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HOPE FOR URBAN EDUCATION:
A Study of Nine High-Perfor ming, High-Poverty,
Urban Elementary Schools

Executive Summary

This report is about nine urban elementary schools that served children of color in poor
communities and achieved impressive academic results. These schools have attained higher
levels of achievement than most schoolsin their states or most schoolsin the nation. They have
achieved results in reading and mathematics beyond that achieved in some suburban schools.
This report tells the stories of these schools and attempts to explain how these school s changed
themselves into high-achieving schools.

All nine of the schools used federal Title | dollarsto create Title | schoolwide programs. These
schools are a powerful affirmation of the power of Title | to support comprehensive school
improvement efforts. 1n these schools, many important change efforts were enhanced through
the use of federal education resources. On the other hand, although Title | supported the change
efforts, Title | was not the catalyst of the change effort. The true catalyst was the strong desire of
educators to ensure the academic success of the children they served.

Each of the nine public elementary schools selected had the following characteristics:

. The majority of their students met low-income criteria (i.e., they qualified for free or
reduced-price lunch). In seven of the schools, at |east 80 percent of the students met low-
income criteria.

. The school was located in an urban area and did not have selective admission policies.

. Student achievement in mathematics and reading was higher than the average of all
schoolsin the state (or higher than the 50" percentile if a nationally-normed assessment
was used). At least three years of assessment data were available to gauge the school’s
progress.

. There was not evidence that the school exempted large percentages of students from
participation in the assessment program because of language proficiency or disabilities.

. The school and district leaders consented to participation in the study in atimely manner.

The high-performing, urban schools selected were Harriet A. Baldwin School, Boston, Mass.;
Baskin Elementary School, San Antonio, Texas; Burgess Elementary School, Atlanta, Ga,;
Centerville Elementary School, East St. Louis, 1l.; Goodale Elementary School, Detroit, Mich.;
Hawley Environmental Elementary School, Milwaukee, Wis.; LoraB. Peck Elementary Schooal,
Houston, Texas,; Gladys Noon Spellman Elementary School, Cheverly, Md. (in metropolitan
Washington, D.C.); and James Ward Elementary School, Chicago, Ill.
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Teams of researchers conducted two-day visitsto al nine schools. During the visits, the
researchers interviewed campus and district administrators, teachers, parents, and other school
personnel. They observed classrooms, hallways, playgrounds, and various meetings. Also, they
reviewed various school documents and achievement data. From these data, case studies were
written for each of the nine schools.

The nine schools were different in important ways. These differences suggest that many urban
elementary schools serving poor communities can achieve high levels of student achievement.
Also, the differences suggest that schools may be able to achieve academic successes through
different means. Some of the differences observed included the following:

. Among the nine schools, there were schools with small and large enrollments.
Enrollments ranged from 283 students at Baldwin Elementary to 1,171 students at
Goodale Elementary.

. Although all of the schools served elementary grades, they had different grade level
configurations, starting as early as pre-kindergarten at Hawley, Peck, and Ward and
ending as late as grade eight at Ward.

. Student demographics varied. At six of the nine schools, most students were African
American. At one school, most students were Hispanic, and at another most were Asian
American.

. Only two of the schools used nationally-known comprehensive school reform models.

One used the Accelerated School Program and another used Success for All.

. Even though none of the schools would have been considered high-performing based on
achievement data from five years ago, some of the schools made dramatic improvement
over athree or four-year period, whereas others took five years or longer before
experiencing dramatic gains in student achievement.

. In afew cases, the district office played a major role in the school’ s improvement efforts.
In contrast, there were other cases where the district played a modest role in the
improvement process.

. A few of the schools managed to make dramatic improvements without great turnover in
teaching personnel. In contrast, some schools experienced substantial teacher turnover
during the reform process.

Beyond these differences, there were important similarities in the strategies used to improve
academic achievement. The following strategies were used by many of the nine schools:

. School leaders identified and pursued an important, visible, yet attainable first goal.
They focused on the attainment of thisfirst goal, achieved success, and then used their
success to move toward more ambitious goals.
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. School leaders redirected time and energy that was being spent on conflicts between
adults in the school toward service to children. Leaders appealed to teachers, support
staff, and parents to put aside their own interests and focus on serving children well.

. Educators fostered in students a sense of responsibility for appropriate behavior and they
created an environment in which students were likely to behave well. Discipline
problems became rare as the schools implemented multi-faceted approaches for helping
students learn responsibility for their own behavior.

. School leaders created a collective sense of responsibility for school improvement. The
shared sense of responsibility was nurtured by joint planning processes and reinforced by
efforts to involve everyone in key components of the school’ s work.

. The quantity and quality of time spent on instructional leadership activities increased.
Principal s spent more time hel ping teachers attend to instructional issues and decreased
the time teachers spent on distractions that diverted attention away from teaching and
learning. Also, principals put other educators in positions that allowed them to provide
instructional leadership. School leaders constantly challenged teachers and students to
higher levels of academic attainment. They used data to identify, acknowledge, and
celebrate strengths and to focus attention and resources on areas of need.

. Educators aligned instruction to the standards and assessments required by the state or the
school district. Teachers and administrators worked together to understand precisely
what students were expected to know and be able to do. Then, they planned instruction
to ensure that students would have an excellent chance to learn what was expected of
them.

. School leaders got the resources and training that teachers perceived they needed to get
their students to achieve at high levels. In particular, school |eaders made sure that
teachersfelt like they had adequate materials, equipment, and professional devel opment.

. School leaders created opportunities for teachers to work, plan, and learn together around
instructional issues. Time was structured to ensure that collaboration around instructional
issues became an important part of the school day and the school week.

. Educators made efforts to win the confidence and respect of parents, primarily by
improving the achievement of students. Then educators built strong partnerships with
parents in support of student achievement.

. School leaders created additional time for instruction. In some cases, efforts focused on
creating additional time for attention to critical instructional issues during the school day.
In other cases, efforts focused on creating additional time beyond the regular school day.

. Educators persisted through difficulties, setbacks, and failures. In spite of challenges and
frustrations, school leaders did not stop trying to improve their schools.
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These findings suggest the following recommendations:

Build the capacity of principalsto provideinstructional leader ship. Federa, state,
and local education agencies should promote efforts to build the capacity of principalsto
provide the quality of instructional leadership demonstrated by the principalsin the nine
schools studied.

Channel resourcesin waysthat provide additional instructional leadership to
schools. Federal, state, and local education agencies should consider other waysto
increase the quantity of instructional leadership available to schools, such asthe
development of instructional facilitator or specialist positions within schools.

Create clear, measurable, and rigorous school accountability provisions. The federal
government should continue to encourage states and districts to frame rigorous school
accountability requirements. However, afocus on adequate yearly progressis
insufficient. Many educators will be motivated to higher levels of performance if state
and district policies define exemplary academic achievement.

Ensurethat accountability provisions are accompanied by adequate strategiesto
build capacity and provide support. In considering requirements for adequate yearly
progress, states and districts should set ambitious requirements but also provide high
levels of support. One of the most important supportsistime for school personnel to
engage in processes that align instruction to standards and assessments.

Along with accountability, provide schools adequate flexibility and support to use
that flexibility well. Federal, state, and local education agencies should ensure that
accountability provisions are coupled with adequate resources for schools and reasonable
flexibility in the use of those resources. Principals and school decision-making
committees need high quality training that hel ps them use data to focus resources on
critical areas of instructional need.

Infuse the tenets of compr ehensive school reform into other federal education
programs. The federal government’s focus on comprehensive school reform should be
expanded and infused into other federal education programs. However, emphasis does
not need to be placed on the adoption of models of reform as much as upon the principles
of reform, as defined in the Comprehensive School Reform Demonstration Program
legidlation.

Use legidation, policy, and technical assistanceto help educatorscreateregular
opportunitiesfor true professional development. Professional development needs to
be completely rethought in away that results in more effective teaching and improved
student achievement. State and federal resources should support the costs associated with
the provision of high-quality, school-based professional development that increases the
amount of time educators spend working with and learning from each other.
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. Provideresourcesfor increasing the quantity of time made available for instruction.
State and federal resources should support efforts to increase the quantity of time made
available for instruction. After-school programs, “ Saturday Schools,” and extended-year
programs are important vehicles for ensuring that students meet challenging standards.

. Strengthen legislation and provide technical assistance to encour age schoolsto build
the capacity of teachersand parentsfor increasing parental involvement at school.
Paper compliance with existing federal parental involvement requirements is inadequate
to improve schools. The capacity of educators to work with parents must be broadened.
Also, educators must work to build the capacity of parents to support the education of
their children.

. Resear ch is needed to better under stand how school districts can better support the
improvement of teaching and lear ning in high-poverty schools. Districts can play
important roles in supporting school change efforts. Unfortunately, there has been little
research directed to understanding the role of districts in supporting high-performing,
high-poverty schools.

Xi






HOPE FOR URBAN EDUCATION:
A Study of Nine High-Perfor ming, High-Poverty,
Urban Elementary Schools

There is good news for American public education based on the successes of some schoolsin
urban districts that serve families living in poverty. Even though there are far too many well-
documented stories of intellectually vapid schools that perpetuate cycles of poverty and further
limit the life choices of children, there are some urban schools that are giving new life to their
communities and transforming the futures of the children they serve. Thisreport is about nine
successful schools: urban elementary schools that served children of color in poor communities
and achieved impressive academic results. These schools have, in fact, attained higher levels of
achievement than most schools in their states or most schools in the nation. They have achieved
results in reading and mathematics beyond those achieved by students in some affluent suburban
schools.

This report complements and extends the body of literature that has focused on the study of
effective schools (Taylor, 1990) and more recent research on the characteristics of high-
performing, high-poverty schools (Reyes, Scribner, and Scribner, 1999; Lein, Johnson, and
Ragland, 1996, among others). In particular, this report not only describes the characteristics of
these schools but also describes how these schools managed to transform themselves. Instead of
focusing on schools that merely did better than other high-poverty schools, this study examined
high-poverty schools that performed better than the average for all schoolsin their states.

Instead of focusing on schools in one state or region or on schools serving one ethnic population,
this study included schools from different parts of the country and schools that served diverse
populations. In addition to reporting descriptions of the current state of these schools, this study
attempted to tell the story of the change process so that others might gain a deeper understanding
of how a school begins, maintains, and sustains the journey toward excellence for all students.

All nine of the schools used federal Title | dollarsto create Title | schoolwide programs. This
means they were allowed to pool all of their resources to improve achievement throughout the
entire school, instead of targeting federal resources to only those children who met eligibility
criteria based on educational need. These schools are a powerful affirmation of the power of
Title | to support comprehensive school improvement efforts. In these schools, many of the most
important change efforts were enhanced through the use of federal education resources. On the
other hand, although Title | supported the change efforts, Title | was not the catalyst of the
change effort. The true catalyst was the strong desire of educators to ensure the academic
success of the children they served.
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BACKGROUND

In this section, the process used to select the schoolsis described. Also, this section includes a
description of the qualitative procedures used to acquire data at each school site. Finally, the
section includes a brief description of the organization of each of the nine case study reports.

Selecting the Schools

In the fall of 1998, the U.S. Department of Education commissioned a set of case studies of nine
high-performing urban, public elementary schools. The researchersidentified nine urban
elementary schools in which the mgjority of children met federal free or reduced-price lunch
criteriaand in which student performance on reading and mathematics assessments exceeded the
average for schools in the state (or the average for schools in the nation, when nationally-normed
assessments were used). Finding such schools was not easy.

Some states did not have a common statewide assessment system in the fall of 1998. In some
states, such systems were under development or were in pilot phases. Some states did not have
data about the achievement levels of individual schools (only district-wide data were available).
In some cases, individual school data existed but were not easily accessible given the study’s
short timeline. In some states where school achievement data were accessible, there were no
urban schools, serving predominantly poor communities, in which the level of achievement in
mathematics and reading exceeded state or national averages. In many such places,
improvements in the achievement of some urban schools were noted, but the level of
achievement was still substantially below the state or national average. Data collected by the
Council of Chief State School Officerswere valuable in identifying some schools. State
department of education data made available through World Wide Web pages were particularly
useful in some states. Also, staff in research and evaluation officesin state and district offices
were helpful in making data available.

Fortunately, there were some states where data were available and accessible and in which
several schools met all the criteriafor inclusion in the study. Additional information was sought
about those schools. In particular, an effort was made to remove from consideration any schools
that had selective admissions criteria. For example, magnet schools that only admitted students
with high academic grades or test scores were removed from the pool of schools under
consideration. Also, a school was removed from consideration if it was determined that alarge
percentage of children had been exempted from the state assessment because of issues of
language proficiency or disabilities. Similarly, a school was removed from consideration if there
had been a substantial change in the demographics of the school that might explain the
improvement in achievement. The researchers sought to be certain that the demographics of the
schools included were typical of urban, high-poverty schoolsin every aspect.

Achievement test data from prior years—at |east the last three years— were reviewed to examine
trends in academic performance. In afew cases, schools were excluded from consideration
because, even though performance was high, the performance had decreased in recent years.
Finally, afew schools were removed from consideration if they had already received substantial
attention in educational literature. Although the researchers respected the substantial
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accomplishments of these schools, this study was perceived as an opportunity to highlight
schools that had not yet received substantial national attention.

Among the schools eligible for consideration, the researchers sought a sample that would provide
great diversity. As such, the nine schools selected had varying ethnic and racial compositions.
Also, the researchers selected some schools that had made dramatic, rapid turnaroundsin
performance and some that had a longer history of improvement.

Of course, it was necessary to obtain permission to visit and study the selected schools. Both
schools and district offices needed to grant permission for the research activities. In afew cities,
the school or schools that best met the selection criteria did not choose to participate in the study.
In other cities, the researchers were more fortunate and were able to acquire permission to
include their first-choice schools. Ultimately, nine high-performing, urban elementary schools
were selected. These schools were in Atlanta, Ga.; Boston, Mass.; Chicago, I11.; Detroit, Mich.;
East St. Louis, Il.; Houston, Texas; Milwaukee, Wis.; Cheverly, Md. (in metropolitan
Washington, D.C.) and San Antonio, Texas. Table 1 providesalist of the nine schools.

Procedures

As described above, a variety of quantitative data were used to identify schools. Once schools
were identified, the research team used qualitative data to generate case studies for each school.
A team of two or three researchers visited each school. The research visits occurred over atwo-
day period.

During the visits the researchers interviewed principals, at least one teacher from each grade
level, other campus administrators, and parents. In some cases, principals arranged for
interviews with parents who played amajor role at the school. Often, however, researchers were
able to conduct on-the-spot interviews with parents who were picking up their children,
volunteering, or otherwise visiting the campus. Often, the researchers used focus groupsto gain
the perspectives of several teachers or parents. Personnel from the district office were also
interviewed. Either the superintendent or the administrator who supervised the principal of the
school studied was interviewed. Before the site visits, phone conversations with principals were
helpful in identifying important informants and arranging interviews. Aswell, after the site
visits, phone conversations with principals helped provide clarifying information.
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Table 1: List of Nine Schools Studied

School District City State

Baldwin Elementary School Boston Public Schools Boston M assachusetts

Baskin Elementary School San Antonio Independent | San Antonio | Texas
School District

Burgess Elementary School Atlanta Public School Atlanta Georgia
District

Centerville Elementary School | Cahokia School District East St. [llinois
#187 Louis

Goodale Elementary School Detroit Public Schools Detroit Michigan

Hawley Environmental School | Milwaukee Public Schools | Milwaukee | Wisconsin

LoraB. Peck Elementary Houston Independent Houston Texas

School School District

Spellman Elementary School Prince George' s County Cheverly* Maryland
Public School District

Ward Elementary School Chicago Public Schools Chicago [llinois

* in the Washington, D.C. metropolitan area

The research team included 12 individuals with an array of backgrounds and skills. Six of the
team members had prior experience as teachers. Three had been school administrators. All had
experience as qualitative researchers. Their backgrounds included bilingual education, higher
education, psychology, anthropology, policy, and special education.

In addition to interviews, the researchers observed a variety of settings, including classrooms at
different grade levels, cafeterias, playgrounds, and hallways. Where possible, researchers
observed staff meetings or other professional development activities. Aswell, avariety of
documents were reviewed. Campus planning documents, program descriptions, meeting
agendas, school budgets, achievement reports, and other documents were examined.

The phone calls, interviews, observations, and document reviews were structured to acquire a
detailed picture of the current status of the school, as well as to acquire an understanding of how
the school had improved over time. The researchers sought to understand not only the current
status of each school’ s reform efforts, but aso sought to understand how the school transformed
itself over theyears. Thus, for example, if the current principal of the school had been at the
school for only ayear or two and important aspects of the school’ s reform had been initiated
three or four years prior, the researchers sought to identify and interview the previous principal.
Intensive efforts were made to understand what had changed and how the changes were made.
Table 2 summarizes the data collection efforts at each of the nine schools.
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Table2: Data Collection Strategies at Each of the Nine Schools

» Conduct an interview with the superintendent.

» Conduct interviews with the central office staff person who supervises the principal.
» Conduct interviews with the school principal. If the principal was new to the school
(came after the current reform efforts began) conduct interviews with the former

principal.
» Conduct interviews with at least one teacher at each grade level.
» Conduct an interview with a parent who has been actively involved in the school’s
improvement (such asaPTA/PTO officer).
Conduct focus group sessions involving parents.
Conduct observations of classrooms.
Review the budget for the school.
Review student achievement data from the school.
Review the school’ s planning documents (e.g., school improvement plans).

The researchersrelied heavily on interviews with the various informants to construct a picture of
the processes, events, and programs that were influential in bringing about improved academic
performance. The researchers probed in response to the issues that emerged through the
interviews and looked for confirmation of changes in observations and reviews of documents.
What may have been important in the story of change at one school may have been absent or
have had only minimal importance in the story of change at another.

The Case Study Reports

The research staff developed a case study report for each of the nine schools. Each report was
intended to describe the school, what it had accomplished, and the major changes that led to
success. Each case study begins with background information concerning the school. Thereisa
description of the population served and the academic improvement achieved in recent years. In
most cases, the reports draw a contrast between the achievement of the school in years prior to
recent reform efforts and the current state of the school.

The origins of each school’ s reform efforts were described in a section of each report entitled,
“Starting Points.” Then the majority of each case study report was devoted to a description of
the major changes —from the perspectives of the people interviewed— that contributed to
improved academic achievement. These changes were grouped into the four general areas.

In each of the nine schools there were important efforts to change the way educators related to
students and the way students related to other students. Thus, there is a section in each report
entitled, “Changing the School Climate.” Central to the success of each school were efforts to
improve teaching and learning. Therefore, each case report includes a section on “ Changing
Academic Instruction.” Changesin parental and community relations were central to the success
of each school; however, there was variation in the manner in which the schools sought to work
with parents and community members. As such, thereisa section in each report entitled,
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“Changing Relationships with Parents and the Community.” Finaly, a section entitled,
“Changing the Organization of Schooling” describes how each school modified organizational
structures, the use of personnel, the use of time, or the use of other resources to support the
improvement process.

The case study reports do not provide an exhaustive description of the schools. In contrast, the
reports are intended to describe key aspects of the process of school reform. The reports
describe the difficult work of improving achievement in poor, urban communities. The reports
highlight the successes, as well as some of the barriers and frustrations that have slowed or
limited successes. Although each school has achieved important successes, each school
continues to strive to improve achievement. Although the principals and teachers at the schools
were justifiably proud of their achievements, often they were quick to note that there was still
room for further improvement.

DIFFERENCES AMONG THE NINE SCHOOLS

Although all nine schools served urban, minority, and low-income communities and all nine
boasted high levels of academic achievement in reading and mathematics, there were important
variations among the schools. They varied in their student enrollments, grade spans, ethnic
composition, rate of improvement, and the extent to which they used school reform models.
They also varied in their relationship with their district offices and in the extent to which they
experienced turnover in teaching staff through the process of reform.

Student Enrollment

The schools had enrollments that ranged from 283 students (at Baldwin Elementary) to 1,171
students (at Goodale Elementary). Six of the schools (Baldwin, Baskin, Burgess, Hawley, Peck,
and Ward) had less than 500 students. Three of the schools (Centerville, Goodale, and
Spellman) had more than 500 students. Although most of the schools had the advantage of a
small enrollment (in contrast with the stereotype of large urban schools), there were large
schools that achieved impressive academic results. Though school size may have been an
important factor in some of these schools, it probably should also be noted that some of the
smaller schools were just as small when they were considered |ow-performing schools by their
districts or states.

Regardless of enrollment, all of the schools managed to create an atmosphere of smallness.
Principals, teachers, parents, and students knew each other, cared about each other, and worked
together well. Even in the largest schools, there was generally awarm, personal atmosphere
enjoyed by all members of the school community.
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Grades Covered

Four of the schools (Baldwin, Baskin, Burgess, and Goodale) had kindergarten through grade
five. Hawley and Peck were similar; however, they also had pre-kindergarten programs.
Centerville and Spellman served students in kindergarten through grade six, while Ward served
students from pre-kindergarten through grade eight.

Student Demogr aphics

In six of the nine schools (Burgess, Centerville, Goodale, Hawley, Peck, and Spellman), a
magjority of the students were African American. However, the size of the majority ranged from
100 percent of the students at Goodale in Detroit to only 56 percent of the students at Hawley in
Milwaukee. At Baskin amajority of the students (75 percent) were Hispanic. At Baldwin, a
majority of the students (72 percent) were Asian American. Although 47 percent of the students
at Ward were Asian American, there was not any racial or ethnic group that comprised a
majority of the student population.

In seven of the nine schools, at least 80 percent of the students were designated as |ow-income
through the federal free or reduced-price lunch program. At Hawley, 71 percent of the students
and at Spellman 63 percent of the students participated in the free or reduced-price lunch
program. These demographics are shown in Table 3, below.

Table3: Student Demographics

% %

African Asian % % % Low-
School City American American Hisp. White | Income
Baldwin Boston 17 72 4 7 80
Baskin San Antonio 6 1 75 18 92
Burgess Atlanta 99 0 0 81
Centerville | East St. Louis 89 0 11 86
Goodae Detroit 100 0 0 0 87
Hawley Milwaukee 56 2 12 27 71
Peck Houston 79 0 18 2 94
Spellman Cheverly 73 1 17 9 63
Ward Chicago 18 47 16 19 88

Several of the schools had significant populations of students who were learning English asa
second language. In particular, at Baldwin, Ward, and Spellman more than one-fourth of the
students were learning English as a second language.
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The researcherstried to discover which schools experienced substantial student mobility.
Baldwin did not report mobility data. The other schools reported mobility rates ranging from 15
percent at Hawley to 49 percent at Baskin. Schools were not always able to explain how their
mobility rates were calculated so there may be differences in the meaning of therates. In
general, these mobility rates are low in contrast to the mobility rates of some urban, high-poverty
schools. Perhaps, the low mobility rates were low, at least in part, because parents did not want
to move away from schools where their children were achieving important academic gains.

Comprehensive School Reform Models

All nine of the schools had engaged in comprehensive efforts to improve academic achievement
for al of their students. However, only two of the schools used popular models for
comprehensive school reform. Centerville Elementary used the Accelerated Schools Program,
developed by Henry Levin at Stanford University. Peck Elementary used the Success for All
Program, developed by Robert Slavin at John Hopkins University. In both cases the reform
model played arolein the schools’ improvement efforts; however, each was only part of the
overall story of reform in the school. In each of the schools, there was considerable evidence of
the nine components of comprehensive school reform, as described in the federal 1998
Comprehensive School Reform Demonstration Program. For instance, many of the schools
sought to use research-based practices, provide intensive professional development, ensure the
buy-in and support of teachers and other school staff, and secure the backing of the district
administration.

Rate of Improvement

In schools like Baskin and Peck, rapid improvement in academic achievement was shown by
sharp rises in student test scores during athree- or four-year period. In contrast, at schools such
as Goodale and Centerville, teachers and administrators believed they had been engaged in
steady improvement efforts over the past decade. Respondents had varying notions about when
the most important changes began. At Burgess, Goodale, Hawley, and Peck most of the
respondents connected the beginning of change efforts with the arrival of the current principal.
At Centerville, Spellman, and Ward the previous principa was given substantial credit for
initiating the reform efforts. At Baldwin respondents perceived the presence of a new principal,
aswell as a new foundation supported reform initiative, and a new superintendent as converging
factors that initiated dramatic improvements in teaching and learning. Similarly, at Baskin
changes were attributed to both new campus and district leadership, as well as to the power of a
state accountability system.

In some cases, student achievement data did not reflect the timeline of reform efforts suggested
by informants. For example, even though Goodale teachers and parents reported that their
reform efforts had been ongoing for severa years under the leadership of their principal, they
also admitted that the fruits of their efforts were not shown in achievement score gains until the
|ast two years.
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If the selection criteria used for this study had been applied, none of the nine schools would have
been considered high-performing schoolsfive years ago. Infact, in most of the schools, the
evidence of academic achievement was dismal before 1994. In most of the schools
(specifically, Baldwin, Baskin, Burgess, Peck, and Spellman) educators and parents tended to
believe that reform efforts began after 1994. However, the staff and parents at the other schools
tended to believe that important improvement efforts were in progress prior to 1994, even though
they may not have resulted in improved test scores until after 1994.

District Involvement

L eadership and guidance from the district office played a substantial role in the improvement at
Baldwin, Baskin, and Peck. In contrast, the district office played a more modest role in the
improvement at Goodale and Hawley. One might note that the schools that made the most rapid
gains were the schools with the greatest district involvement.

In the schools in which district involvement was greatest, the district established clear
expectations for improvement, delineated a path for improvement, and provided support and
technical assistance aong the way. For instance, the Houston Independent School District made
clear that the new principal at Peck Elementary was expected to substantially improve academic
achievement as measured by the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills, the Texas School
Accountability System, and the Houston Independent School District School Accountability
System. The principa was given the opportunity to adopt the area district’s Project GRAD
program and eagerly consented to participate. Project GRAD included the Success for All
Program, the Move-It Math Program, a plan for improving consistency in classroom
management and discipline, and the Communities in Schools Program, which incorporated
dropout prevention and social service agency components. Staff from the area district office
provided support along the way, particularly as the school encountered rough beginnings on the
path to improvement. Similar direction, guidance, and support were made available to Baldwin
Elementary by the Boston Public Schools and to Baskin Elementary by the San Antonio
Independent School District.

Even in the places where district involvement was less extensive, the schools were able to access
important services from the district. For instance, the Goodale faculty was one of the best
consumers of professional development offerings from the district office. Similarly, Hawley
could not have been a successful city-wide school without the provision of extensive
transportation services from the district office.
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Teacher Turnover

At some of the schools such as Ward and Peck, academic improvements have come with few
changesin teaching staff. In contrast, at Burgess, only five teachers remained in 1998-99 from
the staff the principal, Carter, inherited in 1993-94. At Spellman, one teacher described the early
years of their reform effort by saying, “We would have to look up daily to see how much the
staff had changed.”

None of the schools reported that many teachers had been fired. However, in several of the
schools, it was clear that teachers who did not accept the school’ s goals and vision were
encouraged to leave. In some cases, principals began processes of documenting unacceptable
behavior. In some cases, principals bluntly invited teachers to seek jobs elsewhere. There were
some situations where principals made clear what was expected, invited people to take part, and
if staff members chose not to participate, the principal offered to help them find other
employment. Still in other cases, teachers began feeling uncomfortable and chose to leave when
so many of their peers were trying new approaches and expressing commitment to the school’s
new vision.

Two factors were important in reducing teacher turnover or in creating situations where turnover
was minimal. First, principals tended to be highly selective in hiring new teachers. For instance,
at Goodale, candidates were hired only if they demonstrated a passion for excellence and alove
for children. The principal would leave a position vacant instead of filling it with a person who
would not fit into the school’ s culture of continuous improvement and concern for children.
Second, principals organized fiscal and human resources in a manner that provided substantial
support for teachers. Teachers felt supported and perceived that they had a good chance of being
successful in their roles. At some of the schools, e.g., Burgess and Spellman, such support was
less apparent at the beginning of the reform but has increased substantially in recent years.

IMPROVEMENT STRATEGIES

The primary purpose of this research effort was to generate a degper understanding of how these
nine urban elementary schools changed in away that resulted in high levels of academic
achievement for their students. There were several important change strategies that were used by
multiple schools. In this section of the report, these change strategies are described with
examples from afew of the schools.

Targeting an Important, Visible, Attainable First Goal
In several of the schools, new principals walked into difficult environments with problems
ranging from student discipline, to teacher morale, to parent dissatisfaction, to academic

lethargy. In response to what must have felt like overwhelming chaos, principals identified one
issue or goal upon which they could focus immediate attention and give an unambiguous
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message that the school was changing. They sought to identify an issue where they could make
progress quickly. The focus varied in response to the issues that were perceived asimportant at
each school.

At Baldwin and Hawley, the first efforts were to improve student discipline and create a safe and
orderly environment. At Spellman, efforts were made to reduce the disruptions to teaching and
increase the school’ s focus on academic instruction. At Peck, the principal disbanded the
school’ s two, ethnically separate parent-teacher organizations and instituted a unified Parent-
Teacher Association. At several of the schools, principals tried to make the physical
environment more attractive for children and more conducive to learning.

By targeting avisible, attainable goal, principals were able to give students, parents, and teachers
clear indicators of change in just afew weeks or months. These early accomplishments helped
reduce or eliminate excuses and created a readiness for additional (often more difficult) changes.
By focusing on one issue, principas were able to direct their energiesin away that would have a
high likelihood of success. Thisfirst success became the cornerstone of future successes.

Refocusing Energies on Serviceto Children

In prior years, teachers, principals, and parents in many of the schools spent considerable time on
conflicts among the adults at school. Often these conflicts siphoned away valuable energy that
should have been devoted to the improvement of teaching and learning. Principalsin most of the
nine schools were skillful in redirecting the energy expended on such conflicts. School leaders
challenged teachers, paraprofessionals, union leaders, and parents to elevate their focus beyond
self-interest to a concern for the well-being of the students. Thiswas not done as a one-time
event or an occasional sermon. Instead, principals were constantly reminding the adults about
the effect of decisions on students. The principals appealed to teachers, staff, and parents to put
aside small differences and unite in service to students.

At Burgess, principal Carter challenged the staff to move from ateacher-focused school to a
child-focused school. Often in discussions about important school decisions, the principal would
ask the faculty to consider what was in the best interest of students.

At Peck, principal Goodwin asked the faculty to put children first, regardless of disagreements.
The staff learned, in part, from the manner in which the principal articulated child-focused
rationale for her decisions. Goodwin encouraged teachers to talk about their reasons for entering
the teaching profession. Shetried to learn about their goals and what she called “the desires of
their hearts.” Then she appealed to those desires to serve children well as she called upon every
staff member to refocus their efforts on the improvement of the school.

In several cases, school |eaders helped teachers refocus energies during planning processes. By
engaging in such processes and discussing “what we, together, can do for children,” principals
were able to refocus energies in ways that coincided with improvement plans. Once plans were
developed, the message was reinforced often, particularly in times of conflict. Asan example, at
Baldwin, some teachers resisted changes in curriculum and instruction. One teacher said, “Y ou
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have to have awillingnessto let them go through their resistance. Then you focus them on the
fact that thisisfor the good of the kids.”

At Baskin, when performance data were reviewed, it was done in ways that were not intended to
be critical of teachers. In contrast, the review was focused on the academic needs of children.
At Goodale, the principal did not allow much energy to be expended on projects, efforts, or
discussions that had minimal influence on the personal or academic growth of students. In staff
meetings, grade level meetings, or in other gatherings, the principal frequently refocused the
staff’ s energy toward issues that had a substantial influence on the personal or academic success
of students.

The result of the refocusing process was not only a decrease in tensions but also an increase in
the extent to which students were likely to feel respected, valued, and appreciated. Visitorsto
these schools quickly sense that teachers and other staff members genuinely love and care for the
students.

Building Students Sense of Responsibility for Appropriate Behavior and Creating an
Environment in Which Students Are Likely to Behave Well

In al nine schools, often in dramatic contrast with their environmentsin past years, discipline
problems were rare. The schools used many approaches to improve student behavior, focusing
on helping students assume responsibility for their behavior and on creating school environments
that made it easy for students to behave appropriately.

At several of the schools, time was set aside to establish clear rules and high expectations for
student behavior. Teachers, administrators, parents, and often students worked together to
establish simple rules that would help create a much more pleasant environment for teaching and
learning. Often, rules were established that would help prevent behavior problems before they
started. For instance, at Peck students walked in the hallways with their aslms folded. This
pattern of behavior helped reduce the possibility of conflicts as students walked throughout the
school.

In al of the schools, many efforts were made to acknowledge and even celebrate positive
behavior. For instance, the Buddy Reading Program at Ward and the SPARK program
(Spellman Acts of Random Kindness) at Spellman helped encourage students to interact with
their peersin a supportive manner. At Peck, students earned opportunities to seek positions of
responsibility in the classroom. At Spellman, a banner was flown when the school achieved a
fight-free day. At Hawley, students earned the chance to participate in intramural sports.

Clear and consistent rules, consequences, and rewards helped students learn to assume
responsibility for their own behavior. When consequences were regular and predictable, it was
easier for students to behave appropriately. The predictability of these results seemed to be
positively associated with the visibility of the principal and other school leaders. The visibility
of principals on playgrounds, in hallways, and in classrooms hel ped underscore that the rules
were important and they would be enforced.

12
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At times, rules were eliminated or modified when they were not necessary. For instance, at Peck
there were many students (and some teachers) who were frequently late arriving at school in the
mornings. Instead of investing a substantial amount of energy into disciplining people for being
tardy, the principal instituted “Peck time.” The beginning and ending times for the school day
were moved back 15 minutes. In other words, children began school fifteen minutes later and
ended their school day fifteen minutes later. Parents, teachers, and students saw the change as an
effort to help them succeed at being on time. Tardiness was dramatically reduced.

Training for teachers was an important component of efforts to implement discipline plans. At
Peck, teachers received training in the district’ s Consistency Management Discipline Plan. At
Goodale, teachers participated in efficacy training that focused on building a sense of efficacy
and responsibility in students. At many of the schools, the regular collaboration among teachers
included attention to strategies for helping students maintain exemplary behavior.

Student responsibility for their own behavior was also nurtured by the development of student
leadership activities. For instance, at Goodale and Hawley, peer mediation programs gave
students important opportunities to support each other in working out problemsin a constructive
manner. Aswell, extensive uses of cooperative learning strategies at schools such as Peck
provided many opportunities for student leadership.

The improvements in student behavior were also influenced by the changes in the extent to
which children came to understand that they were valued and respected. At Baldwin, asin all of
the nine schools, principal Lee knew all of the students by name and knew many of their
families. The personal relationships among students and school staff created a powerful context
for good behavior. At Burgess, teachers gave students time to talk about important emotional
stressesin their lives. At several of the schools, counselors or social workers helped students
know that they had a safe place to talk about personal concerns. Nonetheless, teachers,
counselors, socia workers, principals, and other support providers emphasized high expectations
for student behavior, regardless of the circumstancesin children’slives. They listened and
provided support that helped students continue to meet behavioral expectations, aswell as
academic expectations, even when students faced troubling situations.

When behavioral problems emerged, they were dealt with in a prompt, objective manner that
demonstrated respect for students and hel ped them learn responsibility. For instance, at Goodale,
students were rarely suspended. Principal Batchelor believed that removing a student from
school did nothing to increase the students' sense of responsibility for hisor her behavior nor to
increase the school’ s sense of responsibility for educating the student. At many of the schools,
the involvement of parents was a key component of their disciplinary efforts. Parents reported
that they were supportive because they perceived that school |eaders were fair disciplinarians
who had the best interest of their children at heart.

Ultimately, student behavior was also improved by the improvement of academic instruction in
classrooms. Students were more likely to be actively engaged in learning. They were more
likely to be excited about the level of challenge and rigor in their curriculum. They were more
likely to be positive about their chances to succeed academically. Thus, there was less of a need
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for students to seek attention through negative behavior. Improved instruction led to improved
discipline, which led to even better instruction.

Creating a Collective Sense of Responsibility for Improvement

An important improvement strategy at each of the nine schools centered on creating an
environment in which all educators shared a sense of responsibility for school improvement and
the attainment of the school’s goals. At several of the schools, thisjoint sense of responsibility
was modeled by the principal, nurtured by joint planning processes, and reinforced by efforts to
involve everyone in key components of the school’ s work.

Principals at these schools emphasized the importance of each individual’s contribution to the
work of the school. Principals modeled their commitment to collective responsibility by
including the input of various staff membersin decisions. Often teachers were given the
responsibility of making important decisions. In other cases, principals made key decisions but
they gave teachers and other staff substantial opportunitiesto contribute their thoughts and ideas.

Planning processes provided avenues for the involvement of many staff and faculty. For
instance, the Accelerated Schools Program provided opportunities for many Centerville staff
members to get involved in identifying school needs and establishing a vision for the school’s
future. At Hawley, staff members participated on committees established in response to critical
issue areas identified by the staff. These structured opportunities for involvement helped
emphasize that staff members shared responsibility for school improvement. The principal
refused to allow teachers to think that he would ‘fix’ al of the school’s problems. The staff
learned that they all shared responsibility for getting al children to achieve at high levels.

Collective responsibility became a part of the common language of the school. At Centerville,
Peck, and Ward everyone talked about teamwork and the extent to which they were working as a
team. At Goodale and Burgess educators talked about themselves as part of a“family” of adults
responsible for the well-being of “their” children. At Baskin, principal Payne said, “No one can
doitaone” AtWard, principal Wilcher emphasized the importance of getting the staff to feel
that they were working with her and not for her.

The sense of collective responsibility resulted in staff members taking on new and different
roles. At Spellman, theinstitution of the Canady block-scheduling approach resulted in amost
all of the school’ s ancillary personnel participating in the teaching of reading. Similarly, at Peck
many staff members helped support the Success for All reading program. At Hawley, the school
socia worker sponsored the after-school math club. At many of the schools, teachers voluntarily
exceeded expectations.

The involvement of staff membersin avariety of activities central to the success of the school
helped create a deeper sense of professional responsibility among them. As professionals,
teachers and other staff were expected to contribute to an understanding of the school’s
problems, the analysis of possible solutions, and the implementation of commonly agreed-upon
approaches to improvement.
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Increasing I nstructional L eadership

At all nine schools, the amount and quality of time spent on instructional |eadership activities
was substantially increased. First, principals spent a substantial amount of time engaged in
instructional leadership activities. Second, other school faculty were positioned in ways that
allowed them to provide instructional leadership at the school.

Principal s tended to spend a large percentage of their time in classrooms. For instance, at
Burgess, Carter reported that she spent 40 percent of her time in classrooms, observing teaching
and helping improve instruction.

At Centerville, principal Butler was described as a teacher of teachers. Asone teacher explained,
“She gets in there with you and shows you. She teaches and shows you to make sure that you
understand.”

Similarly, teachers at Peck and Goodale reported that their principals were frequently in
classrooms watching, reacting to and reinforcing good teaching techniques and providing helpful
suggestions.

In addition to the leadership provided by principals, aimost all of the schools asked other
educators to provide instructional |eadership to the school staff. For instance, Warren, the
former principal at Baskin, created an instructional guide position from another administrative
position. This person, Payne, coached teachers on instructional strategies and later became the
school principal. At Burgess and Spellman, there were instructional specialists who provided
instructional assistance and support to teachers. At Goodale, Title | resource teachers assumed
instructional leadership functions as they helped teachers address instructional improvement
issues. At Peck, amaster teacher was hired to help teachers with writing instruction while the
Success for All Coordinator supported teachers in improving reading instruction. At Ward, an
assistant principa was responsible for helping the principal improve instruction in classrooms
and head teachers provided additional assistance to their peersin improving daily classroom
instruction. By encouraging and training multiple instructional leaders, former principal Breen at
Ward helped prepare his successor, Wilcher, and other leaders who have become administrators
in other Chicago schools.

As another example of instructional |eadership among the nine schools, principal s kept teachers
and other school personnel focused on improving instruction. At Goodale, when school planning
efforts veered to a discussion of improving the parking lot, principal Batchelor, helped refocus
the group on improving instruction. At Hawley, Principal Helminiak supported the School
Beautification Committee, but made it clear that the priority had to be on improving student
achievement. Often, principals kept the faculty focused on instruction by removing distractions.
At Spellman, Liebesinsisted that the 90-minute reading block was “sacred” and would not be
interrupted. Even on days shortened because of snow, everyone would have 90 minutes for
reading and language arts.
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One way principals and other school leaders demonstrated instructional |eadership was by
getting teachers to use achievement data to improve instruction. For example, at Baldwin, Lee
hel ped teachers use data on student literacy levels to improve reading instruction. Additionally,
the principal helped teachers use disaggregated Stanford 9 test scores to identify students in need
of additional academic support. At Goodale, Batchelor helped ensure that the school’s
professional development plans, as well as other important plans were based, at least in part, on
student results from the Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP). At Hawley,
principal Helminiak hel ped teachers use student assessment data to identify areas of strength and
weakness and use such data in planning improvement strategies. At Baskin, the instructional
guide hel ped teachers use data to understand specific objectives in mathematics that needed extra
attention. At Centerville, the principal used the Accelerated Schools Program to help teachers
understand and use data to improve teaching.

Principal s constantly challenged the school staff to higher levels of achievement. They
highlighted and celebrated the successes of students and teachersin away that reinforced
exemplary efforts and gave a message of hope. The walls of classrooms and hallways were
visual celebrations of the achievement of students. Regularly, school leaders took the time to
acknowledge the successes and special efforts of students, parents, teachers, and other staff
members. As goals were achieved, school leaders generously praised the efforts of all
contributors, and then artfully redirected the entire school toward even higher goals for the
achievement of their students.

Aligning Instruction to Standar ds and Assessments

At the nine schools, students performed well on assessments because they were taught what the
district or the state expected them to learn. Principals and teachers did not leave student
performance to chance. They meticulously ensured that children were being taught the
knowledge, concepts, and skills articulated in state or district standards and measured in annual
assessments.

At Burgess and Centerville, curriculum alignment processes hel ped teachers understand the
relationship between what they taught and how students performed on standardized tests. The
curriculum alignment processes were important opportunities for teachers to talk about
expectations, teaching, and student work. Furthermore, the alignment processes gave teachers a
chance to understand precisely what students were expected to know and the extent to which
students would be expected to demonstrate mastery. At Spellman, instructional specialists and
teachers worked together to create performance-based practice assessments. Teachers used the
data from those assessments to improve instruction. For many of the teachers, the process gave
them a much deeper understanding of what instruction was needed for students to perform well
on the assessment.

Alignment processes also helped ensure that teachers would be able to teach all of the knowledge
and skills expected to be learned during the school year. For instance, at Baskin, the principal
and the instructional guide led teachersin curriculum alignment projectsin science and
mathematics that gave teachers a“road map for student improvement.” Teachers no longer had
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to guess if they were covering all the content tested by the Texas Assessment of Academic
Skills. They worked together to develop a plan that would ensure adequate coverage of all
important content by testing time each spring.

Getting Teachersthe Resour ces and Training Per ceived Necessary to Teach

At several of the schools, substantial energy was devoted to making sure that teachers felt like
they had all of the resources they considered necessary in order to get students to reach the
school’ s academic goals. In particular, principals and other school |eaders made sure that
teachersfelt like they had adequate materials, equipment, and professional development.

At Baldwin, teachers reported that the principal “went to the n™ degree” to get needed
instructional materials. At Goodale, teachers who had transferred from other Detroit schools
were astonished at the manner in which the principal and the Title | resource teachers were able
to get teachers the materials they requested in atimely manner. At Ward, teachers reported, “1f
teachers need it, Wilcher [the principal] getsit.”

When assessment data, principal observations, or analyses of student work suggested that
students were not learning an important concept or skill, the principal or school planning teams
made sure that resources were allocated to help teachers learn better strategies for teaching the
skill. Teachers, principals, and instructional specialists from within the school often provided
this training; however, there were times when training from outside sources was needed. In such
cases, principals either arranged for experts to come to the school and provide training to the
staff or arranged opportunities for staff persons to attend workshops, seminars, or conferences
where they could access the appropriate training. When necessary, the school provided
substitute teachers so that faculty could attend training sessions. Often such training was
attended by groups of teachers and administrators. Therefore, when the group returned to
school, they could support each other in carrying out the practices learned. Also, they could
assist other staff in learning the new strategies, concepts, or techniques.

For instance during one semester, at Ward, a group of teachers participated in weekly math and
science classes held at the Illinois Institute of Technology. Teachers attended classes during the
school day and substitute teachers were provided. Then, experts from the institute visited the
teachersin their classrooms and provided coaching. Teacherslearned new skills that they were
ableto apply in their classrooms and practice with the support of their school administrators and
fellow teachers.

Often, teachers perceived that the support provided through access to materials, equipment, and
training was critical to their success. They tended to see the school’ s investment as atangible
indicator of support. Asaresult, teachers responded with a greater willingness to support school
initiatives. Perhaps, teachers felt more effective as aresult of this support and were more willing
to exert maximum effort. Perhaps, when teachers perceived that they had been given what they
deemed necessary to teach well, there were fewer excuses for poor performance. Whatever the
reason, this support was extremely important to teachers and was an important part of the success
at several of the schools.
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Often the schools used Title | funds to provide materials, instructional equipment, and
professional development. These schools used the flexibility provided by the Title | schoolwide
program option to improve services to all students. In some cases, (e.g., at Goodale) Title|
teachers still saw some students on a pull-out basis, yet the majority of the Title | funds were
used to support the improvement of the entire school.

When Title | funds ran short, some of the schools (e.g., Centerville, Baldwin, and Goodale)
acquired resources from other grants to help meet these needs or combined Title | dollars with
other resources. At Baskin, money from an unused professional position was diverted to
purchase additional instructional materials. At Hawley, Title | and technology resources were
combined to get computers into classrooms and provide associated professiona development for
teachers.

Creating Opportunitiesfor Teachersto Work, Plan, and Learn Together

At all nine schools, leaders created regular opportunities for teachers to work, plan, and learn
together around instructional issues. Without time for collaboration on instruction, many
improvements would have never been conceived or implemented.

Many of the schools created blocks of time during which teachers met and planned together. At
Baldwin, a primary team (kindergarten through second-grade teachers) and an elementary team
(third through fifth-grade teachers) each met twice amonth. At Baskin, a 90-minute block of
uninterrupted planning time was created for each grade level twice aweek. At Hawley, the
principal arranged the schedule in away that used “banked” time (additional minutes at the
beginning or end of each day) to carve out time for professional development. At Peck, the
principal rearranged the schedule to provide common planning times for the staff to engage in
horizontal (same grade level) and vertical (different grade levels) planning. Twice aweek the
entire staff came together to share experiences and strategies that achieved positive results.

Often planning times focused on important instructional issues. For instance, at Baldwin,
teachers carefully reviewed student work in comparison with academic standards and discussed
opportunities for improving instruction. At Spellman, this time was used to create practice
performance assessments, score the assessments, and identify common areas of academic
streng