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Detracked — And going strong

A diverse high
school detracks
its freshman
courses and
sees impressive
gains down the
road in terms of
AP attendance

and achievement scores.

By Peter Bavis

In 2010, Evanston Township High School dramatically
changed its freshman year for incoming students. The
school detracked freshman English, history, and
biology courses for the vast majority of students — and,
by doing so, removed barriers for historically under-
represented student groups and provided greater
access and opportunity to all.

The school’s rationale? Students who have access to
and succeed in the most rigorous courses have
opportunities to attend college and earn more during
their careers than those without similar access or
success.
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The fact is, income gaps are widening, and gaps in
academic achievement persist. Across the United
States, gaps of between 25 and 30 points in reading and
mathematics between whites and blacks and between
whites and Hispanics have been consistent from 1992
to 2013 (Kena et al., 2014). These gaps contribute to
opportunity gaps — and Evanston Township decided to
do something about it.

The change was met with controversy in the
community and in the media. The Chicago Tribune
editorial board (2010) characterized our freshman
restructuring as “Honors? Horrors!” claiming that
restructuring would not have a positive effect on
student achievement and would actually hurt college
prospects for top students.

That was six years ago. Today, the school is thriving.
Student access to and success in honors and Advanced
Placement (AP) courses are at all-time highs. We’ve
received national attention in both the National
Journal (Quinton, 2015) and PBS NewsHour (Friedman,
2015). In addition, we hosted a sold-out American
Educational Research Association site visit.

The impetus for change

Evanston Township High School, located just north of
Chicago, enrolls 2,300 students and is 30% black, 16%
Hispanic, 43% white, and 41% low income. Throughout
its 132-year history, the school has wrestled with the
achievement gap. Although Evanston was a founding
member of the Minority Student Achievement Network
— a national coalition of multiracial, suburban-urban
school districts that came together in 1999 to eliminate
achievement and opportunity gaps — incoming
freshmen were rigidly tracked. They were assigned to
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honors, mixed-honors, mixed-regular, and regular
tracks based on a single standardized test score from
8th grade. The designation of “honors” didn’t even take
into consideration how students actually performed in
class. This approach resulted in a structural barrier to
mobility, which all but excluded students in regular
tracks from accessing the most rigorous curriculum
throughout their high school careers.

Access to AP courses was constrained through a rigid
set of prerequisites and teacher recommendations. As
a result, although the percentage of successful AP
students was high, participation and diversity were low
(Bavis, Arey, & Leibforth, 2015).

Before the restructuring, there was also great
variability in the curriculum. Inconsistency of
expectations, assessments, and semester exams
resulted in a student experience that largely depended
on the student’s placement and teacher.

In 2010, the board of education adopted an equity and
excellence statement to guide the district’s work:
“Embracing its diversity, Evanston Township High
School dedicates itself to educating all students to their
fullest potential.” Central to this statement is the dual
focus on raising achievement for all students.
Concurrently, the board approved restructuring
freshman English, history, and biology courses.

Superintendent Eric Witherspoon clari韘�ed the bene韘�ts
of restructuring, noting that it:

Creates a stronger learning environment;
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Social psychologist and educator Claude Steele (2010)
has found that feedback grounded in high standards, as
in the rubrics used in the freshman restructured
classes, reduces stereotype threat in students of color.
In stereotype threat, students feel at risk of con�
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students of color in AP classes signals that students of
color belong in that space.

A primary goal of freshman restructuring was for more
students to have access to and be successful in honors
and AP courses as they progress through 11th and 12th
grade. This goal was supported by an emerging
consensus in the scholarly literature that even
attempting an AP class increases a student’s academic
trajectory (Bowen, Chingos, & McPherson, 2009;
Jackson, 2010; Keng & Dodd, 2007). Rp7). Rdd,lbqqboqR acm 12tt spacent’s up, r� r dqby P cla
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highest number of college-ready scores of 3 or more on
AP exams. More important, each subgroup posted the
best results they’ve ever seen on each of these
measures.For our 2016 graduating cohort, across all
historic placement groups, there was an increase in the
percentage of students enrolling in at least one AP
course in 11th grade. The greatest increase — 113% —
involved students who would normally have placed
into a regular-level course freshman year崀 rtu

http://www.kappanonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/K1612_2Feature1_Bavis_Fig1.png


5/4/2017 Detracked — And going strong ­ kappanonline.org

http://www.kappanonline.org/detracked­and­going­strong/ 8/16

all students can master these skills, that learning
requires effort, and that she doesn’t expect them to get
things right the 韘�rst time they try. She’s found this
message is particularly effective with traditional
honors-level students, who often believe they should
already know everything and who may be reluctant to
try new things for fear of failure.

Is it working? Yes. Noted Mallory, “More students
achieving at higher levels is the trend in all my classes.
These trends aren’t just highly rewarding; they also
validate the hard work of teaching.”

Evanston Township has partnered with Northwestern
University to form a technical advisory group to
evaluate the long-term outcomes of freshman
restructuring. This group is looking at a variety of
academic outcomes: the increase in enrollment in
honors and AP courses, the increase in academic
achievement as measured by course grades, the
increase in ACT scores, the increase in AP scores, the
increase in graduation rates, and the increase in
college acceptance and retention rates.

The importance of
noncognitive factors

Rigor is not enough to get
such good results.
Noncognitive factors also
shape students’ school
performance (Dweck, 2006;
Farrington et al., 2012).
These include behaviors,
skills, and attitudes that are
essential to academic
achievement but are not necessarily re៚�ected in test

http://www.kappanonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/K1612_2Feature1_Bavis_Fig2.png
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scores. For example, students who possess a sense of
belonging, believe that effort pays off, and that
academic work has personal value have stronger
academic outcomes than their peers who do not
possess these beliefs. The research suggests that
interventions focused on changing students’ beliefs
about their intelligence and on other psychological
factors can have transformative effects on their school
experience and their grades. In particular,
interventions designed to change academic mindsets
have been shown to have signi韘�cant effects on the
achievement of racial and ethnic minority students
(Aronson, Cohen, & McColskey, 2009).

Belief systems relating to motivation, effort, and locus
of control — that is, how strongly students believe they
have control over their lives — are interrelated;
together, they can in៚�uence academic behavior. If
students believe ability is 韘�xed, they’re less likely to be
self-motivated and persistent compared with students
who believe that their own efforts can increase their
academic ability and performance. If students believe
they can be successful in school, they’re more likely to c er v@   to c erchto o rchto o rch�　 o  mv
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includes more than 275 members from diverse
backgrounds, from students who have taken or are
taking AP courses to faculty and staff.

Our overarching purpose

With the overhaul of the freshman year, a far wider
range of students now has access to and is
experiencing success in advanced coursework. If we
have any hope of reducing persistent achievement
gaps and ever-widening income inequality, increasing
students’ access to advanced courses and improving
their chances of success in those classes are good
places to start.
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Name (required) Email (required) Website

The earned honors model provides a GPA
boost and a challenge. Now I take and do
well in AP courses.

PETER BAVIS (bavisp@eths.k12.il.us) is assistant
superintendent for curriculum and instruction at
Evanston Township High School, Evanston, Ill.
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