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KEY INSIGHTS
•	 Fewer than half of high-poverty and majority Black and Latino schools offer algebra in eighth 

grade, closing off access to advanced math pathways for students in those schools. 

•	 Even among high-achieving students in schools that do offer algebra, Black students are 
systematically less likely to be placed in algebra in eighth grade. 

•	 Among high-achieving students, placement practices, not ability, are a key driver of these 
inequities. Universal screening can help correct them. 

Introduction
Algebra in eighth grade isn’t just another math class; it’s a key gateway. Students who take algebra early are 
more likely to succeed in advanced high school math, pursue STEM majors in college, and earn more over 
their lifetimes. Because of its role as a launch point for advanced coursework, algebra in eighth grade (also 
frequently referred to as “early algebra”) is often viewed as an important marker of academic opportunity. 

But that opportunity has never been equally available. For decades, researchers and policymakers have 
debated who should take algebra in middle school, how early is too early, and how to balance academic 
rigor with student readiness. Some states have pushed for universal early algebra as a way to expand access 
to advanced coursework, while others have scaled back in response to concerns about tracking and equity. 
As a result, despite its documented benefits, access to eighth-grade algebra varies widely, often mirroring 
the same socioeconomic and racial divides that shape so many other educational opportunities. 

This brief draws on recent NWEA® data from 162,000 eighth-grade students across 22 states to show that 
access to eighth-grade algebra remains highly inequitable. We build on prior research to show how school-
level course offerings and placement practices continue to limit opportunities for key student groups and 
highlight actionable solutions that policymakers and school leaders can use to expand opportunity.1 

1	 Our analyses focused on whether schools offered algebra or higher in eighth grade. A school that had any eighth-grade courses 
flagged as algebra 1, algebra 2, geometry, calculus, or pre-calculus were considered to have offered eighth-grade algebra.

https://edresearchforaction.org/wp-content/uploads/FINAL-Algebra-1-EdResearch_designed.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/epub/10.3102/00028312251331023
https://www.dl.begellhouse.com/journals/00551c876cc2f027,123ee04f5c874ba3,778fd8a230da6911.html
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0272775721000595
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.1086/703135
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Where algebra is (and isn’t) offered
When schools don’t offer algebra by eighth grade, they limit students’ path to advanced math in high school, 
and in turn, to college and career opportunities in STEM fields. Despite this, access to algebra in eighth 
grade was far from universal in our sample. Only about three in five schools (58%) offered it. Furthermore, 
the likelihood that a student has access to that opportunity depends on where they live and what kind of 
school they attend. Specifically, schools in rural areas, high-poverty schools, and schools with more than 75% 
Black or Latino students were less likely to offer the course (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Lower algebra access in high-poverty, rural, 
and predominantly Black or Latino schools

Note: Bars display the percentage of schools that offer algebra or higher in eighth grade. High-poverty schools 
are schools with greater than 75% of students eligible for free and reduced-price lunch (FRPL); low-poverty 
schools are schools with less than 25% of students eligible for FRPL.
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Who gets placed in algebra when it’s available
Even in schools that do offer algebra, enrollment isn’t equitable. More than half of Asian students enrolled 
when the course was available, compared to just 22% of Latino students and 17% of Black students (see 
Figure 2). These gaps show that availability alone doesn’t guarantee access. For many students, especially 
those from historically marginalized groups, the barrier isn’t whether their school offers algebra, it’s whether 
they’re given the chance to take it. 

Figure 2: Even when algebra is offered, Black and Latino students 
are less likely to be enrolled

Note: Bars show the percentage of students enrolled in algebra in eighth grade in schools that offer algebra.

Among high-achieving students, the enrollment gaps shown above can’t be explained by differences in 
academic preparation across student groups. The inequities persist even when we limit the analysis to just 
the highest-achieving 20% of fifth-graders. Among top-quintile students, 84% of Asian students and 68% 
of white and Latino students were enrolled in algebra, compared to only 60% of Black students. In other 
words, high-achieving Black students were not enrolled in algebra at more than 2.5 times the rate of similarly 
prepared Asian students.

Figure 3: Among top-quintile students, Black students 
are the least likely to be enrolled in algebra

Note: Each box shows a group of 20 students of each racial/ethnic group. The blue figures show eighth-grade 
students enrolled in algebra in schools that offer eighth-grade algebra. The grey figures show the group of 
students within each racial/ethnic group denied access.
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These disparities within the top of the achievement distribution suggest that ability isn’t the barrier for 
high-achieving students; placement practices are. When high-achieving Black students have lower access to 
advanced math opportunities, schools effectively close doors to future STEM opportunities.

Placement practices matter
The persistence of access gaps even among well-prepared students points to a clear explanation: the way 
schools make placement decisions. When algebra access depends on subject or inconsistent criteria, even 
students who are ready for advanced math can be left out. 

Most schools use a mix of standardized test scores, teacher recommendations, and parent requests to 
decide who gets placed in algebra. While these methods may seem fair on the surface, research shows they 
can introduce bias. For instance, teachers have rated white students as higher achieving than Black and 
Latino students, even when test scores are similar. Parent referrals are also more common among white and 
affluent families, which can widen gaps in access. Together, these practices reinforce existing inequities 
rather than expand opportunity. 

Universal screening offers a more equitable approach
One promising approach to reduce bias in placement decisions is to use universal screening and 
automatically enroll high-achieving students into advanced math pathways. This approach ensures that 
placement decisions are based on readiness, not on referrals or resources.

Universal screening is not only a fairer approach, but also an efficient one. It reduces the administrative 
burden of subjective placement decisions, saves staff time, and ensures more students get the opportunities 
they deserve.

Several states—including Colorado, Nevada, North Carolina, Texas, and Washington—have made progress 
in identifying and supporting high-potential students from low-income and minority backgrounds through 
universal screening. In North Carolina, a policy automatically placed top-scoring students from state math 
tests into advanced math classes, which increased the percentage of high-achieving Black students enrolled 
in advanced math from 88% to 92% between the 2022–2023 and 2023–2024 school years. Additionally, 
in central Texas, automatic enrollment had an even greater impact. From 2014 to 2021, the percentage of 
high-achieving Black students taking algebra in eighth grade rose from 40% to 70%, and for high-achieving 
Latino students, from 50% to 70%. Recognizing the success of these initiatives, Texas passed a law in 2023 
requiring that students who score in the top 40% statewide in fifth grade receive advanced math instruction 
to prepare for algebra in eighth grade. In total, these efforts help ensure that students who show strong 
academic potential are not overlooked.

Districts can use a range of high-quality measures to support universal screening, including existing interim 
assessments that can help identify students’ readiness for more rigorous coursework. Assessments such as 
MAP® Growth™ can serve this purpose when applied equitably and consistently. 

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA2836-2.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/working_papers/WRA3554-1.html
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0049089X16307098?via%3Dihub
https://www.rand.org/pubs/working_papers/WRA3554-1.html
https://edworkingpapers.com/ai25-1184
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED642054.pdf
https://fordhaminstitute.org/national/commentary/algebra-calculus-or-stats-connecting-math-pipeline
https://edtrust.org/rti/automatic-enrollment-policies-for-advanced-coursework/
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/latino-black-enrollment-advanced-math-grew-law-tackles-bias-rcna119192
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED642054.pdf
https://e3alliance.org/app/uploads/2024/04/Advanced-Math-Policy-and-Practices-Guide-2023-v1.pdf
https://www.kut.org/education/2023-06-28/kids-are-probably-better-at-math-than-they-think-a-new-texas-law-could-help-them-realize-it
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What policymakers and education leaders can do to 
expand algebra access
Closing algebra access gaps requires action at both the state and local levels. 

Policymakers can advance equity by supporting state-level universal screening policies and policies to 
expand algebra offerings, especially in rural and high-poverty schools. This may require additional resources 
for hiring qualified math teachers and providing professional development.

School and district leaders can improve placement practices by adopting universal screening to identify 
students ready for advanced coursework that might have otherwise been overlooked. In addition, expanding 
targeted academic supports, such as increased tutoring or double-dose instruction, can help more students 
build the key skills needed to succeed in algebra. Research shows that targeted instruction on these 
foundational skills can dramatically improve students’ ability to learn new algebra content.

https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/can-one-change-in-middle-school-get-more-students-to-take-algebra-1-early/2025/07
https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/ExcelinEd.Report.CollegeCareerPathways.CRDCAnalysis.2018.pdf
https://caldercenter.org/sites/default/files/2024-11/CALDER One-Pager 8-0823.pdf
https://caldercenter.org/sites/default/files/2025-01/CALDER-Brief-39-1024.pdf
https://edworkingpapers.com/sites/default/files/ai25-1184.pdf
https://edresearchforaction.org/wp-content/uploads/FINAL-Algebra-1-EdResearch_designed.pdf
https://www.the74million.org/article/in-algebra-1-new-understanding-of-an-old-problem-can-support-students/
https://www.the74million.org/article/in-algebra-1-new-understanding-of-an-old-problem-can-support-students/
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For more than 40 years, NWEA has been a pioneer in educational research and assessment 

methodology with a focus on improving learning outcomes for every student. NWEA 
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lives of students. As a mission-based educational research organization, NWEA’s research 
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