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Student Tracking.  Judgments by school administrators, 
counselors, and teachers affect children for a lifetime. There 
are several forms of separating students by ability in schools. 
Ability grouping places students into different-level groups 
within classes. This is often done by tracking or streaming. 
Tracking separates students into different-level classes 
within a school. Streaming, practiced in Europe and Asia but 
not in the United States, separates students into different sec-
ondary schools. All of these practices have the goal of allow-
ing educators to more effectively address the needs of 
students of different abilities.

Many sociologists of education have argued against 
tracking, pointing out that it contributes to the stratifica-
tion process that perpetuates inequality. Research finds 
that levels at which students are tracked correlate with 
factors such as the child’s background and ethnic group, 
language skills, appearance, and other socioeconomic 
variables (Loveless 2013; Rosenbaum 1999; A. Wells and 
Oakes 1996). Students from lower social classes and 
minority groups tend to be clustered in the lower tracks 
and complete fewer years of school (Lucas and Berends 
2002; Oakes et al. 1997). In other words, track placement 
is not always a measure of a student’s ability. It can be arbi-
trary, based on teachers’ impressions or questionable test 
results. Even language differences between teachers and 
students can affect placement.

On the other hand, tracking provides many benefits 
for teachers and students. In tracked classes, teachers do 
not have to slow down to help some students catch up 
while trying to make sure that their more advanced stu-
dents are not bored. Students tend to make more prog-
ress when working in groups with similar academic 
aptitudes.

Thinking Sociologically
Were you tracked in any subjects? What effect, if 
any, did this have on you? What effect did tracking 
have on friends of yours? How might tracking shape 
friendship networks?

School Funding.  The amount of money available to 
fund schools affects the types of programs they can 
offer, an important issue for nations that must compete 
in the global social and economic system. Money for 
education, in some societies, comes from central gov-
ernments and, in others, from a combination of federal, 
state, and local government and private sources, such as 
tuition, religious denominations, and philanthropies. In 
the United States, public school spending comes from 
local property taxes, as well as state and federal funds. 
On average, local governments provide 44% of educa-
tion funding for elementary and secondary school bud-

gets from income taxes, corporate taxes, sales 
taxes, and fees. States provide about 43%, 
mostly from property taxes. About 12% of edu-
cation funding comes from the federal govern-
ment (New America Foundation 2014).

The Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act, first passed by Congress in 1965, requires 
equitable state and local funding for high-poverty 
and low-income schools. States must send more 
money to low-income districts that have less 
money coming in from the local community than 
high-income districts. Many states were slow to 
respond to this requirement, and controversies 
over equitable school funding in the United 
States have reached the courtroom in a number 
of states. Most states, however, now contribute 
more state money to poor areas, so funding is dis-
tributed more evenly across districts within 
states than it once was (Education Law Center 
2013). Federal money has also helped narrow the 
gap in funding (Brown 2015).

Funding is a serious issue in many school districts, and rather than raise 
taxes, some school systems, such as this one in Colorado, have decided to 
sell advertising on the sides of school buses. Having a particular product 
being apparently “endorsed” by the school and exposed daily to children 
raises some concerns for some citizens.
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