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Abstract— Although there is a general sense among educational researchers that the practice of ability
grouping is widespread, national descriptive statistics on the subject are scarce. This note presents data
from the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 that suggest a sizeable majority of 8th and 10th
grade students are tracked. Also, it is found that informal tracking patterns in the 8th grade and 10th
grade seem to be broadly similar. Lastly, we note that students from low socioeconomic backgrounds,
blacks, and Hispanics are more likely to be enrolled in lower track classes and less likely to be in upper

track classes. [JEL 120]

1. INTRODUCTION

A GREAT DEAL of academic research has been
devoted to investigating the controversial issues sur-
rounding ability grouping, or tracking.' Concerns that
factors other than ability are used to determine track
placement, and that tracking is detrimental to student
learning have prompted many schools to reconsider
their tracking policies. Despite this intense interest,
national student-level data on the most basic aspects
of the practice are difficult to find.? Using information
on 8th and 10th graders obtained from the National
Education Longitudinal Study of 1988, a nationally
representative student survey, we attempt to fill this
gap in the literature.

Specifically, we present basic descriptive data on
tracking patterns in public secondary schools in the
United States. In addition, we investigate whether the
extent of tracking differs by grade, and ask if there
is a relationship between tracking patterns and the
socioeconomic status of students. Finally, we exam-
ine the racial/ethnic breakdown of students in each
track. We hope that this overview provides useful
information for policy makers and researchers alike.

2. THE DATA

Our data source is the first two waves of the
National Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988
(NELS), conducted by the National Center for Edu-
cation Statistics (1992). NELS provides 8th and 10th
grade data (from the years 1988 and 1990,
respectively) on more than 20,000 students across the
United States. It is unique among nationally represen-
tative student surveys in that it allows the researcher
to link a student with a particular class and teacher
in a given subject area (either mathematics, science,
english or social studies).

Teachers were asked to provide information on the
overall achievement level and academic track of their
class. Thus we are able to avoid using student self-
reports, which have been shown to be unreliable mea-
sures of actual track assignment (Rosenbaum, 1980).
Eighth and 10th grade classes were characterized by
teachers as above average, average, below average,
or heterogenous, according to the overall achievement
level of students as compared to the school average.’
Tenth grade classes were also divided into the more
traditional categories of honors, academic, general,
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Table 1. Percent of 8th grade public school students in average, above average, below average, and heterogenous classes
by subject, 1988

Math English Science Social studies

(8953) (8874) (8337) (8321)
Above average 25.8 258 23.1 23.6
Average 38.8 38.7 37.8 383
Below average 20.9 19.8 17.2 17.8
Heterogenous 14.4 15.7 21.8 20.2

Notes: Sample sizes in parentheses. Population weights were used to correct for the over-sampling of certain groups.
See National Center for Education Statistics (1992, pp. 33 and 45) for a discussion of the weights used in NELS.

Table 2. Percent of 10th grade public school students in average, above average, below average, and heterogenous classes
by subject, 1990

Math English Science Social studies

(6210) (7538) (5253) (3624)
Above average 24.6 253 29.1 25.6
Average 394 41.6 41.5 42.5
Below average 25.1 18.4 17.7 14.2
Heterogenous 10.8 14.7 11.6 17.7

Notes: Sample sizes in parentheses. Population weights were used to correct for the over-sampling of certain groups.
See National Center for Education Statistics (1992, pp. 33 and 45) for a discussion of the weights used in NELS.

Table 3. Percent of 10th grade public school students in honors, academic, general, vocational and other classes by subject,

1990

Math English Science Social studies

(6232) (7642) (5312) (3719)
Honors 9.9 16.7 1.3 12.2
Academic 528 33.0 428 389
General 309 42.6 410 44.8
Vocational 3.6 24 1.7 1.4
Other 2.8 53 33 2.7

Notes: Sample sizes in parentheses. Population weights were used to correct for the over-sampling of certain groups.
See National Center for Education Statistics (1992, pp. 33 and 45) for a discussion of the weights used in NELS.

vocational or other track.* These tracking measures
were combined with standard information from stud-
ent, parent, and administrator questionnaires to prod-
uce the student-level statistics presented below.

3. DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS

Table 1 presents tracking data for 8th graders in
math, english, science, and social studies classes. Per-

haps the most striking feature of Table 1 is the high
proportion of students who are, at least informally,
tracked in the 8th grade. For instance, only 14.4% of
students enrolled in math were in a class considered
by its teacher to have students of widely differing
achievement levels. The corresponding figure for stu-
dents taking english is 15.7%, while approximately
20% of science and social studies students were
enrolled in heterogenous classes.
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It is also clear from Table I that 8th grade tracking
patterns do not differ substantially by subject. In each
subject approximately a quarter of the students were
enrolled in above average achievement classes, and a
little less than 40% were enrolled in average achieve-
ment classes. Students in science and social studies
were somewhat more likely to be enrolled in a heter-
ogenous class than students in either math or english.

Basic ability grouping data for 10th graders is pre-
sented in Table 2. Again, a sizable majority of stu-
dents in all four subjects are in homogenous classes.
In fact, between 8th and 10th grade there is a modest
but noticeable shift away from heterogenous to hom-
ogenous classes. This shift is most pronounced for
students taking math and science. Only 10.8% and
11.6% of 10th grade math and science students were
enrolled in heterogenous classes, respectively. In con-
trast, statistics presented by Oakes, 1990 (p. 20) indi-
cate that approximately 20% of secondary math and
science classes (as opposed to students) were not
tracked in the mid-eighties.> Although this compari-
son suggests that heterogenous classes tended to be
smaller than tracked classes, we found no evidence
of this in the NELS data.®

Table 3 examines the distribution of 10th graders
across the traditional high school tracks in each of the
four subject areas. With the exception of those
enrolled in math, students are almost evenly divided
between academic and non-academic classes. In
math, on the other hand, more than 60% of 10th grad-
ers are in what would be considered academic or col-
lege-preparatory classes. In all subjects, a small min-
ority of students are enrolled in classes considered to
be vocational or ‘‘other’’ track, while a somewhat
larger minority are enrolled in honors classes.

In Tables 4 and 5 students are divided into quartiles
according to socioeconomic status.” A great deal of
research has been devoted to investigating whether
family background variables are important determi-
nants of track placement.® Although evidence from
past studies (which typically control for student
ability and other factors) has been mixed, it is clear

from these tables that if one does not control for
ability, a strong correlation between socioeconomic
status and track placement exists.

For instance, whereas over 30% of english students
in the highest socioeconomic quartile are enrolled in
honors or advanced classes, the corresponding figure
for students in the lowest quartile is 7.7%. In math,
18.7% of students in the highest quartile are enrolled
in an honors class as compared to only 3.7% of stu-
dents in the lowest quartile. It is interesting to note,
however, that there is only a weak relationship between
socioeconomic status and the percentage of students in
heterogenous classes, with students from the best back-
grounds somewhat less likely to be in these classes.

Lastly, Tables 6 and 7 present tracking data by the
race and ethnicity of the student. The data in these
tables pertain to 10th graders. Similar data on 8th gra-
ders are presented by Braddock and Dawkins (1993).

It is clear from these tables that blacks and Hispan-
ics are less likely to be enrolled in upper-track
classes, and more likely to be enrolled in non-aca-
demic classes than whites. This pattern is present for
both the formal and informal 10th grade tracking
measures. The relationship between race, ethnicity
and heterogenous. classes is more difficult to charac-
terize. For instance, whites are underrepresented in
heterogenous math and science classes as compared
to blacks and Hispanics, whereas in english classes
this is not the case. Overall, the data in Tables 6 and
7 support the often voiced criticism that ability group-
ing tends to lead to race separation (see, for instance,
Oakes, 1992, p. 13).

4. CONCLUSION

The purpose of this note has been to provide
descriptive statistics on student tracking in the United
States. We hope that this information will inform edu-
cational policy and facilitate further research on the
numerous issues surrounding the use of tracking in
U.S. schools. Additional data on tracking patterns by
region of the country, and degree of urbanization are
available upon request from the authors.

NOTES

1. See, for instance, Slavin (1987) and Slavin (1990) for reviews of the literature on the effects of ability

grouping on the achievement of elementary and secondary students. See Braddock and Slavin (1993)
or Oakes (1992) for broader surveys of the issues having to do with the tracking of students.

2. Published studies that provide information on the extent of tracking in the United States are Braddock
(1990) and Oakes (1990). However, the unit of analysis in Braddock (1990) is the school as opposed
to the individual student, and in Oakes (1990) the unit of analysis is the classroom.

3. Specifically, teachers were asked, ‘‘[w}hich of the following best describes the achievement level of
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the 8th [10th] graders in this class compared with the average 8th [10th] grade student in the school?
Higher achievement levels, average achievement levels, lower achievement levels, or widely differing
achievement levels.”” Of course, one cannot assume that every teacher in the sample interpreted this
question in the same manner. However, given the available data, this is the only method of dis-
tinguishing between heterogenous and tracked classes. It should also be noted that other reasearch has
relied on similar tracking measures (Oakes, 1990), and that there is evidence that teacher perceptions
with regard to class homogeneity closely correspond to information provided by school administrators
(Slavin et al., 1989).

4. Teachers were asked, ‘‘[w]hich of the following best describes the ‘track’ this class is considered to
be? Academic, advanced or honors, general, vocational/technical/business, or other?”’

5. The measure of tracking used by Oakes (1990) is almost identical to that in the NELS data. Teachers
were asked if their classes were composed of students of a wide range of ability levels, predominantly
low ability levels, predominantly average ability levels, or predominantly high ability levels (Oakes,
1990, p. 19).

6. Students taking a tracked 10th grade math class had an average of 22.5 peers in their class. The
corresponding figure for students in untracked 10th grade math classes was 22.8. Differences of simi-
larly small magnitudes were found for students in other subjects.

7. Socioeconomic status was determined using information on family income and parents’ occupation
and education. See National Center for Education Statistics (1992), (p. 125) for details on the construc-
tion of this variable.

8. Recent work in this area has been done by Sorensen (1987), Gamoran and Mare (1989) and Gamoran
(1992). Earlier studies include Heynes (1974), Alexander et al. (1978), and Rehberg and Rosenthal
(1978). Also, see Argys et al. (forthcoming) for an analysis using NELS data. Brewer et al.
(forthcoming) provides a non-technical description of this analysis.

REFERENCES

ALEXANDER, K.L., Cook, M. and McDiLL, E.L. (1978). Curriculum tracking and educational stratification:
some further evidence. American Sociological Review 43, (February), pp. 47-66.

ARGYS, LM, REEs, D.I. and BREWER, D.J. (Forthcoming). The impact of ability grouping on High School
achievement: evidence from NELS. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, National Center
for Education Statistics.

BrabDOCK, J.H. (1990). Tracking in the middle grades: national patterns of grouping for instruction. Phi
Delta Kappan 71, pp. 445-449.

BRADDOCK, J.H. and Dawkins, M.P. (1993). Ability grouping, aspirations, and attainments: evidence from
the National Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988. Journal of Negro Education 62, pp. 324-336.

BRADDOCK, J.H. and Sravin, RE. (1993). Why ability grouping must end: achieving exceilence and
equity in American education. The Journal of Intergroup Relations 20, pp. 51-64.

BREWER, D.J., REEs, D.I. and ArGys, L.M. (Forthcoming). Detracking America’s schools: the costless
reform? Phi Delta Kappan.

GAMORAN, A. (1992). Access to excellence: assignment to honors english classes in the transition from
Middle to High School. Education Evaluation and Policy Analysis 14, pp. 185-204.

GAMORAN, A. and MARE, R.D. (1989). Secondary school tracking and educational inequality: compen-
sation, reinforcement, or neutrality? American Journal of Sociology 94, pp. 1146-1183.

HEYNES, B. (1974). Social selection and stratification within schools. American Journal of Sociology 79,
pp- 1434-1451.

National Center For Education Statistics, 1992. First Follow-Up: Student Component Data File User’s
Manual. Washington, DC: NCES.

OAKEs, J. (1992). Can tracking research inform practice? Technical, normative, and political consider-
ations. Educational Researcher 21, pp. 12-21.

OAKES, J. (1990). Multiplying Inequalities: The Effects of Race, Social Class, and tracking on Opport-
unities to Learn Mathematics and Science. R-39928-NSF. Santa Monica: RAND

REHBERG, R.A., ROSENTHAL, E.R. (1978). Class and Merit and the American High School. New York:
Longman Inc.

RoseNBAUM, J.E. (1980). Track misperceptions and frustrated college plans: an analysis of the effects of
tracks and track perceptions in the National Longitudinal Survey. Sociology of Education §3, pp. 74-88.

SLaviN, R.E. (1990). Achievement effects of ability grouping in secondary schools: a best evidence
synthesis. Review of Educational Research 60, pp. 471-499.

SiLaviN, R.E. (1987). Ability grouping and student achievement in elementary schools: a best-evidence
synthesis. Review of Educational Research 57, pp. 293-336.

SLavIN, R.E,, BRADDOCK, J.H., HALL, C. and PETZA, R.J. (1989). Alternatives to Ability Grouping. Balti-
more, MD: Center for Research on Effective Schooling for Disadvantaged Students.



Tracking in the United States: Descriptive Statistics from NELS

SORENSEN, A B. (1987). The organizational differentiation of students in schools as an opportunity struc-
ture. In The Social Organization of Schools: New Conceptualizations of the Leaning Process (Edited
by Maureen T. Hallinan). New York: Plenum Press, pp. 103-129.

89



