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groups in elementary school may lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy that extends through high 
school. Recent research indicates that students who were expected to perform at a lower 
level in elementary school actually performed worse on standardized reading and math tests 
in high school than their elementary school scores would have predicted and that this effect 
was more pronounced for high school math achievement of students from lower socioeco-
nomic families (Sorhagen, 2013).

Before discussing the effects of tracking on students, we should remember that the effects 
are caused not by tracking itself but by the different experiences students have in their respec-
tive tracks. Tracking affects higher and lower achieving students differently partly because 
of the different approaches teachers use (Gamoran, 2010). Table 19.1 contrasts the expe-
riences of students in higher and lower tracks. As a result of these experiences, students in 
gifted programs, honors classes, and advanced placement courses clearly benefit from tracking 
(Kulik & Kulik, 2004; Preckel, Götz, & Frenzel, 2010). In contrast, students in middle and 
lower tracks experience a small academic disadvantage (Kulik & Kulik, 2004). Looking at the 
overall effects of tracking—by comparing higher track and lower track students—does not 
give the entire picture. The effects of tracking also vary depending on factors such as subject 
matter and gender.

Tracking may be beneficial to many students when it is used for subjects that are hier-
archical, such as math. In tracked classes, teachers can focus instruction on the skill level of 
students, whereas in mixed-ability classes they need to cover some material that lower abil-
ity students have not yet learned and higher ability students have already mastered. Recent 
research on 24 countries including the United States indicates that middle school math 
instruction in homogeneous classes benefits all students except for students with very low 
ability (Huang, 2009). This finding supports previous research indicating that tracking for 
middle school math may benefit all but the lowest performing students and that rigorous 
and challenging instruction is the key factor in positive outcomes for students at all levels 
(Epstein & MacIver, 1992).

Tracking also may affect males and females differently. In middle school, high-achieving 
males tend to have lower aspirations than high-achieving females when tracked for English 
and math (Catsambis, Mulkey, & Crain, 1999, 2001). In math—a subject considered to be 
a “male domain”—high-achieving females spend more time on homework, perhaps because 
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TABLE 19.1	 A Comparison of Higher and Lower Track Experiences

HIGHER TRACK EXPERIENCE LOWER TRACK EXPERIENCE
•• Experienced teachers

•• Challenging curricula

•• Faster pace of instruction

•• More effort by students

•• Discussion and interactive teaching methods

•• Demanding and longer reading assignments

•• Use of independent projects and writing 
assignments to evaluate students

•• Completion of more advanced courses

•• Novice teachers

•• Lack of stimulating content

•• Slower pace of instruction

•• Less effort by students

•• Worksheets and rote instruction

•• Fewer writing assignments

•• Greater use of tests to evaluate students

•• Election to take fewer English, math, 
and science courses

SOURCES: Applebee, Langer, Nystrand, & Gamoran, 2003; Banks, 2006; Carbonaro, 2005; Darling-Hammond, 
1995; Gamoran, 2010; Loveless, 1999; Oakes, 1992, 2005; Watanabe, 2008.


