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Middle School: Achievement Gap

PREPARE:
As you read the case, make notes:

1.	 WHO are the central characters in the case? Describe them.

2.	 WHAT is taking place?

3.	 WHERE is the case taking place? Is the environment a factor?

4.	 WHEN is the case taking place? Is the timing a factor?

Jarrod and Tamara Patterson met dur-
ing college and are both teachers in the 
Chicago area. They live in the suburbs, 
where Jarrod teaches third grade. 
Tamara completed her student teach-
ing at an inner-city school. She wanted 
to continue in a similar school district, so she takes the train into the city each day to teach 
history in a public middle school.

Over the years, Jarrod and Tamara have had a number of arguments about education. Some of 
their disagreements stem from the developmental differences in their students—as Jarrod 
works with younger students—but their liveliest disagreements involve the differences between 
suburban and urban classrooms. Ninety percent of Tamara’s students are African American and 
live in households where the median annual income is around $33,000. In contrast, 79% of 
Jarrod’s students are White, 9% are Latino, 8% are Hispanic, and only 3% are African American. 
The median annual income for households in Jarrod’s school district is $83,000.

As they begin their drive into the city to run errands on Saturday morning, Tamara reminds 
Jarrod that she needs to stop by her classroom to pick up some papers. She forgot them 
yesterday and needs to finish grading them before Monday morning. Jarrod doesn’t 
respond—he has taken the opportunity to read the newspaper while Tamara drives.

“Listen to this,” he begins. “A new study examined the ‘achievement gap’—you know, the 
idea that African Americans perform more poorly compared to Whites. Says here that some 
researchers found that the differences in achievement levels between African Americans and 
Whites no longer exist.”

Tamara responds skeptically, “How did they determine that?”

“Well, it says that the researchers found no differences in the GPAs of students from several 
ethnic backgrounds, including African American and White students,” replies Jarrod.

Tamara pushes the issue. “Who were the students? How did they get information about 
GPA? Did they use the official records?”

Jarrod replies, “It doesn’t give that many details.” 

As they pull into the school parking lot, Tamara announces, “The newspaper shouldn’t print 
those statements without supplying more details.” She grabs the newspaper out of  
Jarrod’s hands and says, “Come on. While we are inside getting my papers, we can proba-
bly find more information about the study on the web.”
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