
Time to Dismantle 
Tracking in Mathematics

Brian R. Lawler
June 22, 2021





1. Tracking was born in White Supremacy.

2. Tracking today functions to perpetuate White Supremacy.

3. Each of us are ethically committed to action toward ending 
within-school segregation by dismantling tracking in 
mathematics. 



Tracking is the
separation of students 

by perceived ability. 



High-grade or border-line deficiency … is very, very 
common among Spanish-Indian and Mexican families 
of the Southwest and also among Negroes. Their 
dullness seems to be racial, or at least inherent in the 
family stocks from which they come … Children of this 
group should be segregated into separate classes … 
They cannot master abstractions but they can often be 
made into efficient workers … from a eugenic point of 
view they constitute a grave problem because of their 
unusually prolific breeding.



“We may refer to these as 
classes for the ‘gifted,’ 

‘bright,’ ‘average,’ ‘slow,’ 
and ‘special’ pupils.”



- Emphasize basic skills & compliance

- Lower expectations

- Teachers less enthusiasm and clarity

- Teachers feel less effective

- Racially stratified classes

- Hobson v. Hanson, 1967

- Moses v. Washing Parish., 1971

- McNeal v. Tate County, 1975

- Hoots v. Pennsylvania, 1981, 1988
Placement hardened the race and class lines drawn in the larger society.





Why do we track today?





Golem Effect
lower expectations 
placed on individuals

lead to 

poorer performance. 



Why does tracking persist?



Detracking Rationale

1. Ensure all students have access to quality math

2. Data – detracking raises achievement of 
traditionally underperforming students 

3. Math is multidimensional / people have many 
mathematical abilities; tracking makes no 
sense

4. End the racial segregation enabled by tracking

5. Broader purposes of education; appreciation of 
ideas, intelligence, feelings, and values of 
people different than themselves
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How to Untrack Your School
Paul George (1992)

• Reassert the school’s primary goal 
is learning.

• Second goal: To protect and 
provide for student’s personal 
development as they move 
through school.

• Third: Schools are obligated to 
encourage group citizenship.





1. Tracking was born in White Supremacy.

2. Tracking today functions to perpetuate White Supremacy.

3. Each of us are ethically committed to end within-school 
segregation by dismantling tracking. 
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