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B Y  D E N N I S  S P A R K S

J
SD: During the 2000-01
school year, you did a sur-
vey of middle and high
school students in high-
performing suburban
school districts to better
understand racial and eth-
nic achievement disparities

in those districts. Before we get into
the results of this survey, I’d like to
learn about the Minority Student
Achievement Network for whom you
did the study.

Ferguson: The network was con-
vened a few years back by Allan
Alson, who is the superintendent of

the high school district in Evanston,
Ill. The district had been working to
address the gap between black and
Latino students, on the one hand, and
white and Asian students on the other
hand. It occurred to him that other
districts must be facing the same chal-
lenges. He identified 15 potential
partners, all but one of whom accept-
ed an invitation to join in searching
for ways to help black and Latino stu-
dents do better academically.

My affiliation with the network
came through two different routes.
One affiliation came about because I

was working already with Shaker
Heights, Ohio, and Shaker was one of
the schools in the network. The other
connection was through Edmund
Gordon, who convened a group of
researchers to support the work of the
network. I was invited to be part of
that group.

SURVEY FINDS KEY DIFFERENCES

JSD: Let’s talk about the survey of
secondary students you did for the
network.

Ferguson: The “Ed-Excel
Assessment of Secondary School
Student Culture,” also known in the
network as the Cornell Survey, was
developed by John Bishop at Cornell
University with a little help from me
and Robert Strauss at Carnegie
Mellon. The Minority Student
Achievement Network was interested
in how students were experiencing
school in their districts, what their
achievement orientations were, what
types of peer support or lack thereof
students were experiencing, and how
that might vary by race and ethnicity.

We found far fewer racial and eth-
nic differences than we had expected
among roughly 40,000 middle and
high school students we surveyed.
Students’ self-reports about their
interest in their studies and the value
of high achievement were very similar.
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We care,
therefore
they learn
Project about the achievement gap demonstrates

that encouragement can lead to achievement
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Ronald F. Ferguson:
“We found far fewer
racial and ethnic differ-
ences than we expected
among roughly 40,000
middle and high school
students we surveyed.”
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It wasn’t that students reported terri-
bly high levels of interest, but rather
that the various groups had pretty
uniform, moderate levels of interest.
There were no systematic differences
in the amount of time students said
they spent on their homework when
we controlled for course levels, except
for Asians, who spent somewhat more
time on homework. In fact, among
blacks, Latinos, and whites in the
same classes, the similarity in reported
time on homework was remarkable.
In addition, there were virtually no
differences among any of the groups,
including Asians, in how interesting
they reported their studies to be. 

Given that, though, we did find
some important differences. The first
category was in family background
support. Even in these upper-middle
income, somewhat elite school dis-

tricts, half of the black stu-
dents and roughly a third
of the Latino students said
that they lived with one
parent or neither com-
pared to a percentage in
the mid-teens for white
students. Although parents
are more highly educated
in these communities than
the general population,
there were still racial and

ethnic gaps in the number of years of
schooling parents had. There were
also gaps in the number of books and
computers students said were in their
homes. So when we try to understand
disparities in student achievement,
differences in supports outside of
school are an important part of the
story.

The second major category of dif-
ference was in the percentage of their
studies that students reported they
understood well. Roughly half of
blacks and Latinos reported that they
completely understood half or less of
what they were reading for school,
and roughly the same percentage (in
other words, half or less) of their

teachers’ lessons. For white and Asian
students, 25% to 30% understood
half or less. These group disparities
are consistent with various measures
we have of achievement, such as test
scores and grade point averages. They
highlight the importance of attending
seriously to basic pedagogy and of
finding ways to help students learn
the things they initially find difficult
to understand.

A third category of differences
reveals a disconnect between what
teachers see in terms of homework
completion rates and behavior com-
pared to what students report about
the amount of time they spend on
their homework and their actual
interest in their studies. The students’
self-reports in the survey indicate that
blacks and Latinos have lower home-
work completion rates. In addition,
between 15% and 20% of blacks and
Latinos, but only 5% to 10% of
whites or Asians, agree with the state-
ment, “My behavior in this class
sometimes annoys the teacher.” Such
differences in homework completion
and behavior are among the reasons
some teachers and other observers
believe black and Latino students do
not work as hard or care as much
about their studies as whites and
Asians do. But such beliefs may be
wrong. As I said a moment ago, stu-
dents of all groups report similar lev-
els of interest in their studies and only
Asians stand out as reporting more
time on homework than classmates.
My current reading of the evidence is
that group differences in homework
completion appear most related to
gaps in skills and resources at home,
not effort or time on task.

The fourth major category of dif-
ferences was in the importance that
students attributed to encouragement
from their teachers compared to
demands. When we asked students
about the most important reasons
they worked hard in school, there was
usually little or no racial or ethnic dif-
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ference in the percentage of students
identifying any particular reason.
There was a difference, however, for
teacher encouragement contrasted
with demands. Roughly 30% of white
students said they worked hard
because their teachers encouraged
them and roughly 30% said they did
so because their teachers demanded it.
However, for black students, 46%
said they worked hard because their
teachers encouraged them and only
16% indicated they did so because
their teachers demanded it. That con-
stitutes a 3-to-1 emphasis on encour-
agement compared to demand for
black students, compared to a roughly
1-to-1 ratio for whites. Latinos were
in the middle with about a 2-to-1
ratio. For Asians, it was a ratio of
about 1.5-to-1. These data call atten-
tion to the importance of teacher-
student relationships and the quality
of communication in affecting stu-
dent effort and intellectual engage-
ment in the classroom. That finding
has been a primary influence in my
work with schools.

JSD: Would you expect black and
Latino students to report similar
views regarding encouragement and
demand in non-elite schools?

Ferguson: At the moment, I don’t
know. John Bishop has data from a
number of different kinds of places
that will provide at least first-cut
answers to your question, but they
have not yet been analyzed to answer
your specific question.

TEACHER ENCOURAGEMENT

JSD: I’d like to learn more about
your views on teacher-student rela-
tionships and teacher encouragement,
factors that you regard as key in the
academic success of black and Latino
students.

Ferguson: From the student per-
spective, teachers who encourage stu-
dents combine emotional support and
instrumental assistance. For instance,
students say they find it encouraging

when a teacher really spends time
helping them understand instead of
giving quick, incomplete answers that
leave them still confused. The teacher
may meet with the student after
school and not seem in a big hurry to
leave. It shows that the teacher really
wants them to understand, and it
gives them hope. There seem to be
three themes. First, “You can do this!”
Second, “I’m here to help.” And
third, “I’m going to take great pleas-
ure in your success!”

Students don’t really have much
to say about the demand side of
teachers’ behavior. However, I see
demands, especially in the absence of
encouragement, as power plays.
They’re assertions by teachers that
students should do particular things
because teachers say so, and if stu-
dents don’t, there will be conse-
quences. There is a threat in the
demand, not an offer of assistance.
Encouragement is about caring and
assistance, not power.

The work we are doing this year
indicates that a teacher’s demand may
be understood as either friendly or
hostile, depending upon whether the
teacher is perceived as caring or not. I
did a study of community-based pro-
grams in the early 1990s. A teacher at
one of the sites said, “Once these kids
know you care, they’ll walk through
walls for you.” When we visit a school
or program where kids really feel sup-
ported, they sometimes will tell us,
“Here it’s different. They really care
about you; it’s almost like a family.”
Students say that adults in these
schools go above and beyond the call
of duty, and that they don’t give up
on them. Neither do they allow stu-
dents to give up on themselves.

Teachers often believe that they
have to lay down the law with stu-
dents — that they have to threaten
students to get them to do the work.
This view can lead to too many
demands and not enough encourage-
ment. The goal is to find the right

combination of the two.
Consequently, we try to help teachers
see that it’s not an either/or proposi-
tion and that these qualities can com-
plement one another.

TIME AND KNOWLEDGE

JSD: You’ve been talking about
teachers’ beliefs about the relative
importance of demands and encour-
agement. Another critical part of this,
it seems to me, is teachers’ beliefs
regarding the capacity of students to
learn. 

Ferguson: I did a survey in 1993
at a summer training institute with
teachers in schools that were at risk of
being taken over by the state of
Oklahoma because of the low per-
formance of their students. The sur-
vey asked teachers how likely it was
that students at their
schools could perform at
the level of an upper-mid-
dle income suburb if the
conditions were right. To a
surprising degree, teachers
thought it was likely that
their students could reach
that level. Another set of
questions asked teachers for
their explanations regard-
ing the reasons they didn’t
do as well as they might.
We asked about time,
knowledge, effort, supervi-
sory support, and freedom in the
classroom. Time and knowledge were
their top two responses. If you com-
bine the answers to these two sets of
questions, teachers were saying that
while someone may be able to get
their students to a higher level, a lack
of knowledge on their part was a pri-
mary reason for their limited success.
So teachers’ expectations for students
are conditional — based upon their
beliefs about their own capacities to
successfully teach their students. 

THE TRIPOD PROJECT

JSD: I’d like to know more about
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the kinds of professional development
that you believe increase teachers’ use
of encouragement for minority stu-
dents and that improve teacher/stu-
dent relationships.

Ferguson: The 2002-03 school
year was the first full implementation
year for something we call the Tripod
Project, which was developed during
the preceding two years in collabora-
tion with teachers and administrators
in Shaker Heights. The program is
now in place in a number of school
districts in several states. The tripod’s
three legs are content, pedagogy, and
relationships. As with a tripod, if any
one leg is too weak, the whole thing
topples.

The project is built around five
challenges that people face whenever

they work together to
accomplish something.
I’ve found these challenges
listed in the same
sequence in several differ-
ent literatures. The chal-
lenges are to have a suc-
cessful beginning in which
people feel optimistic
about working together;
to cope effectively with
early power struggles, bal-
ancing leadership control
and the freedom of partic-
ipants; to clarify goals and
develop a shared, ambi-
tious commitment to
achieve them; to work
industriously toward
achieving goals, overcom-

ing any setbacks; and to end with a
shared sense of accomplishment and
an optimism about the future. 

The Tripod Project applies this
framework to teachers and students in
classrooms. Each of the five challenges
is the subject of a kickoff meeting.
The kickoff meeting is the opening of
a module during which teachers share
strategies and try new ideas related to
the challenge.

The first kickoff meeting is an all-

school faculty meeting a day or two
before the school year begins. The
meeting addresses ways of helping
students to feel trusting and interested
during the first days and weeks of the
school year. During the first 10 min-
utes, teachers view a videotape in
which teachers and students talk
about what they want to have happen
on the first day of class and what
they’re concerned or worried about.
Teachers then spend 10 minutes
responding in writing to several
prompts about how to have a good
start to the school year. Our web site
includes examples of the kinds of
things teachers have written. During
the next 10 minutes, a panel of five
students from the school talk about
the first day and week of class —
what they worry about and what they
like teachers to do. Students then
answer questions for about five min-
utes. The last 25 minutes is a whole-
group conversation among the teach-
ers about what they’ve just seen and
heard. 

At this first meeting, students tell
teachers things that most have never
heard before, things such as really
wanting to know a bit about their
teachers as people. Many teachers are
surprised to hear that. They’ve wanted
to share more about themselves and
connect on a personal level but had
never felt authorized to do that.
Among other things students say is
that they like icebreakers at the begin-
ning of the school year to get to know
their classmates and teachers so that
they can feel comfortable asking ques-
tions and not fear looking stupid in
front of others if they make mistakes.

A second task we address is strik-
ing a balance between teacher control
and student autonomy. This meeting
has the same format as the first —
videotape, prompts, a panel of stu-
dents, and open discussion. But it ’s a
bit more contentious and uncomfort-
able than the first one. Some teachers
don’t like it because they believe the

issues raised concerning student
autonomy are solely in their domain
of authority. In addition, the kinds of
things the students say on the panel
can be uncomfortable for some teach-
ers. Some students report that some
teachers yell too much or are too con-
trolling. They also describe teaching
styles that aren’t controlling enough.
Of course, students are cautioned in
advance not to mention any teacher
by name, pro or con. The discussion
eventually focuses on the balance
between teacher control and student
autonomy and what a good balance
looks like in the classroom.

The third meeting focuses on cul-
tivating ambition rather than ambiva-
lence in students regarding their goals
for achievement. Instruction needs to
engender in students a sense of possi-
bility regarding their success because
it’s hard for students to be ambitious
about goals they believe they can’t
achieve. It also helps if the classroom
experience is enjoyable and students
see the relevance of what they’re learn-
ing. In addition, it’s about students
feeling supported by adults and peers,
which is a continuation of the rela-
tionship issues raised in earlier ses-
sions. During the session teachers
share their ideas about how to create
these conditions in their classrooms.

A fourth meeting addresses indus-
triousness vs. disengagement. Ideally,
it focuses more directly on the con-
tent and pedagogy legs of the tripod
and teaching for student understand-
ing. Students are most likely to
become disengaged if they don’t think
they’re smart enough or that the
teacher can explain the material in
ways that they can understand it. The
opening videotape for this meeting
concerns the need for teachers to
stretch themselves and to search
together for ways of helping students
understand difficult material. The dis-
cussion concerns ways of working
together to share ideas about peda-
gogy. It begins the process of identify-
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ing skills and concepts that challenge
students the most and ways that
teachers can collaborate over time to
broaden their instructional reper-
toires.

TRUST IS BASIC

JSD: While you were talking, I
found myself thinking that many
adults in schools don’t experience
such qualities in their own work lives.
I’m curious what you’ve learned about
the role of adult relationships and
school culture in this work. I’m par-
ticularly interested in how trust
among adults affects your work.

Ferguson: It’s been fascinating.
All the issues in this framework have
appeared among adults as we’ve
worked together, including between
me and those in the schools. It’s
important, obviously, that people
trust me. For example, some of the
teachers who haven’t been as central
to the evolution of this work as others
resist the notion that some guy from
the outside has the power to frame
their school’s conversation. That
becomes a conversation about their
trust in me and about balancing my
power to shape the conversation and
their autonomy as teachers to do as
they wish. Once it becomes clear that
my goal is to build a professional
community for sharing their ideas,
not a program to force them to com-
ply with my ideas, cooperation
improves. Trust grows.

No matter who the actors are,
trust has to do with assessing motives,
competence, dependability, and colle-
giality. It’s important that people find
one another trustworthy on all four
dimensions. One of the important
roles of leadership is to help people
regard one another as trustworthy and
to help people who are not trustwor-
thy on one of those dimensions
become more trustworthy.

To track how trust and other per-
ceptions evolve between teachers and
students across the school year, we’ve

surveyed students and teachers in
2002-03 in October, December, and
March. We track changes across the
school year in a number of things
related to student academic engage-
ment, and we study the reasons for
the changes. Findings are reported
back to schools for use in school-
improvement discussions. 

It’s still too early to pick up
changes we can attribute to this work,
but a number of teachers tell us anec-
dotally that they are trying things
they would not otherwise have done
and that they’re relating to kids in
new ways.

For example, in the videotape that
kicks off the first meeting, a teacher
says that at his school on the first day
all the teachers are in front of the
school greeting the students and their
parents. A middle school that
watched that tape decided to not only
meet their students on the front lawn,
but to march them into the auditori-
um for a pep rally. The principal
encouraged teachers to spend the first
few days developing rapport with stu-
dents and to not be in a big rush to
get deeply into the material. The
principal reported in late October
that she’d had only one fight in the
first two months of school and that
that fight was a carryover from some-
thing that happened during the sum-
mer.

To cultivate ambition in students,
another school encouraged all the
teachers to meet one-on-one with stu-
dents during the third module to dis-
cuss goals for both the class and stu-
dents’ futures. Teachers reported very
positive experiences with students,
and some students said they had
never gotten that much attention
before and that they enjoyed it.
Teachers tell us that students are more
engaged than they would otherwise
have been. 

STUDENTS’ PERSPECTIVES

JSD: The process you’ve devel-

oped invites teachers out of their
classrooms and asks them to look at
information they may never have pre-
viously considered — the perspective
of their students.

Ferguson: Students’ responses to
the survey and the student panels
have been the most special part of the
project for teachers. Teachers also tell
me that they welcome the opportuni-
ty to trade ideas. We’ve found that
teachers not only talk about what
they do well, they express what they
want help with. So in front of the fac-
ulty someone will say, “A little bit
into the semester I always wish that I
could go back to start over. What do
you do when you blow it, because I’ve
blown it a few times.” Other teachers
empathize and the faculty talks about
it. At a meeting I observed, one of the
most respected teachers in
the school stood up and
said she didn’t like having
a bunch of adolescents
judge her all day on the
first day of school. She
talked about things she
did to have students
interact more with each
other rather than focus on
her. Later, teachers talked
about what it meant to
have a well-respected
teacher acknowledge some insecurity
and share her strategies for coping
with it. She empowered other people
to acknowledge that they had some
problems and to share them with oth-
ers.

Reports regarding both challenges
and positive outcomes from this work
for 30 or so schools are posted on our
web site (www.tripodproject.org). I
don’t want to exaggerate how well
things are going. There have been
tension and resistance at most places.
We have invaded people’s space
enough that they have to react, but
we provide a framework within which
they can come together as a stronger
community. ■

Information about

the MSAN network
and its work to
reduce the achieve-
ment gap, including
a list of participat-
ing districts, can be
found at www.
msanetwork.org.




