
OPPORTUNITY G A P
Closing opportunity gaps in education is the only 
way to close achievement gaps

The achievement gap between 
White students and Black and 

Latino students correlates to the 
OPPORTUNITY GAP—disparity in 
access to quality schools and the 
resources needed for academic success, 
such as early childhood education, 
highly prepared and effective teachers, 
college preparatory curricula, and 
equitable instructional resources.  

For the past two decades, our nation’s 
leaders have focused on “output” 
standards and testing to close the 
achievement gaps that separate 
different student groups. This only 
looks at one side of the equation for 
success.  It is essential to hold public 

officials accountable for “input” 
standards, assuring that all students, 
regardless of where they live, have 
access to the resources they need to 
have a fair and substantive opportunity 
to learn. If we close the opportunity 
gap, we can close the achievement gap.  

The Schott Foundation’s 
report, Lost Opportunity, 
finds that, nationally, 
students from historically 
disadvantaged groups 
have just a 51 percent 
Opportunity to Learn, 
when compared to White, 
non-Latino students. The 
effects of these inequities 

“The nation recognizes its social, civic and 
economic strength is directly linked to the 
strength of its public schools. But if every child 
is to have an opportunity for success, every 
student must have a true Opportunity to Learn.”  

John H. Jackson, President
Schott Foundation for Public Education

Understanding the Opportunity Gap
New data now available from the U.S. 
Department of Education’s Office for 
Civil Rights shines additional light on 
disparities in educational resources and 
opportunities. The Civil Rights Data 
Collection (CRDC) covers some 7,000 
districts and more than 72,000 schools. 
View the data at: ocrdata.ed.gov

The data show whether students in 
different schools and districts have 
equal access to experienced teachers, 
rigorous coursework and other 
indicators of quality education. For 
example, 3,000 schools serving some 
500,000 high school students offer no 
Algebra 2 classes, and more than 
2 million students in 7,300 schools had 
no access to calculus classes.

• Schools serving mostly African-American students are twice as likely to have 
teachers with one or two years of experience than are schools within the same 
district that serve mostly White students.

• Students with limited English proficiency make up 6 percent of the high school 
population (in grades 9-12), but are 15 percent of the students for whom algebra 
is the highest-level math course taken by the final year of their high school career. 

• Only 22 percent of local education agencies (LEAs) reported that they operated 
pre-K programs targeting children from low-income families.

Source:  U.S. Department of Education; Civil Rights Data Collection

“Transparency is the first step toward reform and for districts that 
want to do the right thing, and the [CRDC] is an incredible source of 
information that shows them where they can improve and how to 
get better.”   

  Russlynn Ali, Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, U.S. Department of Education

www.otlcampaign.org

  Opportunity gaps remain large among different student groups

are disproportionately concentrated 
in a few states: California, Illinois,  
Michigan, New York, Pennsylvania and 
Texas. Detailed state-level reports, 
including data on inequities among 
groups and the social and economic 
consequences, are available at :  
www.otlstatereport.org



“The opportunity to learn—
the necessary resources, the 
curriculum opportunities, 
the quality teachers—that 
affluent students have, is what 
determines what people can 

  do in life.” 

Linda Darling-Hammond, Professor 
of Education at Stanford University

The independent news service ProPublica reviewed the U.S. Department of 
Education database as part of an exhaustive analysis of states’ efforts to close 
opportunity gaps. ProPublica found that family economic differences typically 
are reflected in the classroom, with students from wealthy families taking many 
more advanced courses. 

ProPublica created a user-friendly tool that allows you to see whether your 
state—and your school—are providing equal access to quality education. 
View the tool at ocrdata.ed.gov projects.propublica.org/schools

ProPublica: Not all states are equal in closing opportunity gaps

Based on ProPublica’s analysis, here is 
a sample of how states compare to the 
national average for the percentage 
of students who take at least one 
Advanced Placement course:

National Average 18 percent
Arkansas  25 percent
Wisconsin  18 percent
Pennsylvania  16 percent
New York  16 percent
Massachusetts  15 percent
Missouri  10 percent

Access to high-level courses varies by state

An analysis by the OTL Campaign of the Civil Rights Data Collection reveals large gaps in the access students have 
to experienced teachers and Advanced Placement courses. 

Unequal access to experienced teachers

Resources

www.otlcampaign.org

U.S. Department of Education’s Civil 
Rights Data Collection (CRDC) 
ocrdata.ed.gov

Education Law Center’s report on 
school financing: “Is School Funding 
Fair? A National Report Card” 
www.schoolfundingfairness.org
 
Yes We Can: The Schott 50-State 
Report on Public Education and 
Black Males 2010
blackboysreport.org/bbreport.pdf
 
Lost Opportunity: A 50-State Report 
on the Opportunity to Learn in 
America
www.otlstatereport.org

ProPublica’s analysis of state efforts 
to close opportunity gaps
projects.propublica.org/schools
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http://schottfoundation.org/
http://ideas.repec.org/p/fip/fedgfe/2009-13.html
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http://www.otlcampaign.org/resources/education-and-economy
http://www.childtrendsdatabank.org/
http://www.edweek.org/ew/toc/2011/06/09/index.html?intc=ml
http://www.aecf.org/MajorInitiatives/KIDSCOUNT.aspx
http://www.schoolfundingfairness.org/National_Report_Card.pdf
http://www.luminafoundation.org/
http://www.nclr.org/index.php/issues_and_programs/education
http://www.oecd.org/topic/0,3699,en_2649_37455_1_1_1_1_37455,00.html
http://www.economicmobility.org/
http://www.otlstatereport.org/
http://ocrdata.ed.gov/
http://2010blackboysreport.org/bbreport.pdf
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http://www.advancementproject.org/
http://www.allianceforeducationaljustice.org/
http://www.all4ed.org/
http://www.aqeny.org/
http://www.appleseednetwork.org/
http://www.highschoolequity.org/#fbid=Xbq-7aUe0fa
http://www.edaccountability.org/
http://www.naacp.org/
http://www.ncccusa.org/
http://www.publiceducation.org/
http://www.21csf.org/csf-home
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http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2011/09/can-the-middle-class-be-saved/8600/
http://www.jsonline.com/news/statepolitics/128573468.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2011/08/18/child-well-being%20rankings_n_929724.html
http://newsfeed.time.com/2011/08/18/act-scores-show-only-1-in-4-high-school-grads-are-ready-for-college/
http://newsfeed.time.com/2011/08/18/act-scores-show-only-1-in-4-high-school-grads-are-ready-for-college/
http://tlcnaptown.com/national/wtlc/will-black-male-achievement-programs-help-bridge-the-gap/
http://tlcnaptown.com/national/wtlc/will-black-male-achievement-programs-help-bridge-the-gap/
http://www.baltimoresun.com/news/opinion/readersrespond/bs-ed-education-letter-20110707,0,7458508.story
http://www.baltimoresun.com/news/opinion/readersrespond/bs-ed-education-letter-20110707,0,7458508.story
http://rollingout.com/news-politics/theories-suspicions/graduation-rate-at-47-for-black-males-in-the-u-s-study-reveals/
http://rollingout.com/news-politics/theories-suspicions/graduation-rate-at-47-for-black-males-in-the-u-s-study-reveals/
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