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Summary
One hundred twenty thousand eighth graders are sitting in advanced 
math classes even though they score in the bottom 10 percent of 
students nationwide on the NAEP math test. They know about as much 
math as the typical second grader. They do not know basic arithmetic 
and cannot correctly answer NAEP items using fractions, decimals, or 
percents. These students are disproportionately black and Hispanic. 
They hail from poor households with parents whose own education is 
below the national average. The schools that these children attend are 
large, urban public schools with predominantly low socioeconomic
status populations. Their algebra classes are populated by students 
with mathematical abilities spanning several years. Their math teachers 
are less experienced, less credentialed, and less well prepared in 
mathematics training than the typical teacher of advanced math 
students in eighth grade.

No element of this story is educationally sound.

Recommendations: Elements of A 
Realistic Algebra Policy 

• Get the goal right: learning algebra—not 
sweeping all 8th graders into algebra 
classes

• Teach and assess prerequisite skills
• Early intervention
• Collect data, conduct research


