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As improbable as it might sound, the quote on the previous page is the words of a 
young man who was suspended and expelled from school on many occasions. A 
gang member with a difficult family life, Paul had managcd to be accepted into an 
alternative school, where he was experiencing academic success for only the second 
time in his Life. As you will see in his case study, which follows this chapter, Paul is 
resolute about continuing his education and becoming a teacher or  counselor in 
order to help young people like himself. However, given his background and expr- 
rienccs, few people would have believed that he was capable of learning. Convcn- 
tional theories of academic success or failure do not explain cases such as Paul's. 

The sirnplc dichotomy traditionally used to explain the school failure of stu- 
dents, particularly those from culturally diverse and poor backgrounds, can be sum- 
marized as follows. School failure is the fault either of the students themselves, who 
are genetically inferior, or of the social characteristics of their communities, which 
suffer from economic and cultural disadvantages and, thus, are unable to provide 
their children with the necessary preparation for academic success.' Alternative ex- 
planations are that school failure is mused by the structure of schools, which are 
static, classist, and racist and represent the intercsts of the dominant classes, or it is 
caused by cultural incompatibilities between the home and the school.' 

This chaoter reviews a numberof theories about the com~lex conditions that 
may affect school achievement, and then considers how these conditions, acting in 
tandem, may influence the academic success or failure of students. With this dis- 
cussion as a basis, case studies of two students who have not been successful in 
school, Ron Morris and Paul Chavez, will be presented. Both of these young men 
were written off by their respective schools and teachers as incapable of becoming 
successful students. Their cases demonstrate that learning can take place even in the 
most difficult personal and societal circumstances. 

Deficit Theories Revisited 
The theory that genetic or cultural inferiority is the cause of academic failure has 
been a recurrent theme in U.S. educational history. Throughout the past half cen- 
tury, much of the research on school failure has focused on the inadequacy of stu- 
dents'home environment and culture. In an  early rrvirw of research concerning the 
poor achievement of Black children, for instance, Stephen and Joan Baratz found 
that most of the research was based on the assumption that Black children were de- 
ficient in language, social development, and intelligence. This assu~nption resulted 
in blaming students' failure to achieve on their so-called deficits; singled out for 
blame were children's poorly deneloped lanxttage (more concretely, the fact that thry 
did not speak standard English); an imdequate mother (the assumption being t k t  
low-income Black mothers were invariably poor parents); too little stimulation in 
the home (that thrir homes lacked the kinds of environments that encouraged learn- 
ing); too much stimuhtiotz in the home (their homes were too chaotic and disorga- 
nized or simply not organized along middle-class norms); and a host of other, often 
contradictory hypotheses. Baratz and Baraa found that the homes and backgrounds 
of Black children and poor childrcn in general were classified in the research as 
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"sick, pathological, deviant, or underdeveloped."'Such caricatures, which continue 
to exist, are of little value to teachers and schools who want to provide all children 
with a high-quality education. 

The case studies of Ron Morris and Paul Chavez that follow this chapter are 
compelling examples of life in difficult circumstances: Both live in poverty with large 
families headed by single mothers; both have been involved in antisocial and crimi- 
nal behavior; and both have had negative schooling experiences. One might be 
tempted to write them off because of these circumstances, but, as you shall see in 
their case studies, both Ron and Paul are now learning successfully in alternative 
schools. Deficit explanations of school achievement cannot explain their success. 

The popularity of deficit theories has waxed and waned during the past three 
decades as newer and more comprehensive explanations for school underachieve- 
ment have taken root. But, these viewpoints held great sway during the 1960s, and 
they were responsible for much of the social and educational policy in the follow- 
ing decades. Genetic and cultural inferiority arguments have left a legacy that is still 
apparent, as we saw in the previous chapter, for example, in the way that bilingual 
education continues to be conceptualized as a "compensatory" program. The ratio- 
nale for compensatory education was that children from so-called "deprived 
homes" needed to be compensated for their genetic, cultural, or linguistic depriva- 
tion. 

As an early critic of deficit theories, the late William Ryan turned the argument 
of cultural deprivation on its head by claiming that it was a strategy to "blame the 
victim." In a book that had a great impact in challenging the theory of cultural in- 
feriority during its heydey in the 1960s, he stated the following: 

We are dealing, it would seem, not so much with culturally deprived children as 
with culturally depriving schools. And the task to be accomplished is not to revise, 
amend, and repair deficient children, but to alter and transform the atmosphere and 
operations of the schools to which we commit these children? 

Theories of genetic inferiority and cultural deprivation popularized during the 
1960s have left their mark on the schooling of poor children and children of color. 
These theories are not only classist and racist but also simply inadequate in ex- 
plaining the failure of so many students. Although the social and economic condi- 
tions of their communities and families can be significant contributing factors in the 
academic failure of students, they alone are not the cause of student failure or  suc- 
cess. Moreoveg students' home and family situations are seldom subject to change 
by the school. Because schools cannot change the poverty or  living conditions of stu- 
dents, the challenge is to find ways to teach children effectively in spite of the 
poverry or other disabling conditions in which they may live. 

Students' identities-that is, their sense of self based in pat on their race, eth- 
nicity, social class, and language, among other characteristics--can also have an im- 
pact on their academic success or failure, but it is not these characteristics per se that 
cause failure. Rather, it is the school's perception of students' language, culture, and 
class as inadequate and negative, and the subsequent devalued status of these char- 
acteristics in the academic environment, that help to explain school failure. In Paul 
Chavez's case study, his early gang affiliation had adecided effect on the academic 
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expectations that teachers had of him. Teacher and author Linda Christensen pro- 
vides another compelling example. Christensen, a talented high school teacher of 
students of diverse background, describes how she helps her students understand the 
power of their language patterns tobile at the same time they learn standard English 
without humiliation. Christensen recalls her own painful experiences as a working- 
class child in the classroom of Mrs. Delaney, her ninth-grade English teacher, who 
taught her to be ashamed of her language, something that Christensen refuses to do 
with her own students: 

For too long, I felt inferior when I spoke. I knew the voice of my childhood crept 
out, and I confused that with ignorance. It wasn't. I just didn't belong to the group 
who made the rules. I was an outsides a foreigner in their world. My students won't 
be.J 

That the behaviors of middle-class parents of any race or ethnic group tend to 
be different from those of poor parents is amply documented. Parents living in 
poverty may be either unaware of the benefits of what middle-class parents know 
by experience or  unable to provide certain activities for their children. Middle-class 
parents, for example, usually speak standard English. They also tend to engage in 
school-like prereading activities much more regularly than do working-class par- 
ents. Schools deem other activities in which middle-class parents and their children 
participate as essential to  educational success: going to the library on a consistent 
basis, attending museums and other cultural centers, and providing a host of other 
experiences that schools and society have labeled "enriching." 

Whether these activities are, in fact, enriching is not in question; the problem is 
that the activities of poor families, some of which may be just as enriching, are not 
viewed in the same way. For example, many poor families travel either to their orig- 
inal home countries or to other pans of the United States from where they originally 
came. Children may spend summers "down Southn or in Jamaica or Mexico, but 
what they learn on these trips commonly is ignored by the school in spite of its po- 
tentially enriching character. It never occurred to me, for example, that my own ex- 
perience of visiting family in Puerto Rico between my fifth and sixth grades might 
be of interest to my teacher or classmates. Mind you, my teachers never told me this- 
directly, but I had already gotten the message that issues of consequence to my fam- 
ily carried no great weight in school. That I perceived this to be the case is a shame: 
When I think of the giant tarantula I caught, froze, and brought home, or of the 
manythings I learned about living on a farm, or  of how my Spanish substantially 
improved that summer, I can only conclude that these things might have been as in- 
teresting to my teacher and classmates as they were enlightening for me. 

Students' ability to develop literacy and other academic skills as traditionally 
defined by schools is necessary for academic success, but, if defined only in this way, 
academic success is dysfunctional because it encourages students to abandon part of 
their identity in the process. Students' abilities to use the skills, talents, and experi- 
ences learned at home and in the community to further their learning must also be 
included in a definitionof academic success. 

Shirley Brice Heath's classic research with a Black community that she called 
"Trackton" is a persuasive example. She found that the kinds of questioning rituals 
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in which parents and other adults engaged with children were not preparing the 
children adequately for school act i~i t ies .~ In observing the White middle-class teach. 
ers of these children, she found that the questions they asked the students were qua[. 
itatively different from the kinds of questions to which the children were 
accustomed at home. Teachers' questions, for example, concerned pulling attributes 
of things out of context and naming them (e.g., to identify size, shape, or color). In 
contrast, in their homes the children were asked questions about whole events or 
objects as well as about their uses, causes, and effects. The questions their parents 
asked them often required the children to make analogical comparisons and under- 
stand complex metaphors. These questions frequently were linguistically complex, 
and they required a sophisticated use of language on the part of the children. Usu- 
ally, there was no one "right" answer because answers involved telling a story or de- 
scribing a situation. 

The result of the different kinds of questions asked in the different contexts was 
a perplexing lack of commuriication in the s c h o o l : ~ o r m a l l ~  communicative stu- 
dents were silent and unresponsive to teachers' questions, and teachers assumed that 
their students were deficient in language or were unintelligent. There was nothing 
wrong with the questions asked by the families in Trackton. They were simply dif- 
ferent from those asked in school, and, therefore, they placed the children at a dis- 
advantage for school success. 

Through a research project with Heath,' the teachers became aware of the dif- 
ferences in questioning rituals, and they began to study the kinds of questions that 
adults in Trackton asked. Some of these could be called "probing questions," and 
teachers began using them in their school lessons. Teachers were then able t o  use 
these kinds of questions as a basis for asking more traditional "school" questions, 
to which children also needed to become accustomed if they were to be successful 
in school. The results were dramatic. Children became active and enthusiastic par- 
ticipants in these lessons, a dramatic change from their previous passive behavior. 

This fortuitous example of learning to use the culture of students in their edu- 
cation contradicts the scenario of failure in many schools, where parents are ex- 
pected to provide help in ways they may be unable to do. Some parents are unaware 
of how to give their children concrete support in areas such as homework, but this 
lack of support in itself does not necessarily produce school failure. For example, in 
her landmark research with Punjabi students, Margaret Gibson reported that most 
parents were not able to give their children the kinds of support generally deemed 
as essential for academic success by schools,' yet the majority of students she stud- 
ied were academically successful. The parents' articulated support of education, 
their use of discipline, and the faith they had in the rewards of education were all 
crucial to the success of their children. The same is true of most of the case study 
students in this book. The parents of many of these young people were either un- 
able or unaware of how to help them in school-related mattkrs. Nevertheless, the 
parents expressed great faith in the benefits of education, and, in.many ways, they* 
motivated their children to stay the course. 

Blaming parents or  children for academic failure begs the question, for the role 
of schools is to educate all students from all families, not only the most academi- 
cally gifted students from economically advantaged, mainstream, English-speaking, 
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European American families. Because schools can do nothing to change a student's 
social class or home background, it makes sense to focus on what they can change: 
themselves. .4s we saw in Chapter 6, schools sometimes think that they must start 
ou t  with poor children or children of color as if they were blank slates. In effect, this 
means tearing down the building blocks the children already have in order to start 
from a middle-class foundation. School-related skills are, of course, necessary for 
academic success, but there is no reason why they cannot be built on the linguistic, 
cultural, or experiential foundation that children already have. The fact that some 
children come to school with a rich oral tradition is a case in point. Perhaps their 
parents never read stories to them hut instead tell them stories. This experience can 
either be disrnisscd by schools as trivial, or ir can be used as the basis for learning. 

Genetic and cultural inferiority theories are not a thing of the past. As recently 
as 1994, Richard Herrnsrein and Charles Murray resurrected the argument that ge- 
netic inferiority was the root cause of the academic failure among African American 
students.8Although widely discredited by serious scholars as both ethnocentric and 
scientifically unfounded (see Note 21 in Chapter 41, genetic and cultural inferiority 
theories survive because they provide a simplistic explanation for complex prob- 
lems. Moreover, by accepting theories of genetic and cultural inferiority, the detri- 
mental effects on  student learning of structural inequality, racism, and poverty do 
not have to be considered. 

But we also need to understand the power of what has been called the culturai 
capital of dominant groups. According to Pierre Bourdieu, cultural capital can exist 
in three forms: dispositions of the mind and body; cultural goods, such as pictures, 
books, and other material objects; and educational qualifications. In all three forms, 
transmission of cultural capital is, according t o  Bourdieu, "no doubt the best hid- 
den form of hereditary transmission of capital."' That is, the values, tastes, lan- 
guages, dialects, and cultures that have most status are invariably associated with 
,the dominant group. As a consequence, the weight of cultural capital cannot he ig- 
nored. To do so would be both nayve and romantic because it would deny the real- 
ity that power, knowledge, and resources are located in the norms of dominant 
cultures and languages. To imply that working-class students and students from 
dominated groups need not learn the cultural norms of the dominant group is ef- 
fectively to disempower the students who are most academically vulnerable. But the 
curriculum should also be relevant to the cultural experiences and values of students 
from subordinated groups. A complete education needs to include both the norms 
and canon of the dominant and of the dominated cultures because including cultur- 
ally relevant curriculum is a valuable way to challenge a monocultural canon. 

m m i c  a n d  Social R e p r o d u c t i o n  Revis i t ed  
The argument that schools reproduce the economic and social relations of society 
and, therefore, tend to serve the interests of the dominant classes, articulated first 
during the 1970s by scholars such as Samuel Bowles, Herbert Gintis, and Joel 
Spring, placed schools squarely in a political c ~ n t e x t . ' ~  According to this theory, the 
role of the schools was to keep the poor in their place by teaching them the proper 
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attitudes and behaviors for becoming good workers, and to keep the dominant 
classes in power by teaching their children the skills of management and control that 
would presumably prepare them to manage and control the working class. Schools, 
therefore, reproduced the status quo and not only reflected structural inequalities 
based on class, race, and gender but also helped to maintain these inequalities. 

Economic and social reproduction theoristsmaintain that the "sorting" func- 
tion of xhools, to use a term coined by Spring, is apparent in everything from phys- 
ical structure to curriculum and instruction. For example, the schools of the poor 
are generally factory-like fortresses that operate with an abundance of bells and 
other controlling mechanisms, whereas the schools of the wealthy tend to be much 
more "open" physically and emotionally, allowing for more autonomy and creative 
thinking on the part of students. Likewise, relations between students and teachers 
in poor communities reflect a dominantdominated relationship much more so than 
in middle-class or wealthy communities. The curriculum also differs. More sophis- 
ticated and challenging knowledge is generally taught in wealthy schools, whereas 
the basics and rote memorization are the order of the day in poor schools. The 
"sorting" function of the schools results in an ahnost perfect replication of the strat- 
ification of society. Although the theories generally concerned the United States, 
they are true of all societies. 

This thinking revolutionized the debate on the purposes and outcomes of 
schools and placed the success or failure of students in a new light. The benign, 
stated purpose of U.S. schooling to serve as an "equalizer" is seriously questioned 
by these theories. For example, following the logic of this thinking, it is no accident 
that so many students in urban schools drop out; rather, it is an intended outcome 
of the educational system. That is, some students are intentionally channeled by the 
schools to be either fodder for war or a reserve uneducated labor force. Schools do 
just exactly what is expected of them: They succeed at creating school failure. 

The arguments of the social reproduction theorists are compelling, and they 
have had a tremendous impact on educational thinking since the 1970s. However, 
by concentrating on the labor market purpose of schooling, these theories tend to 
fall into a static explanation of school success or failure. School life, according to 
this analysis, is almost completely subordinated to the needs of the economy, leav- 
ing little room for the role that'students and their communities have in influencing 
school policies and practices. Put in its most simplistic form, this analysis assumes 
that schooling is simply imposed from above and accepted from below. But schools 
are complex and perplexing institutions, and things are not always this neat or ap- 
parent. 

Economic and social reproduction theories provide a more persuasive analysis 
of academic failure than either genetic and cultural inferiority or cultural incom- 
patibility theories because they place schools in a sociopolitical context. Neverthe- 
less, these analyses are also incomplete. They can fall into mechanistic explanations 
of dynamir processes, assuming a simple cause-effect relationship. Such theories hi1 
to explain why students from some culturally dominated communities have man- 
aged to succeed in school, or why some schools in poor communities are extraordi- 
narily successful in spite of tremendous odds. 
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Another problem with economic and social reproduction theories is that, in em- 
phasizing the role of social class, they almost completely neglect gender and race. 
Social class alone cannot explain why schools are also inequitable for females and. 
for students of racially and culturally subordinated communities. 

An additional problem is that the lengthy struggles over schooling in which 
many communities have been historically involved-including the desegregation of 
schools, bilingual education, multicultural education, and access to education for fe- 
males afid students with special needs--are not taken into account. If education 
were simply imposed from above, these reforms would never have found their way, 
even imperfectly, into the school. Some theorists such as Michael Apple have sug- 
gested that schools are a product of conflicts among competing group interests, and 
that the purposes of the dominant class are never perfectly reflected in the schools, 
but resisted and modified by the recipients of schooling." 

Economic and social reproduction theories help explain how academic failure 
and success are not unintended outcomes but rather are logical results of differenti- 
ated schooling. They also help remove the complete buden of failure from students, 
their families, and communities to the society at large, and they provide a macro- 
analytic, or societal, understanding of schooling. Social reproduction theories, how- 
ever, generally fail to  take cultural and psychological issues into account. They are 
therefore incomplete. 

C_ulturaI Incompatibilities Revisited 
Another explanation for school failure is that it is caused by cultural incompatibili- 
ties; that is, because school culture and home culture are often at odds, the result is a 
"culnual clash" that produces school failure. According to this explanation, it is nec- 
essary to consider the differing experiences, values, skills, expectations, and lifestyles 
with which children enter school and how these differences, in being more or less 
consistent with the school environment, affect their achievement. The more consis- 
tent that home and school cultures are, the reasoning goes, the more successful stu- 
dents will be. The opposite is also true. The more that students' experiences, skills, 
and values differ from the school setting, the more failure that they will experience. 

This explanation makes a great deal of sense, and it explains school failure more 
convincingly than simple deficit theories. That some students learn more effectively 
in cooperative settings than in competitive settings is not a problem per se. What 
makes it a problem is that many schools persist in providing competitive environ- 
ments only. Given this reality, cultural differences begin to function as a risk factor. 
This reasoning turns around the popular conception of "children a t  risk," so that 
the risk comes not from within the child, but develops as a result of particular 
school policies and practices. 

Likewise, the fact that some students enter school without speaking English is 
not itself a satisfactory explanation for why they fail in school. Rather, the inter- 
pretation of their non-English speaking status and the value, or lack of value, given 
to the child's native language also matter. Whereas in some schools a student might 
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be identified as non-English speaking, in another school that same child might be 
called Khmer speaking. The difference is not simply a semantic one. In the first case, 
the child is assumed to be missing language, but, in the second case, the child is as- 
sumcd to possess language already, even if it is not the majority language. This was 
the case with my daughter Marisa, as I mentioned at the beginning of Chapter 6. 
And because language ability is the major ingredient for school success, how schools 
and teachers perceive children's language is significant. 

The cultural mismatch theory is more hopeful than deterministic explanations 
such as genetic inferiority or economic reproduction theories because it assumes that 
teachers can learn to create environments in which all students can be successhl 
learners. It also respects teachers as creative intellectuals rather than as simple tech- 
nicians. Teachers are expected to be able to develop a critical analysis of their stu- 
dents' cultures and to use this analysis to teach all their students effectively. In terms 
of the kind of knowledge they need to know about their students' realities, the late 
Paulo Freire eloquently described teachers' responsibility: 

Educators need to know what happens in the world of the children with whom they 
work. 'They need to know the universe of their dreams, the language with which 
they skillfully defend themselves from the aggressiveness of their world, what they 
know independently of the school, and how they know it." 

Gloria Ladson-Billings, in coining the term 'culturally relevant teaching," has 
suggested that this kind of pedagogy is in sharp contrast to "assimilationist teach- 
ing," whose main purpose is to transmit dominant culture beliefs and values in an 
uncritical way to all students. In the same vein, Geneva Gay's work in defining and 
explicating what she calls cultrrrally responsive teaching has also been tremendously 
significant." 

Although the cultural mismatch theory is more comprehensive than the cultural 
or genetic deficit theories and is without their implicit racist and classist overtones, 
the cultural mismatch theory, too, is insufficient to explain why some students suc- 
ceed and others fail. The extraordinarily high dropout rates among American Indian 
and Alaska Native students, higher than all other racial or ethnic groups in the 
United States, is a case in point. According to Richard St. Germaine, addressing cul- 
tural discontinuities through the curriculum can help, but this strategy alone is only 
a partial solution because the structural inequality that produces enormous poverty 
is left untouched." 

0lgi Vasquez, Lucinda Pease-Alvarez, and Sheila Shannon studied the role of 
language and culture in an immigrant Mexican community. Although they recom- 
mend that teachers learn to take advantage of students' linguistic and cultural ex- 
periences and their families' resources for learning, their research also led them to 
conclude that the cultural discontinuities theory alone is inadequate in predicting 
the school success or failure of an entire group of people. They suggest, for instance, 
that an emphasis on cultural differences can result in overshadowing other condi- 
tions that influence learning, including school climate and teaching styles. In their 
research, they found a good deal of linguistic and cultural flexibility among the chil- 
dren and families they studied. Some used language in ways similar to middle-class 
homes, others used language that reflected their Mexican heritage, and some used 
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unique speech patterns depending on the situation. According to these researchers, 
the Mexican culture in the United States exists within "an intersection of multiple 
cultures and languages rather than isolated and impenetrable to outside influ- 
encrs.'"' 

The research by Vasquez, Pea~e-~4Ivarez, and Shannon points to a major weak- 
ness of the theory of cultural discontinuity: Insufficient attention is given to cultural 
accommodation or biculturation, just to mention two responses to cultural diversity 
experienced by immigrants. No  culture exists in isolation, and a rigid interpretation 
of the theory of cultural discontinuity presupposes that all children from the same 
cultural background experience school in the same way, yet we know this is far from 
true. The result of this kind of thinking is that individual and family differences, 
school conditions, or the broader sociopolitical context that can also influence 
learning may be disregarded. In fact, a rigid interpretation of this theory can hover 
dangerously close to stereotyped and limiting views of students from particular cul- 
tural groups. 

Another problem with the cultural discontinuity theory is that it cannot explain 
why students from some cultural groups are academically successful, even though, 
by all indications, they should not be. Margaret Gibson's ethnographic research has 
documented that, although culturally very different from most of their peers, Pun- 
jabi students have been quite successful in school.'' Their grades and high school 
graduation rates equal or surpass those of their classmates in spite of severe handi- 
caps: Their families are primarily farm laborers and factory workers, and many are 
illiterate and speak little or no English. They generally have to become fluent in Eng- 
lish in nonbilingual sertings, very few of them havc received any special assistance, 
and they have been subjected t o  tremendous discrimination by both peers and teach- 
ers. Also, their home values and the values practiced by the school are in sharp con- 
trast. Given this situation, their cultural background should predispose them to 
school failure. That this is not the case leads us to other explanations, one of which 
concerns the differences between voluntary and involuntary immigrants. 

The ]rnrnigrant E x p e r i e n c e  V e r s u s  the 

[cMinoritq' '  u x p e r i e n c e  
A traditional argument to explain differences in academic achievement is that it will 
take students who are not doing well in school a generation or two to climb the lad- 
der of success, just as it took all other immigrants to do so. This argument is a spe- 
cious one because the educational and historical experiences of African Americans, 
American Indians, Asian Americans, and Latinos are markedly different from those 
of other ethnic groups. For one, American Indians, African Americans, and many * 
Mexican Americans can hardly be called new immigrants. Many have been here for 
generations, and some for rnillenia. Furthermore, some Asians have been here for 
four or five generations, and, although many do well in school, others are not as 
successful. 
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It is clear that certain peoples represent unique cases of subjugation in U.S. his- 
tory. This is true of American Indians, who were conquered and segregated on reser- 
vations; African Americans, who were enslaved and whose families were torn apart; 
Mexican Americans, whose land was annexed and who were then colonized within 
their own country; and Puerto Ricans, who were colonized and whose country is 
still under the domination of the United States. In addition and probably not inci- 
dentally, they are all people of color, and the issue of race remains paramount in ex- 
plaining their experiences. 

In an alternative explanation of school failure and success, John Ogbu devel- 
oped a theory that goes beyond cultural discontinuities. He has suggested that it is 
necessary to look not only at a group's cultural background but also at its situation 
in the host society and its perceptions of oppomnities available in that society" 
Ogbu classifies most immigrants in the United States as voluntaty immigrants, and 
racial minority group immigrants as either voluntary or involuntary minorites, that 
is, those who come of their own free will as compared with those who were con- 
quered or colonized. The latter groups have been incorporated into U.S. society 
against their will: American Indians, Africans, Mexicans, and Puerto Ricans, among 
others. According to Ogbu, voluntary immigrants include all European and some 
Asian, African, and Central American immigrants, among others. The distinction is 
not always easy to make, because those who appear on the surface to be voluntary 
immigrants may nor be so at all, but it remains a crucial distinction in explaining 
the present condition of many groups, including their educational experiences. 

Ogbu has concluded that students from particular backgrounds experience a 
great variability in academic performance, and such variabilities often can be ex- 
plained by the sociopolitical setting in which they find themselves. These students 
are not always racially different from the dominant group in a society, but they have 
lower social and political status. Other differences may also help explain their mar- 
ginal status, especially their social class, gender, and native language. It is not their 
differences that make them marginal but rather the value placed on those differences 
by the dominant society. Several extensive reviews have documented that socially 
and politically dominated groups have experienced the most severe academic disad- 
vantage.18 In Japan, for instance, students of Korean descent and students from the 
Buraku caste tend to do quite poorly in Japanese schools because both are perceived 
in Japan as less valued than the majority population. When they emigrate to the 
United States, however, they are equally successful in school as are students from the 
Japanese majority. In addition, their IQ scores, a supposedly immutable indication 
of intelligence, also rise when these children emigrate to another society. Their dom- 
inated and devalued status in their home country seems to be the deciding factor be- 
cause those who are in minority positions in their own countries are not subject to 
the same castelike status in another society and may, therefore, be more successful 
in school. 

The same phenomenon has been found among Finns, who do poorly in Swedish 
schools but quite well in schools when they emigrate to Australia. Their history of 
colonization and subsequent low status in Swedish society seems to be the key in- 
gredient. In New Zealand, the native Maori perform less well in school than immi- 
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grant Polynesians (who share a similar language and culture), and the Samis in Nor- 
way and Irish Catholics in Belfast also do less well than their dominant-group peers. 

Similar results have been found closer to home. For example, newly arrived im- 
migrants tend to do better in school and have higher self-esteem than those born in 
the United States." Their self-esteem and school success depend not just on their eth- 
nicity but also on their interaction with U.S. society and on the strength of the self- 
concepts they have developed in their home countries, where they are not seen as 
"minorities." Similarly, some research has concluded that American Indian students, 
especially in urban settings, are almost completely cut off from their tribal roots, 
and this has negative consequences both for their self-esteem and for their staying 
power in scho~l.'~ Again, the differences in these situations seem to be the sociopo- 
litical context of schooling. 

The visions, hopes, dreams, and experiences of voluntary and involuntary mi- 
norities also need to be kept in mind. According to Ogbu, most voluntary minori- 
ties have a 'folk theory" of school success that sees the United States as a land of 
opportunity, where one gets ahead through education and hard work. According to 
this view, even a relative newcomer with few skills and little education can succeed 
economically. Their children can experience even more success if they work hard in 
school, largely because they have great faith in the "American Dream." As a result, 
they apply themselves to achieve it. They understand that, in order to achieve suc- 
cess, they may have to undergo great sacrifices, including racism, economic hard- 
ships, and working at several menial jobs at the same time. These are accepted as 
the price they have to pay for success. 

In the case of the Punjabis studied by Gibson, there were few employment and 
educational opportunities and sometimes even more discrimination in their home 
country than in the United States. Given their new situation, immigrants such as the 
Punjabis are happy to make great sacrifices for what they consider to be certain 
gains. Gibson found that they were more than willing to play the school game by 
the established rules." Immigrants coming from war-torn countries or refugee 
camps, or who have experienced the death of loved ones, may not consider living in 
an urban ghetto and engaging in backbreaking work to be a severe hardship. 
Marcelo Suarez-Orozco, for example, documents the extraordinary success of many 
Central Americans, who go to the same schools and live in the same impoverished 
and crime-filled neighborhoods as Mexican Americans, but who have been much 
more unsuccessful in the  school^.^ 

Ogbu claims that the major problem in the academic performance of children 
from what he calls "castelike" minorities is not that they possess a different lan- 
guage, culture, or cognitive or communication style. The problem lies instead in the 
nature of the history, subjugation, and exploitation they have experienced together 
with their own responses to their treatment. Castelike minorities in the United States 
tend to perceive schooling as providing unequal returns. In their communities, the 
children do not see their elders getting jobs, wages, or other benefits commensurate 
with their level of education. 

Also, given the long history of discrimination and racism in the schools, invol- 
untary minority children and their families are often distrustful of the educational 
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system. Children in these communities have routinely been subjected to what Cum- 
mins calls "identity eradication,"" where their culture and language have been 
stripped away as one of the conditions for school success. These negative wperi- 
ences result in their perception that equal educational opportunity and the "folk the- 
ories" of getting ahead in the United States are myths. The "folk theories," however, 
are readily accepted by immigrants who have not had a long history of discrimina- 
tion in this country. 

It is not unusual for students from castelike minorities to engage in what Ogbu 
calls "cultural inversion," that is, to resist acquiring and demonstrating the culture 
and cognitive styles identified with the dominant group. These behaviors are con- 
sidered "White" and include being studious and hardworking, speaking standard 
English, listening to European classical music, going to museums, getting good 
grades, and so on. Instead, involuntary minority students may choose to emphasize 
cultural behaviors that differentiate them from the majority and are in opposition 
to it, or what Ogbu calls oppositional behavior. Such behaviors include language, 
speech forms, and other manifestations that help to characterize their group, but 
that are contrary to the behaviors promoted by the schools. 

Even extremely bright students from involuntary minority groups may try just 
to "get by" because they fear being ostracized by their peers if they engage in 
behaviors that conform to the mainstream culture. They must cope, in the words 
of Signithia Fordham and John Ogbu, "with the burden of acting White."" They 
see little benefit fiom academic success, at least in terms of peer relationships. 
Those who excel in school may feel both internal ambivalence and external pres- 
sures not to manifest such behaviors and attitudes. In their research in a pre- 
dominantly African American school, Fordham and Ogbu found that successful 
shldents who were accepted by their peers also were either very successful in 
sports or had found another way to hide their academic achievement. According 
to Ogbu, involuntary minority parents, who themselves have had a long history 
of discrimination and negative experiences at school, may subconsciously mirror 
these same attitudes, adding to their children's ambivalent attitudes about educa- 
tion and success. 

Newer  perspectives A b o u t  the Immigrant 

an 2 ccMinorityN j= xperiences 
The theories of John Ogbu and other educational anthropologists who were inves- 
tigating the schooling experiences of immigrant students appeared together for the 
first time in the Anthropology and Education Quarterly journal in 1987, and they 
have had a profound influence on educational thought since then.is These theeies 
have been enormously helpful in expla~ning the differences in the school experiences 
of students of various backgrounds. But the theories have also been criticized as 
being incomplete, ahistorical, and inflexible in allowing for individual differences. 
For example, Ogbu's theory may result in placing an  nord din ate responsibility on 
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students and families without taking into account conditions outside their control 
that also affect learning. In addition, Ogbu's theories do not explain the long strug- 
gle of African American and other involuntary minorities for educational equality, 
nor do they explain the tremendous faith so many of these communities have had 
in the promise of public education. His explanation of oppositional culture has been 
criticized as being dangerously close to the old concept of the "culture of poverty," 
a deficit theory developed by Oscar Lewis in the 1960s that has left its mark even 
today and that has been roundly criticized for its racist and ethnocentric overtones.i6 

In 1997, Anthropology and Education Qwrterly again addressed the issue of 
ethnicity and school performance, returning to the theories of Ogbu and others that 
had been introduced a decade earlier. In this issue, the authors attempted to com- 
plicate the immigrantliivoluntary minority typology presented in the 1987 issue." 
According to Margaret Gibson, the editor of the newer issue, more recent studies in 
the United States posed a direct challenge to Ogbu's framework, especially because 
of its inability to account for intragroup variability. That is, why do some "invol- 
untary" minorities do well in school while others do not? Some scholars and edu- 
cators have found these theories too dichotomous and deterministic. For example, 
the typology does not neatly fit all groups, such as Mexican Americans, who share 
elements of both voluntary and involuntary minorities. Another major criticism dis- 
cussed in the 1997 issue is the almost complete absence of gender and generational 
differences in the original theories. 

Specifically, the newer issue of the journal compared some countries in Europe 
to countries such as the United States that have large immigrant populations in 
order to determine whether or not Ogbu's model can be applied in other contexts. 
Gibson concluded that Ogbu's typology works better in "new nations," that is, tra- 
ditional immigrant-receiving countries such as the United States, Canada, and Israel, 
and less well in the "old nations" of Europe that once were colonizers and now are 
receiving large numbers of immigrants. However, even in the United States, Ogbu's 
model does not explain generational differences. Recent studies have found that the 
second generation of "voluntary minorities" is experiencing as much school failure 
as more established "involuntary minorities" because they do not wholeheartedly 
accept the "folk theory" of success as did their parents. They are also less likely to 
perceive the long-term benefits of hard work and study.ls 

Another criticism has to do with the role and influence of oppositional culture. 
As viewed by Ogbu, oppositional culture is detrimental to academic success be- 
cause, in rejecting behaviors and attitudes that can lead to success, students are in 
effect jeopardizing their own futures. The possibility that African American students 
could be both oppositional and academically successful is not presented as a possi- 
bility in this theory. In contrast to this viewpoint, in research with six highly suc- 
cessful African American high school students, Carla O'Connor found that a 
collective orientation had the effect of facilitating a sense of hope and promoting 
academic achievement. The six students she studied were acutely .aware of racism 4 

and other injustices, and they were oppositional to the extent that they actively re- 
sisted injustice. Their opposition, however, did not mean that they rejected the 
strategies they needed to become successful students.is 

O'Connor concluded that opposition is not always damaging to students. When 
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it leads to the active resistance of oppression, it can actually motivate students to 
learn so that they can change. Likewise, David Gillborn, who has studied youths of 
various backgrounds in Great Britain, suggests that the dichotomy between resis- 
tance and conformity is too simplistic because it overlooks the great complexity of 
students' responses to schooling. That is, accolnrnodation does not guarantee that 
success will follow, nor is it the only way to be academically successful; similarly, 
opposition does not necessarily lead to failure." 

To understand this process more clearly, I now turn to a consideration of the 
concept of resistance. 

sistance Theorq - 
Resistance theory, as articulated by scholars such as Henry Giroux, Jim Cumnlins, 
and others adds another layer t o  the explanation of school failure.llAccording to 
this theory, not-learning what schools teach can be interpreted as a form of politi- 
cal resistance. Frederick Erickson maintains that, whereas cultural differences may 
cause some initial school fa~lures and misunderstandings, it is only when they be- 
come entrenched over time that not-learning, a consistent pattern of refusing to 
learn, becomes the outcome of schooling." 

Resistance theory is helpful because it attempts t o  explain the complex rela- 
tionship of disempowered communities and rheir schools. Students and their fami- 
lies are not only victims of the educational system but also actors. They learn to 
react to schools in ways that make perfect sense, given thc reality of the schools, al- 
though some of these coping strategies may in the long run be self-defeating and 
counterproductive. Herb Kohl, describing not-laming as the response of students 
who refuse to learn, has concluded, "Over the years I've come to side with them in 
their refusal to be molded by a hostile society and have come to look upon not- 
learning as positive and healthy in many  situation^."'^ 

There are numerous exanlples of students' resistance, and they range from in- 
nocuous to dangerous: inattention in class, failure to do homework, negative atti- 
tudes toward schoolwork, poor relationships with reachers, misbehavior, vandalism, 
and violence are all illustrations of students' resistance. We see many of these man- 
ifestations of resistance in the case studies of Ron Morris and Paul Chavez that fol- 
low this chapter. Ron, for example, stated that he would actually decide when he 
was going to be destructive in school. He did this, he said, because he was not learn- 
ing anything new, and what he did learn mattered little in his daily life. 

Students who develop a critical consciousness may also end up resisting ed- 
ucation. Such students are often branded and punished as loudmouths and trou- 
blemakers. Although some drop out, others choose to no longer actively participate 
in the "game" of school. They might still show up, but they may adopt a pas- 
sive or passive-aggressive stance. Others end up cutting many of their classes. SN- 
dents who do continue entering the classroom may "dumb down" their own 
critical responses to the curriculum or to their teachers' pedagogy because they 
know instinctively that being seen as too critical or too much of a leader is po- 
tentially dangerous. Teachers, on the other hand, are often frustrated by appar- 
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ently disinterested youth, even in honors classes, who look bored and disengaged, 
or who allow themselves to engage only minimally and only with the more in- 
teresting and inventive strategies used by creative teachers. As a result, many ca- 
pable and critically aware students are intellertually "on strike" even though they 
may be physically present in school." 

An extreme form of refusing education is dropping out. Michelle Fine's study of 
a large urban school found two major reasons for students' decisions to leave: a po- 
litical stance of resistance and disappointment with the "promise of education." 
Many of the students she spoke with were articulate in their resistance to school; 
even some of those who stayed were unsure what benefits they would derive from 
their edu~ation.~ '  In the past decade, we have seen a small number of other extreme 
and deadly ways of refusing to participate in schools (Colombine, Colorado, and 
Paducah, Kentucky, come to mind). Although such violent displays of rage are rare, 
they are a warning that something is terribly wrong, not just in schools but also in 
families and society in general. 

But what causes students to resist education and otherwise engage in behaviors 
that might ultimately jeopardize their chances of learning? There is no simple an- 
swer to this question, but one probable element is a school climate that rejects stu- 
dents' identities. This is nowhere more evident than in the case studies that follow 
this chapter. Both Ron and Paul were eloquent in describing the difference it made 
when their backgrounds were reflected in the curriculum. The first time Ron found 
his people in the curriculum, his reaction was to want to come to school every day 
because, as he said, "This is real!" 

The nature of teachers' identities is also important. For example, in his research 
among Yup'ik students and teachers, Jerry Lipka found that resistance was virtually 
nonexistent, and he concluded that resistance theory "makes much less sense in a 
classroom where the teacher is your uncle or your aunt and where most of the 
school employees come from your community."36 This being the case, what are the 
implications for students of culturally dominated backgrounds? Does it mean that 
they always need to be taught by teachers from their own cultural communities? 
This response might be appropriate in some situations, but it is untenable and un- 
realistic in others. Moreover, believing this to be the case would imply that teachers 
can never be successful with students of backgrounds different from their own. This 
is not true, as we have seen in much of the literature cited, and as you will also see 
in the case studies of Ron and Paul, both of whom had some caring and respectful 
teachers who did not share their ethnicity. Further, in a society that claims to be 
democratic and pluralistic, believing that only teachers of particular backgrounds 
can teach students of the same background is unacceptable. A more comprehensive 
view of students' academic success or failure is needed. 

Another essential component in promotiing student learning that has received great 
attention in the past decade is what Nel Noddings has called the "ethic of care.")' 
Noddings's impressive contribution to the conversation concerning student engage- 
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ment with schooling cannot be overemphasized. For her, care is just as important- 
and in some cases, even more so-than larger structural conditions that influence 
student learning. In this theory, whether and how teachers and schools care for stu- 
dents can make an immense difference in how students experience schooling. An- 
gela Valenzuela, in a three-year investigtion of academic achievement among 
Mexican and Mexican American students in a Texas high school, provides com- 
pelling examples of care among a small number of  teacher^.'^ 'Teachers showed they 
cared through close and affirming relationships with their students, high expecta- 
tions for students' capabilities, and respect for their students' families. This was the 
case in spite of the general context of the school that provided what Valenzuela 
called "subtractive schooling," that is, a process that divested students of the social 
and cultural resources they brought to their education, making them vulnerable for 
academic failure. Her research led Valenzuela to locate the problem of "under- 
achievement" not in students' identities or parents' economic situation but in 
school-based relationships and organizational structures. Nilda Flores-Gbnzales, in 
a study among Latino students in Chicago, came to similar conclusions.19 For both 
of these researchers, care was of remarkable significance. 

The problem is that educators sometimes think of caring as ounvard shows of 
affection--something that teachers might find difficult or even inappropriate. Hug- 
ging students, howeveq is not the only way to demonstrate care. I remember the case 
of a parent who once described a teacher who loved her students but did not hug 
them. "She loves them with her eyes!" she explained. She went on to say that this 
teacher also loved her students with her encouragement, her demands, and her ex- 
pectations. Hence, care does not just mean giving students hugs or pats on the back. 
Care means loving students in the most profound ways: through high expectations, 
great support, and rigorous demands. 

Another example comes from Susan Roberta Katz in research done among Cen- 
tral American and Mexican immigrant students in a California high school. Ex- 
ploring the tensions between these students and their teachers, she found striking 
differences in the perceptions of each. Although teachers felt they were doing their 
best under difficult circumstances, students described these same teachers as racist 
and uncaring. Katz's analysis was that students' perceptions may have been linked 
to structural conditions in the school such as rigid ability tracking and high teacher 
turnover, conditions that assisted in making the possibility of consistent caring rela- 
tionships remote. She found that both caring and high expectations were essential 
in fostering positive learning outcomes. Specifically, Katz concluded: 

High expectations can result in setting goals that are impossible for the student to 
reach without adult support and assistance. On the other hand, caring without high 
expectatiom can turn dangerously into paternalism in which teachers feel sorry for 
"underprivileged" youth but never challenge them acaden~ically.'~ 

A further example comes from a study that also focused on students of Mexican 
descent in California. Here, too, the climate of the edu~ationalp'ro~ram was found to 
influence students' engagement with learning. In this migrant education program, 
researchers Margaret Gibson and Livier Bejinez disovered that staff members facili- 
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tated students' Icarning in various ways: caring relationships, access to institutional 
support, and activities based on students' cultural backgrounds.The researchers con- 
cluded that caring relationships were at the very heart of the program's success. 
Specifically, in spite of students' vulnerable status (including their migrant status, 
poverty, and the fact that only 7 percent had parents who had completed high 
school), there was a remarkably high degree of school persistence. Nearly halfway 
through their senior year, an amazing 75 percent were still attending high school. As 
in other research highlighted here, the reserachers explain "caring" not just as affec- 
tion but as close and trusting relationships that, most importanty, create a sense of 
belonging in the school community. Tbis sense of belonging is especially meaningful, 
they conclude, for Mexican American and other students of color because of the 
power differential that exists between them and people of thc dominant society. 
Specifically, Gibson and Bejinez state that "students who feel they can bring their 
whole selves to school and have their multiple identities affirmed, or at the very least 
allowed, are more likely to feel they belong in school and are more likely to engage 
with the schooling process than those who do not."" 

Another theory closely connected with the ethic of caring is described by Ri- 
cardo Stanton-Salazar as a social capital networks framework. This theory focuses 
on the centrality of social relations and networks between adults and youth, partic- 
ularly vulnerable youth who rarely have access to the social capital that more priv- 
ileged students take for granted. According to Stanton-Salaza~ these networks 
function to reproduce or deny privilege and power. In the end, Stanton-Salazar ar- 
gues, it is through the power of institutional agents, such as teachers, counselors, 
and other adults who can manipulate the social and institutional conditions in and 
out of school, that can determine who 'makes it" and who doesn't. What exactly 
are the kinds of networks and institutional supports to which he refers? As exam- 
ples, he cites various kinds of knowledge, including particular discourses and social 
capital: bridging (i.e., providing access to gatekeepers and to other opportunities 
usually closed to disenfranchised students), advocacy, role modeling and emotional 
and moral support, and advice and guidan~e.'~ These supports are linked with car- 
ing because it is only though trusting and close relationships with teachers that 
some students will gain access to such networks. Through these networks, students 
can learn to "decode the systertl" and to participate in power at the same time that 
they continue to honor their identities. In turn, these networks provide students with 
the skills and resources they will need to navigate the broader society successfully. 

Develop ing a Comprehensive unde rs tand ing  

of S t u d e n t  I earning 
No simple explanation accounts for student achievement or failure. As we have Len 
in this chapte~, most explanations have been inadequate or  incomplete. Some have 
failed to consider the significance of culture in learning; others have nor taken into 
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account the social, cultural, and political context of schooling; and still others have 
placed all the responsibility for academic failure or success on students and their 
families. Even the persistence of racism and discrimination, the presence of unjust 
policies and practices in schools, or the role that schools play in reproducing exist- 
ing societal inequities do not by themselves explain school failure. 

Broad societal structures, for instance, make a difference in student learning. 
Newer perspectives concerning the education of new and old immigrant groups of 
color in the United States have emerged in the past several years, and they add sig- 
nificantly to our understanidng of the achievement of these groups. For example, 
Alejandro Portes and Rubtn Rumbaut, in a series of long-term, comprehensive stud- 
ies of immigrant families of various backgrounds, conclude that the process of 
"growing up American," in their words, "ranges from smooth acceptance to trau- 
matic confrontation depending on the characteristics that immigrants and their chil- 
dren bring along and the social context that receives them."" Portes and Rumbaut 
found that race is a paramount factor in whether and how groups are accepted into 
the mainstream, and it can overpower the influence of other factors such as social 
class, religion, or language. In addition, the context of their arrival is also conse- 
quential. 

Portes and Rumbaut suggest that immigrants fleeing from communism are re- 
ceived more favorably than those fleeing economic exploitation. As examples, they 
cite the case of Haitian, Nicaraguan, and Mexican immigrants, who have signifi- 
cantly lower earnings than Cubans and Vietnamese, even after controlling for level 
of education, knowledge of English, and occupation. Also, no matter how long they 
have been here, the earnings of Mexicans, Nicaraguans, and Haitians remain flat, 
while those of Vietnamese and Cubans increase for each additional year of residence 
in the United States. Portes and Rumbaut come to this astonishing conclusion: 
"Hence, no matter how educated a Mexican or Haitian parent is, his or her chances 
of moving ahead economically are significantly constrained by the social environ- 
ment in which his or her group has become incorporated."" Thus, for these groups, 
a college degree yields no improvement in earnings. This conclusion flies in the face 
of conventional wisdom that education equals economic advancement. Clearly, 
other factors-race, context of incorporation, and others-are at work here. 

Even in the face of these Larger structural conditions, however, the school con- 
text can make a difference. Underachievement, as Jim Cummins has suggested, is 
also the result of the interactions between teachers, students, and their families:' 
When teachers respect and affirm the identities and experiences of students and their 
families, they also change the nature of the interactions they have with them, and 
this can help promote student achievement. In the case studies of both Ron and 
Paul, the staff's closeness with students and their families has paid off in the stu- 
dents' growing association with school and learning. 

Also, how students and communities perceive and react to schools is another 
consideration in explaining school achievement. However, in spite of the pertep- 
tions and reactionsof particular groups to schools, there are always individual ex- 
ceptions. Not all African American students, even those from economically 
oppressed communities, fail; some do not see school success as "acting White;" like- 
wise, not all voluntary immigrants are successful in school. Unless we look at  indi- 
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vidual cases as well as at entire groups, we fall into rather facile, but not always ac- 
curate, explanations of failure. These can lead to stereotypes and inappropriate ed- 
ucational expectations. 

School climate makes a difference in other ways as well. When teachers and 
schools believe their students are capable learners and they create appropriate 
learning environments for them, young people are given a clear and positive mes- 
sage about their worth and abilities. The policies and practices of schools, and 
the hope7 and expectations they have for students, are also key variables in ex- 
plaining student academic achievement. In Paul's case study, you will see the pos- 
itive effect that participating in developing the school rules had on him. In the 
case of Ron, he characterized the curriculum in his former schools as meaning- 
less because it "is not gonna lct us know who we really are as people." On the 
other hand, he described the curriculum in his new school as respecdng his iden- 
tity and experiences. 

Looking beyond just cultural and social class characteristics as determining 
school achievement can be empowering because it means that teachers and schools 
can do something about student learning. As we saw in Chapter 4, school charac- 
teristics that make a positive difference include an enriched and more demanding 
curriculum, respect for students' languages and cultures, high expectations for all 
students, and encouragement of parental involvement. 

Reforming school structures alone will not lead to substantive improvement in 
student achievement, however, if such changes are not accompanied by profound 
changes in what we believe students deserve and are capable of learning. In short, 
changing policies and practices is a necessary but insufficient condition for improv- 
ing academic achievement. As we have seen in the discussion about care, the nature 
of the relationships among students, teachers, and schools also ma.tter a great deal. 
This is where the issue of caring and mentoring matter most. 

Learning environments that may seem at first glance to be totally culturally in- 
appropriate for some students can in fact be effective. The so-called "Catholic 
school effect" is a case in point. In some ways, nothing seems more culturally in- 
compatible for African American and Latino students than a Catholic school. Bilin- 
gual programs are usually unavailable; classes tend to be overcrowded; and formal 
environments that stress individual excellence over cooperation are common. In 
spite of these conditions, Catholic schools have been successful environments for 
many Latino and African American children, especially those from poor cornmuni- 
ties. The literature points to the fact that Catholic schools, because of restricted re- 
sources, tend to offer all students a less differentiated curriculum, less tracking, and 
more academic classes. They also have clear, uncomplicated missions and strong so- 
cial  contract^.^ What may at f i s t  glance appear to be incongruous in terms of cul- 
tural compatibility is explained by school structures that imply high expectations for 
all students. 

This discussion leads us to the conclusion that school achievement can only be 
explained by taking into account multiple, competing, and dynamic conditions?the 
school's tendency to replicate society and its inequities, cultural and language in- 
compatibilities, the unfair and bureaucratic structures of schools, the nature of the 
relationships among students, teachers, and the communities they serve, and thepo- 
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litical relationship of particular groups to society and the schools. It is tricky busi- 
ness, however, to seek causal explanations for school success and failure. How nu- 
merous complex condit~ons are mediated within the school and home settings can 
also explain students' academic success or failure. All of these conditions help ex- 
plain in a lriore comprehensive way the massive school failure okmany students. 
This is the sociopolitical context of multicultural education, and it 'forms the basis 
for the conceptual framework that has been developed here. 

In this chapter, we have explored a number of theories regarding conditions that in- 
fluence school failure and success. The deficit theories popularized in the 1960s 
were responsible for much of our educational policy during that time and into the 
present. These theories assumed that children from families whose cultural back- 
grounds differed from the majority, or from poor neighborhoods, were either ge- 
netically or culturally inferior to culturally dominant children from the middle class. 

An alternative explanation developed during the 1970s was that schools were 
responsible for school failure because they reproduced the economic and social re- 
lations of society and, therefore, replicated structural inequality. During this time, 
the cultural mismatch theory was also developed. According to this theory, schools 
are unsuccessful with a substantial number of students because there is a mismatch 
between their home cultures and the culture of the school. The argument by John 
Ogbu and others that there is a crucial distinction between castelike minorities and 
immigrant minorities was developed during the late 1970s. This theory argues that 
cultural differences alone cannot explain the differential school achievement of dis- 
tinct "minority" groups. 

Resistance theory has also helped us understand that students and their families 
are frequently engaged in some form of resistance to the education to which they are 
exposed. Resistance may be either passive or active, and it may have consequences 
that are caunterproductive t o  the interests of the students who engage in it. Alter- 
natively, resistance can lead t o  a critical awareness of structural inequality and a de- 
sire to succeed academically in order to make change, as we shall see in both case 
studies that follow this chapter. 

Finally, the significance of caring relationships among students and their teach- 
ers has taken on great significance in the recent past. There is a growing awareness 
of the tremendous difference that teachers-and the schaol climate in general--can 
make in the lives and futures of young people. Teachers and schools that affirm stu- 
dents' identities, believe in their intelligence, and accept nothing less than the best 
have proven t o  be inspirational for young people, even if they live in otherwise dif- 
ficult circumstances. In fact, the case can be made that such relationships are even 
more important in' these cases. 9 

I have attempted to develop a comprehensive view of school achievement by 
providing an analysis and critique of a number of  theories. It is clear that no single 
explanation of academic achievement is sufficient to explain why some students 
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succeed in school and others fail. Rather, we need to understand school achievement 
as a combination of personal, cultural, familial, interactive, political, relational, and 
societal issues, and this means understanding the sociopolitical context in which ed- 
ucation takes place. 

+What did William Ryan mean by "culturally depriving schools"? Can you give 
some examples? 

Thpk of your own students. How accurate do you think John Ogbu's classifi- 
canon of voluntary and involuntary minorities is? Consider both the advantages 
and disadvantages of this theory. 

*?ink about schools and classroom with which you are familiar. Have you no- 
nced examples of student resistance? If so, what are they, and what is their ef- 
fect? 

+YOU and a group of your coueagues need to determine why a particular student 
has been doing poorly in your classes. What will you look at? Why? 

+If you teach in an elementary school, plan a visit to the homes of your students 
to get to know their families. Use the occasion to find out about the children- 
what they like and what motivates them to learn. Ask the families about some 
of the culturally enriching activities they are engaged in with their communities. 
If you teach in a middle or high school where you teach too many students to 
make home visits feasible, ask students to describe some of the activities they do 
with their families. How can you use what you've learned to create a more cul- 
turally affirming classroom? 

+Think about a teacher who has made a difference in your life. Try to get in 
touch with her or him. Tell that person how he or she influenced you, and ask 
for advice on how you can have the same impact on your students. What can 
you learn from this for your own teaching? 

Get together with a group of colleagues to discuss how students in your school 
display "resistance behaviors." What exact behaviors are they? Are these be- 
haviors getting in the way of their engagement with school? If so, what can you 
do about them? You may also want to visit one another's classrooms to l en ia  
pair of "fresh eyes" to the situation. Decide on a plan of action for your class- 
rooms, and come together again to talk about the results. 


