well as “faster means smarter.” This will undoubtedly
involve a change in educators’ beliefs about who can and
cannot do mathematics. School districts must be aware
that teachers, coaches and leaders will need intense
professional development before and during the process
of detracking as well as continued support throughout.
In addition, districts will need to communicate to parents
and community stakeholders to assure them that students
that have traditionally been in the “higher” levels of
tracking will remain competitive with detracking.
The detracked mathematics courses will need
differentiated instructional materials and approaches
that support heterogeneous classrooms with students of
varying levels, learning experiences and demographic
backgrounds. This type of instruction will provide
opportunities for students to demonstrate a balance of
conceptual understanding of mathematical concepts,
procedural fluency of mathematics skills and the ability
to apply mathematical knowledge to solve problems.
Research shows that often the students who participate
less and are positioned as not smart are African American
students and students whose primary language is not
English.8 Teachers’ use of culturally responsive pedagogies
and complex instruction have been found to provide
more equitable participation in mathematics because both
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provide opportunities for mathematical discourse and
increased contributions from students traditionally left
out. Research also suggests that mathematics tasks which
are group worthy and rich with detail are best suited for
engaging students of all ability levels9 and hence are well
suited for use in heterogeneous classrooms.

Recent Evidence from Research
and Practice that Supports our
Position

As stated earlier, we acknowledge that the detracking
of math courses alone will not create equitable math
instruction. There is a myriad of variables contributing
to the opportunity and achievement gaps and interacting
with detracking policies.10 Issues like systemic racism
and stereotype threat11, challenges with teacher
recruitment, training, and retention12, and other factors
interact with the opportunity and achievement gaps as
well. Detracking continues to be “tied to larger social
inequities and racial injustice.”13 Therefore, the goal
of detracking will not be realized without working to
dismantle the various social, political, and cultural
reasons tracking persists.14 Those that have been
privileged by the current system must be willing to
give up that privilege for more equitable schooling.

There are promising studies about schools and school
systems which detracked their courses with positive
effects, including specific advancements in students’
opportunities to learn, teaching practices, and student
achievement.15 For example, Garrity found evidence to
suggest that removing tracking and teaching all students
as if they were high achievers did not “drag down”
high achievers, but rather pulled up the performance of
average students when math classes were detracked in
Rockville Centre, New York starting in 2001.16 Even
more recently in her 2016 AERA Presidential Address,
Oakes, reported on research that found previously
successful students seemed to do every bit as well in
detracked settings as they had in tracked settings, as did
previously struggling students.17
Additionally, there have been some successful examples
of educational achievement outside the United States
where students are taught in heterogeneous groups
until sometime in high school.18 NCTM (2019) has
highlighted several case studies of school districts and
state departments of education that are making bold
moves toward more equitable mathematics programs that
benefit all students (see www.nctm.org) including the
work unfolding in San Francisco, California. In 2014,
San Francisco’s Board of Education unanimously passed
the Math Course Sequence Policy, which established
heterogeneous math courses through the end of tenth
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grade while still offering acceleration for students who
wish to pursue advanced math coursework later in high
school. With San Francisco’s graduating class of 2019 as
the first group of students to experience this mathematics
course pathway, starting with a full year of grade 8
CCSSM in heterogeneous classrooms, there is some
early evidence of greater access to mathematics courses
to students and more diverse students accessing higher
levels of mathematics courses.

▪ Sustained professional learning and
coaching for teachers and leaders to
develop the conditions needed for
heterogeneity in mathematics courses
and equitable teaching practices (i.e.,
diversity of thinking, growth mindset,
student math identity development, etc.)
▪ Providing teachers time for collaboration
about new instructional strategies to assist
with differentiated teaching of rigorous
mathematics that prepares students with a set
of skills that centers on the communication
and use of mathematical language

How All Stakeholders Can
Implement Our Position

▪ Providing parental outreach to communicate
to parents and the community on the needs
for and benefits of detracking

In Support of this position statement, NCSM offers the
following recommendations:

• Teachers of mathematics should:

• Leaders and policymakers should:
◦ Adopt policies in mathematics which detrack
courses with appropriate prerequisites and supports
▪ Detrack students’ mathematics courses at the
middle and high school
▪ Detrack teachers at the middle and high
school levels ensuring balanced teaching
assignments so that more experienced
teachers have both upper-level and entry-level
mathematics courses
◦ Create a systemic plan that includes a shared
vision and purpose for mathematics including:

20

NCSM

◦ Adopt a mindset needed to support the
development of students from different levels of
skill and knowledge in mathematics, and examine
bias towards students who traditionally have been
excluded from opportunities to take higher level
math courses
◦ Teach from a non-deficit perspective (planning
instruction based on students’ strengths not
their deficits) in order to develop students
mathematical identities, increase their agency
toward doing mathematics and improve
their disposition of mathematics20

▪ Broadening the purposes for
teaching mathematics

19

◦ Teach according to equity-based instructional
practices (i.e., standards-based mathematics
instruction, complex instruction, culturally relevant
teaching, and teaching mathematics for social
justice, etc.)19
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• Program and curriculum developers should:
◦ Adopt existing or develop new content materials
that support heterogeneous classrooms (i.e, groupworthy mathematics tasks, cognitively demanding
mathematics tasks, etc.)
◦ Develop a curriculum that is accessible to all
students and addresses students’ mathematics
identity and agency (i.e., culturally relevant
mathematics tasks, mathematics tasks with
multiple entry points, etc.)
• Informal educators (all adults outside of the classroom
including parents, after school programs, summer
educational camps, museums, etc.) should:
◦ Assist with developing positive math
identities in all students through engaging
students in mathematical experiences
that draw on community knowledge
◦ Provide enrichment activities that connect
mathematics to familiar everyday activities
◦ Provide diverse role models in STEM-related
fields for students
• Institutions of Higher Education
◦ Universities, colleges, and community colleges
should continue to refine admissions language to
better align with standards that address appropriate
mathematical rigor rather than a listing of course
completion (i.e., rethinking course requirements
other than Calculus)
◦ Work together with K-12 systems to ensure
academic continuity in mathematics

NCSM

–5–

mathedleadership.org

References
Aguirre, J., Mayfield-Ingram, K., and Martin, D. (2013). The Impact of Identity in K-8 Mathematics Learning and
Teaching: Rethinking Equity-Based Practices, National Council of Teachers of Mathematics, Reston, VA.
Boaler, J. (2016). Designing mathematics classes to promote equity and engagement. Journal of Mathematical
Behavior, 41, 172–178.
Carver-Thomas, D. & Darling-Hammond, L. (2017). Teacher turnover: Why it matters and what we can do about it.
Palo Alto, CA: Learning Policy Institute.
Carter, P. L. (2012). Stubborn Roots: Race, Culture, and Inequality in U.S. and South African Schools. Oxford
University Press.
Cogan, L. S., Schmidt, W. H., Wiley, D. E. (2001). Who Take What Math and in Which Track? Using TIMSS to
Characterize U.S. Students’ Eighth-Grade Mathematics Learning. Education Evaluation and Policy Analysis.
23(4), 323–341.
Cohen, E. (1994). Designing Groupwork, Strategic for the Heterogeneous Classroom, Second Edition. Teachers
College Press.
Gamoran, A. (1997). The Stratification of High School Learning Opportunities. Sociology of Education. 60(3). 135–155.
Gamoran, A., Porter, A. C., Smithson, J., White, P.A. (1997). Uparading High School Mathematics Instruction:
Improving Learning Opportunities for Low-Achieving, Low- Income Youth. Educational Evaluation and Policy
Analysis, 19(4). 325–338.
Garrity, D. (2004). Detracking with Vigilance: By Opening the High-Level Doors to All, Rockville Centre Closes the
Gap in Achievement and Diplomas. School Administrator, 61(7), 24–27.
Gottfried, M. A., Bozick, R., & Srinivasan, S. V. (2014). Beyond academic math: The role of applied STEM course
taking in high school. Teachers College Record, 116(7), 287– 321.
Hiebert, J., Stigler, J. W., Jacobs, J. K., Givvin, K. B., Garnier, H., Smith, M., Hollingsworth, H., Manaster, A.,
Wearne, D., & Gallimore, R. (2005). Mathematics teaching in the United States today (and tomorrow): Results
from the TIMSS 1999 Video Study. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 27, 111–132.
Huinker, D. (2019). Catalyzing Change for Elementary School. Teaching Children Mathematics. 25(5), 282–288,
NCTM: Reston, VA.
Ladson-Billings, G. (2009). The Dreamkeepers: Successful Teachers of African American Children, 2nd edition.
Jossey-Bass.
Lee, V. E., Bryk, A. S. (1988). Curriculum Tracking as Mediating the Social Distribution of High School
Achievement. Sociology of Education, 61(2), 78–94.
Lee, V. E., Smith, J. B., Coninger, R. G. (1997). How High School Organization Influences the Equitable Distribution
of Learning in Mathematics and Science. Sociology of Education. 70(2). 128–150.
Long, M. C., Conger, D., Iatarola, P. (2012). Effects of High School Course Taking on Secondary and Postsecondary
Success. American Education Research Journal. 49(2), 285–322.
Martin, D. B. (2009). Researching race in mathematics education. Teachers College Record, 111 (2), 295–338.
Moore Johnson, S. (2003). Finders and Keepers: Helping New Teachers Survive and Thrive in Our Schools. Jossey-Bass.
National Council of Teachers of Mathematics. (2018). Catalyzing Change in High School Mathematics. NCTM:
Reston, VA.
NCSM

–6–

mathedleadership.org

Oakes, J. (2018). 2016 AERA Presidential Address: Public Scholarship--Education Research for a Diverse
Democracy. Educational Researcher, 47(2), 91–104.
Oakes, J. (2005). Keeping track (3rd ed.). New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
Oakes, J. & Guiton, G. (1995). Matchmaking: The Dynamics of High School Tracking Decisions. American
Educational Research Journal. 32(1), 3–33.
Oakes, J., Ormseth, T., Bell, R., Camp, P. (1990). Multiplying Inequities: The Effects of Race, Social Class, and
Tracking on Opportunities to Learn Mathematics and Science. Santa Monica: RAND Corporation.
Oakes, J., Wells, A. S., & Associates (1996). Beyond the technicalities of school reform: Policy lessons from
detracking schools. Los Angeles: University of California, Los Angeles.
Palarady, G. J., Rumberger, R. W. & Butler, T. (2015). The Effect of High School Socioeconomic, Racial, and Linguistic
Segregation on Academic Performance and School Behaviors. Teachers College Record. 117(12), 1–52.
Provasnik, S., Malley, L., Stephens, M., Landeros, K., Perkins, R., and Tang, J. H. (2016). Highlights From TIMSS and
TIMSS Advanced 2015: Mathematics and Science Achievement of U.S. Students in Grades 4 and 8 and in Advanced
Courses at the End of High School in an International Context (NCES 2017-002). U.S. Department of Education,
National Center for Education Statistics. Washington, DC. Retrieved from http://nces.ed.gov/pubsearch.
Riegle-Crumb, C. (2006). The path through math: Course sequences and academic performance at the intersection of
race-ethnicity and gender. American Journal of Education, 113(1), 101–122.
Riegle-Crumb, C., & Grodsky, E. (2010). Racial-ethnic differences at the intersection of math course-taking and
achievement. Sociology of Education, 83(3), 248–270.
Rubel, L.H. (2017). Equity-Directed Instructional Practices: Beyond the Dominant Perspective, Journal of Urban
Mathematics Education, 10(2), pp. 66–105.
Rubin, B. C. (2006). Tracking and Detracking: Debates, Evidence, and Best Practices for a Heterogeneous World.
Theory Into Practice, 45(1), 4–14.
Rubin B. C., & Noguera, P. A. (2004). Tracking Detracking: Sorting Through the Dilemmas and Possibilities of
Detracking in Practice, Equity & Excellence in Education, 37:1, 92–101, DOI: 10.1080/10665680490422142.
Steele, C. (2011). Whistling Vivaldi: How Stereotypes can affect us and what we can do. W. W. Norton and Company.
Stiff, L. V., Johnson, J. L., Akos, P., Tate, W. F., King, K. D., & Anderson, C. R. (2011). Examining what we know
for sure: Tracking in middle grades mathematics. Disrupting tradition: Research and practice pathways in
mathematics education, 63–77.
Thompson, K. D. (2017). What Blocks the Gate? Exploring Current and Former English Learners’ Math CourseTaking in Secondary School. American Education Research Journal. 54(4), 757–798.
Umansky, I. M. (2016). Leveled and exclusionary tracking: English Learners’ access to core content in middle
school. American Educational Research Journal, 53(6), 1792–1833.
Wang, J. & Goldschmidt, P. (2003). Importance of middle school mathematics on high school students’ mathematics
achievement. Journal of Educational Research, 97(1), 3–19.
Welner, K. G. & Carter, P. L. (2013). Chapter 1: Achievement Gaps Arise from Opportunity Gaps. From Carter, P.
L. & Welner, K. G. Closing the Opportunity Gap: What America Must Do to Give Every Child an Even Change.
Oxford University Press.
Zavala, Maria del Rosario. (2014). Latina/o Youth’s Perspectives on Race, Language, and Learning Mathematics.
Journal of Urban Mathematics Education, 7(1), 55–87.

NCSM

–7–

mathedleadership.org

mathedleadership.org

NCSM
Permission is granted by NCSM to reprint this paper.

