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SECTION 1.  STUDY FOCUS

The Chicago School Reform Act:
Context for the Study

The Chicago School Reform Act (Public Act 85-1418) was passed by the Illinois

General Assembly in December 1988, in response to a campaign by parent, community,

and business organizations.3  This state law restructured the Chicago school system and

applied only to Chicago.4  Broadly, the law shifted authority and resources from the

central board of education and central administration to elected Local School Councils,

principals, and teachers at each of Chicago’s 540 schools.  While granting schools great

flexibility, the law set out academic improvement goals for schools, which were

focused on improved student achievement, attendance, and graduation rates.  Very

briefly, the Chicago School Reform Act, as it was passed in 1988, had the following key

provisions, most of which are still in force:

• Created an elected Local School Council (LSC) at each of Chicago’s 540
schools.  These LSCs were composed of six elected parents, two elected
community representatives, two elected teachers, the principal, and (in high
schools) an elected student.  These LSCs had the power to hire the school’s
principal for a four-year contract, to set the school’s improvement priorities,
and to budget state discretionary funds for educating low-income students, as
well as other school funds.

• Placed principals on four-year performance contracts to their Local School
Council, abolishing lifetime principal tenure.

• Gave principals a pivotal school leadership role and more authority in
establishing and carrying out instruction and budget priorities, and in hiring
and supervising school staff.

• Gave teachers a greater decision making and advisory voice, through their
seats on the Local School Council and a teacher committee that worked with
the principal on curriculum and school improvement.

• Required that over a five-year period, state money for educating low-income
students (State Chapter 1 funds) must be increasingly placed under school
control and be made supplementary to a fair share of other school system
funds.  In the 1997-98 school year, State Chapter 1 funds that a school could
focus on its improvement priorities amounted to $261 million systemwide, or
about $470,000 per school.5

• Created a support and oversight structure for schools, by dividing the school
system into subdistricts.  Each subdistrict had an elected Subdistrict Council
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that hired a Subdistrict Superintendent and was responsible for intervening in
non-performing schools.

• Diminished the direct authority of the central Board of Education and the
central administration over schools, placing them in the role of supporting
school-level initiative and enforcing critical systemwide standards in such
areas as civil rights.

• Modified the selection process for the central Board of Education, so that the
central board was selected by Chicago’s Mayor from nominees identified by a
Nominating Commission elected by the Subdistrict Councils. (Previously, the
Mayor had the legal authority to directly appoint the Board of Education,
without any legal obligation to select from nominees recommended by a
citizen advisory panel.)

As documented by research cited below, this school reform law has, at the very

least, unleashed an enormous amount of school-level and community-level initiative and

has fundamentally restructured power relationships in the Chicago school system.  To

cite a few examples of such initiative and change:

• Local School Councils have attracted sustained involvement from parents,
community residents, and teachers willing to serve on them.  In the first Local
School Council elections, 17,000 candidates ran for 5,400 parent, community,
and teacher seats.6  In subsequent elections, candidacy dropped, but
remained substantial.  In the 1996 LSC elections, 7,800 adult candidates ran for
5,400 elected seats.  And with the election shifted to Parent Report Card Pick-
Up Day, voting rose substantially, compared with the previous election.7

• A study of Local School Councils by the Consortium on Chicago School
Research (based on data collected in 1995) indicated that the typical LSC
meets at least once a month, nearly always has a quorum, and has at least
three active committees.  The average parent or community LSC member
spends about eleven hours per month in carrying out his or her mandated LSC
responsibilities and seventeen hours, in addition, in volunteering to aid the
school.  Based on detailed ratings of LSC effectiveness by parent, community,
teacher, and principal members, 50%-60% of LSCs were judged by the
researchers to be “high functioning,” 25%-33% to be “performing well but
need support,” and 10%-15% as having “serious problems.”8

• Through replacement by their LSCs and through retirement, 87% of those
individuals who were principals in 1989 when the reform law passed were no
longer the principals of their schools in 1997.9  Nevertheless, survey research
indicates that principals’ attitudes towards the 1988 reform law and towards
LSCs have been generally quite positive, because principals were given new
opportunities to exercise leadership.10

• There has been a major increase in the involvement of individual schools with
other community institutions since reform, as a result of initiative by school
staff and Local School Councils.11
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• Teachers have exhibited generally positive attitudes towards the opportunities
created by reform, as reflected by survey research and school case studies.
While teachers attitudes towards their work have remained unchanged in
some schools, teachers have become deeply involved in planning and
initiating school improvement efforts in a substantial percentage of schools,
particularly at the elementary level, based on survey research and school case
studies.12

In spring 1995, both houses of the Illinois General Assembly and the

governorship came under Republican control, and the Republican leadership indicated

that they intended to make some “mid-course corrections” in the Chicago School Reform

Act.  Although they were impressed by some documented school-level improvements

that had occurred as a result of the 1988 Reform Act and were sympathetic to the

ideology of “local control,” they were also highly critical of continuing corruption in the

school system’s central office, the lack of major systemwide test score gains at that

point, and the continuing financial crises of the school system.  Further, they responded

to the Chicago Mayor’s complaint that the process for selecting the central school board

that was established by the 1988 Reform Act left him with inadequate authority to

improve the schools, even though the public held him accountable for school quality.

As a result, the General Assembly made several major changes in the Chicago

School Reform Act in May 1995.13  The basic structure of    school-level decision making

was kept intact   ; indeed, principals were, for the first time, given clear authority over

school custodians and food service staff.  However, the state legislature gave Chicago’s

Mayor a major role in making    key systemwide decisions   :

• The Mayor was given authority to directly appoint a five-person Board of
Trustees and a Chief Executive Officer.

• The Board of Trustees was given broad authority to intervene in non-
performing schools.

• The Board of Trustees was given increased financial flexibility and (as is not
generally realized) access to a substantial amount of additional unrestricted
revenue.14

• The Board of Trustees was given broad powers to privatize a range of school
system activities, such as building repairs.

• The spring 1995 amendments weakened the power of the Chicago Teachers
Union, which was limited to bargaining over wages and benefits, but not over
working conditions.

In June 1995, Chicago’s Mayor Daley appointed his former Budget Director, Paul

Vallas, as the school system’s Chief Executive Officer, and his former Chief of Staff, Gery
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Chico, as President of the school system’s Board of Trustees.  This new leadership team

has been extremely aggressive in pressing an agenda of accountability focused on test

score results, “back to basics,” central administration restructuring, and facilities

improvement.  For example, this leadership team:

• Placed 71 elementary schools and 38 high schools on academic probation in
October 1996, and reconstituted the staffs of seven high schools in June
1997.15

• Required students at four grade levels to attend summer school in summer
1997 if they scored below a minimum level on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills,
and retained students in grade who failed to make sufficient test score
progress during summer school.16

• Launched a $1.45 billion capital improvement plan.17  Privatized janitorial
services and repair services for a substantial number of schools.

• Secured subsequent legislation in signed by the Governor in August 1996
allowing the central board to set qualifications and performance requirements
for the initial hiring and rehiring of principals by Local School Councils.  Under
the 1988 School Reform Act, LSCs were previously free to select as their
principal anyone who held Illinois state certification as an administrator.18

With school-level powers left largely intact, Chicago remains the most

decentralized big city educational system in the country.  However, Chicago’s central

board and administration have some key powers that are not exercised by the

leadership of any other big city school system (such as sweeping authority to

reconstitute schools and actually dismiss, rather than transfer, staff at these schools).  This

situation has created ongoing conflict between Local School Councils and advocates for

local school initiative, on the one hand, and an aggressive central administration, on the

other.

Proponents of the 1988 School Reform Act argue that the new systemwide

leadership has often overstepped its authority and is attempting to recentralize the

school system, just at the time when the 1988 Reform Act is bearing fruit in terms of

improved student achievement.  They further argue that the new leadership team’s heavy

reliance on standardized test scores for making decisions about students and schools is

counterproductive to fundamental school improvement.

The new leadership team argues that they are focusing on accountability and

tough academic standards in a system where the average student is still far below

acceptable performance, after seven years of school-level initiative by Local School

Councils and principals.
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The School Reform Timeline in Chart 1 shows a few key events that unfolded from

1988 through 1997 in the school reform process.

At present, the Chicago school system is implementing a varied mix of school-

based and top-down educational initiatives, each of which merits careful evaluation.

Evaluation of this unique mix of initiatives can provide guidance to other urban school

systems contemplating similar reforms (see pages 104-107).

The current research study analyzes changes that unfolded from the original 1988

school reform and some of their impacts on school practice and student achievement to

date.  This particular research analysis focuses on     Chicago’s elementary schools    (grades

pre-kindergarten through eight are considered “elementary” grades in Chicago).  Grades

pre-kindergarten through eight enrolled 320,000 of the 430,000 students who attended

Chicago’s public schools in the 1997-98 school year.  If Chicago’s elementary schools

were a separate school system, it would be the third largest in the nation.

Some Relevant Research
about Chicago School Reform

The basic restructuring of the Chicago school system through the 1988 Reform

Act raised a number of controversial issues.  Would placing urban parents in a key

decision-making role help bring about improved educational quality?  How would

principals and teachers respond to a law that drastically restructured patterns of

accountability, but gave school staffs significant new opportunities to shape school

improvement?  Would these changes lead to improved student achievement?

Since 1988, Chicago school reform has attracted the attention of many

researchers seeking to analyze such issues.  The most extensive and comprehensive

research about Chicago reform has been carried out by researchers associated with the

Consortium on Chicago School Research.  This Consortium is headquartered at the

University of Chicago and draws together a staff of experienced researchers, as well as a

diverse Steering Committee of university-based researchers, researchers from education

reform groups, and representatives of key constituencies (such as the Chicago Public

Schools, Chicago Principals Association, and Chicago Teachers Union).  Thus, the

Consortium has involved a diverse coalition in defining and carrying out a research

agenda to analyze Chicago reform.19  Designs for Change has been a member of the

Consortium Steering Committee from the beginning, and has played an active role in

defining basic directions for Consortium research and critiquing drafts of studies

produced by Consortium researchers.
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Studies supported by grants to the Consortium and carried out by Consortium

researchers are reviewed by its Steering Committee members, who provide

recommendations for changes.  However, the final content of each study is ultimately

determined by its individual authors, as listed in the References at the end of the current

study.  Nevertheless, for simplicity’s sake, these studies are often referred to below as

“Consortium studies.”  Major studies about Chicago school reform released by

Consortium researchers to date have helped shape the current study and include the

following:

• Results of a spring 1991 survey of Chicago teachers, titled Charting Reform:
The Teachers’ Turn.20

• Results of a spring 1992 survey of Chicago principals, titled Charting Reform:
The Principals’ Perspective.21

• An analysis of the implementation and impact of Chicago school reform in the
elementary schools from 1989 to 1993, titled A View from the Elementary
Schools:  The State of Reform in Chicago.22  This report drew on previous
principal and teacher surveys, 22 longitudinal school case studies that were
already being carried out by the Center for School Improvement and the
Chicago Panel on Public School Policy, and new case studies of six schools
viewed as having made substantial progress under school reform.

• Spring 1994 surveys of elementary and high school teachers and of sixth,
eighth, and tenth grade students.  To date, a portion of the results of these
surveys have been published in Charting Reform:  Chicago Teachers Take
Stock23 and Charting Reform in Chicago:  The Students Speak.24

• Spring and summer 1995 surveys of Local School Council members (including
parent, community, teacher, and principal members), which were reported in
Charting Reform:  LSCs — Local Leadership at Work.25

Several of these studies provide framing questions and critical data for the current study,

as discussed below.

The State of Reform Study
One Consortium study that has been especially critical in framing the current

research study is A View from the Elementary Schools:  The State of Reform in Chicago.

Through participant observation, The State of Reform study identified four patterns of

“Local School Politics” in the 28 case study schools that were analyzed as part of the

study:

•     Consolidated Principal Power   .  Principal totally dominates decision making,
and neither the parents/community nor the faculty are able to sustain active
involvement in school decision making.
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•     Adversarial Politics   .  The school community is factionalized and continuously
fighting about control and power.  The fights have little substantive content.

•      Maintenance Politics   .  School community leaders are basically satisfied with
the status quo, and bargain to reach decisions that address the immediate
interests of individuals and groups.

•     Strong Democracy    .  School community leaders are dissatisfied with current
operations and results, there is sustained debate about change, and shared
interests develop among the principal, staff, and parents/community to
promote basic school improvement.

The researchers then identified teacher and principal    responses to previous Consortium

systemwide surveys    that distinguished these patterns of Local School Politics in survey

responses from the 28 case study schools.  By identifying survey responses characteristic

of the four types of Local School Politics in the case study schools, the researchers were

then able to estimate the prevalence of each of these four patterns of politics in

elementary schools    systemwide    , as well as the characteristics of schools where these

patterns of politics had emerged.26

“Strong Democracy” was the pattern of school politics that reflected the “theory

of change” underlying the 1988 Chicago School Reform Act.27  The reformers had hoped

that the shift of authority and resources to the school site that the Reform Act made

possible would lead to increased involvement in important decisions by parents, the

community, teachers, students, parents, and the school’s principal, which would, in

turn, stimulate fundamental school improvement.28

Using the same research strategy employed to identify patterns of Local School

Politics, The State of Reform study also identified four “School Improvement

Approaches” and used Consortium questionnaire results from teacher and principal

surveys to estimate their prevalence citywide.  Two of these school improvement

approaches (Peripheral Academic Changes and “Christmas Tree” Schools) fall under the

general classification of “Unfocused Academic Initiatives.”  Two of these approaches

(Emergent Restructuring and Sustained Systemic Activity) fall under the general

classification of “Systemic Approaches to School Restructuring.”  In cases of Emergent

Restructuring, school community leaders have initiated sustained efforts to make basic

changes in school operations and in the educational program that are beginning to

significantly impact school-family-community relationships, school climate, staff

collaboration, and instructional practice.  Sustained Systemic Activity represents a

further, more comprehensive stage in this systemic restructuring process, in which

fundamental and coherent changes have occurred in the school’s educational practices.
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Using systemwide teacher and principal survey data, the Consortium was able to

estimate the number of elementary schools with Unfocused Academic Initiatives, with

Systemic Approaches to School Restructuring, and with Some Features of Both.29

Several key conclusions from The State of Reform analysis help frame the current

research study about Chicago’s elementary schools.  Focusing on the 85% of elementary

schools that had exhibited low test score achievement in 1989, The State of Reform

concluded that:

• Approximately 40% of these elementary schools were carrying out a Systemic
Approach to School Reform, 30% were carrying out Unfocused Initiatives,
20% had some features of both, and 10% were Unclassifiable.30

• Schools with a systemic restructuring approach were dispersed widely
throughout the city.31

• Schools governed by Strong Democracy were much more likely to be carrying
out Systemic Restructuring of their educational program.  66% of Strong
Democracy Schools were carrying out Systemic Restructuring, 16% of Strong
Democracy schools showed some features of Systemic Restructuring, and only
9% of Strong Democracy schools were characterized by Unfocused
Academic Initiatives.32

Further, in the 15% of elementary schools that had had     good academic achievement    in

1989, the researchers found even higher percentages of schools with Strong Democracy

and Systemic Restructuring than they had in the schools that were low-achieving in

1989.33

 While critics of Chicago reform characterized it as “governance reform” rather

than “educational reform,” proponents argued that changing the decision-making and

leadership structure and authority at the school level would lead to focused educational

improvement initiatives, and that focused educational improvement initiatives would, in

turn, lead to higher student achievement.  The State of Reform findings supported the

“basic logic” or “theory of change” underlying Chicago School Reform.34  The researchers

concluded that “a political practice that engages a broad base of people who have a

stake in the local school and who sustain discussion about educational issues can create

valuable social resources to support systemic restructuring efforts.”35

Writing in July 1993, the Consortium summed up its conclusions as follows:

Is the restructuring of the Chicago public school system evolving in ways that can
lead to major improvements in student learning?  We answer “yes”....The major
premise of PA 85-1418 [the Chicago School Reform Act] is that enhanced
participation at the school community level will leverage the systemic
restructuring needed to sustain improvements in teaching and learning.  Our
analyses indicate that enhanced participation has emerged in many schools.
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Where this has occurred, fundamental organizational changes are highly likely,
and “best” instructional practices are now being introduced.  Many Chicago
schools appear to be moving through an organizational development process
consistent with the means-ends linkages assumed in the legislation.  Against this
standard, we judge the first phase of PA 85-1418 a success.36

However, the Consortium’s report also emphasized a number of concerns about

the future progress of reform, including a concern about elementary schools that had

been untouched by the reform process:

Our analyses indicate that a quarter of Chicago’s elementary schools have
unfocused improvement efforts and operate under consolidated principal
power.  Neither the parents and local community nor the faculty have been able
to take advantage of existing opportunities to organize collective action toward
systemic reform.  Given these local political conditions, it seems unlikely that
these schools will initiate the needed organizational changes on their own.  The
same thing can be said of the four to nine percent of schools that still confront
sustained conflict.  A coordinated external response is needed here.37

Subsequently, Consortium researchers found the social organization and practices of

almost all of Chicago’s high schools had changed little as a result of the reform law, and

characterized the high schools as “a case of institutional failure.”38

In designing The State of Reform analysis, the Consortium determined that it was

premature, in summer 1993, to evaluate school reform progress based on test score

gains.  The first Local School Councils were elected in fall 1989, and:

...the 1989-90 school year was taken up almost entirely with initiating the
structures and processes of local school governance.  Also during that year, half
of the schools were required to evaluate their principal and to make a decision
either to retain or to hire a new one.  (The other half of the schools made that
decision in spring 1991.)  The schools that reviewed their principal in spring
1990 were ready to begin their school improvement efforts the following fall;
schools that had to wait until spring 1991 to make a change in principal
leadership, however, might not really have begun improvement activities until fall
1991....The primary long-term standpoint for judging school reform is very clear
— have substantial improvements in student learning occurred?  One might
argue, by analogy, that a mid-course assessment should focus on evidence of
short-term student achievement gains...The Chicago School Reform Act calls for
each school to undertake a restructuring of its organization and operations....Even
the best cases of significant individual school improvement often required five
years or more to culminate in a comprehensive restructuring, and typically did
not show measurable change in student achievement until the later phases.39

However by 1997, four years after The State of Reform report, it is essential to

evaluate to what extent the promising changes in elementary school practice that the
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Consortium’s research documented have    led to improved elementary school

achievement   .  As discussed in Section 3, analyzing the relationship between school

practices and student achievement test performance is a primary focus of the current

study.

Five Essential Supports for Student Learning
In July 1993, Designs for Change synthesized 50 recent research studies of

effective urban elementary schools and effective reading instruction through a grant from

the Spencer Foundation, and identified “promising practices” for improving overall

educational achievement and for improving reading achievement in particular.40  DFC

organized the findings of this analysis around “Five Major Areas for School

Improvement,” which were later renamed “Five Essential Supports for Student Learning:”

School Leadership, Family-Community Partnerships, School Environment/Culture,

Professional Development and Collaboration, and Instructional Program.  As this

framework was spelled out subsequently in a resource guide prepared by Designs for

Change, there were four to ten “Key Initiatives” under each of these Five Essential

Supports and one to seven “Promising Practices” under each Key Initiative.41  These

Essential Supports, Key Initiatives, and Promising Practices were drawn from national

research evidence about school effectiveness, research about school change in Chicago

after the 1988 Reform Act was passed, and the on-the-ground experience of a number

of groups that were providing sustained on-site assistance to improve specific Chicago

schools.  This framework of Promising Practices differed radically from the early effective

schools research and resulting school reform strategies, in that a much larger number of

practices were identified in the Five Essential Supports framework (based on the

growing body of research about effective schools), it was assumed that the framework

would be regularly modified and refined based on continuing research and experience

(as the phrase “Promising Practices” suggests), and it was assumed that individual

schools would vary in the specific patterns of changes in practice that would lead them

to improved student achievement.42

In February 1994, the school system invited a diverse group of researchers,

principals, teachers, LSC members, and central office staff to develop a framework for

conceptualizing and guiding school improvement systemwide.  A primary aim of this

initiative was to assist schools that had not yet changed as a result of school reform.

Through DFC’s participation in this process, the basic elements of DFC’s initial “Five Major

Areas for School Improvement” and related promising practices were adopted and

refined by this working group.  In June 1994, the school system adopted the resulting
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framework as its official framework for aiding and judging school improvement,

describing the Five Essential Supports and related promising educational practices in

Pathways to Achievement:  Self-Analysis Guide.43  As mentioned above, DFC prepared

its own detailed school improvement guide organized around the Five Essential

Supports, which is focused on improving elementary school reading achievement and is

titled Building a School Community That Reads:  A Resource Guide to Promising

Practices.44

Consortium on Chicago School Research staff participated in the school system

work group that refined the Five Essential Supports and related promising practices, and

the Consortium subsequently decided to organize the presentation of its findings about

school practices from its major spring 1994 survey of Chicago teachers and students

around the Five Essential Supports.45

In general terms, these Five Essential Supports for Student Learning have the

following focuses:

•     School Leadership    .  Higher-achieving urban schools have effective leadership
that both encourages involvement in decision making and sets and presses for
high staff and student performance.

•    Family-Community Partnerships   .  Higher-achieving urban schools develop
effective communication with families, and find multiple ways to involve
families and the community in educating students and in school improvement.

•     School Environment/Culture    .  Higher-achieving urban schools create an
environment that is safe, orderly, and focused on learning.  Staff create high
schoolwide expectations for student achievement.

•     Staff Development and Collaboration    .  In higher-achieving urban schools,
teachers and other staff work as a cohesive team, take initiative, and receive
education and assistance to carry out a shared educational strategy.

•    Instructional Program     .  Higher-achieving schools carry out a focused coherent
learning program and use the best research-based educational practices to
teach specific subjects.  Improving student achievement is the overriding
objective against which all school actions are judged.

Drawing on its spring 1994 surveys of Chicago teachers and students, the

Consortium developed 27 Indicators of school practice, each of which was placed

under one of the Five Essential Supports for Student Learning, as well as an additional

combined Indicator of “Cooperative Adult Effort Toward School Improvement.”46  As

explained in more detail on pages 52-54, each Indicator was formulated through

combining responses from a set of individual survey questions.  In the Consortium’s

second report based on its spring 1994 surveys, Consortium researchers stated:
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In summer of 1994, CPS [the Chicago Public Schools] developed a framework of
five essential supports for student learning....the Consortium participated in these
developments and subsequently adopted the framework for its own efforts in
assessing the conditions of education in Chicago....We have now assembled
considerable evidence testifying to the validity of this framework for guiding
local efforts....To be sure, the core of a good school is quality instructional
programs.  While we will address this topic in our next report, it is obvious that
low-achieving schools also need major improvements in this regard.  The results
presented here, however, document that good instruction rests on a base of
human and social resources.  Unless efforts are made to strengthen leadership,
expand professional engagement in instructional improvement, and enhance
parental support, other attempts to reform low-achieving schools will likely be
frustrated.47

The Five Essential Supports for Student Learning and the Consortium’s related Indicators

developed from spring 1994 student and teacher surveys are one key element of the

current research study, as explained on pages 52-57.

Gauging Student Achievement in Chicago
The Consortium’s analyses have attracted substantial attention among researchers

and the press.  However, the focus of Consortium studies published through the 1996-

1997 school year had been the     practices and beliefs    of various actors in the school-level

reform process.  These reports left unanswered what many policy makers, journalists,

and interested members of the public see as the “bottom line” question about school

reform:  Has school reform impacted student achievement?  Neither the Consortium, nor

any other research group, had published a systemwide study analyzing whether schools

that were carrying out “promising practices” associated with the Five Essential Supports

were actually improving student achievement in specific Chicago schools, at the time

when Designs for Change decided to initiate the current study in October 1996.

And to the typical legislator, journalist, or interested member of the general

public, annual newspaper reports concerning Chicago test scores had indicated modest

progress in the elementary schools overall, and losses in the high schools during the

years from 1990 to 1996.  (Spring 1990 test results are generally accepted as the baseline

for judging the progress of Chicago school reform under the 1988 Reform Act, because

the first school improvement plans were put in place in fall 1990, as reflected in Chart 1.)

To clarify the standardized achievement test data that are available for making

judgments about academic progress in Chicago and the pros and cons of using

particular test data to judge the progress of Chicago school reform, it is useful to briefly

describe the two major achievement test programs in which Chicago’s students have
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participated during the 1990s:  (1) the Illinois Goals Assessment Program and (2) the

Iowa Tests of Basic Skills/Tests of Achievement and Proficiency.  Each spring, the

Chicago Public Schools administers these two sets of achievement tests, as described

below.

IGAP Tests.  The state IGAP Tests (Illinois Goals Assessment Program Tests) measure

achievement in five academic areas in which the state holds schools accountable for

academic progress:  reading, writing, mathematics, science, and social studies.

The IGAP tests are given only at selected grades.  Since spring 1993, reading,

writing, and mathematics tests have been given at grades 3, 6, 8, and 10, while science

and social studies tests have been given at grades 4, 7, and 11.  The customary way in

which the IGAP tests have been used by the public has been to compare, for example,

this year’s third grade test scores in a particular subject with last year’s third grade test

scores — for a school, a school district, or the entire state.

The IGAP scores in all subjects except writing are reported on a scale that ranges

from 0 to 500.  In the first year in which testing was done in any subject area, the state

average was set at 250, with half the students at or above 250 and half the students

below 250.48

Since the spring 1993 test administration, IGAP test results have also been

reported based on a minimum competency standard, with percentages of students

reported for each subject by school and grade who fail to meet, meet, or exceed test

score standards set for that subject.49  As explained below, this minimum standard has

been used by the State Board of Education and by the Chicago Board of Trustees to

sanction low-achieving schools.

Iowa and TAP Tests.  The Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (Iowa Tests or ITBS) are required

by the Chicago Public Schools in reading and mathematics at grades 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8,

while individual elementary schools have the option of administering them in grades 1

and 2.50  Related high school achievement tests — the Tests of Achievement and

Proficiency or TAP Tests — are given at grades 9 and 11 in reading and math.  As with

the IGAP tests, the Iowa and TAP Test results have typically been used to compare, for

example, this year’s third grade reading test scores with last year’s third grade test

scores.  Because the current study focuses on achievement in the     elementary schools   

(grades pre-kindergarten through eight), the Iowa Tests are the focus of interest.

The Iowa Test scores have most often been reported in recent years based on

the “percent of students at or above the national norm,” either for individual grades or
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for grades three through eight combined.  It is important to note that the test maker sets

the national norm so that — considering a nationally representative sample of urban,

suburban, and rural students — 50% of students are at or above the national norm and

50% are below it.  Iowa Test scale scores also depend on the year in which the norms

currently in use in Chicago were established through national norming.51

From 1979-1989, the     exact same form      of the Iowa Test (Form 7) was given in the

elementary schools,52 and many teachers had copies of the various grade-level tests in

Form 7 and worked specific test items into their instructional programs.  To minimize

such direct teaching to the test and other types of cheating, alternate forms of the Iowa

Test have been administered in six of the eight test administrations from 1990 to 1997, in

both reading and math.53

Shifting Stakes Attached to Systemwide Tests.  Prior to 1990, the Iowa

Test results were the primary focus for judging elementary school progress in Chicago.

However, after the Illinois State Board of Education began administering the IGAP Tests

in reading, writing, and math,54 the IGAP soon became the most important measure of

school and school district progress in the minds of most educators and the public, for

two reasons:

• Since the IGAP Tests were administered statewide in every school district,
they provided a common statewide basis for comparison.  Individual Illinois
school districts use a variety of nationally standardized tests (for example, the
Iowa Test of Basic Skills, Comprehensive Tests of Basic Skills, and Metropolitan
Achievement Tests) — making comparisons across school districts difficult.

• Amendments to the School Code made by the Illinois General Assembly in
spring 1991 and spring 1992 directed the Illinois State Board of Education
(ISBE) to give IGAP test results a major role in school accreditation and in
placing schools on a state watch list.  ISBE subsequently established minimum
competency levels based on a combined measure of all the IGAP tests results
at a particular school, to be used in this oversight process.55  Thus, increased
“stakes” or consequences were attached to each school’s IGAP scores.

The Illinois State Board of Education subsequently intensified this focus on the IGAP

further.  In June 1995, the Illinois State Board of Education placed 149 Chicago

elementary and high schools on an ISBE list of low-achieving schools based on    their

IGAP scores   ,56 and the Chicago Board subsequently focused attention on the progress

of these schools by sending intervention teams into many of them.57

However,    in March 1996    , the Chicago Board decisively shifted the focus of

accountability back to the Iowa and TAP Tests, for the first time since 1990:
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• In March 1996, the Chicago Board approved a student promotion policy
specifying that eighth grade students not achieving a minimum score on the
Iowa Test in spring 1996 would be held back unless they attended summer
school.  Later, the Chicago Board decided that students who still did not
achieve this minimum score after summer school would be retained in eighth
grade or promoted to a “transition school,” rather than to high school.  A
similar process was approved for third, sixth, and ninth grade promotion, to
begin in spring 1997.58

• In October 1997, the Chicago Board placed 109 schools on academic
probation, based almost exclusively on whether their combined percentage
of students at or above the national norm on the Iowa Test or the TAP Test was
less than 15%.59  While the criteria for getting off probation were not made
clear, it was generally assumed that raising Iowa or TAP test scores would be
essential to being removed from probation.  Further, the Board of Trustees was
empowered by the 1995 legislative changes in the Chicago School Reform Act
to “reconstitute” the staffs of schools on probation that failed to make
progress, and in June 1997, seven high schools were reconstituted; a major
criterion for this decision was the TAP Test performance of the reconstituted
schools, based on their combined percentage of students at or above the
national norm.60

• In spring 1997, the Chicago Board implemented their expanded student
promotion policy that required minimum scores on the Iowa Tests and TAP
Tests for third, sixth, eighth, and ninth graders.  Students who failed to achieve
a minimum score in spring 1997 were required to attend summer school, and
those students who still did not achieve a minimum score after summer school
were held back.61

Thus, the consequences for low performance on the Iowa and TAP Tests have changed

radically since March 1996.  The Iowa and TAP tests had virtually no specific

consequences during the 1990s, prior to the spring 1996 testing.  And even for the May

1996 Iowa Test administration, schools did not have enough time to begin intensively

prepping students for the Iowa Tests, since the eighth grade promotion policy had just

been adopted two months before the testing date.  However, the substantial

consequences for both schools and students that were put in place in March 1996 for

Iowa Test performance had a major impact on school practice beginning with the 1996-

1997 school year.

Efforts to Study Achievement Test Progress Under School Reform.
Since 1989, researchers concerned about assessing the impact of Chicago school reform

have wanted to develop sound procedures for judging changes in student

performance, based on available achievement data.  In 1989, the Chicago Panel on

Public School Policy and the Center for School Improvement undertook an ambitious

study of year-to-year academic growth in elementary schools, through extensive
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reanalysis of Iowa Test data.62  Subsequently, this project was continued as part of the

research agenda of the Consortium on Chicago School Research.  The researchers’ aim

has been to develop a “valued-added approach” to judging each child’s achievement

growth from year to year in the elementary years, perfecting a standard metric for

judging student growth at various grade levels and across alternative forms of the Iowa

Test.63  Using the value-added approach would allow assessment of school progress to

be grounded in the measurement of individual student growth over time, during the

period in which students were actually being taught by a particular school, to draw

conclusions about the school’s “productivity.”

In choosing between the two available bodies of test data for elementary school

students as the focus for this research effort, the researchers chose the Iowa Test results.

The Iowa Test was preferable to the IGAP because the Iowa Test was mandatory at every

grade level from grades three through eight, and was also given at the option of the

schools at grades one and two (with most schools participating).  Further, the Iowa Test

data were collected in such a way that students could be tracked from one annual

testing to the next, and individual students’ test results could be linked with other

student background and performance data.

Yet in choosing the Iowa Test, the researchers had to address a number of

problems associated with the Iowa Test itself and the way it was employed in gauging

academic progress in Chicago, including the following:

•     Student mobility   .  In urban schools with high student mobility, the standard
test score reporting method may show that a school’s achievement is
declining because of a constant influx of low-achieving students, although the
school is effectively educating those students who remain with them over a
period of years.64

•    Practices for Student Retention in Grade    .  Changes in student retention policies
and practices over time can increase or decrease grade-level test scores,
depending on whether more low-achieving students are held back or more
are promoted.65

•     Exemptions from Testing    .  Urban school systems typically exempt some or
most special education and limited-English-proficient (LEP) students from
testing, and make varying degrees of effort to ensure that all eligible students
are actually tested (for example, by pursuing absent students for make-up
tests).  Formally or informally excluding students from the pool of students
tested can impact results significantly.

•     Differences Among Student Cohorts   .  This year’s third grade may be different
from last year’s third grade.  In Chicago, for example, the student population
has become increasingly at risk, based on a comparison of 1980 and 1990
census data, as well as selected data from after 1990.66
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•     Non-Equivalence of Alternate Forms of the Test at Specific Grade Levels   .
Alternate forms of the Iowa Test were employed in the years from 1990 to
1997, to guard against directly teaching test content and against other forms of
cheating.  Because some of these alternate forms had not been directly
equated against each other and because these alternate forms of the Iowa Test
had not been equated specifically for the Chicago population, there was a
danger in judging progress that observed gains or losses from year to year
could result not from actual differences in student achievement, but rather
from differences in difficulty among the alternate forms of the test at specific
grade levels.67  It is important to emphasize that a “form” of the Iowa Test
consists of    a series of separate grade-level tests    in a subject; thus, variations in
difficulty occur in specific tests for specific grade levels, and there are not
consistent anomalies for all the grade levels that comprise a particular form.

Consortium researchers have been working since 1989 to complete this project.

Their aim has been to report on elementary school achievement “productivity” during

the period of Chicago school reform by using a value-added approach, and to

investigate relationships between achievement growth and school practices.  However,

as it proceeded, the Consortium’s research effort kept uncovering additional problems

with the Iowa Test design and data, and the projected date for completing the analysis

was repeatedly delayed.68

Beginning in March 1996, the school system leadership began to place enormous

emphasis on Iowa Test results (as conventionally reported) as the major criterion for

judging school progress, as discussed above.  “Combined percent of students scoring

at or above the national norm” on the Iowa Test in grades three through eight became

the primary basis for placing schools on probation at the elementary level, and has

subsequently played a decisive role in such decisions as rating the performance of

principals to determine their eligibility for rehiring.69  Further, because the emphasis of

the school system leadership’s policy initiatives has been on low-achieving schools,

most members of the interested public believe that virtually no Chicago schools made

substantial achievement test progress in the period from 1990 to 1996.  Yet simply

subtracting the “combined percent at or above the national norm” on the Iowa Test for

elementary schools for the period between spring 1990 and spring 1996 suggested that

there were about 100 elementary schools that had made appreciable gains in reading,

along with a similar number that had made appreciable gains in math.  With the

completion date for the Consortium’s achievement study uncertain, DFC began in

October 1996 to investigate the appropriateness of employing “combined percent at or

above the national norm” on the Iowa reading and math tests, as the basis for identifying

a set of schools that demonstrated a trend of substantial academic progress.
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First Study Linking School Practices
and Test Scores Citywide

In October 1996, Designs for Change decided to carry out an analysis of Iowa

Test results using the criterion that the school system leadership was employing to judge

elementary school progress (combined percent of students scoring at or above the

national norm on the Iowa Test in grades three through eight).  As discussed below, this

indicator was used because (1) DFC concluded that it was a valid indicator for the

particular purpose of identifying elementary schools that showed a multi-year trend of

improved achievement from 1990 on and (2) this indicator was being used by the

school system leadership to make major high-stakes decisions about individual schools.

Using the “combined percent at or above the national norm” for grades three

through eight, the current research study has analyzed two questions:

• What are the    school-by-school trends    in elementary school reading
achievement on the Iowa Test over the seven-year period from 1990 to 1997?

• Are there    specific school-level practices    that distinguish elementary schools
that substantially raised reading achievement from 1990 to 1997, as compared
with the practices of schools that did not?

Thus, this is the first systemwide research study to analyze the    relationship between

school-level practices and student achievement   , from the time that Chicago’s Local

School Councils and school staff put their first school improvement plans in place in fall

1990 through spring 1997.

Briefly, the basic data and related data analyses employed in the study were as

follows:

•     Analyzing Elementary School Reading Trends from 1990 to 1997    .  The
Research Department of the Chicago Public Schools employed a biweight
regression analysis of each elementary school’s combined percent at or above
the national norm from 1990 to 1996 to categorize the    achievement trends    of
individual schools as Up, Tending Up, No Trend, Tending Down, or Down —
for both reading and math.70  DFC’s research team used exactly the same
methods as the school system’s Research Department did for analyzing trends
in reading achievement    from 1990 through 1997, except that (1) DFC adopted
the terms “    Substantially     Up” and “    Substantially     Down,” (2) DFC set a more
demanding standard for judging a school to be Substantially Up or
Substantially Down than the school system’s researchers did, and (3) DFC only
included schools in the analysis that tested 90% or more of the students that
they were supposed to test in spring 1997, based on school system
regulations.

•    Focus on Elementary Schools that Were Low-Achieving in 1990    .  Following the
lead of the Consortium’s State of Reform report,71 DFC focused particular
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attention on those schools that began in 1990 with low reading achievement,
which was defined in the current study as a combined percent at or above
the national norm of less than 40% in reading on the Iowa Test.  In 1990, 83%
of all Chicago elementary schools ranked below this standard in reading.
Thus, a key group of schools analyzed are those schools that began in 1990
with less than 40% of their students reading at or above the national norm, but
then showed a trend of substantial improvement over the next seven years.

•     Analyzing the Relationship Between Improved Reading Achievement and
School Practices   .  The DFC research team analyzed “Indicators” of school
practice that were developed by the Consortium on Chicago School Research,
based on spring 1994 teacher and student surveys.72  The current research
analyzed whether schools that were low-achieving in 1990, but subsequently
showed a trend of substantial reading test score gains, differed significantly in
their practices from schools that were low-achieving in 1990, but
subsequently showed no significant trend in achievement.  These Indicators
were organized around the Five Essential Supports for Student Learning
described on pages 10-12.  The statistical method employed was multivariate
analysis of covariance, in which differences between the practices of
“Substantially Up” and “No Trend” schools that were low-achieving in 1990
were compared, after significant student background differences between the
two groups of schools were statistically controlled.

To further understand the practices of schools that were low-achieving in 1990,

but were subsequently Substantially Up, DFC carried out site visits, conducted

interviews, and reviewed statistical data for seven Substantially Up elementary schools

spread across the city (“Profile Schools”), which are briefly described on pages 57-59.

The resulting school profiles will be presented in a separate report:  What Makes These

Schools Stand Out:  Seven School Profiles.  In discussing the results of the multivariate

analysis of school practices, the current research report cites examples from these seven

Profile Schools.

The rest of this report is divided into the following sections:

• Section 2. Reading Achievement Trends (1990-1997).

• Section 3. Practices of Schools with Substantially Improved Reading
Achievement.

• Section 4. A Comparison with Elementary Schools on Probation and with High
Schools.

• Section 5. Interpretive Summary:  Some Key Implications.

The research methods employed in each of the key components of the study are

discussed at the beginning of each of the sections that presents study results.
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SECTION 2.  READING ACHIEVEMENT
TRENDS (1990-1997)

What are the elementary school    trends in reading achievement on the Iowa test   

over the seven-year period from spring 1990 to spring 1997?

Research Methods

Issues Entailed in Analyzing Academic
Progress Using Available Iowa Test Results

As discussed on pages 12-17, there are several problems with using a school’s

percentage of students at or above the national norm on the Iowa Test as a measure of

school progress over time.  However, Designs for Change decided to employ this

statistic for two reasons.

First, while there are several shortcomings of “combined percent at or above the

national norm” for analyzing school progress, we concluded that “combined percent at

or above the national norm” on the Iowa Test was a valid indicator for    the specific

purpose     of identifying schools that had shown    a substantial trend of reading

achievement progress from 1990 to 1997    , which was the central focus for employing

this statistic in the current study.  According to the Standards for Educational and

Psychological Testing:

Validity is the most important consideration in test evaluation.     The concept
refers to the appropriateness, meaningfulness, and usefulness of the specific
inferences made from test scores   .  Test validation is the process of accumulating
evidence to support such inferences.  A variety of inferences may be made from
scores produced by a given test, and there are many ways of accumulating
evidence to support any particular inference.  Validity, however, is a unitary
concept.  Although evidence may be accumulated in many ways, validity always
refers to the degree to which that evidence supports the inferences that are
made from the scores.     The inferences regarding specific uses of a test are
validated, not the test itself    (emphasis added).73

Thus, for example, problems that make a specific test invalid as the basis for

promoting or retaining individual students or for judging a teacher’s competence do not

necessarily invalidate the test for use in a trend analysis to identify schools that have

made progress over a period of years.  Further, the hypothesis that a test is invalid for a

specific purpose    if    certain circumstances are present is undercut if these circumstances

are shown     not to exist   .  (For example, the hypothesis that an observed trend of
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improved achievement in a set of schools is the result of in-mobility by high achieving

students is undercut if it is shown that the improving schools are, in fact, experiencing

in-mobility of    low-achieving     students and yet still showing achievement gains.)

After reviewing key relevant evidence (summarized below), the DFC research

team concluded that the analysis employed in the current study might well overlook

some schools with a substantial trend of improved achievement (for reasons discussed

below), but was fairly unlikely to falsely identify schools as having shown a substantial

trend of improved achievement when they had not.  The reasons for this conclusion are

summarized below.

Factors That Work Against Chicago Elementary Schools Showing
Progress.  Most pertinent in our reaching this conclusion is that empirical evidence

about Chicago elementary schools during the period from 1990 to 1997 indicates that a

number of influences      work against    a school’s showing a trend of improved achievement,

based on “combined percent at or above the national norm” on the Iowa Test:

• Students entering the Chicago Public Schools in the early 1990s were
increasingly at-risk.  For example, students entering state-funded kindergarten
programs and child-parent center preschools in Chicago in 1994 (as
compared with 1988) showed decreases in readiness on virtually every
indicator reported, including scores on reading readiness tests and indicators
of social/emotional maturity.74

• The percentage of Chicago students with limited English proficiency (LEP)
increased from 11.0% in 1990 to 15.4% in 1996 systemwide, and increased
from 12.1% in 1990 to 15.6% in 1996 in the elementary schools that were low-
achieving in 1990 and that are the major focus for the current study.75  At the
same time, Chicago tightened its rules for testing students with limited English
proficiency, so that a somewhat higher percentage of LEP students were
required to be tested on the Iowa Test by 1996.76

• A comparison of census data between 1980 and 1990 indicates that families
of students in the Chicago Public Schools showed increasing rates of poverty,
unemployment, and single-family headed households.77  Between 1990 and
1996, the percentage of low-income students (as counted by the school
system) increased in the elementary schools that were low-achieving in 1990,
which are the major focus for this analysis, by an average of 8.3% (see Chart
16).  However, as explained on page 40, the Chicago School Reform Act gave
schools a funding incentive to identify every student in their school who was
low-income (based on eligibility for free and reduced lunch), so this increase
is somewhat suspect as evidence of increasing poverty.  However, combined
with evidence about declining preschool readiness cited above, it appears
that poverty among Chicago’s public school students either continued to
worsen from 1990 to 1996, or at best remained stable.
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• Many Chicago elementary schools show high rates of student mobility, and if
mobility brings a steady influx of lower-achieving students, this mobility
process depresses student achievement scores.  An analysis of mobility by
Kerbow indicated that mobile students were generally lower achieving and of
lower socio-economic status than students who remained in the same school
over a period of years.78  Kerbow’s analysis of elementary school math scores
between spring 1991 and spring 1992 for students who were in third grade in
spring 1991 indicated that incoming mobile students lowered overall school
achievement significantly in 27.7% of elementary schools (when scores were
expressed in grade equivalents), and that incoming mobile students had a
minimal effect on the school scores in 65.7% of schools.  In     only 6.5% of
schools    did the incoming mobile students’ scores significantly boost overall
school achievement.  Thus, mobility either left unchanged or depressed, rather
than elevated, school test averages in the overwhelming percentage of
schools.79  (Additional evidence on the mobility issue is analyzed on pages
41-46.)

• Chicago elementary schools substantially decreased their frequency of
retaining students in grade from 1988 through 1992.  At every grade level,
retention rates were at least cut in half.  Thus, more low-achieving students
were promoted, and this practice depresses school test averages.80

Considering all available evidence, a variety of demographic changes and school system

policy changes    impeded the potential    for a school to show improvement in its

“combined percent of students at or above the national norm” from 1990 to 1997.  Thus,

schools that showed such improvement trends     despite     these contrary influences were

likely to be making real gains in student achievement.

A further related question to be analyzed is whether the student composition of

the specific set of schools    that showed a trend of academic progress from 1990 to 1997

were serving an increasingly at-risk student body, as reflected by student characteristics

discussed above.  The analysis of this issue, on pages 38-41, indicates that they were.

One specific hypothesis advanced, after the detailed summary of the current

study was released, was that schools showing a trend of improved achievement

benefited from student mobility that brought them a cadre of higher-achieving

students.81  Before initially completing the research analysis, DFC researchers had

considered this possibility and rejected it as unlikely.  Based on research about student

mobility in Chicago by Kerbow discussed above, the research team concluded that we

might overlook some schools that were improving the achievement of their stable

students, but where this improvement was being masked by a yearly influx of low-

achieving students; however, we concluded it was unlikely, given the lower

achievement levels of mobile students documented by Kerbow, that we would

inaccurately identify a school as having substantially improved student achievement

because their test results were being raised by incoming mobile students.
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The impact of mobility on achievement trends has been the focus of further

empirical analysis by the DFC research team, which is discussed on pages 41-46.  This

analysis provides strong support for the conclusion that schools that were low-achieving

in 1990, but then showed a seven-year trend of improved reading achievement, were

hurt, rather than helped, by the reading scores of incoming mobile students.

The Impact of Using Alternate Versions of the Test.  Another potential

problem with using “percent at or above the national norm” to measure school progress

is that alternate versions of the Iowa Test, although they have been equated through

national studies by their publisher, have not been equated specifically for the Chicago

student population and that some of them have not been equated specifically with

each other.82  Further, the Consortium’s initial investigation of the Iowa Test found a

number of “year-specific grade-specific anomalies” in test results that could not

reasonably be accounted for by differences in student performance and that boosted or

lowered test results in a specific grade for a specific year.83  (It is important to remember

that the “form” of the Iowa Test given in a particular year is in fact a series of separate

grade-level tests, so that anomalies in a form that occur in a specific grade-level test do

not impact scores on other grade-level tests that are part of the form.)

Some of the anomalies in particular forms of the test at particular grade levels

may work against a school showing progress in a given year in its “combined percent at

or above the national norm in grades three through eight, while others may work in the

school’s favor.  However, the potential for these anomalies to cause systematic bias over

a period of years is mitigated by analyzing    trends    in test results over a seven-year period

and across      multiple grades combined     (through the     combined     percent at or above the

national norm) — rather than focusing on year-to-year changes and on single grades.

Thus, it is highly implausible that grade-specific year-specific anomalies could account

for a multi-year trend of improvement in a set of schools over a seven-year period.84

Further, as noted above, the use of different forms of the Iowa Test each year has

one important advantage.  It stops school staff from prepping students for a specific

form of the test for which teachers are knowledgeable about specific test items (as was

done in Chicago in the 1980s with Form 7 of the Iowa Test).  The use of different forms

of the test from year to year undercuts the hypothesis that any trend of improved test

results from 1990 to 1997 stemmed from increasing teacher and student familiarity with a

specific form of the test.
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The Triage Hypothesis.  A further argument against using “percent at or above” for

judging school progress is that it is possible to raise this percentage by employing a

triage strategy, which concentrates intensive instruction on students who have previously

scored just below the national norm.  By applying this strategy, a school might

significantly increase its percentage of students scoring at or above the national norm

without improving the competence of the school’s lowest achieving students.  One way

to determine whether this phenomenon is taking place is to also analyze the percentage

of a school’s students in the    lowest achievement quartile     nationally from year to year.  If

schools that are improving the percentage of their students scoring at or above the

national norm    are also     steadily decreasing the percentage of their students scoring in the

lowest quartile, this result gives increased confidence that the school’s focus and impact

is on overall academic improvement.  The findings of such an analysis for Iowa Test

results from 1990 to 1997 are reported on pages 36-37, and this analysis indicates that

schools that have substantially    increased     their combined percent of students scoring at

or above the national norm in grades three through eight from 1990 to 1997 have also

substantially     decreased     the percentage of their students scoring in the lowest quartile in

this same time span.  Thus, the data do not support the hypothesis that the schools with

a trend of substantially improved achievement identified in the current study were

engaging in triage.

Stakes Attached to the Iowa Test from 1990 to 1997.  It has been

beneficial to DFC’s use of the Iowa Test trend results as a measure of academic progress

that the state IGAP Test results, not the Iowa Tests results, became the primary focus of

public attention in judging school performance in Chicago from 1990 to 1995 (see

pages 14-15).  The school-by-school IGAP results were published in the newspapers

each year during this period (rather than the Iowa results); in some years during this

period, systemwide and school-by-school Iowa Test results were not released to the

public for six months to a year after the tests were taken.  Further, the Illinois State Board

of Education mandated that low achievement on the IGAP tests should be one of two

factors employed in school accreditation and sanctions against schools, beginning in

1993.85  There were no high stakes for either students or schools attached to the Iowa

Test until March 1996.  Even when the Mayor’s new leadership team came into office in

July 1995, their initial focus was on schools placed on ISBE’s list of low-achieving

schools based on IGAP Tests scores.  It was not until March 1996 — when the school

system announced that the Iowa Test would be used to mandate summer school and
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possible retention for low-achieving students just two months before the May 1996

Iowa Test administration — that high stakes were attached once again to the Iowa Tests.

The fact that low stakes were attached to the Iowa Tests from the spring 1990 test

administration until shortly before the spring 1996 test administration makes it less likely

that schools were using such strategies as focusing on students just below the national

norm to boost Iowa scores, and more likely that seven-year    trends    of Iowa Test

achievement from 1990 through 1997 are a valid indicator for identifying schools that

had a pattern of improved student achievement.

Considering Related Evidence.  The validity of the conclusion that a trend of

substantial improvement in a school’s “combined percent at or above the national norm”

reflects a genuine improvement in reading achievement should be weighed in

combination with other results that are likely to occur if this test measure is a valid one

for judging improvements in school achievement.86  Specifically, the current study

tested the proposition that schools showing achievement gain trends based on their

“percent at or above the national norm” on the Iowa Test from 1990 to 1997 would

employ distinctive practices identified through research about urban schools that have

significantly improved their students’ tested achievement.  If such distinctive practices

are identified through a combination of survey research and observation in these

Chicago elementary schools with a steadily increasing “percent at or above the national

norm,” the plausibility of the hypothesis that “percent at or above the national norm” is

capturing a genuine achievement gain is strengthened.  The hypothesis would be

undermined if no significant relationships were found between improved “percent at or

above” scores and school practices identified by research about urban schools that

have demonstrated improved test achievement.

This issue is analyzed in Section 3 on pages 51-79; results indicate that Chicago

elementary schools showing substantial improvements in their combined percentage of

students scoring at or above the national norm were also significantly more likely to be

carrying out a range of practices shown through educational research to boost student

achievement in urban schools.  These findings lend support to the hypothesis that these

schools had made valid gains in student achievement.

Analytical Method is Valid for This Specific Purpose.  Given the evidence

reviewed above and the further analysis of the impact of student mobility on reading

achievement described on pages 41-46, the DFC research team concluded that the

trend analysis described on pages 28-32 is a valid procedure for identifying schools that
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have shown a significant trend of improved reading achievement from 1990 to 1997.  It

is for this specific purpose that “combined percent at or above the national norm” on

the Iowa Test has been used in this study. The research team concluded that we might

overlook some schools that were improving the achievement of their stable students,

but where this improvement was being masked by a yearly influx of low-achieving

students.  However, we concluded that it was unlikely, given previous studies of

mobility by Kerbow and the additional analyses of mobility and achievement described

on pages 41-46, that we would inaccurately identify a school as having substantially

improved student achievement when it had not.

A “value-added” approach to studying student and school progress by tracking

the progress of individual students over time has been proposed as a better alternative

than the existing school system approach on which this study draws.87  While this

“value-added” approach is certainly desirable, developing and implementing such a

value-added strategy carries with it a number of complex problems that must

themselves be carefully scrutinized.  For example, this value-added approach, as it was

initially conceptualized by Bryk et al. (1994), requires that “At an absolute minimum, we

need two assessments for each child spread over the time during which the child was

actually in attendance at a particular school.”88  If the judgment about whether a Chicago

school has made achievement progress depends only on the achievement gains of

students who have been enrolled in a particular school long enough to participate in at

least two consecutive annual Iowa Test administrations, this means that the school is not

being held accountable for any mobile students who do not meet this criterion.  In

Chicago, this means that approximately     20%      of elementary students who are currently

counted as part of a school’s overall score in a given year would not be counted (with

higher percentages of students not counted in schools with above-average mobility).

Further, these mobile students for which a school would not be held accountable

would be among the lowest-scoring students in the school system.89

Policy-Related Reasons for Analyzing Trends in “Percent At or
Above.”  Given that “combined percent at or above” on the Iowa Test is a valid

indicator for analyzing trends in school achievement from 1990 to 1997 to identify

schools that have made substantial progress, there were     compelling policy-related

reasons    for employing this statistic in an analysis of school achievement trends.

“Combined percent at or above the national norm” on the Iowa Test was the criterion

being used by the school system to make major judgments about schools and students

beginning in spring 1996, and the perception was widely held that very few schools
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had made achievement progress prior to 1995, based on this criterion.  It was extremely

important in framing the future policy directions for Chicago school reform to

understand whether some schools showed a trend of achievement progress on the

Iowa Test from 1990 to 1997, when judged against the principal standard that Chicago’s

central administration had decided to employ to judge school and student progress

and to apply sanctions to schools.

Methods:  Analyzing Trends in Iowa Test Results
Specific Steps in Regression Analysis.  In 1995, the Department of Research,

Analysis, and Assessment of the Chicago Public Schools (hereafter called the Research

Department or CPS) developed a procedure for analyzing the    trends or patterns    in the

Iowa achievement test scores of schools over a period of years, as opposed to just

looking at whether a school has gone up or down from one year to the next.

The school system’s Research Department employed a biweight linear regression

analysis procedure to analyze achievement trends on the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills in

reading and math from 1990 to 1996, based on each school’s grade-by-grade percent at

or above the national norm and combined percent at or above the national norm in

grades three through eight, as well as each school’s Grade Equivalent scores.90  These

school-by-school achievement trend analyses were distributed to each school, to aid

school planning.  Further, although the school system never publicized    systemwide    

results from these trend analyses widely, the then Research Director for the school

system, Dr. John Easton, made a presentation of systemwide results at an April 1997

meeting of the Chicago Academic Accountability Council, reporting that 120 schools

showed an “Up” trend in reading on the Iowa Test from 1990 to 1996 (based on the

combined percent of students scoring at or above the national norm in grades three

through eight), and 110 schools showed a similar “Up” trend in math. 91

In January 1997, Designs for Change requested and obtained the procedures and

the results of the CPS regression analysis of the combined percent at or above the

national norm for each elementary school, for the period from spring 1990 through

spring 1996.  This regression analysis classified schools into the following five categories

for both their reading and their math scores: Up (which DFC renamed Substantially Up

after applying more stringent criteria for progress, as explained below), Tending Up, No

Trend, Tending Down, and Down (which DFC renamed Substantially Down, after

applying more stringent criteria for progress, as explained below).
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In the discussion below, we refer to Iowa reading test results, but the same

analysis as described below was carried out by DFC for achievement trends in Iowa

math test results.

In the biweight linear regression analysis procedure used by CPS, the computer

program “draws a regression line” that best fits the year-to-year “combined percent at or

above” for a given school.  (Such a regression line might be drawn, for example, to

provide the “best fit” for the eight Iowa reading score results from 1990 to 1997 for

Earhart Options for Knowledge School shown in Chart 2.)  The angle or “slope” of this

regression line is then used as one of two determinants of the achievement trend

category in which a school is placed.  The biweight regression analysis procedure used

by CPS reduces the impact of extreme scores in determining the slope of the regression

line.92

In its analysis of 1990 to 1996 data, CPS assumed that an average gain of at least

1.33% per year (or 8% over six years) was sufficient to place a school in the Up

category, and that 1.0% per year (or 6% over six years) was sufficient to place a school

in the Tending Up category.  (A second criterion for    the consistency     of the trend was

also employed in classifying schools, as discussed below and reflected in Chart 3.)

As a result of the school system’s regression analysis, most schools classified as

“Up” showed a gain of 8% or more from 1990 to 1996, if the school’s 1990 score was

simply subtracted from its 1996 score.  However, since the regression analysis measures

a trend    , it is possible that a school might still have a slope for its regression line that put

it in the “Up” category, but have less than an 8% gain from 1990 to 1996.  This could

occur, for example, if a school had a strong upward trend from 1990 to 1995, but then

fell back somewhat in 1996.

Besides the slope of the regression line, the CPS Research Department employed

a second criteria for classifying schools in terms of their achievement trend — a

statistical measure of    the consistency     of the trend from year-to-year.  This measure,

called the “significance level” in Chart 3, reflects the extent to which the results follow a

consistent upward (or downward) trend from year-to-year, as opposed to moving

erratically up and down.93  The application of this second criterion for     consistency    of

the trend, as it was applied by the CPS Research Department in classifying the

achievement trends of schools (in combination with the    slope     of the regression line),

can best be understood by reviewing Chart 3.

In spring 1996, DFC’s research team carried out a regression analysis of

elementary school achievement scores for “combined percent of students at or above

the national norm in grades three through eight,” identical to the procedure employed
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by CPS.  Obviously, only schools that reported Iowa Test data for each year from 1990 to

1996 could be included.

One key further aspect of DFC’s regression analysis was a decision to include in

the analysis only those elementary schools that tested     90% or more     of the students that

they were required to test in spring 1996, according to school system rules.  (School

system rules in force in spring 1996 allowed schools either not to test or not to count the

test scores of many bilingual education students and special education students.94)  DFC

requested and obtained detailed information from the school system for spring 1996

concerning the number of students enrolled by grade in grades three through eight in

each elementary school, the number of students that each school could exclude from

testing based on systemwide rules, and the number tested.  From these data, the CPS

Research Department had calculated a “Percent Tested” for each school, which reflected

the number of students tested, divided by the number that the school was required to

test.  In spring 1996, 96% of regular elementary schools had tested 90% or more of the

students that they were required to test, and the average elementary school tested 97%

of the required students.

Thus, the pool of elementary schools on which DFC intended to focus its analysis

were all schools that:  (1) were “regular” elementary schools (as opposed to schools

serving special populations where very few students took the Iowa Test, such as

separate special education schools); (2) had test data available for each of the seven

test administrations from 1990 through 1996; and (3) had tested 90% or more of the

students that they were required to test in spring 1996.  Before the analysis of 1990 to

1996 data and the preparation of related reports could be completed by DFC, the

Chicago Public Schools released spring 1997 Iowa Test results in May 1997.  Thus, it

seemed logical for DFC to incorporate 1997 Iowa test results into the DFC analysis, rather

than to release an analysis that would be regarded as a year out of date.

CPS made preliminary “percent at or above” scores for the spring 1997 test

administration available for each elementary school in late May 1997, and DFC began to

analyze these data using the same regression analysis procedure that had been applied

to the 1990 to 1996 data.  For reasons explained in Endnote 95, DFC decided to raise

the criterion for the regression coefficient that would place a school in what DFC has

termed the “Substantially Up” category — from a pattern of gains of 1.33% per year for

seven years to a pattern of gains of 1.50% per year for seven years.95  This standard

typically would result in a      minimum increase     in a school’s “combined percent at or

above the national norm” of at least 10.5% from 1990 to 1997 (for example, an increase

from 25% at or above to more than 35% at or above).  If such a school tested 700
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students, the school therefore typically had a      minimum      of 70 more students scoring at or

above the national norm in 1997, as compared with 1990.

Thus, DFC applied the following criteria for categorizing elementary schools

based on each school’s test score progress from 1990 to 1997, which were identical to

the criteria employed by CPS, except for the decision to set a higher standard for

“substantial” trends of gain or loss:

•     Substantially Up    .  A seven-year pattern of gains of 10.5% or more, as well as
the “significance level” for the consistency of the trend reflected in Chart 4.

•    Tending Up    .  A seven-year pattern of gains of 7.0% or more but less than
10.5%, as well as the “significance level”  reflected in Chart 4.  Or a seven-year
pattern of gains of 10.5% or more, as well as the “significance level” reflected
in Chart 4.

•     No Significant Trend    .  A seven-year pattern of gains or losses of less than 7.0%
or the “significance level”  reflected in Chart 4.

•    Tending Down    .  A seven-year pattern of losses of 7.0% or more but less than
10.5%, as well the “significance level” reflected in Chart 4.  Or a seven-year
pattern of losses of 10.5% or more, as well as the “significance level”
reflected in Chart 4.

•     Substantially Down    .  A seven-year pattern of losses of 10.5% or more, as well
as the “significance level” reflected in Chart 4.

Screening for Percent Tested.  DFC also sought to determine which elementary

schools had tested 90% or more of the students that they were required to test in spring

1997.  Therefore, in late May 1997, DFC filed a freedom of information request with CPS

to obtain the same Percent Tested data that CPS had supplied to Designs for Change

concerning the spring 1996 Iowa test administration.  Although DFC repeatedly

requested this information from CPS for four months (through October 10, 1997), CPS

repeatedly stated that these data were still being “verified.”

However, in June 1997, CPS did post on its web site the     number    of students

who had been tested by school and grade in May 1997.  When it became clear that it

was unlikely that CPS was going to release the number of students who were required to

be tested by school and by grade (the additional information needed to calculate the

Percent Tested for each school), DFC carried out an analysis of available data to estimate

this number.  As explained in more detail in Endnote 96, this procedure entailed

adjusting the number of students that the school had been required to test    in spring

1996     based on increases or decreases in the school’s    spring 1997     enrollment in grades

three through eight for students who were neither in bilingual education nor special
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education.  This procedure allowed the DFC research team to estimate the number of

students that each school was required to test in spring 1997, and therefore to estimate

the Percent Tested for each school for spring 1997, since the school system     had    

released the     number    of students tested by school and by grade.96

DFC has confidence in the resulting estimates for two reasons.  First, the number

of elementary schools identified through this procedure as testing fewer than 90% of

their students in spring 1997 is 32, as compared with the 25 elementary schools below

90% that were identified by CPS in 1996.  Second, a high proportion of the schools that

were identified as testing less than 90% of the students that they were required to test in

1996 were either below 90% for DFC’s 1997 estimate of Percent Tested, or just above

90%.

Schools Analyzed.  In the 1996-1997 school year, the school system had a total of

483 elementary schools, of which 35 schools either did not have achievement data for

each year from 1990 to 1997 (because they were established after 1990) or were

specialized schools that tested only a handful of students on the Iowa Test.  Of the

remaining 452 schools, 32 did not test 90% of their students, so the resulting sample of

schools for this analysis consisted of 420 elementary schools.

Analyzing 1990 to 1997
Reading Achievement Trends

As explained above, the focus of the current study is on analyzing seven-year

trends    in reading achievement.

However, before looking at trend results, DFC analyzed one simple question that

is typically asked about test scores:  What percentage of elementary schools were

achieving higher in reading in 1997 than in 1990, and what percentage of schools were

achieving lower, if one simply subtracts 1990 scores from 1997 scores?  Chart 5 shows

these results:

• 81% of all elementary schools were achieving higher in 1997 as compared
with 1990, while 19% were achieving lower.

• 82% of the elementary schools that had    low achievement in 1990     were
achieving higher by 1997, while 18% were achieving still lower.  (Low
achievement in 1990 is defined as less than 40% of a school’s students
reading at or above the national norm.)

• 75% of all elementary schools that had    adequate to good achievement in
1990     were achieving higher by 1997, while 25% were achieving lower.
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(Adequate to good achievement in 1990 is defined as 40% or more of a
school’s students reading at or above the national norm.)

Thus, the decided majority of elementary schools posted a higher score in 1997 than in

1990.  However, an analysis of trends that takes each year’s scores into account provides

the most accurate picture of the nature of reading achievement test progress, and

carrying out such a seven-year trend analysis is one of two major focuses of the current

study.  The results of this trend analysis are described below.

Overall Reading Achievement Trends (1990-1997)
The regression analysis for classifying schools based on their trend of Iowa

reading test scores was focused on 420 regular elementary schools that had reading test

score data available for each of the eight years from 1990 to 1997 and that had tested

90% or more of the students that they were required to test in May 1997.

Placing these 420 schools in the Substantially Up, Tending Up, No Trend, Tending

Down, and Substantially Down categories resulted in the following distribution of

schools, as reflected in Chart 6:

• 111 Substantially Up Schools (26% of schools), which showed an average
gain of 15% from 1990 to 1997.

• 73 Tending Up Schools (17% of schools), which showed an average gain of
9%.

• 224 No Trend Schools (54% of schools), which showed an average gain of
4%.

• 5 Tending Down Schools (1% of schools), which showed an average loss of
19% (due to the small number of schools in the category and one school’s
erratic pattern of results).97

• 7 Substantially Down Schools (2% of schools), which showed an average loss
of 11%.

To provide additional insight concerning the No Trend Schools, this category

was divided into three subgroups:

• 24 schools in the No Trend category (6% of all schools) had 50% or more of
their entering students at or above the national norm in 1990.  These schools
did not show a further significant improvement trend, but they maintained
achievement above the national norm through 1997.  Thus, they continued to
do well from 1990 to 1997, but they did not improve further.

• 152 schools in the No Trend category (36% of all schools) had a positive
regression coefficient and made small non-significant gains from 1990 to 1997.
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• 48 schools in the No Trend category (12% of all schools) had a negative
regression coefficient and made small non-significant losses from 1990 to
1997.

These data about No Trend Schools are useful in highlighting two points:

• The 24 schools in the No Trend category that maintained achievement above
the national norm can be considered schools that maintained good
achievement.  This group includes nine highly selective magnet schools with
virtually all of their entering students scoring at or above the national norm;
thus, these nine schools can never show a significant upward trend on this
measure.

• Of the schools that were achieving below 50%  in 1997 and were in the No

Trend category, three times as many showed slight gains as slight losses.  Thus,

the percent reading at or above the national norm in this group rose by 3%

from 1990 to 1997.

Taking all of these results into account, the elementary schools can be divided

into three major groups, as shown in Chart 6:

•     Schools Improving Achievement Significantly or Maintaining Good
Achievement    (208 schools, or 49% of schools).  These schools were either
Substantially Up, Tending Up, or maintaining achievement above the national
norm.

•     Unchanged Schools Remaining Below the National Norm      (200 schools, or 48%
of schools).  These schools showed no statistically significant achievement
trend and remained below the national norm.

•     Declining Schools    (12 schools, 3% of schools).  These schools were either
Tending Down or Substantially Down.

Substantially Improved Schools
Although most of this research study is focused on “Substantially Up Schools”

that were    low-achieving     in 1990, it is also important to highlight some basic facts about

the distribution of    all    the Substantially Up elementary schools in Chicago, and the

numbers of students that they serve.

As indicated by the map in Chart 7, the 111 elementary schools with a substantial

upward trend of reading improvement from 1990 to 1997 (Substantially Up Schools)

were spread across the city, in virtually every neighborhood.98  (Schools that were

Substantially Up in math are also shown on this map.)  Nearly 100 of the Substantially Up

Schools in reading were non-selective neighborhood schools,99  and they served an
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average of 78% low-income students.  Chart 8 shows only reading trend results,

indicating the location of the 111 schools that were Substantially Up in reading, as well

as the 73 schools that were Tending Up in reading.  Again, the map reflects the

geographic spread of these improved schools across the city.  Chart 61 lists the 111

elementary schools that were Substantially Up in reading from 1990 to 1997, ranked

ordered in terms of the slope of the schools’ upward achievement trends.

The 111 Chicago elementary schools with substantial improvements in reading

achievement served about 65,000 elementary students, and thus served about the same

number of students as the total elementary and high school enrollment of such public

school systems as Denver or San Francisco (see Chart 9).100  They also enrolled more

students than half of the urban school systems serving the 50 largest cities in the

nation.101  Further, these substantially improved schools enrolled more students than the

Chicago elementary schools of the Chicago Archdiocese; the Chicago elementary

schools of the Archdiocese served about 55,000 students.102

Chicago ‘s 111 Substantially Up Schools served a substantially larger percentage

of low-income students (78%), than did Denver’s or San Francisco’s elementary schools

or the Archdiocese elementary schools in Chicago (see Chart 10).  For example, while

Chicago’s Substantially Up elementary schools were 78% low-income, Denver’s

elementary schools were 63% low-income, and the Archdiocese elementary schools in

Chicago were 36% low-income.103

Finally, there were 15 times as many Substantially Up Schools (111 schools) as

there were Substantially Down Schools (7 schools) in Chicago.

A Closer Look at Schools That
Were Low-Achieving in 1990

As indicated above, the research team focused major attention on the 83% of

elementary schools that were low-achieving in reading in 1990 — that is, the schools

that began in 1990 with less than 40% of their students reading at or above the national

norm.

For those elementary schools that were    low-achieving     in 1990, Chart 11 shows

the patterns of year-to-year reading achievement for those schools (1) that subsequently

were Substantially Up, (2) that subsequently were Tending Up, and (3) that

subsequently showed No Trend. (Tending Down and Substantially Down Schools are

not included in Chart 11, since there were only 12 of them.)  As Chart 11 indicates:
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• The 87 initially low-achieving schools that were Substantially Up from 1990 to
1997 moved from 23% of students at or above the national norm to 37% of
students at or above the national norm, an average gain of 14%.

• The 66 initially low-achieving schools that were Tending Up from 1990 to 1997
moved from 18% of students at or above the national norm to 26% of
students at or above the national norm, an average gain of 8%.

• The 189 initially low-achieving schools that subsequently showed No Trend
from 1990 to 1997 moved from 18% of students at or above the national norm
to 21% of students at or above the national norm, a small average gain of 3%.

Charts 27-33 present examples of how these achievement trends played out in several

strong examples of Substantially Up Schools about which case studies were carried out,

as explained on pages 57-59.  For instance:

• At Earhart Options for Knowledge School, reading achievement rose from
33% of students at or above the national norm in 1990 to 75% at or above the
national norm in 1997 (see Chart 27).

• At Kinzie Elementary School, reading achievement rose from 32% of students
at or above the national norm in 1990 to 54% at or above the national norm in
1997 (see Chart 28).

• At Otis Elementary School, reading achievement rose from 14% of students at
or above the national norm in 1990 to 28% at or above the national norm in
1997 (see Chart 31).

• At Hibbard Elementary School, reading achievement rose from 21% of
students at or above the national norm in 1990 to 36% at or above the national
norm in 1997 (see Chart 32).

Substantially Up Schools Also Boosted the Achievement of Their
Lowest-Achieving Students.  An important concern in analyzing the progress of

schools that were low-achieving in 1990, but then substantially increased their

percentage of students at or above the national norm, is whether improvements in these

schools benefited the very lowest-achieving students.  As discussed on page 25, it is

possible for a school to boost the percentage of its students scoring at or above the

national norm by concentrating instructional efforts on those students who are just

below this norm, without really helping the school’s lowest-achieving students.

Chart 12 shows that, to the contrary, schools that were low-achieving in 1990,

but then substantially increased their percentage of students at or above the national

norm from 1990 to 1997 (Substantially Up Schools),    also     significantly reduced the

percentage of their students who scored in the lowest national quartile (the lowest 25%

of students nationally).  These Substantially Up Schools reduced their percentage of
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students in the lowest national quartile from 43% to 29%, approaching the national norm

of 25%.  In addition, Chart 12 indicates that school that were low-achieving in 1990 and

fell into the Tending Up category reduced the percentage of their students in the lowest

national quartile from 51% to 39%.

Charts 27-33 present examples of how these achievement trends played out for

students in the lowest quartile in several strong examples of Substantially Up Schools,

about which case studies were carried out, as explained on pages 57-59.  For instance:

• At Beethoven Elementary School, the percentage of students scoring in the
lowest quartile in reading fell from 71% in 1990 to 43% in 1997 (see Chart 29).

• At Walsh Elementary School, the percentage of students scoring in the lowest
quartile in reading fell from 40% in 1990 to 27% in 1997 (see Chart 30).

• At Oriole Park Elementary School, the percentage of students scoring in the
lowest quartile in reading fell from 48% in 1990 to 12% in 1997 (see Chart 33).

Substantially Up Schools Required to Retain Fewer Students.
Achieving improvements in the performance of the lowest-achieving students is the

most effective way to prevent the need for the difficult decision about whether or not to

retain students in grade.  As noted earlier, Chicago’s current school system leadership

determined that elementary school students in grades three, six, and eight should face

summer school in spring 1997 and possible retention, if they didn’t score above

specified minimum scores on the Iowa Tests.  Schools that were low-achieving in 1990,

but were Substantially Up by 1997, had about 40% fewer students per hundred scoring

below Iowa Test cutoff scores for mandated summer school in spring 1997, as

compared with No Trend Schools:

• In Substantially Up Schools,    seven     students per hundred students scored
below minimum cutoff scores for mandatory summer school in spring 1997.

• In No Trend Schools,    twelve     students per hundred students scored below
minimum cutoff scores for summer school in spring 1997.104

Substantially Up and Tending Up Schools Avoid Probation.  It is
informative to compare the pattern of improvement in Substantially Up and Tending Up

schools with the year-to-year scores of the 71 low-achieving Chicago elementary

schools that were placed on probation in October 1996.  Almost all of the elementary

schools placed on probation were extremely low-scoring schools that fell into the No

Trend category, based on their patterns of reading scores from 1990 to 1997:



38

• Probation schools began in 1990 with an average of 11% of students at or
above the national norm in reading and stayed very close to 11% through
1996.  From 1996 to 1997, they improved from 11.3% at or above the national
norm to 14.0% at or above the national norm, a gain of 2.7%.

• Probation schools began in 1990 with an average of 62% of students reading
in the lowest quartile nationally and stayed very close to 62% through 1996.
From 1996 to 1997, they improved from 61.5% in the lowest quartile to 54.3%
in the lowest quartile, a marked improvement of 7.2%.

As indicated above, 71 elementary schools were placed on probation in

October 1996.  However,     39 additional schools    in the Substantially Up and Tending Up

categories had 1990 achievement scores that would have qualified them for probation;

however, they had moved above the 15% level by spring 1996.

Upward Achievement Trend Began in 1992 in Substantially Up
Schools.  Charts 11 and 12 allow the examination of the    year-to-year patterns    of

improvement for those schools that were low-achieving in reading in 1990, but

subsequently were Tending Up and Substantially Up.  For these Substantially Up and

Tending Up Schools, these charts indicate that achievement dropped from 1990 to

1991, improved slightly from 1991 to 1992, and then showed a fairly steady increase

from 1992 through 1997.  These patterns are reflected both in increases in the

percentage of students scoring at or above the national norm and decreases in the

percentages of students scoring in the lowest quartile.  The largest single-year

improvements in percent at or above the national norm occurred between 1992 and

1993 for the Substantially Up Schools.  Thus, the basic pattern in these improving

schools is one of    steady improvement trend in reading over a period of five years from

1992 through 1997    , a pattern about which few Chicagoans are aware.105

Differing 1990 Characteristics of Schools That Were Low-Achieving
in 1990.  The data presented to this point indicate that there were some initial student

background differences among the low-achieving elementary schools in 1990 that

subsequently were Substantially Up versus Tending Up versus No Trend.  Chart 11

shows, for example, that in 1990, 23% of students were at or above the national norm in

1990 in schools that subsequently improved their achievement substantially.  However,

in those schools that subsequently showed no trend, 18% of their students were at or

above the national norm in 1990.  Thus, Substantially Up Schools started with 5% more

students reading at or above the national norm in 1990 than did No Trend Schools,



39

although both groups of schools had more than 75% of their students reading below the

national norm.

Charts 13 through 15 summarize 1989-90 school year data concerning the

income and racial composition of elementary schools that were low-achieving in 1990,

comparing schools that were subsequently Substantially Up, Tending Up, and No Trend

Schools.  The general patterns reflected in Charts 13 to 15 are as follows:

• No Trend Schools served a    larger    percentage of low-income students in 1990
(85%) than did Tending Up Schools (79%), and Substantially Up Schools
(75%).  (See Chart 13.)  However, the average school in each trend group was
primarily low-income.  59% of the schools in the Substantially Up group
served 70% or more low-income students.  However, 23% of the schools in
the Substantially Up group were below 50% low-income in 1990, as
compared with 5% of the schools in the No Trend group (see Chart 14).

• No Trend Schools served a    substantially higher    percentage of African
American students in 1990 (74%) than did Tending Up Schools (57%), and
Substantially Up Schools (43%). (See Chart 13)  However, a sizable number of
the Substantially Up Schools (30 of the 87 substantially Up Schools) served a
student body that was 90% or more African American (See Chart 15).

• No Trend Schools served a    lower percentage     of Latino students in 1990 (21%)
than did Tending Up Schools (30%), and Substantially Up Schools (35%).
(See Chart 13.)  22% of the Substantially Up Schools (19 of them) served a
student body that was 50% or more Latino (see Chart 15).  These findings are
consistent with earlier results from the State of Reform study indicating that
predominantly Latino elementary schools were disproportionately
represented among elementary schools with “Strong Democracy” and with
“Systemic Approaches” to educational improvement.106

• While 5% of the students in the No Trend Schools were white, 10% of the
students in Tending Up Schools were white, and 18% of students in
Substantially Up Schools were white in 1990 (see Chart 13).

• When the number of African American and Latino students in the various trend
categories were     combined    , No Trend Schools served a     higher percentage     of
African American and Latino students combined in 1990 (94%) than did
Tending Up Schools (88%), and Substantially Up Schools (78%).  (See Chart
13.)  While virtually none of the No Trend Schools were less than 50% African
American and Latino, 18% of Substantially Up Schools were less than 50%
African American and Latino.  However, 57% of the Substantially Up Schools
were 70% or more African American and Latino, and 45% were more than
90% African American and Latino. (See Chart 15.)

• Student mobility, as it has been conventionally reported by the school system,
was 39% for Substantially Up Schools, 44% for Tending Up Schools, and 41%
for No Trend Schools in 1990.  As these figures reflect, there was little
difference between the three groups on this statistic, which includes both the
number of students transferring into a school during a school year and the
number transferring out.107
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Thus, the Substantially Up Schools enrolled a    substantially smaller percentage of

African American students    than did the Tending Up and No Trend Schools, but a    larger

percentage of Latino students   .  However, in the case of African American students, there

were a sizable number of Substantially Up Schools (30  of 87 schools) that were 90% or

more African American.

Further, Substantially Up Schools enrolled a somewhat smaller percentage of

low-income students and of African American and Latino students combined than did

the Tending Up and No Trend Schools.

Student background differences were statistically controlled in the multivariate

analysis of covariance reported in Section 3.

Demographic Changes in Low-Achieving Schools from 1990 to
1996.  Chart 16 compares data from 1990 and 1996 for a number of student

characteristics, for the Substantially Up, Tending Up, and No Trend Schools that were

low-achieving in 1990.  (1996 was chosen because it was the most recent year for which

complete demographic data were available at the time the study was being written.)

Chart 16 shows that all three categories of schools reported a significant increase

in their percentage of low-income students (9.6% more for Substantially Up Schools,

10.7% for Tending Up Schools, and 7.3% for No Trend Schools).  While 20 Substantially

Up Schools were less than 50% low-income in 1990, there was only one Substantially

Up School that was less than 50% low income in 1996.

One interpretation of these data is that Chicago’s elementary schools have

continued to serve an increasingly larger percentage of low-income students during the

1990s, continuing the trend of declining family income for Chicago public school

students between 1980 and 1990 that was reflected in U.S. census data.108  However,

the Chicago School Reform Act of 1988 made each school’s State Chapter 1

discretionary funds dependent on the number of students eligible for free or reduced

lunch in a school, which is the school system’s measure of low-income status.  Thus, the

increases in percent low-income in all categories of schools may reflect the initiative that

schools have taken to identify all eligible low-income students.  At the least, the data do

not provide any evidence that Substantially Up Schools that were low-achieving in 1990

improved because they began to serve a more affluent student body.

The percentage of limited English proficient (LEP) students rose in the

Substantially Up, Tending Up, and No Trend Schools from 1990 to 1996, with the

percentage slightly less for Substantially Up Schools (a 2.8% increase) than for No Trend

Schools (a 3.3% increase).  (See Table 16.)
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With respect to the racial composition of the three sets of schools, Chart 16

reflects the following patterns:

• In all three groups of schools, there was a decrease in the percentage of
African American students.  However, the decline in African American student
enrollment was larger in the Substantially Up Schools (4.1% decline), as
compared with the Tending Up Schools (3.5% decline), and No Trend
Schools (1.5% decline).  And as noted on page 39, the Substantially Up
Schools already had a much smaller percentage of African American students
than the No Trend Schools in 1990, so the slightly larger decline for the
Substantially Up Schools widened this gap.

• In all three groups of schools, there was an increase in the percentage of
Latino students.  The increase in Latino students was 2.5% in the Substantially
Up Schools, 5.2% in the Tending Up Schools, and 3.1% in the No Trend
Schools.  The Substantially Up Schools continued to enroll a substantially
higher percentage of Latino students in 1996 than the No Trend Schools did
(as was true in 1990).

• Substantially Up Schools essentially maintained their percentage of white
students (18.4% in 1996), while Tending Up and No Trend Schools lost,
respectively, 2.2% and 1.6% of their already small white enrollment.

• There were no major changes in the combined percentage of African
American and Latino students in the three types of schools.

Taken together, a comparison of the 1990 and 1996 student characteristics for schools

that were low-achieving in 1990 and were subsequently Substantially Up, Tending Up,

No Trend Schools does not indicate major shifts in the social composition of the three

groups of schools in relation to one another.

The Impact of Student Mobility on Student Achievement Trends.
Education Week reported the following criticism of the analysis of achievement trends in

the current study, in reaction to the study summary released in October 1997:

John Q. Easton, the deputy director of the local research consortium, did not
dispute that reading scores are up.  But he said the reliance on performance at or
above the national norm on the Iowa test fails to take into account the changing
pool of students in a school.  “Those test scores could be going up because they
are drawing stronger kids,” he said.109

Designs for Change contacted Easton to understand the exact nature of his

hypotheses about the possible impact of mobility on student achievement, so that DFC

could conduct further empirical analysis to test these hypotheses.  As noted on page 23,

DFC had considered this mobility hypothesis while designing the study and had

concluded that it was unlikely, based on research by Kerbow.110  Kerbow’s research
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provided evidence that Chicago’s mobile students were lower-achieving and of lower

socioeconomic status than students who remained in the same school over a period of

time, and that only a small percentage of Chicago elementary schools (6.5% of schools

in the specific analysis of Iowa math results that he carried out) benefited positively in

their achievement as a result of incoming mobile students who were higher achieving

than the school’s “stable” students.111

Kerbow provided DFC with data to investigate whether student mobility was a

significant cause of increased student reading achievement for the Substantially Up

Schools that were low-achieving in 1990.  For each elementary school, Kerbow

provided the following data for the spring 1995 test administration in reading for the

Iowa Test:

• Number of “Incoming Mobile Students,” as well as the percent and number of
these students scoring at or above the national norm.  Incoming Mobile
Students are defined as those students who took the Iowa Reading Test in
spring 1995 at a particular school, but did not take the test at that same school
in spring 1994.112

• Number of Stable Students, as well as the percent and number of these
students scoring at or above the national norm.  Stable Students are defined
as those students who took the Iowa Reading Test at the same school in both
spring 1994 and spring 1995.

The total number of students tested at a school in spring 1995 is the sum of the school’s

Incoming Mobile Students and its Stable Students, as defined above.

Kerbow also provided data concerning those students who were enrolled at a

particular elementary school in 1994, but who were not tested at that same school again

in spring 1995, i.e., “Outgoing Mobile Students.”  With respect to Outgoing Mobile

Students, Kerbow provided two sets of data:

• Number of Outgoing Mobile Students who were tested at a particular school
in spring 1994 and subsequently left that school, as well as the number and
percent of these students scoring at or above the national norm in reading in
spring 1994.113

• Number of Outgoing Mobile Students in 1994 who were tested    at some other
school    in the Chicago school system in spring 1995, as well as the number and
percentage of these Outgoing Mobile Students who scored at or above the
national norm in spring 1995.  (Typically, about 60% of students who leave a
Chicago school after a particular spring test administration are tested the next
year at another Chicago school.114)

These data allowed DFC to investigate the two hypotheses about the impact of mobility

on student achievement that Easton advanced, based on data from the fifth of the seven
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years that was part of the achievement trend analysis.  The first hypothesis is that

students that were low-achieving in 1990 and then substantially increased their

percentage of students at or above the national norm did so because these schools

received an influx of Incoming Mobile students who were higher achievers than the

school’s Stable Students.

This hypothesis was investigated by analyzing Kerbow’s data, as reflected in

Chart 17.  For elementary schools that were low-achieving in 1990, Chart 17 presents a

comparison of the impact of mobility on Substantially Up, Tending Up, and No Trend

Schools, based on the percent of students at or above the national norm in grades three

through eight combined for spring 1995 Iowa Reading Test.  For each achievement trend

group, Chart 17 indicates the percent of students at or above the national norm for

Incoming Mobile Students, Stable Students, and All Students Tested.

As indicated on Chart 17, Incoming Mobile Students comprise slightly over 20%

of All Students Tested in all three types of schools.  Note further that by 1995, there was

a significantly widened gap (as compared with 1990) between Substantially Up Schools

and No Trend Schools in the percentage of All Students Tested who scored at or above

the national norm.  For Substantially Up Schools, the percentage of students at or above

the national norm had risen from 23.2% in 1990 (see Chart 11) to 31.7% in 1995 (a gain

of 8.5%).  For No Trend Schools, the percentage of students at or above the national

norm had fallen from 17.5% in 1990 (see Chart 11) to 17.2% in 1995 (a loss of .3%).

Chart 17 provides strong evidence that this widened gap did not result from the

fact that Substantially Up Schools were benefiting from an influx of students who were

achieving higher than the Stable Students in the Substantially Up Schools.  In spring

1995, Incoming Mobile Students in Substantially Up Schools were achieving     10.1%

lower than Stable Students   .  In comparison, Incoming Mobile Students in No Trend

Schools were achieving     4.6% lower than Stable Students   .

Further, when Incoming Mobile Students’ scores were included in the schools’

overall reading achievement scores for All Students, the percent of students at or above

the national norm in Substantially Up schools decreased 2.1%, as compared with the

score for Stable Students only.  Incoming Mobile Students also decreased overall

achievement in No Trend Schools, but by only 1.0%.  This was one-half the negative

impact observed for Substantially Up Schools.  As reflected in Chart 17, Tending Up

Schools fell between Substantially Up and No Trend Schools in terms of the impact of

Incoming Mobile Students on these reading test scores.115

Overall differences between schools in the three different achievement trend

groups presented in Chart 17 have been broken down on a    school-by-school basis    in
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Chart 19 for Substantially Up Schools, Tending Up Schools, and No Trend Schools that

were low-achieving in 1990.  Chart 19 contrasts the percentage of individual schools

where achievement was positively or negatively impacted by Incoming Mobile

Students, and indicates the severity of these positive and negative impacts.  Thus, for

example, the upper left hand cell in Chart 19 indicates that 29.9% of Substantially Up

Schools lost 3% or more in the percentage of their students at or above the national

norm    for All Students   , as a result of the impact of Incoming Mobile students.

As Chart 19 reflects:

• Only 17 of the 349 elementary schools that were low-achieving in 1990
experienced a significant     positive impact    of 1% or more, as a result of the fact
that Incoming Mobile Students were achieving higher than Stable Students.
No school experienced a positive impact of 3% or more.

• In contrast, 191 of the 349 schools experienced a significant     negative impact   
of 1% or more, as a result of the fact that Incoming Mobile Students were
achieving lower than Stable students.  And 67 schools experienced a negative
impact of 3% or more.

• The negative impact of Incoming Mobile Students      was strongest in the
Substantially Up Schools   .  74% of these schools experienced a negative
impact of 1% or more on their reading achievement score for All Students, as
a result of Incoming Mobile Students.  And 30% of Substantially Up schools
experienced a negative impact of 3% or more.

• Thus, a sizable percentage of the schools that showed a substantial trend of
reading achievement test progress from 1990 to 1997 (Substantially Up
Schools) were doing so    in spite of    a constant influx of lower-achieving
students who significantly depressed their overall achievement scores.

• 46% of No Trend Schools experienced a negative impact of 1% or more on
their reading achievement scores for All Students, a sizable percentage that is
still much lower than the 74% of Substantially Up Schools that experienced a
negative impact of 1% or more.  51% of No Trend Schools experienced little
positive or negative impact on their achievement for All Students, as a result of
Incoming Mobile Students.

Charts 17 and 19 demonstrate that Substantially Up Schools that were low-

achieving in 1990 were overcoming a significant negative impact on their achievement,

in which their percent of All Students who were at or above the national norm was

pulled down by Incoming Mobile Students who were achieving well below the Stable

Students who attended these schools.  The Incoming Mobile Students in the

Substantially Up Schools were achieving at about the same level that students in these

schools had attained overall    in 1990     — at about 23% at or above the national norm.

These data support Kerbow’s observation that:
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...the structure of student mobility that emerges [from the analysis of mobility data
in Chicago elementary schools] is highly stratified.  Movement in the school system
is largely bounded by achievement level, racial composition, and economic
resources.  Although many students change schools, they do not often cross these
boundaries.  Schools that serve large numbers of students placed at risk tend to
lose many of their students to transfer.  These students are then replaced by others
who have similar risk factors.116

The elementary schools that were low-achieving in 1990, but then were

Substantially Up in achievement, remained overwhelmingly low-income and minority.

Their patterns of achievement progress, which received virtually no general public

attention in the press, did not attract a sizable number of more academically able

students to them, except perhaps in the case of a few schools that made the very largest

gains.

Chart 19 also supports a possible impact of the current study’s analytical method

raised by Meyer (1996), who documented the fact that schools that were actually

improving the achievement of their Stable Students might show no increase in their

achievement scores for All Students (or even show declines), because of a yearly influx

of lower-achieving Incoming Mobile Students.  Chart 19 indicates that 13 Tending Up

Schools and 27 No Trend Schools that were low-achieving in 1990 lost 3.00% or more in

their “percent at or above” for All Students, as a result of the negative impact of

Incoming Mobile Students who were lower achieving than their Stable Students.  If only

the “percent at or above” results for Stable Students in such schools were analyzed,

Stable Students might show a substantial trend of improved achievement over seven

years.  As noted on page 27, we accepted this possibility in the current study, because

our major concern was not to inaccurately identify schools as having shown a substantial

trend of improvement when they had not.

A second hypothesis about the impact of mobility on achievement was

advanced by Easton, and this hypothesis is analyzed in Chart 20.  Easton hypothesized

that even if Incoming Mobile Students who were tested, for example, in spring 1995

were lower-achieving than the school’s Stable Students, the Incoming Mobile Students

in 1995 might be somewhat higher achieving, as compared with the students who had

left the school during the previous year (i.e., the Outgoing Mobile Students who were

last tested at the school in spring 1994).  Such differences could positively impact the

“percent at or above” for All Students in the Substantially Up Schools.

To investigate this second hypothesis, the differing impact of Outgoing Mobile

Students and Incoming Mobile Students on overall school achievement was compared
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for the Substantially Up Schools, Tending Up Schools, and No Trend Schools that were

low-achieving in 1990.

The first step in this analysis compared the 1994 scores of 1994 Outgoing Mobile

Students with the 1995 scores of Incoming Mobile Students.  There was a positive

difference of 1.1% between the two groups of mobile students for the Substantially Up

Schools and a negative difference of .8% between the two groups of mobile students

for the No Trend Schools (see Chart 20).

To estimate the potential impact of these differences between Outgoing and

Incoming Mobile Students on    a school’s overall achievement       results for all students

tested    , the research team calculated what the 1995 reading score for All Students would

have been, if the “percent at or above” of the 1995 Incoming Mobile Students were

replaced by     the 1994 “percent at or above” of the 1994 Outgoing Mobile Students from

the spring 1994 test administration.  (As reflected in Chart 20, there are about equal

percentages of Incoming Mobile Students and Outgoing Mobile Students in each of the

three achievement trend groups for spring 1994 and spring 1995.)  The analysis indicates

a potential gain of 0.1%      in the percent of students scoring at or above the national norm,

for the score for All Students in these Substantially Up Schools.  If this same impact had

occurred every year from 1990 to 1997, the result would be an increase of 0.7% in the

percentage of students scoring at or above the national norm in the Substantially Up

Schools.  Yet in fact, the schools in this group improved by 14.3% over this time.  Thus,

the observed differences between In-Mobile and Out-Mobile students would only

account for a tiny fraction of the observed increase.117

Overall then, a detailed analysis of two hypotheses advanced by Easton about

how student mobility might contribute to achievement gains in the Substantially Up

Schools that were low-achieving in 1990 fails to support either hypothesis.  Instead, the

analysis supports the perspective on mobility and achievement that guided the analysis

originally:

• Schools that were low-achieving in 1990, and then showed a trend of
substantially improved achievement, have succeeded in overcoming a
significant negative impact on their achievement of a yearly influx of lower-
achieving students.

• Some schools that were actually improving the achievement of their Stable
Students might show no increase in their achievement scores for All Students,
because of a yearly influx of lower-achieving Incoming Mobile Students, but
the analysis was unlikely to identify a school as having shown a seven-year
trend of improved achievement, when it had not.
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Schools with Adequate to Good Achievement in 1990
The 71 Chicago elementary schools that had 40% or more of their students

reading at or above the national norm in 1990 have with few exceptions either increased

their reading achievement levels or maintained good achievement.  Of the 71 schools

that had adequate to good achievement in 1990, 24 were Substantially Up over the next

seven years, 7 were Tending Up, 35 showed No Trend, 1 was Tending Down, and 4

were Substantially Down.  Further, as reflected in Chart 21:

• Schools with adequate to good achievement in 1990 that were subsequently
Substantially Up moved from 51% at or above the national norm to 66% at or
above the national norm, a gain of 15%.

• Schools with adequate to good achievement in 1990 that subsequently
showed No Trend began in 1990 with an average of 61% of students at or
above the national norm and remained at or near this level over the next seven
years.

And as reflected in Chart 22:

• Schools with adequate to good achievement in 1990 that were subsequently
Substantially Up decreased their percent of students scoring in the lowest
national quartile from 19% in 1990 to 9% in 1997, an improvement of 10%.

• Schools with adequate to good achievement in 1990 that subsequently
showed No Trend decreased their percent of students scoring in the lowest
quartile from 17% in 1990 to 13% in 1997, an improvement of 5%.

As reflected on Chart 18, schools with adequate to good achievement in 1990

that subsequently substantially improved their reading achievement did not benefit from

Incoming Mobile Students who were high-achieving.  Indeed, while 63.9% of the Stable

Students in these Substantially Up Schools were reading at or above the national norm in

1995, 47.5% of their Incoming Mobile Students were reading at or above the national

norm (a gap of 16.4%).  Thus, Incoming Mobile Students depressed the schoolwide

average score for All Students Tested in these Substantially Up Schools by 2.8%.  Very

similar impacts of student mobility on Iowa Test achievement scores are also reflected in

Chart 18 for Tending Up Schools and No Trend Schools.

Trends in Elementary
School Math Achievement

Although the primary focus of this study is on reading achievement, a parallel

analysis of elementary math achievement trends shows generally similar patterns.  Briefly:
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• 116 elementary schools were Substantially Up in math from 1990 to 1997, 58
were Tending Up, 213 showed No Trend, 14 were Tending Down, and 19
were Substantially Down.

• As reflected in Chart 23, schools that were low-achieving in math in 1990 and
then improved substantially moved from 20% of students at or above the
national norm to 38% at or above the national norm, a average gain of 18%.

• As reflected in Chart 24, schools that were low-achieving in math in 1990 and
then improved substantially reduced the percent of their students in the
lowest quartile from 55% to 34%, an improvement of 21%.

• The pattern of math score gains from year-to-year for the Substantially Up
Schools was similar to the pattern for schools that were Substantially Up in
reading.  In math, the percent of students at or above the national norm took
its largest single year jump from 1992 to 1993 and continued a fairly steady
pattern of increase from 1992 to 1997.  With respect to students scoring in the
lowest quartile, the largest single-year improvement for Substantially Up
Schools also occurred between 1992 and 1993, and score improvement
followed a fairly steady from 1992 to 1997.

• Considering all Chicago elementary schools (not just those analyzed in this
study), the average elementary school moved from 27.1% at or above the
national norm to 35.9% at or above the national norm from 1990 to 1997, a
gain of 8.8%.118

Thus, both the number of elementary schools that were Substantially Up in math and the

extent of their improvement generally mirrors the results for reading.

Analysis:  Encouraging Progress,
But a Long Way to Go

School-by-school Iowa Test achievement test results for reading from 1990 to

1997 indicate encouraging progress in a sizable number of schools, but also show that a

substantial majority of schools still have a long way to go.

It is extremely encouraging that:

• A substantial number of elementary schools (111 schools) have significantly
improved their reading achievement, including the achievement of their
lowest-scoring students.  The number of students served by these improving
schools is larger than the elementary school enrollments of half of the nation’s
50 largest cities and of the parochial elementary schools in Chicago.

• The group of 111 schools that are Substantially Up includes 87 schools that
were low-achieving in 1990.  These schools improved their percent of
students at or above the national norm by 14%.  They also reduced their
percentage of students in the lowest quartile nationally by 14%, almost
reaching the national norm in this regard.
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• If probation had been instituted in 1990, 39 additional schools would have
been placed on probation that were subsequently in the Tending Up and
Substantially Up categories.  This reduction in the number of schools
qualifying for probation by 1996 reflects the academic progress of elementary
schools in the Substantially Up and Tending Up groups.

However, considering all Chicago elementary schools over these seven years (not

just the ones analyzed in this study), reading achievement rose from 23.5% of students

at or above the national norm to 30.3% at or above the national norm in reading, an

increase of 6.8%.119  Thus, most Chicago elementary schools have    still not reached

acceptable levels    of reading achievement and have a long way to go.  This includes a

sizable number of Substantially Up Schools that have shown a trend of improved

achievement, but have still not reached national norms.

Further, the fact that predominately African American elementary schools were

significantly underrepresented in the Substantially Up category is a cause for severe

concern.  However, the fact that 30 Substantially Up schools that were low-achieving in

1990 were more than 90% African American provides important examples of

predominantly African American elementary schools that can serve as learning sites for

other schools (such as Earhart and Beethoven elementary schools, which are Profile

Schools in this study).

Finally, if the schools that were low-achieving in 1990, but subsequently have

shown substantial improvements in reading achievement, have employed    a distinctive

set of practices   , their practices can provide guidance to the public schools that still

need to raise achievement substantially.  The practices of elementary schools that were

low-achieving in 1990, but then substantially improved their reading achievement, are

the focus of the second major portion of this research analysis, described in Section 3.
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SECTION 3.  PRACTICES OF SCHOOLS
WITH SUBSTANTIALLY IMPROVED
READING ACHIEVEMENT

The second major focus of the current study has been to analyze whether

schools with substantially improved reading achievement tend to employ a set of

practices that are distinctive, compared with schools that show no reading test

improvement trend.  Further, the focus of this analysis of school practices is on the     83%

of elementary schools    that were      well-below      the national norm on the Iowa reading test

in 1990.  These low-achieving schools began in 1990 with less than 40% of their

students reading at or above the national norm.

The sources of information for this analysis are two-fold:

• A multivariate analysis of covariance analyzing the differences between the
practices of schools that were low-achieving in 1990, but subsequently
showed a trend of substantially improved reading achievement (Substantially
Up Schools), versus schools that were low-achieving in reading in 1990, but
subsequently showed no significant achievement trend (No Trend Schools).
The data about school practices that were employed were Indicators
developed by the Consortium on Chicago School Research, based on teacher
and study survey questionnaires in elementary schools and high schools that
were administered in spring 1994.

• On-site analyses of seven Profile Schools that were low-achieving in reading in
1990, but subsequently improved reading achievement substantially.  This on-
site analysis was carried out in spring and fall 1997, and focused on strong
examples among the Substantially Up Schools.

Critics of past studies that have attempted to draw conclusions about the links

between school practices and improved student achievement have raised a number of

important issues about the appropriateness of conclusions drawn from such studies of

“school effects” or “effective schools.”  These issues include, for example, the validity of

concluding that school practices that     correlate with     higher student achievement are in

fact     causes    of higher achievement.120  After the basic methods of the current study are

explained, these issues are discussed on pages 59-62.
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Research Methods
Multivariate Analysis of Covariance
of Indicators of School Practices

This aspect of the current study draws on survey responses from Chicago

elementary school teachers and sixth and eighth grade elementary school students in

spring 1994, initially gathered and analyzed by the Consortium on Chicago School

Research.121  The most intensive focus of this data-gathering effort was on a probability

sample of 80 elementary schools and 31 high schools.  In addition, all other elementary

and high schools were encouraged to participate, with the incentive that a school

would receive a profile of their school’s responses if the school exceeded a 42%

response rate for teachers and 50% for students.  (Additional schools that met these

minimum response rates are called the “volunteer sample”122).  Consortium analyses

indicate no significant response bias in the stratified random sample due to non-

response, and no substantial differences between the schools included in the stratified

random sample and the volunteer sample at the elementary school level, based on

analyses of the school-by-school distributions of percent low-income, pre-reform

achievement, and racial composition.123

Thus, the Consortium’s total sample of schools with an adequate response rate (a

combination of the random sample and the volunteer sample) can appropriately be

used to analyze the practices of Chicago elementary schools that were low-achieving in

1990, but then subsequently showed substantial improvement in reading achievement

(Substantially Up Schools), as compared with schools that were low-achieving in 1990,

but subsequently showed no achievement trend (No Trend Schools).  This multivariate

analysis of covariance was carried out to identify any statistically significant differences

between the practices of these two sets of schools, after controls for student

background were introduced.

The Consortium combined teacher or student responses to individual questions

to create “Indicators” of important practices in individual schools.  These practices were

chosen by the researchers to reflect (1) the practices that have been shown through

research nationally to characterize urban schools with high student achievement and (2)

the basic concepts behind the 1988 Chicago School Reform Act.  For example:

• The Consortium combined responses from eight questions that teachers were
asked about their Local School Council, to develop an Indicator for “Local
School Council Contribution.”
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• The Consortium combined responses from four questions that teachers were
asked about how well teachers collaborated, to develop an Indicator for
“Teacher Collaboration.”

• And the Consortium combined four questions that students were asked about
safety in and around their school, to develop an Indicator for “Student Safety.”

These Indicators were developed from responses to individual questions, using Rasch

analysis procedures described in the Consortium’s User’s Manual.124  An individual’s

scores for the individual items that made up each Indicator were converted to a score

on a ten-point scale.125

In all, 27 Indicators of specific practices that were grouped under specific

Essential Supports have been formulated and reported to date in the first two

Consortium reports on the spring 1994 teacher and student surveys.126  DFC used 26 of

these Indictors in the current analysis.  As explained in Endnote 127 one Indicator was

dropped because it focused on the practices of parents in dealing with their children at

home that the practices of a school could only impact indirectly.127  As reflected on

Chart 25, the 26 remaining Indicators of specific practices were organized around the

Five Essential Supports for Student Learning:  (1) School Leadership, (2) Family-

Community Partnerships, (3) School Environment/Culture, (4) Staff Development and

Collaboration, and (5) Instructional Program.  Although individual Indicators were

formulated from survey items through a series of empirical steps described by the

Consortium’s User’s Manual, the Consortium researchers had placed Indicators under

particular Essential Supports based on judgment.  DFC closely examined the individual

survey questions that comprised each Indicator.  As a result, two Indicators were moved

from the categories in which they had originally been placed by the Consortium, and the

names of several Indicators were modified to describe more accurately the survey items

that comprised the Indicator.128

An additional indicator of “Cooperative Adult Effort Toward School

Improvement” (which combines fourteen individual Indicators focused on the quality of

relationships among teachers, parents, the principal, and the Local School Council) was

also developed as part of the Consortium’s analysis and was employed in the current

study.129  Chart 25 lists the Indicators that were analyzed in the DFC study, and identifies

the source of the data for each Indicator (teacher or student surveys).

The Consortium averaged the responses from individual teachers or students at a

particular school on a particular Indicator, to develop an    average score on each

Indicator for each school   .  The researchers, for example, identified schools where most

teachers thought their Local School Council was highly effective or was highly
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ineffective.  And they identified schools where most students felt safe or where they felt

unsafe.

The major contribution of the current study is to determine what empirical

relationships exist, if any, between (1) a school’s seven-year trend of test score results

on the Iowa reading test and (2) the Indicators of school practices developed by the

Consortium.

Following the advice of the study’s Senior Research Advisor and other study

advisors, the current study analyzed the practices of two groups of schools    that were

low-achieving in 1990    :

(1) Elementary schools that subsequently showed a trend of substantial
improvement in reading achievement gains from 1990 to 1997 (“Substantially
Up Schools”),    as compared with     —

(2) Elementary schools that showed no significant reading achievement trend
from 1990 to 1997 (“No Trend Schools”).

Please note that in the remainder of this section references to Substantially Up Schools

and No Trend Schools    always    refer to the subsets of these two sets of schools that were

low-achieving     in 1990.

While the research team considered the possibility of comparing Substantially

Up Schools with Substantially Down Schools, the analysis in Section 2 indicates that

there were too few Substantially Down Schools to make this comparison possible.  The

study’s research advisors recommended that the comparison should be made between

Substantially Up Schools and No Trend Schools.  In the view of a number of researchers

who have studied school effectiveness, comparing schools with substantially improved

student achievement with the typical schools that have not improved, rather than with

schools that have declined in achievement or that are the very lowest-scoring schools in

a school district, is the preferred method.  If the comparison is with the typical school

that has not improved, any differences in school practices that are identified can be

generalized more confidently to design improvement strategies for the more typical

urban school, rather than only for a school system’s worst-achieving schools.130

The results of this comparative analysis of Substantially Up and No Trend Schools

indicate whether or not there is a relationship between (1) a school’s achievement test

progress and (2) specific educational practices.  Such an analysis      might    show, for

example, that:

• Schools that were Substantially Up in reading achievement reported
significantly     higher or lower    levels of “Teacher Collaboration” than schools with
no reading gains,
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•      Or    that “Teacher Collaboration” was     not significantly different    among the two
groups of schools.

The appropriateness of carrying out this analysis is strengthened by the timing of

the Consortium’s survey of school practices in spring 1994, the midpoint of the period

for which achievement trends were analyzed (1990 through 1997).  A distinctive

educational practice like a high level of “Teacher-Teacher Trust” or of “Student Safety”

takes a period of time to develop.  Thus, a high rating for such a practice in spring 1994

is likely to reflect either changes that had been underway for several years with respect

to that practice or practices that had been in place for a number of years.  Since

achievement trends in Substantially Up Schools that were low-achieving in 1990

showed a pattern of steady improvement from 1992 on, the existence of any distinctive

practices in such schools, as measured through surveys in spring 1994, lends credibility

to the hypothesis that such distinctive practices contributed to the trends of improved

achievement.

The basic statistical procedure employed to carry out these comparisons was

multivariate analysis of covariance using the SAS statistical program, and employing

multivariate analysis procedures described by Bock (1975).131  The resulting analysis was

carried out as follows:

• Statistical controls for several student background variables were introduced
into the analysis, as described below.

• Multivariate tests of significance were carried out for each of the Five Essential
Supports, that are shown in Chart 25.  These five multivariate variables are each
comprised of the individual Indicators listed under a particular Essential
Support.

• Univariate tests of significance were carried out for the 26 individual Indicators
that were organized under the Five Essential Supports, as shown in Chart 25.

• A separate univariate analysis was carried out for Cooperative Adult Effort
Toward School Improvement.

Controls for student background differences were identified and employed as follows,

consistent with the recommendations of the study’s advisors:

• Controls were introduced for each school’s Initial Reading Score (Percent At or
Above the National Norm), Initial Percent Mobility, Percent African American,
Percent Latino, and Percent Low-Income.

• The years from which these background data were drawn were selected to
coincide with the year in which the Consortium’s teacher and student survey
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data were collected (1993-94), except that 1989-90 data were employed for
Initial Reading Score and Initial Percent Mobility, because it was considered
plausible that reading achievement and mobility could be impacted by
school practice after 1990.  Thus, data from the benchmark year for the
achievement analysis (1989-90) were employed for the Initial Reading Score
and Initial Percent Mobility controls.

• In an intermediate step in the statistical control process, multivariate and
related univariate analyses were carried out to determine the additional
impact of each student background variable on each multivariate and
univariate variable, after the impact of all other background variables had been
added.  This step allowed the research team to identify all student
background variables that had an impact at the significance level of .05 or less
on each multivariate and univariate variable.

• In the final multivariate and univariate analyses, those background variables
were retained in the analysis that had a statistically significant impact on the
multivariate variables    at less than the .05 level.  As it turned out, there was one
student background variable that was significant at the .05 level or less for
each multivariate variable.

The following control variables were statistically significant at less than the .05
level:  for Leadership (Percent Black at .0046), for Family/Community
Partnerships (1990 Reading Score at .0005), for School Culture/Environment
(1990 Reading Score at .0001), for Professional Development and
Collaboration (Percent Black at .015), and for Instructional Program (1990
Reading Score at .0096).  These specific student background variables were
used as controls for the indicated multivariate variables, as well as the related
univariate variables that fell under each of these multivariate variables (see
Chart 34).

Another possible approach to controlling for student background (that is
contrary to the recommendation of the study advisors) would have been to
introduce each student background variable in the final step in the analysis
that was statistically significant at .05 or less for     each particular    univariate
variable, based on the intermediate step in the identification of student
background controls described above.  Further data analysis indicated that
this procedure would have resulted in only minimal changes in the findings
discussed below.132

• With respect to the separate univariate analysis for Cooperative Adult Effort for
School Improvement, 1990 Reading Score was significant at the .0109 level,
and this student background variable was controlled in the final analysis of
Cooperative Adult Effort.

The results of these multivariate and univariate analyses of covariance are presented and

discussed on pages 63-79 and summarized in Charts 34 and 35.

The Consortium has previously used a graphic device called a “box plot” to

portray differences among various groups of schools on Indicators of school practice.133

Box plots reflect the    range or “distribution”    of school results for specific Indicators of
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school practice for Substantially Up Schools versus No Change Schools, not just the

single citywide average for each of the two groups of schools.  Charts 36-50 present box

plots for selected Indicators     before     student background controls were introduced.134

Analysis of Profile Schools
The research team wanted to determine how any distinctive practices of

Substantially Up Schools identified in the multivariate analysis of covariance were

illuminated, illustrated, or contradicted by the experiences of individual schools that

were low-achieving in reading in 1990, but then showed a trend of substantially

improved reading achievement.  Further, the seven schools selected were chosen by

employing criteria that made it likely that they would be    strong examples    of what

schools in the Substantially Up group could accomplish; further, these Profile Schools

were selected because they served student bodies with a variety of different racial

compositions in various parts of the city.  More specifically, the criteria employed in

selecting the seven Profile Schools were as follows:

• The schools were low-achieving in reading in 1990 and were subsequently
Substantially Up in both reading and mathematics.  With respect to the trends
of their yearly gains in reading from 1990 through 1997, they ranked 1st, 4th,
17th, 31st, 34th, 36th, and 45th among the 87 schools in the Substantially Up
group that were low-achieving in 1990.  Thus, the seven Profile Schools
included two of the schools that made the largest gains over the seven years,
and the rest of the Profile Schools were in the top half of the Substantially Up
group in their trend of reading achievement gains.135

• The schools showed reasonably consistent gains at most grade levels; there
was test score evidence that the trend of improvement included the higher
grade levels in the school.

• As a group, the seven Profile Schools were diverse in terms of the racial
composition of their student bodies and the areas of the city in which they
were located.

• Based on an initial telephone interview, the principal was clear about some of
the key practices of the school that he or she believed contributed to the
school’s improved achievement scores, and the principal was willing to
cooperate with the study.

Thus, the Profile Schools      were not    a random sample of Substantially Up Schools.

While the Profile Schools were not made up solely of the largest gaining schools in the

Substantially Up group, they represented a number of the strong examples of academic

progress among the Substantially Up Schools.  The rationale for selecting these seven

schools was that these schools would be likely to help the research team understand the
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dynamics of the school improvement progress that had been possible during the first

seven years of school-level reform; the Consortium pursued a similar strategy in

conducting case studies of six “actively restructuring schools” (“EARS” schools), as part

of the State of Reform study.136

For the schools selected, the research team carried out the following data-

gathering steps:

• Conducted a structured interview with the principal, focused on practices
related to each of the Five Essential Supports for Student Learning and the
school’s instructional strategy in reading.

• Conducted a structured interview with the Local School Council Chair.

• Conducted one to two study visits to the school, interviewing the principal,
teachers, and others involved in the school, as well as observing in classrooms
and in other school settings.

• Gathered a variety of written materials and data about the school, including
school program descriptions, school applications for various grants and
recognition programs, and statistical data about the school from school
system documents and the school system’s web site.

• Gathered follow-up information, primarily through phone calls.

A brief overview of the seven Profile Schools is presented in Chart 26, and a

detailed statistical profile of each school is presented in Charts 27 through 33.137  The

seven Profile Schools are the following:

•     Earhart Options for Knowledge School    is the neighborhood school for half its
students and a non-selective options school for the other half.  85% of
students are low-income, and 99% are African American, at this grade Pre-K to
6 school on Chicago’s Far South Side.  From its origin as the branch of another
school, Earhart has developed a tightly-focused instructional program that
emphasizes high academic standards from pre-kindergarten on, a carefully
crafted reading instruction program that includes Junior Great Books and
Reading Recovery, and an Afrocentric curriculum emphasis.

•     Kinzie Elementary School    is a grade Pre-K to 8 school that is racially diverse
and 59% low-income.  Weekly cooperative planning meetings allow teachers
to develop curriculum plans and evaluate student progress.  A distinctive
focus at Kinzie is the significant inclusion of Kinzie’s 120 deaf students in the
regular school program, in a school where every child learns sign language.

•     Beethoven Elementary School    serves a 98% low-income 100% African
American student body in grades Pre-K to 8.  Beethoven is located in Robert
Taylor Homes on Chicago’s South Side, in one of the poorest census tracts in
the nation.  Language arts begins with 90 minutes in the morning and
continues as a part of a two-hour after-school program.  Key building blocks in
Beethoven’s intensive effort to teach children to read include item analysis of
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the Iowa test results to help focus instruction, a large-scale tutoring effort,
Great Books after school, and independent student reading.

•      Walsh Elementary School    serves a 95% low-income, 93% Latino student body
in grades K to 6.  Walsh, which is located in the Pilsen neighborhood on
Chicago’s South Side, supplements a carefully structured reading instruction
program with an arts partnership, in which local artists work with students in
year-long projects to illustrate units in the reading program (developed in
collaboration with Chicago Arts Partnerships in Education).

•      Otis Elementary School   is a grade Pre-K to 8 elementary school in Chicago’s
West Town neighborhood on the Near Northwest Side.  84% of Otis students
are Latino, and 94% are low-income.  The day begins with a one-hour
intensive language arts program, in which students are regrouped to teach
reading skills.  Teachers require students to read 10 to 15 novels each year.

•     Hibbard Elementary School    is a 96% low-income racially diverse elementary
school in Chicago’s North Side Albany Park neighborhood, which serves
grades Pre-K to 6.  A multicultural curriculum builds unity among students who
speak 20 languages.  A banner in the school lobby proclaims, “We Are the
Hibbard Families of the World.”  Trained parents tutor children at school and
provide training to parents in their homes, to help strengthen student reading
skills.

•      Oriole Park Elementary School   , located on Chicago’s Far Northwest Side,
serves 50% neighborhood students and 50% students who are bused in from
Chicago’s West Side, in grades Pre-K to 8.  Oriole Park’s racially diverse student
body is 63% low income.  The principal works with teachers to develop and
carry out a precisely defined set of objectives, and student progress is
reviewed every week.  Classrooms are stuffed with children’s books.

Information gathered through an analysis of these Profile Schools has been used

to test, amplify, and illustrate the results of the multivariate analysis, in the discussions

that follow the presentation of basic statistical findings from the multivariate analysis.

Strengths and Weaknesses of the Study’s Analytical
Methods for Identifying Effective Educational Practices

Research about school effectiveness received its initial impetus from the work of

Edmonds (1979), who identified five characteristics of effective urban schools based on

the characteristics of “outlier” schools that were achieving better than expected.  This

outlier strategy employed a regression analysis of school mean achievement scores,

which controlled for student body socioeconomic factors.  Based on this investigation,

Edmonds listed five characteristics of an effective school:  strong administrative

leadership, high expectations for children’s achievement, an orderly atmosphere

conducive to learning, an emphasis on basic skill acquisition, and frequent monitoring of

student progress.138



60

The first generation of effective schools research was criticized on a large

number of methodological grounds,139 including the following:

• Identification of effective schools should not rely on outlier status in a single
year as evidence of effectiveness, but should rather draw on evidence of
higher than expected achievement that is sustained over a period of years.

• Early studies were often based on analyzing a very small numbers of schools.

• Comparing the practices of the highest and lowest achieving outlier schools,
rather than comparing the high outliers with the average urban school, means
that the results cannot be generalized to draw implications for improving the
practices of the average urban school.

• Student background is often inadequately controlled, so that achievement
differences might result from unmeasured differences among students, rather
than differences in school practices.

• Subjective standards were used for defining “effectiveness,” so that an urban
outlier school labeled as “effective” might still be achieving well below the
national norm.

•     Correlates    of higher achievement are not necessarily     causes    of higher
achievement.  Early effective schools research failed to analyze the complex
processes that brought about higher achievement.  This early perspective was
sometimes coupled with the view that a small set of key effective practices
could be mandated by a school board or state department of education, and
that schools would then simply implement them.

• Some researchers who studied effective schools insisted that the specific set
of practices that had been identified through the early effective schools
research were carved in stone, rather than viewing the study of school
effectiveness as a field of research that would continue to alter and refine
definitions of effective practices.

• Generalizing practices identified in effective urban low-income schools to
apply to a much broader range of urban, suburban, and rural schools is
inappropriate.

• Focusing exclusively on effective schoolwide practices (such as schoolwide
discipline and school leadership), rather than placing a parallel and
interconnected emphasis on analyzing effective instructional practices, limits
effective schools research as a useful framework for identifying changes that
will improve student achievement.

The current research project has addressed these problems in three ways:

• First, the research team has designed the current study to respond directly to
many of these criticisms.

• Second, other criticisms about what conclusions can justifiably be reached
based on the current study are addressed by pointing out that this study does
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not stand alone, but is illuminated by other research about Chicago’s schools
over the past decade, including case studies of individual schools and
citywide survey research about changes in school practices.140

• Third, we acknowledge several limitations with the current study and point out
that this study should be seen as part of an ongoing attempt to understand the
practices of effective urban elementary schools in Chicago and elsewhere, not
as the final word on this subject.

To cite some key specifics of these efforts to remedy or acknowledge problems:

• Substantially Up Schools were identified through a seven-year trend analysis,
instead of outlier performance in a specific year.

• Substantially Up Schools have been compared with No Trend Schools,
facilitating generalization of conclusions about promising educational
practices to the typical Chicago school that has not improved achievement.
Further, the number of schools analyzed is sizable — 87 Substantially Up
Schools that were low-achieving in 1990 and 189 No Trend Schools that were
low-achieving in 1990.

• Student background differences between Substantially Up and No Trend
Schools were statistically controlled.  Further, the trend analysis indicates a
widening achievement gap between the Substantially Up and No Trend
Schools from 1990 through 1997, although the two groups of schools did not
change significantly in their social composition, in comparison with each
other, during that time period.

• Substantially Up Schools are not characterized by the current study as having
reached the status of “effectiveness” based on their 1997 achievement levels,
but rather as having made substantial progress.

• As reflected in the discussion of the Five Essential Supports for Student
Learning on page 10, the study of school effectiveness in urban elementary
schools is viewed as an evolving field of study, in which the best evidence
that currently exists will be modified and refined by future research.  Further,
recent reviews of school effects research have made it clear that a much larger
number of practices must be changed in a successful school restructuring
effort that will impact student achievement than were identified in early
effective schools research.  And, specific practices of individual urban
schools that improve student achievement substantially will vary to some
extent from school to school.141

• We recognize that the particular Indicators that have been analyzed in the first
two reports based on the Consortium’s spring 1994 surveys do not measure
many of the promising practices of effective urban elementary schools
identified through reviewing recent research about school effectiveness.  For
example, Indicators of the nature of the Instructional Program developed from
the spring 1994 surveys about which results have been published thus far,
only scratch the surface of this Essential Support for Learning.
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A key issue raised by critics of previous effective schools research that deserves

special comment is the extent to which one can draw conclusions about the     causes    of

improved student achievement in the Substantially Up Schools, based on data about

school practices collected at one point in time.  It is true that the current analysis only

identifies statistical associations between a trend of improved achievement and a

particular set of practices identified through teacher and student surveys in spring 1994,

and that the existence of statistically significant relationships between achievement

trends and a set of school practices do not prove that these practices     caused     the

improved achievement in the Substantially Up Schools.  However, the multivariate

analysis can be interpreted in light of other evidence that increases the validity of making

such causal inferences.  This other evidence includes:

• The investigations of the seven Profile Schools that are part of the current
research.  These analyses provide evidence about how specific practices have
played out over time in seven strong examples of Substantially Up Schools
that have improved achievement substantially over time.

• Other case studies of Chicago elementary schools subsequent to 1988,
including the actively restructuring schools analyzed as part of the State of
Reform study.  These case studies document how practices have been carried
out over time in improving schools.142

• Empirical evidence that promising practices that are part of the Five Essential
Supports for Student Learning are associated with other desirable
improvements in schools, such as “a safe nurturing environment for students
that is strongly oriented toward academic work”  and better student
attendance.143  As the Consortium concludes, “We have now assembled
considerable evidence testifying to the validity of this framework for guiding
local [improvement] efforts.144

Thus, in the discussions of the findings of the multivariate analysis below, as well

as in the Interpretive Summary of the study (Section 5), we employ multiple sources of

evidence to conclude that particular practices help bring about improved student

achievement, and are not simply correlates of improved achievement.

At the same time, the data analyzed in this study represent one step in an

ongoing research process aimed at identifying the practices of successful urban schools.

For example, practices identified in teacher and student surveys need to be followed

up through additional focused longitudinal case studies of successful schools, to further

understand the dynamics of the improvement process.
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Overall Results of the Multivariate
and Univariate Analyses

For selected Indicators of school practice, Charts 36-50 present box plots which

reflect the    range or “distribution    ” of school results for specific Indicators of school

practice for Substantially Up Schools versus No Change Schools, not just the citywide

average result for the two groups of schools.  The box plots present results     before

student background controls were introduced    .

On Charts 36-50, the box in the diagram represents    the range     of the average

scores for individual schools on a particular Indicator, for the middle 50% of schools in

the group. The line running through the box horizontally represents the “median score”

for the group.  Half of the average school scores in the group were above the median,

and half were below.  The “whiskers” of the box represent the average school scores of

the top 25% and bottom 25% of schools in the group.

As a review of the box plots in Charts 36-50 indicates, a characteristic pattern for

these Indicators was that the median (middle) school in the Substantially Up group

scored higher for a particular practice than the school that is at the 75% percentile in the

No Trend group (that is, the school in the No Trend group scoring higher on the

Indicator than 75% of the schools in the No Trend group).

The differences between Substantially Up Schools and No Trend Schools are

illustrated by the following examples:

• For “Teacher Influence on Decision Making” (Chart 39), the median (middle)
Substantially Up School was higher than the No Trend School that ranked
above 75% of the schools in the No Trend group.

• For “School Safety” (Chart 41), the median (middle) Substantially Up School
was higher than the No Trend School that ranked above 75% of the schools in
the No Trend group.  Further, the very lowest ranking Substantially Up School
ranked higher than 25% of the No Trend Schools.

• For “Staff Priority on Student Learning” (Chart 49), the median (middle)
Substantially Up School was higher than the No Trend School that ranked
above 75% of the schools in the No Trend group.

• For “Cooperative Adult Effort Toward School Improvement” (Chart 50), the
median (middle) Substantially Up School was higher than the No Trend
School that ranked above 75% of the schools in the No Trend group.

The results of the multivariate and univariate analyses of covariance    after    student

background controls were introduced are presented in Chart 34.  Chart 34 indicates

multivariate and univariate results that were statistically significant at (1) less than .05 or
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(2) less than .10 but greater than .05 —    after    those student background controls were

introduced that were significant at the .05 level or less for the      multivariate     variable under

which the various univariate variables were grouped.

The .05 significance level was employed as the standard for determining whether

or not a particular result reflected a statistically significant difference between

Substantially Up Schools and No Trend Schools that were low-achieving in 1990.

Results significant at less than .10 but greater than .05 were included because they

should be considered for future research.  Chart 35 presents a graphic representation of

these same results, organized around the Five Essential Supports for Student Learning.

As Chart 34 reflects, there were statistically significant differences between

Substantially Up Schools and No Trend Schools at less than the .05 level, on four of the

multivariate variables (School Leadership, School Environment/Culture, Staff

Development and Collaboration, and Instructional Program), after appropriate student

background controls were introduced.  The difference between the Substantially Up

Schools and No Trend Schools for Family/Community Partnerships was significant at less

than .10, but more than .05, after student background controls were introduced.  All five

of these significant differences at the .05 or .10 levels    favored the Substantially Up

Schools   , as compared with the No Trend Schools.

Of the 26 univariate Indicators of school practice grouped under one of the

Five Essential Supports for Student Learning, there were statistically significant

differences between Substantially Up Schools and No Trend Schools on     14 of them at

less than the .05 level   , after the appropriate statistical controls for student background

were introduced.  Differences for two additional univariate variables were significant at

less than .10, but more than .05 (see Charts 34 and 35).

Furthermore, the difference between Substantially Up Schools and No Trend

Schools on Cooperative Adult Effort Toward School Improvement was significant at less

than .05, after appropriate student background controls were introduced.

All statistically significant differences at the .05 or .10 level for the univariate

variables    favored the Substantially Up Schools   , as compared with the No Trend Schools,

after student background controls were introduced.  For example, as discussed below,

Substantially Up Schools reported significantly higher levels of Local School Council

Contribution, Principal Supervision, Teacher Outreach to Parents, Student Safety, Teacher

Collaboration, Staff Priority on Student Learning, and eight other school practices

Indicators for which differences at the .05 level or less are presented in Chart 34.
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Specific Results Organized
Around the Five Essential Supports

Below, the specific multivariate and univariate results are first presented and then

discussed under each of the Five Essential Supports for Student Learning, including both

those variables on which statistically significant differences were observed and those on

which they were not observed.  Then, the results for Collaborative Adult Effort Toward

School Improvement are presented and discussed.

Examples from the seven Profile Schools are used to amplify the discussion of

each set of results, along with evidence from other studies of Chicago school reform.

School Leadership
Substantially Up Schools reported significantly more effective overall leadership

from their Local School Council, principal, and teachers, as compared with No Trend

Schools (less than .05 significance level in the multivariate analysis, after student

background controls were introduced).

In particular, Substantially Up Schools were rated significantly higher for the

following Indicators, after student background controls were introduced:

•    Local School Council Contribution    .  Teachers rated the LSC more highly in
having contributed to improving various aspects of the school’s educational
program and environment (less than .05 significance level).

•    Principal as Instructional Leader   .  The principal was rated more highly as setting
a vision for the school, involving people in decision making, and insisting on
high standards for staff performance (less than .05 significance level).

•    Principal Supervision    .  Principals were more likely to closely supervise the
change process — for example, through a regular presence in classrooms (less
than .05 significance level).

•    Teacher Influence on Decision Making    .  Teachers reported more influence on
decisions about instruction and about schoolwide issues (less than .05
significance level).

However, no statistically significant difference was found for School Improvement Plan

Implementation, either before or after student background controls were introduced.

Discussion.  School Profiles prepared for this research study, as well as school case

studies that have previously been published, indicate that in schools that have taken

advantage of the opportunities for new leadership under Chicago school reform, all

three sites of power and initiative at the school level (Local School Council, principal,
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and teachers) typically report that they are significantly involved in decision making.145

These three groups, or individuals within and among these three groups, are sometimes

in conflict, but they have by and large developed a stable set of relationships for a

productive allocation of authority and for resolving conflict when it occurs.  Some

common characteristics of such successfully functioning schools, based on the

experience of the Profile Schools and on other case studies of successful Chicago

elementary schools, are the following:

•     Active LSC, with a Careful Process for Principal Selection    .  Typically, the Local
School Council has remained consistently active and proactive in carrying out
its responsibilities.146  Perhaps their most critical single decision was the hiring
of a principal (or in some cases, the retention of a principal already in place),
a process that the LSC carried out with care.  The LSC sought a principal who
meshed with their vision of the kind of school that they wanted, and they
checked the person’s past experience carefully, to make sure that the person
they were considering for the position had “walked their talk.”  As reflected in
the Consortium’s study of Local School Councils, for example, effective LSCs
typically talked with their own school’s parents, teachers, and community
members for input in the principal selection process, checked the references
of the final candidates, and presented final candidates in a community
forum.147

•    LSC’s Relationship with an Effective Principal  .  In some cases, the Local School
Council in a Substantially Up School contributed    key concepts    to the school’s
vision and plan for instructional improvement.  For example, the focus at
Earhart on African and African American culture was a strong shared priority of
the LSC before they hired a principal.  Other examples of such an LSC priority
include, for example, an emphasis on introducing computer technology into
the school, or on curricula that build respect across racial and ethnic lines
among an ethnically diverse student body.  However, as indicated below, the
LSC that found an effective principal has then tended to turn over much of the
responsibility for developing the specifics of the academic program to the
principal and teachers.  In schools that began to achieve tangible academic
results (such as the Profile Schools), the LSC has been willing to defer to the
staff’s judgment on most specifics of instructional issues, although the LSC
often acts as a sounding board to refine ideas and to aid their implementation
— as well as assuring that key aspects of their original vision are still priorities
for school improvement.

•     Continuing LSC Contribution to School Improvement   .  In the short and long
term, LSCs in schools with substantially improved achievement continued to
make contributions in a variety of areas, which characteristically have included
the following:  improving school safety, increasing family involvement, fighting
for improvements in the school’s physical facilities with the central office,
using their contacts and initiative to develop collaborations with other
organizations and institutions in the neighborhood and citywide, helping
refine and implement educational plans, and volunteering to help in a variety
of ways at the school.148
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•     Effective Principals Make a Vision a Reality    .  Analysis of the Profile Schools
reflects the statistical findings for “Principal as Instructional Leader” and
“Principal Supervision” which indicate that Substantially Up Schools have
extremely effective principals.  These principals embody an intense
commitment to unify the school around the mission of improving the quality
of instruction for children and improving children’s lives.  These principals
brought to the school, or rather quickly developed, a specific vision for the
educational strategy that the school should pursue.  (In a few cases, the
specific vision came from other key staff, and the principal decided to
embrace this vision and work to make it a reality.)  Effective principals have
been successful in pursuing their school’s vision in a focused way, despite the
minute-to-minute problems and crises that constantly arise in an urban public
school.  And they have involved the LSC and staff in refining this vision and
making it a reality — pressing hard for what they believed, but also being
open to the ideas of others.  These principals typically have been able to
enlist almost all the key stakeholders within the school community around the
school’s educational vision.149

•    Principal Leadership in Molding an Effective Staff   .  One important aspect of
the improvement process has been to mold a staff that acts to carry out and
help refine the school’s improvement vision.  Consistent with the Consortium’s
1993 case study analyses150 and the Profile School examples, effective
principals pursued this objective by (1) moving out staff who didn’t measure
up to the principal’s expectations, primarily through aggressive supervision of
such staff and “counseling them out;” (2) selecting replacement staff, as well
as additional staff hired with discretionary dollars, who meshed with the
principal’s expectations and vision; (3) ongoing staff development and
coaching for staff; and (4) the development of staff collaboration.

•     Strategic Use of Discretionary Funds   .  Another critical element of the
principal’s leadership (and frequently the LSC’s leadership) came through
decisions that were made about spending State Chapter 1 discretionary funds
and other discretionary funds.  These funds were spent strategically to support
the school’s improvement vision and priorities.  The existence of these funds
made it possible for schools to act on improvement priorities (for example,
lowering class size in the early grades or hiring a Reading Recovery Teacher
and providing teachers with training in the Reading Recovery program’s
methods.151

•    Principal Closely Supervises Instructional and Other School Activities   .  A
common characteristic of Profile Schools, also reflected in the statistical
analysis, has been that principals in Substantially Up Schools closely supervise
the implementation of the instructional program.  In the Profile Schools, either
the principal, or an instructional leader who has the principal’s strong support,
is typically in the school’s classrooms constantly, to observe and assist
teachers.  It is also common in Profile Schools for the principal to review
evidence about student progress on a quarterly, monthly, or even weekly
basis.

•    Teacher Involvement in Decision Making    .  As reflected in the multivariate
analysis, Substantially Up Schools also exhibited a high level of teacher
involvement in decisions, both about the instructional program and about
other school improvement issues.  In the Profile Schools, the principal has
developed and has followed through on certain critical expectations for
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change, but has created much room for teachers to take leadership roles.
Teachers work collaboratively to develop new curricula and learning
experiences, and to solve school problems.  And because teachers have a
significant role in decision making, their investment in working for an improved
school has typically increased.

The blending of active Local School Council, principal, and teacher involvement

in decision making is illustrated by the history of Earhart Options for Knowledge School.

The first elected Local School Council began with a strong commitment to create a

highly demanding academic program, as well as to place a strong emphasis on the

contributions of Africans and African Americans in all aspects of the curriculum.  They

conducted an extensive search for a principal, and ultimately hired Hellen DeBerry.

DeBerry implemented a very clear strategy for instructional improvement, in which she

introduced Junior Great Books, Reading Recovery, and a math instruction program with a

strong hands-on component.  She created very high standards for her staff, expecting

them to become fully prepared to employ these new approaches and to collaborate

constantly to improve the educational program.  She expected teachers to become

grant-writers seeking support for new initiatives that were consistent with the school’s

vision.  As DeBerry monitored staff performance aggressively and carefully selected

appropriate staff for any open positions, she was slowly able to hire an entirely new staff

who shared her vision and commitments.  This staff reflects an intense commitment to

carrying out and refining the school’s instructional strategy, which is a topic of constant

conversation among them.

The LSC has remained extremely active in working to improve the school, but

ceded planning for the specifics of the instructional program to the principal and staff.

The LSC has remained involved in reacting to various staff proposals for the academic

program, protecting their original priorities about the overall directions in which the

school should move, encouraging family involvement in the school, pressing the central

administration for facilities repairs and additions, and volunteering at school.  They have

aggressively sought a major addition to the building to relieve overcrowding and to

expand the schools to serve seventh and eighth grade.

Family-Community Partnerships
When statistical controls were introduced, the overall level of significance for the

multivariate variable for Family-Community Partnerships shifted from less than the .05

significance level to the .0848 significance level (less than .10 but greater than .05).  This

result suggests that this Essential Support overall merits additional study.
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Turning to the individual variables studied,    all three variables    showed a

statistically significant difference between Substantially Up and No Trend Schools at less

than the .05 level     before     statistical controls for student background were introduced.

However, the    introduction of controls    for student background variables diminished the

strength of the observed statistical differences for two of the three Indicators.

Specifically:

•    Teacher Outreach to Parents   .  This Indicator of teachers’ efforts to
communicate with and involve parents remained statistically significant at less
than the .05 level.

•    Teacher-Parent Trust   .  This Indicator of the level of trust among teacher and
parents, as reported by teachers, was significant at less than the .10 level, but
more than the .05 level.

•    Parent Involvement at School  .  This Indicator of parent involvement in school

activities and in volunteering was no longer statistically significant.

Discussion.  There is a strong body of research evidence indicating that urban

schools that have higher levels of student achievement carry out a range of practices to

encourage the involvement of families and the community in school improvement.152

Thus, the marginal level of significance of the multivariate variable might result from the

fact that:

• Chicago’s Substantially Up Schools were not implementing the full range of
family involvement strategies that have been shown to improve student
achievement in spring 1994.

• Since all of the Indicators of Family and Community Involvement employed in
this analysis were developed through the survey responses of teachers,
differences in family and community involvement between Substantial Up and
No Trend Schools may not be fully reflected in these results.  Statistically
significant differences might become more pronounced when parents’
perceptions of the extent of family involvement in their schools are studied.

Analysis of Profile Schools illustrate extensive “Teacher Outreach to Parents,” the

univariate variable that remained significant at less than .05 after student background

controls were introduced.  In the Profile Schools, interactions between school staff and

parents are consistently respectful.  One example of this outreach is the encyclopedic

knowledge exhibited by the principal of Hibbard Elementary School of the names of

the school’s thousand students, and his extensive familiarity with the backgrounds of

many of the school’s families.
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Another example of teacher outreach is the focused effort of teachers at Oriole

Park Elementary School to meet with individual parents to clarify the school’s program

and academic expectations and to seek parent input about their children.  This bonding

process is then followed up through written communications, phone calls, and further

face-to-face meetings.  A special effort has been made to establish this link with the

50% of families whose children are bused to the school.  The Oriole Park principal and

staff also strongly encourage parents to find ways to keep their children enrolled at

Oriole Park, even if they change their residence, by moving to locations along the

school’s bus routes.  As reflected in Chart 33, student mobility at Oriole Park has

decreased dramatically over the past seven years.

The Profile Schools make a strong effort to explain their instructional program to

parents and to explain how parents can help their children at home.  School staff often

engage parents in mutual goal-setting and problem-solving with respect to their

children.  These schools publicly and consistently reward good student performance

and behavior and involve the family in this recognition process.

The Profile Schools show strong respect for the cultures of the students they

serve, which goes beyond the superficialities of holidays and ethnic posters on the wall.

This respect is reflected, for example, by the cultural focus in the arts program at Walsh,

which is integral to the instructional program, and by the strong emphasis of the

Hibbard educational program on the cultures of students from 20 linguistic backgrounds

attending the school, which is exemplified by the huge banner in the school’s entryway

stating that: “We Are the Hibbard Families of the World.”

These features of outreach, respect, and multiculturalism are fostered in part by

the commitments of the Local School Councils at the Profile Schools.

All of the Profile Schools also held regular well-attended meetings and

celebrations for parents and had excellent participation in Report Card Pick-Up Day.  All

Profile Schools had a core group of active volunteers who tutored children or otherwise

assisted the school.

School Culture/Environment
School Environment/Culture as a multivariate variable was significant at less than

the .05 level, after student background controls were introduced.

The Consortium developed most of the Indicators under this Essential Support

based on paper-and-pencil survey responses from    sixth and eight grade students   ,

including Academic Press, Peer Support for Academics, Academic Engagement, Peer

Classroom Behavior, Personalism, and Student Safety.
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With respect to Indicators developed from student surveys, only “Student Safety”

remained significant at less than .05, after student background controls were introduced.

The one variable included under this Essential Support that was drawn from

teacher surveys, “Teacher Commitment to School,” was significant at less than the .05

level, after student background controls were introduced.  This Indicator is based on

such survey items as  “I wouldn’t want to work in any school” and “I feel loyal to this

school.”  This significant result reflects that fact that teachers at schools that have

improved student achievement have a strong personal investment in their school, which

is consistent with higher ratings that teachers in Substantially Up Schools gave to several

Indicators of staff collaboration and trust discussed later under Staff Development and

Collaboration (see pages 73-75).

Discussion.  The statistical significance of “Student Safety” for Substantially Up

Schools reflects a consistent body of research indicating that student safety is a

precondition for significant progress on other aspects of school improvement.153  In all

the Profile Schools, the school building is a safe haven from dangers on the surrounding

streets, yet this safe environment is maintained without creating the feeling that parents

and others are not welcome or that students are attending a military school.  Often, this

effective approach to student safety is reflected concretely in the practices of security

staff who are both highly attentive and highly respectful in dealing with anyone entering

the school.

Inside the school, the atmosphere is typically business-like and task-oriented, but

also relaxed.  School staff have succeeded in communicating a shared set of

expectations for student behavior, which have been internalized by almost all students.

Thus, it is rare to see students “acting out,” either in class or in the hallways in the Profile

Schools.  Beethoven, which serves students in Robert Taylor Homes, reflects success in

creating such an environment in an extremely poor community.  An initial priority of the

principal was to get the school painted and to secure other improvements in the

physical facility, which is now spotless and inviting.  The overall school atmosphere is

one of order and focus.  Students know what is expected of them, and staff follow

through consistently on these expectations.  Both teachers and other staff know

individual students well and are acutely aware of who is in the building.

The strong statistical significance of “Teacher Commitment to School” in

Substantially Up Schools is also clearly reflected in the Profile Schools.  Teachers

demonstrate this commitment in a highly tangible way through their willingness to come

early and stay late, far beyond the mandated school day.  They also reflect this
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commitment in the pride and ownership they express about “our school,” which is

illustrated by their willingness to intervene with students anywhere in the school

building, rather than confining their focus to their own classroom and academic subject.

Statistical findings and related observations about the importance of teacher

commitment support the conclusion that an urban school that significantly improves

student achievement must be staffed by individuals who are enthusiastic about being

there and who thus invest strongly in the school’s improvement efforts.  These

observations also suggest that high academic achievement is unlikely to be attained in a

school where teachers view their job as one of passively following orders.

The overall culture or environment of a school has consistently been found in

past educational research to be an important determinant of an urban school’s

academic effectiveness.154

As noted above, only one of the six School Culture/Environment Indicators

developed based on    student    survey results was statistically significant after student

background controls were introduced.  Three possible explanations for the lack of

statistically significant differences based on these student data are the following:

• Substantially Up Schools were not significantly different from No Trend
Schools on such variables as “Academic Press” and “Academic Engagement”
in spring 1994.

• At the time that survey data were collected in spring 1994, Substantially Up
Schools had changed educational practices and student behavior in the lower
grades, but had not yet impacted sixth and eight graders significantly (i.e., the
students surveyed).  This seems plausible as a partial explanation.  Participants
in Profile Schools report that their focus was initially on younger students and
that the peer culture of older students was difficult to change.  Further, staff
report that they were able to have more impact on older students who began
with them in the primary grades and then moved through the school’s
program over a period of years, after the school’s leadership had put their
improvement strategy in place.

• Consortium researchers have reported that, in general, student responses have
more “noise” in them than teacher responses.155  Filling out the Consortium’s
surveys had no consequences for students; thus, it is plausible that a portion
of students did not complete these questionnaires with great care.

Another point that should be considered in assessing results for School

Environment/Culture is that there is an overlap between some staff practices that have

often been considered a part of School Culture/Environment, and several Indicators that

the Consortium has classified under Staff Development and Collaboration, and that are

discussed in the next section.  These include “Teacher Collaboration,”  “Teacher

Collective Responsibility,” and “Shared Teacher Norms.”
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Staff Development and Collaboration
After student background controls were introduced, Substantially Up Schools

were significantly different from No Trend Schools on the multivariate variable of Staff

Development and Collaboration (less than the .05 significance level).  And this overall

difference reflected statistically significant differences on six specific Indicators that fall

under this Essential Support, after student background controls were introduced.  In

Substantially Up Schools:

•    Teacher Collaboration    .  Staff worked together more collaboratively (less than
the .05 significance level).

•    Teacher Collective Responsibility   .  Teachers expressed a stronger collective
responsibility for the school’s overall operation and improvement (less than
the .05 significance level).

•    Innovation Encouraged    .  Teachers felt more encouraged to try out new
approaches (less than the .05 significance level).

•     Shared Teacher Norms   .  Teachers expressed more agreement about what was
expected of students in terms of academics and behavior (less than the .05
significance level).

•    Teacher-Principal Trust   .  Teachers trusted the principal more (less than the .05
significance level).

•    Teacher-Teacher Trust   .  Teachers felt more trust with fellow teachers (less than
the .05 significance level).

In addition, Reflective Dialogue among Teachers was significant at less than the

.10 level, but more than .05.

Discussion.  This pattern of statistically significant results favoring the Substantially Up

Schools reinforces points made earlier in discussing teacher involvement in decision

making and teacher commitment to the school.  As reflected in both the statistical

analysis and in the Profile Schools, teachers in Substantially Up Schools work more

cohesively as a team.  They trust each other and take substantial collective responsibility

for school improvement.  Although they typically have a principal who acts on a strong

school improvement vision and sets high expectations, teachers and other school staff

are not merely following orders.  Instead, they are taking substantial initiative to improve

the school, and they feel that they work in an environment where    innovation     is

encouraged.
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Further, an examination of many of the individual questions that comprise the

statistically significant Indicators under Staff Development and Collaboration reflects the

fact that schools with substantially improved student achievement reported focus and

coherence in their educational programs.  Teachers in Substantially Up Schools, for

example, gave significantly more positive responses to such items as “Teachers at this

school make a conscious effort to coordinate their teaching with instruction at other

grade levels.”

In the Profile Schools, staff collaboration is reflected in an ongoing conversation

among staff, both in formal meetings and in the teachers’ lunchroom, about how to

focus and coordinate the instructional program across classrooms and grades and how

individual students are responding to the instructional program.

Such collaboration is illustrated by the practice of Otis Elementary School

teachers of taking a university course together, so that they can work collaboratively to

apply what they have learned to improving Otis’ educational program.  The regular and

substantive staff meetings that take place at Oriole Park, Kinzie, and Earhart to constantly

plan for coherent instructional activities and program improvement provide additional

examples of this collaboration.

Both the results of the statistical analysis and the Profile School examples reflect

success in overcoming one of the major barriers to school change that has been

consistently documented in classic studies of the culture of schools and the nature of

school teaching.  As Sarason (1971) observed:

...teachers are psychologically alone even though they are in a densely
populated setting....In our book (Sarason, et al., 1966) describing the activities of
the Yale Psycho-Educational Clinic in relation to schools there is a chapter titled
“Teaching Is a Lonely Profession.”  Interestingly enough, it is this chapter that
teachers have mentioned most frequently and spontaneously as the one that “hit
home.”...Teachers are alone with their children and problems in a classroom, and
the frequency and pattern of contact with others like themselves are a kind and
quality that make new learning and change unlikely.156

Lortie (1975) makes a similar observation in his classic sociological study of school

teachers:

The current organization of teaching tasks fosters conservatism of outlook.
Change is impeded by mutual isolation, vague yet demanding goals, dilemmas
of outcome assessment, restricted in-service training, rigidities in assignment, and
working conditions which produce a “more-of-the-same” syndrome among
classroom teachers....the vast majority of classroom teachers continue to work
apart from other adults.  Opportunities for mutual consultation are limited during
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the working day, and contacts between teachers are peripheral to their major
obligations.157

As part of their success in overcoming these deep-seated patterns of isolation,

principals and teachers from Profile Schools typically draw on sustained assistance from

external groups (including universities, non-profit groups, publishers of instructional

programs, and networks of colleagues), to refine their instructional program and to

obtain assistance in professional development.  However, this external help is almost

always selected in light of a coherent school improvement strategy, and does not reflect

the “Christmas Tree” approach of securing a large number of external partnerships that

introduce unrelated or conflicting programs into the school.158  Further, this external

assistance includes not only formal workshops but also in-class help for teachers,

provided by an external assistance group, the principal, an instructional coordinator, a

master teacher, or some combinations of these groups and individuals.  For example,

Earhart draws on the developers of the Junior Great Books Program, as well as the local

and national network of schools involved in Reading Recovery.  Further, not only is

Earhart’s principal deeply involved in assisting teachers with instructional improvement,

but the school has a freed staff member whose major responsibility is to work with

teachers on these issues.  And Walsh has made the arts an integral part of its reading

instruction program through sustained collaboration with Chicago Arts Partnerships in

Education, as well as extensive assistance from Open Court staff development

specialists for the Open Court reading series.

In connection with the issue of creating focus and coherence in professional

development, it is interesting to note that the teachers in No Trend Schools reported a

greater     quantity    of staff development activity (Amount of Staff Development) than did

teachers in Substantially Up Schools, although this difference was not statistically

significant when student background controls were introduced (see Chart 34).159

Instructional Program
The Consortium’s analysis of Indicators based on the spring 1994 surveys that

were specifically focused on the nature of the schools’ instructional programs has not

yet been released.  Thus, there were only two Indicators under this Essential Support

available for the current research study:

•     Staff Priority on Student Learning    .  Teachers report that the school places a
strong emphasis on improved student learning as the overriding school
priority.
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•    Program Coherence    .  Teachers see the instructional program as coherent, not a
set of disconnected activities.

Substantially Up Schools were significantly different on the multivariate variable

for Instructional Program, as compared with No Trend Schools (less than the .05

significance level, after student background controls were introduced).

For “Staff Priority on Student Learning,” there was a statistically significant

difference between Substantially Up and No Trend Schools    after    student background

controls were introduced (at less than the .05 significance level).  This Indicator includes

such items as “This school has well defined learning expectations for all students,” and

“The school day is organized to maximize instructional time.”

Although “Program Coherence” was statistically significant at less than the .05

level     before     student background controls were introduced, Program Coherence was not

statistically significant    after    student background controls were introduced. (Significance

level was .22, after statistical controls were introduced).

Discussion.  The statistically significant difference for “Staff Priority on Student

Learning” is consistent with significant results for “Principal as Instructional Leader,”

“Principal Supervision,” and the cluster of significant Indicators falling under Staff

Collaboration and Development, as discussed above.  In schools that report, for

example, that the principal has articulated a coherent vision for improvement, that the

principal closely monitors instruction, and that staff have a shared understanding of

instructional priorities, it is plausible that teachers would report that decisions in the

school are made with an overriding focus on student learning.

However, the failure of “Program Coherence” to show a statistically significant

difference between Substantially Up and No Trend Schools (after student background

controls were introduced) is puzzling.  This result is inconsistent with the fact that

several other teacher Indicators that are related to the issues of the focus and coherence

of the school’s educational program (such as “Teacher Collaboration” and “Principal

Supervision”) were statistically significant.  For example, two of the four individual items

that comprise the “Teacher Collaboration” Indicator are the following:

• Teachers design instructional programs together.

• Teachers at this school make a conscious effort to coordinate their teaching
with instruction at other grade levels.
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This finding is also inconsistent with observations in the Profile Schools, in which the

observers typically documented coherent approaches to instruction that were reflected

in day-to-day practice.  Further analysis of existing Consortium data or additional

research are needed to resolve these contradictory results.

Additional observations about the Profile Schools highlight prominent features of

the instructional process at these strong examples of Substantially Up Schools:

•     High Expectations Reflected in Day-To-Day Practice    .  The instructional
programs in the Profile Schools embody high expectations for students to use
their minds well.  Students are expected to think and write clearly and to read
with understanding.  It is assumed that even though many of the school’s
children come from low-income families, they are capable of the same kinds
of intellectual effort as children from suburban communities.  These schools
have made the slogan “all children can learn” a day-to-day reality — and this
expectation is reflected in their significantly improved overall test scores,
including the improved test scores of the lowest-achieving students.  For
example, Earhart employs Junior Great Books with all its students from
kindergarten on, while this program is reserved for “gifted” students in many
Chicago schools.

•     Drill is One Among Several Instructional Methods   .  While the use of drill plays
a role in the instructional process at Profile Schools, staff do not believe that
drill is the essence of education for low-income students.  Drill has a role to
play, but it is one teaching technique in a broader set of techniques that is
used thoughtfully, to achieve specific objectives as part of a larger
instructional strategy.

•     An Instructional Program, Not a Test Preparation Program     .  Profile Schools vary
in the amount of emphasis that they place on specifically preparing students
for standardized tests.  Some do little more than familiarizing students with
the test-taking process, while others use standardized test results as a key
element of instructional planning, and make teachers acutely aware of their
students’ Iowa Test score profiles.  However, Profile Schools have instructional
programs grounded in educational strategies that are not, in essence, test
preparation programs.  As Earhart principal Hellen DeBerry observed, “We
have confidence that if we carry out a quality instructional program, improved
test results will follow.”

•     Using and Adapting Existing Curriculum Materials   .  Profile Schools make use of
a variety of different nationally-available instructional programs, such as the
Open Court reading series, Junior Great Books, Reading Recovery, and Math
Their Way.  However, what distinguishes these schools is (1) the quality and
care with which these programs are implemented, (2) the professional
development and constant communication among teachers that characterizes
their use of these programs, and (3) the willingness of the school staff to make
various published instructional programs one part of their     overall    instructional
strategy, and to modify published programs to fit their particular
circumstances.  Staff are creatively adapting these programs to their particular
strategies and situations and developing their own related learning units, not
simply “following” an existing curriculum.  For example, Walsh Elementary
School employs the Open Court reading program, and staff members have
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received extensive preparation in using it.  However, they also have carefully
integrated arts into this reading program, through assistance from Chicago Arts
Partnerships in Education, by involving community artists in helping children
illustrate units in the Open Court series.

•     Distinctive Instructional Emphases   .  The Profile Schools have distinctive
instructional emphases that clearly mark individual schools as unique — for
example, the focus of the whole school at Kinzie on embracing and educating
the sizable group of Kinzie students who are deaf, or the Afrocentric focus at
Earhart.

With respect to reading instruction, the Profile Schools are employing what most

reading experts call a “balanced” approach.160  At the Profile Schools, this approach

typically includes:

• Explicitly teaching phonics, and intervening quickly when children are not
mastering the correspondence between sounds and letters.

• Creating a variety of opportunities for children to read and to respond to the
written word through discussions, drama, art, speaking, etc.

• Teaching students explicit strategies for comprehending the written word,
such as helping students consciously draw on previous knowledge about the
subject of the story.

• Providing students with regular opportunities to read books of their own
choosing.

• Carefully monitoring student progress through a combination of careful
observation and testing, and modifying instruction in light of this information.

Cooperative Adult Effort
Toward School Improvement

When Consortium researchers found that many of the Indicators associated with

desirable school results reflected the quality of adult human relationships in the “school

community,” they developed a combined Indicator of “Cooperative Adult Effort Toward

School Improvement.”161 (see page 53).  Cooperative Adult Effort combines the set of

fourteen Indicators marked with an asterisk in Chart 25 that reflect the quality of

relationships among the LSC, principal, teachers, and parents.  Thus, a high score on this

combined Indicator reflects a high level of collaboration among these key adult

stakeholders in the school community.

Substantially Up Schools differed from No Trend Schools at less than the .05

significance level on this Indicator, after student background controls were introduced,

showing a significantly higher level of “Cooperative Adult Effort.”
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Discussion.  Examples from Profile Schools already cited in discussing specific

Essential Supports illustrate this “Cooperative Adult Effort,” as do two further specific

examples:

• At Kinzie Elementary School, cutbacks in busing seemed to necessitate that
students bused to the school would not be able to participate in enrichment
programs.  However, the Local School Council, principal, teachers, and
support staff jointly problem-solved to work out a rescheduling plan to
resolve this problem.  This plan required both teachers and support staff to
voluntarily adjust their schedules in ways that school system work rules did not
require.

• Earhart’s extreme overcrowding requires all staff to share offices and
necessitates using every square foot of available space.  For example, one
former classroom is divided into a tutoring area, a counseling area, a work
space for the traveling science teacher, and the teacher lunchroom.  When
Earhart was offered the opportunity to create an African American cultural
museum in the school, the staff and LSC collaborated in developing a plan to
squeeze the museum into the already overcrowded school.  The leaders of
the school community operate with good humor under severely overcrowded
conditions that would lead to conflict or demoralization in most
organizations, and one of the LSC’s top priorities has been a sustained
campaign for an adequate physical facility.

The concept of “Cooperative Adult Effort” is closely related to the concept of

“social capital” that has received major attention through the research of Putnam (1993).

Putnam found that the effectiveness of regional governments established in Italy in 1970

could be predicted most accurately by assessing the level of social capital in the region,

which he defined as “norms of reciprocity and networks of civic engagement,” which

are facilitated by high levels of trust.162  Just as Putnam found a strong relationship

between social capital and government effectiveness, the current study found a strong

relationship between “Cooperative Adult Effort” and a trend of substantially improved

achievement.163
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SECTION 4.  A COMPARISON WITH
ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS ON PROBATION
AND WITH HIGH SCHOOLS

Previous Consortium research has shown that elementary schools that were

placed on the ISBE list of low-achieving schools in spring 1995 ranked very low on a

variety of the Indicators employed in the current study, compared with other Chicago

elementary schools.164  In addition, previous Consortium research has shown that

Chicago’s high schools ranked extremely low on these same Indicators of school

practice.165

The current study makes it possible to determine whether elementary schools

that were low-achieving in 1990, but then substantially improved their    Iowa Test

achievement in reading    , differed significantly from (1) the 71 Chicago elementary

schools placed on probation by the Chicago Board of Trustees in October 1996, and (2)

from Chicago’s high schools.  It is important to remember that 39 of the schools that

were low-achieving in 1990, but then showed a trend of significantly improved

achievement (and were classified as Substantially Up or Tending Up), would have been

placed on probation based on their 1990 achievement scores, if these schools had not

subsequently improved their achievement.  Substantially Up Schools that were low-

achieving in 1990 are often located down the street from schools on probation.

Charts 51-58 present box plots for a cross-section of eight indicators of school

practice.166

The box plots in Charts 51-58 compare (1) initially low-achieving elementary

schools that subsequently were Substantially Up Schools, (2) elementary schools on

probation, and (3) Chicago’s high schools.  As is the case with box plots presented in

Charts 36 through 50, box plots in Charts 51 through 58 present results without student

background controls being introduced.

All of the differences between the Substantially Up Schools and the other two

groups of schools are sizable, with Chicago’s high schools typically ranking even lower

than the Chicago elementary schools on probation.  Two general patterns are evident in

Charts 36 through 50:

• The median (middle) elementary school in the Substantially Up group on an
Indicator typically ranked as high or higher than the elementary school on
probation that scored higher than 75% of the probation schools.
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• Comparisons between Substantially Up elementary schools and Chicago’s high
schools show even more extreme differences.  Often the very highest scoring
high schools ranked lower than the Substantially Up School at the 25th
percentile.

Chart 58, which depicts the box plot for “Cooperative Adult Effort Toward

School Improvement,” underscores the differences among the three groups

dramatically:

• The school that was at the 25th percentile in the Substantially Up group ranked
as high as the school that was at the 75% percentile among the elementary
schools on probation.

• And the school that was at the 25th percentile among the elementary schools
on probation ranked as high as the school that was at the 75% percentile
among the high schools.

These results clearly indicate that Chicago’s elementary schools on probation and

Chicago’s high schools are not carrying out many of the practices that are being

employed by the Substantially Up Elementary Schools and that have been documented

in higher-achieving urban schools across the country.  These results suggest that troubled

elementary and high schools in Chicago have experienced a breakdown in both

leadership and the fabric of social relationships among adults.  Putnam’s analysis of the

importance of “social capital” in creating effective governments, as discussed on page

79, underscores the difficulty of creating social capital in communities characterized by

distrust and by cynicism about the benefits of cooperative effort.167

Guidance about how to improve academic achievement in Chicago’s probation

schools and high schools can be drawn from the documented practices of the

Substantially Up elementary schools that were low-achieving in 1990, but then made

substantial gains in reading achievement.
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SECTION 5.  INTERPRETIVE SUMMARY:
SOME KEY IMPLICATIONS

In the minds of most of the national policy analysts and the media that cover

urban education, the original decentralized school improvement strategy embodied in

the 1988 Chicago School Reform Act has had little impact in improving educational

quality or student performance, and was eliminated or marginalized by the 1995

amendments that substantially strengthened the Mayor’s role in the school system.  For

example, Newsweek columnist Jonathan Alter asserted in November 1996 that “in the

midst of an ill-fated decentralization reform...Daley persuaded the Illinois State

Legislature to dump the whole thing in his lap.  This exquisite legislation...gives Daley

near-dictatorial power over the schools....”168

As indicated by the evidence analyzed in the current study, the truth is much

more complex, as well as more interesting in its implications for urban school reform.

Cuban (1995) identified some of the dynamics that are at work in the popular

assessment of the impact of the 1988 Chicago reform initiative, in his article titled “The

Myth of Failed School Reform.  Or Not Knowing Which Clock to Read”169  Cuban argues

that there are a set of five “clocks” that are employed to determine the success or failure

of particular educational reform efforts, and that these clocks operate at dramatically

different speeds.

The      media’s clock    for judging the success or failure of a reform runs most quickly,

making short-term judgments based on what is “novel, eye-grabbing, and controversial.”

The     policy-maker’s clock    runs just a little slower, and tends to be governed by national

and state election cycles.

Three additional clocks, which are much more relevant for judging the actual

impact of a reform on the quality of education (and which each run at successively

slower speeds) are:

• The     bureaucratic clock    (which reflects the time it takes for new ideas to be
translated into organizational changes in federal, state, and school system
bureaucracies).

• The     practitioner’s clock    (which reflects the time it takes for a reform to impact
school-level practice).

• And finally, the    student-learning clock    (which reflects the time it takes for a
reform to impact student learning).
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Cuban argues that many reform initiatives are prematurely labeled as failures,

because policy analysts and the media are not guided by reasonable expectations

about how long it takes to change bureaucratic routines, school-level practice, and

student learning— that is, they don’t know which clocks to read.  Researchers who have

documented the progress of urban schools that have substantially improved student

achievement have consistently concluded that it takes five to seven years for a school to

make fundamental changes in educational practice, and for these practices to lead to

substantial improvements in student test achievement.170

The current study, coupled with the study of Local School Councils recently

released by the Consortium on Chicago School Research, present key findings that

contradict some widely-held public perceptions about the impact of the 1988 Chicago

School Reform Act, when longer-term effects on school practice and on student

achievement are analyzed.

A full understanding of current school-level reality in Chicago indicates that

significant bottom-up    and     top-down reform initiatives are    simultaneously    at work in

Chicago’s schools.  The 1995 changes in the reform law modified the structure for

school-level decision making established by the 1988 law, but left basic school-level

powers largely intact (unless a school is labeled “non-performing”).

The shift of decision making to the school level through the 1988 Chicago School

Reform Act made Chicago the most decentralized big city school system in the nation,

and it remains so    , despite the 1995 amendments to the Act.  Chicago’s Local School

Councils still have the authority to hire and dismiss their school’s principal, spend an

average of $470,000 in state discretionary funds, and develop and carry out distinctive

plans for school improvement.  The recently-released study of Local School Councils by

the Consortium on Chicago School Research indicates that most Local School Councils

have exhibited a high level of sustained activism in exercising these powers in efforts to

improve their school.171  Further, Chicago principals still have the authority to hire state-

certified teachers of their choosing without regard to teacher seniority or central office

directives and to establish the specific content and methods of their school’s

curriculum.

In spring 1997 when the Governor proposed a school finance reform plan that

included a two-thirds reduction in school-level discretionary funds for Chicago,

Chicago’s Local School Councils, principals, and school reform groups organized a

vigorous campaign that resulted in 5,000 calls and letters to Chicago legislators, the

Mayor, and the Governor; the proposed cutback in discretionary funds was quickly

abandoned.172  Thus, those invested in the 1988 reform initiative are still capable of
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mounting significant collective political action, as well as sustaining activism in local

schools.

However, the 1995 amendments gave Chicago’s central board and

administration key powers that are not exercised by the leadership of any other big city

school system, including extensive authority to intervene in non-performing schools and

to privatize a range of school system activities, from payroll to building repairs.  And as

described on pages 3-4, the Mayor’s leadership team has used these powers

aggressively, initiating such changes as test-based promotion, school probation, and

school reconstitution.

Thus, Chicago has become the most interesting urban school system in the nation

in which to investigate the implementation and impact of a     complex combination     of

“bottom up” and “top down” strategies for bringing about urban school improvement,

and to investigate whether and how these strategies can be productively reconciled.

In this section, we summarize and interpret the implications of the current study’s

results, which focus on the impact of initiatives that have flowed from the 1988 Reform

Act.  The section ends by identifying a set of key questions that can productively be

investigated about both the bottom-up and top-down reform initiatives in Chicago.

Capitalizing on Chicago’s
Substantially Improved Schools

Working with little public notice or recognition, a large group of Chicago

elementary schools have shown a seven-year trend of substantial improvements in

students’ academic achievement, as measured by the Iowa Tests in both reading and

math.  111 elementary schools show a seven-year pattern of substantial reading

achievement gains, averaging a 15% increase in their percent of students reading at or

above the national norm.  The typical “Substantially Up” School has moved, for example,

from 25% of students achieving at or above the national norm to 40%.173  If such a

school tested 700 students in 1997, for example, it had 100 more students reading at or

above the national norm in 1997 than it did in 1990.

These 111 elementary schools, serving 65,000 students, educate as many

students as the entire Denver or San Francisco school systems, and educate more

students than the Chicago Archdiocese elementary schools in Chicago.  Further, these

elementary schools serve a 78% low-income population, a substantially larger

percentage of low-income students than Denver’s elementary schools, or the Chicago

Archdiocese elementary schools in Chicago.
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Included among these 111 elementary schools are 87 schools that were low-

achieving in 1990, with less than 40% of their students reading at or above the national

norm in 1990.  These schools have improved their percent of students at or above the

national norm by 14% (from 23% at or above the national norm to 37%).  They also have

reduced their percentage of students in the lowest quartile nationally by 14% (from 43%

in the lowest national quartile to 29%), almost reaching the national norm of 25% in this

regard.  Thus, these schools show broad-based test score improvement that is not

targeted on children who were already scoring near the national norm (see pages 36-

37).  Nor have these improved schools benefited from an influx of higher-achieving

mobile students (see pages 41-46).

The current research study attempted to identify educational practices that

distinguished Substantially Up Schools that were low-achieving in 1990 from the

practices of No Trend Schools that were low-achieving in 1990.  This analysis employed

a set of Indicators of school practice drawn from teacher and student survey data

collected in spring 1994 by the Consortium on Chicago School Research and organized

around Five Essential Supports for Student Learning.  This comparison between

Substantially Up Schools and No Trend Schools was a stringent one, because schools

that showed a trend of improvement were compared with the large number of

elementary schools that had failed to show significant achievement trends, rather than

with the schools that had shown significant losses or that were the very lowest achieving

schools in the system.174

For 14 of the 26 Indicators of school practice analyzed, there was a statistically

significant difference at less than the .05 level, after statistical controls were introduced

for student background differences.  All of these differences favored the Substantially

Up Schools.  For example, Substantially Up Schools were rated significantly higher on

such Indicators as “Local School Council Contribution,” “Principal as Instructional Leader,”

“Teacher Outreach to Parents,”  “Staff Collaboration,” and “Staff Priority on Student

Learning.”  And they were rated significantly higher on an overall Indicator of

“Cooperative Adult Effort Toward School Improvement,” which combined a number of

the individual Indicators that gauged the quality of relationships among important adults

in the school community.

As discussed on pages 59-62, there are many methodological issues entailed (1)

in identifying urban schools that are unusually effective, based on their test scores and

(2) in identifying the distinctive practices of these schools that are contributing to test

score improvement.  The current study has addressed some of these problems through
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its design.  For example, improved schools have been identified based on a seven-year

achievement trend, rather than a single year of higher-than-expected performance.

And the study has addressed other problems by interpreting the results of the

multivariate statistical analysis of school practices described on pages 63-79 in

combination with  (1) on-site analyses of seven Profile Schools in the Substantially Up

group, (2) case studies of Chicago schools carried out by other researchers, and (3)

survey research about the implementation and impact of Chicago reform.  Further, the

Consortium on Chicago School Research had previously concluded the following about

the Five Essential Supports for Student Learning (which are the framework for analyzing

school practices in the current study):  “We have now assembled considerable

evidence testifying to the validity of this framework for guiding local [school

improvement] efforts.”175  When these various bodies of evidence and analysis are

mutually supportive, this consistency increases the research team’s confidence that

particular practices that are distinctive in Substantially Up Schools are contributing

causes    for improved student achievement, rather than simply the correlates of improved

achievement.  For example, when one finds through the multivariate analysis that the

Indicator “Principal as Instructional Leader” is significantly higher for Substantially Up

Schools, this finding is consistent with data gathered from both the Profile Schools and

from the Consortium’s case studies of actively restructuring schools concerning the

pivotal role that principal leadership has played over time in improving educational

practice in these schools.

Even making allowances for various methodological issues, the research clearly

establishes that:

• A large number of Chicago elementary schools that were low-achieving in
1990 have shown a seven-year trend of substantial improvement in reading
and math.  These schools serve a very high percentage of low-income
students and are spread across the city.

• A set of distinctive practices are significantly more prevalent in these schools,
as compared with schools that have shown no trend of achievement gains.
Further, when these results are interpreted in light of other evidence, they
indicate changes in practice that will help other schools improve that have not
yet raised test scores, as well as changes that will sustain continued school
improvement in schools that have already shown achievement gains.  At the
very least, this set of practices merits further investigation, in determining how
best to improve urban schools in Chicago and elsewhere.

We strongly advocate further research about which Chicago schools have made

substantial achievement gains, and what set of distinctive practices these schools have

carried out.  As noted on page 62, we view the current study as one contribution to the
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long-term investigation of urban school effectiveness, a research process that will

continue to modify and refine conclusions about promising practices.

Along with identifying elementary schools that have shown significant

improvement, the study also highlights the fact that about half of Chicago elementary

schools have failed to raise test scores significantly and are still achieving far below

national norms.  Alternative strategies for improving these schools are discussed in more

detail later in this section on pages 96-100; however, one obvious policy implication for

helping low-achieving schools improve is to     capitalize on the expertise     of the large

number of public schools spread across the city that have substantially improved their

achievement.  Local School Councils, principals, and teachers who have successfully

turned around their urban school are an extremely valuable resource for other schools

who need help.

A Promising Strategy for Capitalizing on the Expertise of
Substantially Improved Schools.  One promising strategy for capitalizing on

this pool of expertise is for the Illinois General Assembly to give Chicago public schools

that have shown a multi-year trend of substantial achievement gains the opportunity    to

apply for    increased autonomy from Chicago school system and state red tape,

according them a status similar to a charter school.  The specifics of this status should be

crafted after extensive consultation with schools that might qualify for this status.  As a

condition for increased independence, the recognized schools should undertake the

obligation to function as learning resources to help other schools, and they should be

given extra funds to provide this help.  The staff, Local School Council, and parent

leaders of a school that has substantially improved student achievement can become a

potent source of assistance for a troubled school down the block.

Two important points about this proposal deserve emphasis.  First, we are not

suggesting that the criteria for identifying Substantially Up Schools employed in this

study should automatically be the basis for judging exemplary school status.  Standards

for judging achievement test progress for schools that apply for this special status can

be developed based on the several studies of test score progress now being

completed.  Second, schools that apply should be required to offer a coherent analysis

of the distinctive practices they have used to bring about achievement test

improvement.  Such a coherent analysis of school practices that have contributed to

academic progress is essential if the recognized schools are to assist other schools.176
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Saying Thank You.  Finally, Chicago owes a debt of gratitude and a word of thanks

to the thousands of teachers, principals, Local School Council members, and parents in

the 111 Schools that are Substantially Up in reading and the 116 schools that are

Substantially Up in math, who have worked with little public recognition to make

substantial sustained improvements in student achievement in schools across the city,

including schools in some of the nation’s poorest neighborhoods.

Urban Neighborhood Schools Can Substantially
Improve Student Achievement

Because the accomplishments of Chicago public schools that have substantially

raised achievement have not previously been documented and publicized, many

parents and public officials continue to believe that the only viable educational options

for securing a good education in Chicago are public magnet schools and private

schools.  However, nearly 100 of the 111 Chicago elementary schools that have

substantially improved achievement are neighborhood schools that are required to

accept every child from their attendance area who appears at their door.177  Further,

these successful neighborhood schools serve predominantly minority and low-income

students (see pages 38-41).  Chicago now has hard evidence that a sizable number of

its neighborhood schools have made substantial test score improvement; some of these

schools (such as Earhart and Oriole Park) are approaching and even exceeding the

achievement levels of suburban schools.

Chicago needs to recognize and build on the strengths of these successful

neighborhood schools and not to assume that the only “realistic” plan for keeping

families in the city is to create more and more selective magnet schools.

Diversified School Leadership Is Key to
Improving Student Achievement

The most controversial aspect of the Chicago School Reform Act of 1988 was to

place major decision making authority with Local School Councils, principals, and

teachers at each school.  In particular, placing faith in Chicago’s parent leaders at each

school as major contributors to academic improvement has been the subject of

widespread skepticism.178

The current study indicates schools that were low-achieving in 1990, but

subsequently showed substantial gains in reading achievement, have (1) more effective

Local School Councils, (2) principals who both involve others in decision-making and
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set and follow through on high standards, and (3) more teacher involvement in

schoolwide decision making.  These findings add to the strong body of evidence

indicating that leadership from all three entities (the LSC, principal, and teachers) has

been key to the change process in Chicago schools that have improved educational

quality.

In its July 1993 report, A View from the Elementary Schools:  The State of Reform

in Chicago the Consortium on Chicago School Research found that schools with Local

School Councils, teachers, and principals who were active in decision making were

likely to have undertaken systemic approaches to educational improvement, and that

such systemic approaches showed promise for improving student achievement.  The

researchers documented these patterns through systemwide teacher and principal

survey data and case studies of 28 elementary schools.179

More recently, results of the Consortium study of Local School Councils led the

researchers to conclude that:

The vast majority of LSCs are viable governance organizations that responsibly
carry out their mandated duties and are active in building school and
community partnerships.  The initial worries that councils would infringe on
professional autonomy have proved unfounded.  Principals and teachers
strongly support the work of their LSCs....it is troublesome that the constructive
efforts of so many go unacknowledged...Finally,      we view the findings
presented here as largely validating the wisdom of the 1988 Reform Act   .  By
devolving significant resources and authority to local school communities and
by expanding opportunities for local participation by parents, community
members, and staff, this reform has enlarged the capabilities of school
communities to solve local problems (emphasis added).180

Taken in combination with this other research evidence, the current study

(including the multivariate analysis and case studies of seven Profile schools) provides

further data to support the benefits of shifting major authority to parents, community

residents, principals, and teachers at each school.  The current study and related

research indicate that the shift of decision making to the local level has made    an

important contribution to improving student reading achievement in a sizable number of

schools   .

Two points highlighted by the current study deserve special emphasis.  First,

while many studies have documented the importance of principal leadership in bringing

about improved student achievement, the current study, along with the Consortium’s

study of Local School Councils, supports the controversial strategy of the 1988 Reform

Act in giving major decision-making authority to    Local School Councils with a parent

majority    .



91

Second, these findings contradict the common view that school-level decision

making is a win-lose proposition, in which more authority for one key school-level actor

necessarily results in diminished power for the others.  The current study, as well as

Chicago school case studies that have previously been published, indicate that in

schools that have taken advantage of the opportunities for new leadership under

Chicago school reform,    all three sites    of power and initiative at the school level (Local

School Council, principal, and teachers) typically report that they are significantly

involved in decision making.181  These three groups, or individuals within and among

these three groups, are sometimes in conflict, but they have by and large developed a

stable set of relationships for a productive allocation of authority and for resolving

conflict when it occurs.  Thus, all three groups typically have assumed increased roles in

decision making that are mutually supportive in many schools that have substantially

improved student achievement.

Adult Commitment and Collaboration
Are Key to Improving Student Achievement

The Consortium on Chicago School Research found schools with a widespread

investment among adults in collaborating to improve the school (Cooperative Adult

Effort Toward School Improvement) were more likely to achieve a number of desirable

changes (such as better student safety and more student engagement in academic

work).182

The current study (including the multivariate analysis and the analyses of Profile

Schools) indicates that initiative, collaboration, and trust among the key adult actors in

the school community     pay off in terms of student reading achievement   .  Schools that

were low-achieving in 1990, but subsequently showed substantial gains in student

achievement have, for example, more collaboration and trust among teachers, more

extensive teacher outreach to parents, and a strong sense of individual teacher

commitment to their school.  On the Indicator of “Teacher Commitment to School,”

teachers strongly agree with such survey items as “I wouldn’t want to work in any school”

and “I feel loyal to this school.”

In contrast, elementary schools on probation and almost all high schools (two

groups of schools that have failed to show a pattern of student achievement gains since

1990) exhibit extremely low scores on the Indicator of “Cooperative Adult Effort Toward

School Improvement” (see page 91).

Thus, data from this and other studies of Chicago school reform support the view

that schools with substantially improved achievement are healthy human organizations
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that have labored hard to create high levels of trust, collaboration, morale, and initiative.

These findings are consistent with Putnam’s research abut the importance of “social

capital” for creating effective institutions, as discussed further on pages 101-103.183  The

data do not lend support to an improvement strategy in which an authoritarian principal

imposes an instructional strategy on a teaching staff who believe that their primary

responsibility is to do what they are told.

An Overriding Focus on Student Learning is
Key to Improving Student Achievement

Schools with substantially improved reading achievement ranked significantly

higher on a number of Indicators under the Essential Supports for “Professional

Development and Collaboration” and “Instructional Program.” which reflects the fact that

these schools have a priority on improving student learning that is reflected in their day-

to-day actions.  Teachers in these schools rated them significantly higher in response to

such items as “When making important decisions, the school always focuses on what’s

best for student learning” and “This school has well defined learning expectations for all

students.”  Further, while one Indicator of the coherence of the school’s educational

program dropped below statistical significance when student background controls

were introduced, other Indicators that reflect the educational coherence of the school’s

learning program, such as “Principal as an Instructional Leader” and “Teacher

Collaboration,” remained significant in distinguishing schools that were Substantially Up

in achievement, after student background variables were controlled.184

Consistent with the multivariate analysis, an overriding and coherent focus on

improving the instructional program was evident in the Profile Schools visited as part of

this study.  Further, school observations indicate that Chicago elementary schools that

have good collaboration among parents and among school staff, but lack a strong

coherent focus on improving student learning that is reflected in day-to-day practice,

have not shown major gains in student achievement.  Such schools have created

supportive environments for adults and children, and have a foundation in place on

which a strong instructional program can be built, but lack the final essential piece of the

puzzle.

It is also critical to underscore that schools with a clear instructional focus often

differ substantially in the specifics of their instructional program (as exemplified by the

differences among Profile Schools summarized on pages 58-59).  These major

differences among schools that have substantially improved reading achievement speak

to the importance of school-level adult initiative and investment at each school.
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At the same time, certain common patterns were evident in the instructional

programs of the Profile Schools (as summarized on pages 76-78).  Briefly, as reflected in

the analysis of the Profile Schools, the instructional programs of schools that have

substantially improved student achievement embody day-to-day expectations that low-

income children can use their minds well.  While drill and test preparation play some

role in these schools, their basic focus is on the long-term implementation and

refinement of a challenging educational program.  And these schools have confidence

that if they carry out such a challenging academic program, substantially improved test

results will follow.

With respect to reading instruction, the Profile Schools are carrying out what

reading experts call a “balanced” approach, in which an explicit focus on teaching

phonics and comprehension skills is combined with creating a variety of opportunities

for children to read and to respond to the written word through discussions, drama, art,

and public speaking.185  As with other aspects of the educational programs of the Profile

Schools, common underlying features of reading instruction in these schools are

embodied in instructional programs that differ significantly in their specifics and are the

product of a distinctive instructional strategy developed at a particular school.

The Critical Importance of Discretionary
School Improvement Funds

The Chicago School Reform Act gave schools control over substantial

discretionary funds (State Chapter 1 funds), as well as control over other discretionary

funds received by the school.  A considerable body of research has now accumulated

indicating that these funds have been spent primarily on teachers and other support

staff, that they have been vital to the school improvement strategies of schools that have

improved their students’ achievement, and that (despite a few highly-publicized

controversies about how State Chapter 1 funds have been used in a handful of schools

like Clemente High School) there has been very little fraud in the spending of these

moneys.186

Analysis of the Profile Schools illustrates that these     extra discretionary resources   

have been crucial to support many of their effective educational practices, and thus to

achieving substantial academic progress — for example, by supporting master teachers

who assist other teachers; Reading Recovery specialists; smaller class sizes in the early

grades; school security staff; parent education programs; and the purchase of

computers, books for classroom libraries, and science equipment.



94

The importance of discretionary funds for improving student achievement is also

underscored by the    school-to-school variation and individual initiative     that is present in

the Profile Schools that have improved student achievement.  Since individual school

initiative is critical for improving achievement, schools must control the financial

resources that will enable them to follow through on these varied initiatives.

Our findings echo a statement made in The State of Reform study, based on the

Consortium’s case studies of improving schools:  “Without these [discretionary] funds, it

is hard to envision how the progress observed to date possibly could have

occurred.”187

Further Empirical Support for the Five
Essential Supports for Student Learning

Commenting on the Five Essential Supports for Student Learning (around which

the analysis of the results in Section 3 of this study has been organized), the Consortium

on Chicago School Research concluded:

We now have assembled considerable evidence testifying to the validity of this
framework for guiding local [school improvement] efforts....More generally, the
essential supports should shape initiatives by the Reform Board of Trustees to
create incentives and remove barriers to positive development in the Chicago
Public Schools.188

The current study strengthens this conclusion by    linking clusters of practices related to

each of the Five Essential Supports for Student Learning to sustained patterns of

improved student achievement   .  This empirical link between the Five Essential Supports

and improved achievement fortifies an earlier Consortium conclusion that:

...the core of a good school is quality instructional programs....The results
presented here, however, document that good instruction rests on a base of
human and social resources.  Unless efforts are made to strengthen leadership,
expand professional engagement in instructional improvement, and enhance
parental support, other attempts to reform low-achieving schools will likely be
frustrated.189

Some have characterized the Five Essential Supports for Student Learning as

simply “common sense,” and from one perspective they are.  When most people reflect

on their personal experiences as members of effective teams or effective business

organizations, for example, the practices organized around the Five Essential Supports

may seem self-evident.  Effective business organizations, for example, typically have

effective leadership, listen to input from their staff, develop effective teamwork among
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staff members, encourage staff to take initiative, listen to their customers and respond to

customer concerns, and are constantly weighing their actions in light of their most

important bottom-line objectives.190

However, there is a competing “common sense” vision for improving schools

that contradicts the Five Essential Supports, and that also seems very plausible to many

people, especially when the school’s clients are low-income children and their families.

This vision emphasizes the alleged effectiveness of top-down authority, aggressive no-

nonsense principal leadership, and teachers who are willing to consistently follow a

prescribed curriculum or even a script.  In this vision, issues of shared leadership, staff

collaboration, parent involvement, and staff and school creativity are unimportant.

As discussed further at the end of this section, these two competing “common

sense” visions for improving urban schools are both at play in Chicago.  Thus, Chicago

represents a unique opportunity for analyzing which of these two versions of “common

sense,” or what combination of the two, will lead to continued improvements in student

achievement in an expanding number of schools.

Educational Improvement Takes Time
In “The Myth of Failed School Reform” (as discussed on pages 83-84), Cuban

argues that many educational reforms are prematurely discarded because the media,

policy makers, and the public are impatient with the amount of time it takes to bring

about the complex improvements in school organization and practice, which, in turn,

facilitate substantial gains in student learning.191  The public, the media, and most public

officials have little faith in educational research, including the consistent conclusion

reached by educational researchers that the even the most compelling examples of

urban schools that have been transformed into high-achieving institutions have taken five

to seven years to unfold, with substantial gains in student achievement occurring in the

later years of this process.192

The current research study once again underscores this conclusion.  Changing

basic school practices that comprise the Five Essential Supports for Student Learning

takes time.  Overcoming suspicion and building principal, teacher, and parent trust take

time.  Mastering and adapting new instructional strategies take time.

An insistence on short-term test score gains diverts schools from this long-term

process of institution-building to a short-term focus on preparing students for a specific

achievement test and developing various strategies to maximize the particular test

statistic that is the basis for judging school progress. Yet a primary focus on short-term

test preparation has been consistently shown to yield only limited test gains, as has
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been demonstrated, for example, by the extensive studies of this strategy in many of the

pullout programs funded through the federal Chapter 1 initiative over a period of

twenty-five years.193

On the other hand, it is unacceptable to simply wait seven years and then see

which schools are raising test scores and which are not.  The lack of a viable program for

intervening in schools that failed to improve was the Achilles heel of the 1988 Chicago

School Reform Act.  In documenting that 26% of elementary schools show a pattern of

substantial test score gains since 1990, that 17% of schools show smaller but still

significant improvements, and that 6% of schools have maintained achievement above

national norms, the current study also underscores the fact that 49% of elementary

schools remain well below national norms and have not improved test scores

significantly, while test scores have declined significantly in 3% of elementary schools

(see pages 33-34).

Implications for Intervening in
Non-Performing Schools

The current study provides some important insights about a central question with

which those involved with the Chicago public schools have grappled since 1988:  How

to identify and assist non-performing schools.

Multiplicity of Improvement Strategies Since 1988
The mechanism for intervening in non-performing schools that was established

by the Chicago School Reform Act of 1988 proved ineffective.  Under the 1988

legislation, 11 Subdistrict Councils composed of elected representatives from Local

School Councils were supposed to approve recommendations for a series of

increasingly stringent interventions to improve non-performing schools.  Subdistrict

Superintendents selected by the Subdistrict Councils were charged with identifying

non-performing schools, obtaining approval for corrective action from their Subdistrict

Council, and then overseeing the resulting intervention.  In practice, this “self-policing”

approach did not work.  Subdistrict Councils composed of LSC members, along with

Subdistrict Superintendents chosen by these Subdistrict Councils, were unwilling to

move against non-performing schools in their own Subdistricts.

A second approach for helping schools improve that was advocated by the

original Chicago school reform movement was the development of voluntary assistance

networks among schools.  These networks of schools were encouraged to select and

carry out a particular strategy for school improvement with assistance from a source of
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external help, such as Comer’s School Development Program, Essential Schools, the

Illinois Writing Project, the Algebra Project, or a number of other school improvement

initiatives developed by universities, local and national non-profits, and for-profit

publishing and school improvement companies.  By 1992, Designs for Change identified

thirty-five external assistance groups that were providing sustained on-site help to 180

Chicago public schools.194  In January 1995 when the Chicago Annenberg Challenge was

launched, the central strategy for the Annenberg Challenge in Chicago, which was

shaped by this network-based strategy, was to support a number of such networks of

collaborating schools, each of which was assisted by an external partner.195

In spring 1994, a cooperative planning effort among central office staff,

principals, LSC members, reform groups, and researchers led to Pathways to

Achievement, a systemwide school improvement plan that drew on the Five Essential

Supports for Student Learning (see pages 10-12).  The three-part strategy developed

through this collaboration called for (1) recognizing schools that had made exemplary

progress and supporting them as learning sites to assist other schools, (2) providing on-

site help to the large number of schools that were making efforts to improve but had a

mixture of strengths and weaknesses, and (3) aggressive intervention in non-performing

schools.  Further, those involved in developing Pathways to Achievement generally

supported a proposal by Anthony Bryk (1995, January 23) to establish an independent

Accountability Council that would conduct external reviews of each Chicago school.

External review teams were to recommend individual schools for intervention,

assistance, or exemplary status — as well as to foster self-reflection within each school

community as part of the review process.196  This proposal represented an effort to shift

the impetus for intervention in non-performing schools from the Subdistricts to an

independent non-partisan body.

The spring 1995 amendments to the Chicago School Reform Act dramatically

shifted the framework for school accountability, by giving a new Board of Trustees and

Chief Executive Officer appointed by the Mayor extensive powers to intervene in non-

performing schools.  As discussed on pages 14-15, the Mayor’s leadership team has

made performance on the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (and its high school counterpart, the

Tests of Achievement and Proficiency) the basic criterion for placing 71 elementary

schools and 38 high schools on probation and for reconstituting seven high schools.  A

major element of the new leadership’s strategy for change has been to institute

substantial sanctions for principals, teachers, and students who do not improve test

performance.  Their initiatives have included, for example, making principal evaluations

by central office staff that determine whether a principal is eligible for reappointment by
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their Local School Council heavily contingent on test score progress, instituting

mandatory summer school and retention for students who fail to achieve minimum

standardized test results, and placing schools on probation based on their test scores.

As part of its overall strategy to assist low-achieving schools, the central

administration has also adopted one important aspect of the school improvement

strategy initiated by the 1988 school reform movement, by linking schools on probation

with a university or non-profit as a source of external assistance.197

Lessons for Helping Low-Achieving Schools
Since the Mayor’s accountability initiatives have been overlaid on a school

system that retains strong school-level decision-making authority, as well as a set of

decentralized school improvement networks supported by the Chicago Annenberg

Challenge and by the discretionary resources of individual schools, there are numerous

questions about the most effective strategies for school improvement that can be

clarified through further research in Chicago.

The current study provides several important insights that can inform the ongoing

policy debate about how to improve non-performing schools, as well as productive

directions for future research.

   First   , as noted above, the current study indicates that Chicago has developed a

network of elementary schools that have substantially improved student achievement

over a seven-year period, and the current study, coupled with other research about

Chicago reform, identifies some distinctive practices that have contributed to this

improved test performance.  Further, principals, teachers, and Local School Council

members from the large number of schools that have substantially improved reading and

math achievement represent a unique resource for assisting other schools that have not

improved, since they have concrete experience in improving student achievement,

working within the same constraints that face the non-performing schools.

    Second    , sanctioning non-performing schools may be a useful first step in turning

them around, although evidence thus far is anecdotal and conflicting.  Some reports

from schools that have been placed on probation or have been reconstituted indicate

that these sanctions have engendered a serious focus on implementing beneficial

changes, while other reports indicate that sanctions have intensified demoralization and

fragmentation among school staff in sanctioned schools.198  Whatever the motivational

benefits of sanctions, the current research indicates that the school system’s most

troubled schools exhibit     extreme deficits    in carrying out the very practices that

distinguish those elementary schools that have shown substantial reading test score
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improvement.  As reflected in Section 4 (pages 81-82), elementary schools on

probation and almost all high schools are characterized by low levels of LSC, principal,

and teacher leadership; extremely low levels of cooperative adult effort; and a lack of

coherent focus on student learning.  Teachers in these ineffective schools show

extremely low levels of trust and of commitment to remain at their current school.  This

evidence indicates that the structure of adult human relations in these school

communities has largely broken down.

Strategies for improving these schools should focus on how to help these

troubled schools adopt the practices that are characteristic of those elementary schools

that have substantially improved their students’ achievement.  In building a capacity to

carry out these practices, a “command and control” strategy alone will be insufficient.

An effective improvement strategy must include patient and skillful assistance from the

school’s leadership and from external sources of assistance, to rebuild the social

structures of cooperative adult effort that are lacking in these schools and that have been

shown to be critical for raising student achievement.

   Third    , study results emphasize that strategies for external intervention in schools

must be carefully crafted and skillfully implemented, if they are to be effective.  Non-

performing Chicago schools do not suffer from a lack of professional development

activity.  As noted on page 75, teachers in No Trend Schools actually participated in a

greater amount    of professional development than teachers in Substantially Up

Schools.199  What distinguished the Substantially Up Schools was the coherent

relationship between the professional development that they received and the school’s

educational improvement strategy.  Further, professional development in Substantially

Up Schools fell on fertile ground, because teachers and principals in these schools had

higher levels of collaboration and mutual trust.  And as reflected in the Profile Schools,

effective professional development strategies interlinked workshops, teacher planning

and reflection sessions, opportunities for teachers to observe each other’s work, and in-

class coaching by master teachers and/or external assistance groups.200  Thus, it is critical

to evaluate    the details of implementation     of both the volunteeristic improvement

strategies supported by the Chicago Annenberg Challenge and the interventions by

probation managers and external partners that were triggered by placing schools on

probation.

   Fourth    , schools should be subject to a regular external review policy that focuses

on their implementation of promising practices, organized around the Five Essential

Supports for Student Learning and the school’s student outcomes.  Schools that are not

dysfunctional, but that exhibit a mixture of strengths and weaknesses when judged in
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light of promising practices organized around the Five Essential Supports, should

receive regular external assistance focused on building on strengths and overcoming

weaknesses.  If effective     ongoing     external review and assistance can be institutionalized,

then the necessity for drastic intervention in schools that have reached a crisis state will

be reduced.

Chicago School Reform and the
Problem of “Going to Scale”

Social scientists have lamented the fact that basic changes in educational

practice never take place in more than a small percentage of U.S. schools and

classrooms.  As Elmore (1996) has formulated this issue:

Why do good ideas about teaching and learning have so little impact on U.S.
educational practice?  This question, I argue, raises a central problem of U.S.
education:  A significant body of circumstantial evidence points to a deep,
systemic incapacity of U.S. schools, and the practitioners who work in them, to
develop, incorporate, and extend new ideas about teaching and learning in
anything but a small fraction of schools and classrooms.  This incapacity, I argue,
is rooted primarily in the incentive structures in which teachers and
administrators work.  Therefore, solving the problem of scale means substantially
changing these incentive structures....

These problems of scale in educational innovation can be briefly stated as
follows:  Innovations that require large changes in the core of educational
practice seldom penetrate more than a small fraction of U.S. schools and
classrooms, and seldom last for very long when they do.  By “the core of
educational practice,” I mean how teachers understand the nature of knowledge
and the student’s role in learning, and how these ideas about knowledge and
learning are manifested in teaching and classwork...201

The changes in educational practice that have been documented in Chicago for

schools that serve 65,000 students should be weighed in light of the issue of “going to

scale.”  The changes in educational practices that have occurred in most of Chicago’s

substantially improved schools do not meet Elmore’s standard for fundamental changes

in “how teachers understand the nature of knowledge and the student’s role in learning.”

However, they do represent very significant improvements on a large scale, when

compared with the customary practices of many urban elementary schools, as they were

accurately described by Rist (1973) in his study of the St. Louis Public Schools:

Throughout the various levels of the St. Louis educational system we found
commonly shared assumptions about “how things really are.”  Middle class
students can learn; lower class students cannot;...teachers can save a few, but
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will lose many; the school tries, the home does not; and finally, only the naive
would dispute these beliefs, as the wise know.  The outcome of this set of
attitudes, assumptions, and values is that the school as an institution sustains, in a
myriad of ways, the inequalities with which children first come to school.  The
school’s response to issues of color, class, and control all mesh together to make
two nets — one to catch winners and one to catch losers.202

There is a great deal to be said for “going to scale” with improvements in the

public schools in the nation’s major cities that will, at the very least, ameliorate such

severe inequities in school practice in ways that improve the reading achievement of

large numbers of children.

The extent of improvement documented in the current study (as well as the

lessons that can be gained from mistakes that were made in crafting and implementing

the original law) offer a series of extremely useful lessons about how a large urban

school system can “go to scale” with a level of education that is vastly superior to the

practices that currently prevail in many U.S. urban schools.

Chicago School Reform and
the Creation of Social Capital

A number of recent studies have documented    very tangible benefits of civic

involvement    in improving the quality of community life, such as lowered crime rates.  A

series of overlapping terms pertaining to such civic involvement include “social capital,”

“collective efficacy,” and “neighborliness.”203

The leading voice in calling attention to these issues has been political scientist

Robert Putnam, who studied the effectiveness of a set of new regional governments that

were established in Italy in 1970.  As he summarizes his seminal study of the evolution

and impact of these new institutions:

As we expected, some of the new governments proved to be dismal failures —
inefficient, lethargic, and corrupt.  Others have been remarkably successful,
however, creating innovative day care programs and job-training centers,
promoting investment and economic development, pioneering environmental
standards and family clinics — managing the public’s business efficiently and
satisfying their constituents.  What could account for these stark differences in
quality of government?  Some seemingly obvious answers turned out to be
irrelevant....Instead, the best predictor is one that Alexis de Tocqueville might
have expected.  Strong traditions of civic engagement — voter turnout,
newspaper readership, membership in choral societies and literary circles, Lions
Clubs, and soccer clubs — are the hallmarks of a successful region.204
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Putnam adopts the term “social capital” to refer to the fruits of this civic involvement,

stating:

By analogy with notions of physical capital and human capital —  tools and
training that enhance individual productivity —  social capital refers to features of
social organization, such as networks, norms, and trust, that facilitate
coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit.  Social capital enhances the
benefits of investment in physical and human capital.205

In Chicago, the first research report from a major longitudinal research study of

Chicago neighborhoods has reached a similar conclusion.  The researchers have found

that low-income Chicago neighborhoods with crimes rates that are substantially lower

than expected exhibit high levels of “collective efficacy” or “neighborliness”206  (The

current study, which links substantially improved reading achievement with Local School

Council effectiveness and with Cooperative Adult Effort, is also consistent with this line

of research.)

Given the tangible benefits of civic involvement, many social commentators are

disturbed by evidence of declining civic involvement in the United States, including the

nation’s major cities.  In a widely-debated essay titled “Bowling Alone:  America’s

Declining Social Capital,”  Robert Putnam marshals a variety of empirical evidence

indicating the erosion of “traditions of independent civic engagement and a widespread

tendency towards passive reliance on the state.”207  In Chicago, one dramatic indicator

of the decline in civic involvement has been the sharp decline in voting, as reflected in

Charts 59 and 60, which reflect voter participation by race in Chicago mayoral elections

from 1983 to 1995.208  Chart 60 indicates that among    registered voters   :

• African-American participation in Chicago mayoral elections dropped steadily
from 80% in 1983 40% in 1995.

• White participation dropped from 80% to 55%.

• Latino participation dropped from 61% to 24%.

Chart 59 reflects similar patterns of steep steady decline when voting in mayoral

elections is measured by the percentage of the voting age population (     whether

registered or not   ) who cast ballots.

Yet during this same period of decline in Chicago voter participation, Chicago’s

school reform movement secured passage of the School Reform Act, and Local School

Councils were established and have sustained an impressive level of civic involvement
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over a period of years.  Based on the Consortium’s recently released study of Chicago’s

LSCs:

• The average LSC meets more than once a month, nearly always has a quorum,
and has three or more active committees.  The average parent or community
member spends 11 hours per month on official LSC duties and another 17
hours per month volunteering at the school.209

• Many LSC members play a significant role in connecting their school with other
local and citywide organizations that might be of assistance in school
improvement.210

• LSCs include 1,800 African-American parent and community members and
700 Latino parent and community members.211  This is the largest
concentration of minority elected officials in the nation.

• LSC members learn skills of civic participation, such as how to run meetings,
hire staff, plan for improvement, and develop budgets.  Thus, the LSC
becomes a training ground for civic involvement around other issues, such as
neighborhood safety and economic development.

• Based on detailed ratings of LSC effectiveness by parent, community, teacher,
and principal members, 50%- 60% of LSCs were judged by the researchers to
be “high functioning,” 25%-33% to be “performing well but need support,”
and 10%-15% as having “serious problems.”212

The sustained viability and effectiveness of Chicago’s LSCs reflects the findings of

a major study of civic involvement supported by the Kettering Foundation, which

indicates that while many Americans are turned off by conventional politics, they will

come forward to participate in local civic initiatives through which they see the

possibility of having a    tangible impact    on problems and institutions that directly affect

their lives.213

Thus, Chicago’s Local School Councils and the social networks among parents,

neighbors, and school staff that have developed as a result of LSC initiative are a unique,

nationally-significant model of the kind of civic engagement that Putnam and other social

scientists have identified as being key to improving the quality of a community.  For

Chicago’s neighborhoods, the benefits of Local School Councils extend well beyond

their contributions to school improvement.  Local School Councils and school-level

decision making deserve attention and support as a proven mechanism for building

social capital in Chicago, at a time when other indicators reflect a major decline in civic

involvement across the city.
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Chicago as a Laboratory for Analyzing
Urban School Reform Strategies

Chicago now constitutes the most interesting urban school system in the nation in

which to investigate the implementation and effectiveness of    two different visions    of

how to bring about urban school improvement, and to investigate whether and how

these two visions can be reconciled:

• On the one hand, the current study, along with the recently-released
Consortium on Chicago School Research study of Local School Councils,
provide extremely encouraging evidence about the potential of the
decentralized approach to urban education improvement at the core of the
1988 Chicago School Reform Act, which gives principals and teachers
increased autonomy and which engages schools with their families and
neighborhoods.

• On the other hand, the aggressive top-down initiatives that have been carried
out by the Mayor’s school reform team as a result of the 1995 amendments to
the School Reform Act raise a host of research questions about the potential of
such initiatives as holding students back, placing large numbers of schools on
probation, and reconstituting school staffs, as strategies for improving
educational quality and student achievement.

Chicago’s bottom-up and top-down reform initiatives and the interaction between the

two approaches merit further research scrutiny, to analyze issues like those identified

below.

Criteria for Identifying Schools That Have
Made Substantial Academic Progress

The current study has employed the percent of students scoring at or above the

national norm on the Iowa Test as the basis for identifying schools that have substantially

improved student achievement from 1990 to 1997, and we conclude that a large

number of elementary schools showed a seven-year trend of improved achievement,

based on this criterion.  Some questions for further analysis include:

• Will other approaches to analyzing currently available test score results yield
similar or different conclusions, both for the school system overall and for
specific schools?

• Considering various methods for identifying schools that have made
exemplary progress, how can this process of identifying school progress be
carried out most appropriately, both with existing test data and with an
improved student assessment system?
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Identifying Promising Educational Practices
for Improving Student Achievement

The current study identifies a set of educational practices that are significantly

different in schools with a trend of substantially improved achievement, compared with

schools with no achievement trend.  These practices have been organized around the

Five Essential Supports for Student Learning.  Further, drawing on the analyses of Profile

Schools and on other research about Chicago school reform, we conclude that a

number of these distinctive practices are contributing causes for improved student

achievement, and not merely correlates of improved achievement.  Some questions for

further analysis include:

• How can this set of promising educational practices and the related
framework of the Five Essential Supports for Student Learning be modified and
refined, based on additional analysis of existing data (such as Consortium on
Chicago School Research data) and based on subsequent studies?

• Specifically, how can subsequent research (including longitudinal case
studies of individual schools) help clarify the causal linkages between various
educational practices and improved student achievement?

Impact of Sanctions On Non-Performing Schools
The new powers granted by the 1995 amendments to the Chicago School

Reform Act create a range of options for intervening in schools that the school system

leadership judges to be non-performing schools.  Some questions for further analysis

include:

• What criteria and procedures have been employed for placing schools under
various sanctions and for removing these sanctions?

• How are the powers to mandate changes in school policies, improvement
plans, expenditures, and staffing in the sanctioned schools being
implemented, and what the impacts are these mandated changes having on
school practices and on student performance?

• How does assistance provided to schools placed under various sanctions
impact school practice and student performance?  (This general question is
related to the set of additional questions discussed below under “Strategies
for Aiding School Improvement.”)

Strategies for Aiding School Improvement
An extremely wide range of initiatives are being carried out in Chicago for

helping individual schools improve.  And based on research to date, additional

approaches to helping schools improve have been proposed (for example, enlisting
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schools that have substantially raised student achievement to assist schools that have

not).  Current approaches to assisting schools, taken as a whole, are aimed at helping the

full spectrum of schools, from those that are already doing well, to those that have been

working to improve but have a mixture of strengths and weaknesses, to those that are

dysfunctional.  One broad distinction that can be made between these assistance

strategies hinges on whether they are the result of voluntary networking among schools

or whether participation is mandatory for the school because of poor performance.

However, within both the voluntary and mandated sets of assistance initiatives, there are

a wide range of different approaches to educating students, methods for providing

assistance, and actual follow-through in implementing these assistance methods in

schools.

Some questions for further analysis include:

• How do differences in a school’s current practices, its social organization, and
its receptivity to external help impact the effectiveness of various external
assistance initiatives aimed at helping the school improve?

• How do    voluntary versus mandated     assistance efforts play out in helping
schools improve?  Do sanctions and mandated assistance motivate schools to
participate more seriously in the improvement process, and, if so, under what
circumstances?

• What strategies and practices of external assistance groups contribute to
effectiveness in improving educational practices and student achievement in
particular types of schools?  How do effective practices for assisting schools
differ, based on school characteristics?

• How can the expertise of principals, teachers, and LSCs from schools with a
pattern of substantially improved student achievement be employed
effectively to assist other schools?  What incentives and resources can be
provided to substantially improved schools to help them to operate
effectively as learning resources for other schools?

Impact of Student Retention
Under the new school system leadership, Chicago has initiated an extensive

program for requiring summer school attendance for students who fail to achieve

minimum standardized test score results and for retaining students in grade who still fail

to meet these minimums.  This student retention program is being initiated despite a

large body of past research evidence indicating that retained students do not achieve

better than similar low-achieving students who are promoted, and that retained students

are substantially more likely to drop out.214  The school system leadership responds that
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the impact of retention in Chicago will defy this body of research, because Chicago

retention is being carried out in the context of an array of other reforms.215

Some questions for further analysis include:

• Do low-achieving Chicago students who are retained achieve better than
similar low-achieving students who are promoted?

• Are low-achieving Chicago students who are retained more likely to drop out
than similar low-achieving students who are promoted?

• What is the nature of the additional help given to low-achieving students as
part of Chicago’s retention program, including summer school, educational
experiences during grades that are repeated, and transition schools?  Are
there variations in the effectiveness of retention based on differences in such
student experiences?

• What practices of schools that enroll many students who are at risk of
academic failure significantly decrease their numbers of low-achieving
students, thus reducing the need to make the retention-promotion decision?

Public Policy Can Improve Educational
Practice and Student Achievement

The original 1988 Chicago School Reform Act, as well as the 1995 amendments,

comprise a state law that applies only to Chicago.  The current research study provides

strong evidence that the 1988 law has stimulated improvements in educational practice

that have increased elementary reading achievement substantially in a large number of

schools.  This research also highlights weaknesses in the impact of the original 1988

legislation.  The body of research completed to date about the impact of the 1988

reform act offers important lessons for continued progress in Chicago, as well as lessons

for improving other urban school systems.  The further research recommended above

concerning both the impact of the original 1988 law and the 1995 amendments can

substantially refine and augment    this body of information.

With numerous state legislatures considering options for intervening in their

state’s urban school systems, a full research-based understanding of the impact of a

decade of school reform efforts in Chicago can make a major contribution to crafting

state laws and other public policies that will, in fact, lead to improved educational

quality and achievement in urban schools.
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CHART 3.
1990-1996 Bi-Weight Regression Analysis

Iowa Test Scores
Criteria for Classifying Achievement Trends

Chicago Public Schools Research Department

Regression
coefficient (β): β>=1.333 1.333>β>=1.0 1.0>=β>-1.0 "-1.0>=β>=-1.33" β<=-1.33

Significance
level (α):
α<.10 Up Tending Up No Trend Tending Down Down
.10<=α<.25 Tending Up Tending Up No Trend Tending Down Tending Down
α>=.25 No Trend No Trend No Trend No Trend No Trend

Chicago Public Schools Research Department

CHART 3.
1990-1996 Bi-Weight Regression Analysis

Iowa Test Scores
Criteria for Classifying Achievement Trends

NOTE:  Regression Coefficient (β) measures the "steepness" of the upward trend.  Significance level (α) 
measures the "consistency" of the trend from year to year.



CHART 4.
1990-1997 Bi-Weight Regression Analysis

Iowa Test Scores
Criteria for Classifying Achievement Trends

Designs for Change

Regression
coefficient  (β): β>=1.50 1.50>β>=1.0 1.0>β>-1.0 "-1.0>=β>=-1.50" β<=-1.50

Significance
level (α):
α<.10 Substantially Up Tending Up No Trend Tending Down SubstantiallyDown
.10<=α<.25 Tending Up Tending Up No Trend Tending Down Tending Down
α>=.25 No Trend No Trend No Trend No Trend No Trend

Designs for Change

CHART 4.
1990-1997 Bi-Weight Regression Analysis

Iowa Test Scores
Criteria for Classifying Achievement Trends

NOTE:  Regression Coefficient (β) measures the "steepness" of the upward trend.  Significance level (α) 
measures the "consistency" of the trend from year to year.



CHART 5.
Percent of Elementary Schools Achieving Higher

and Achieving Lower*
Iowa Reading Test (Comparison 1990 and 1997)

1997 Achievement Number
Compared of

to 1990 Schools Percent
Higher 340 81.0%
Lower 80 19.0%

TOTAL 420

School Achievement
Level
1990

Achievement
Level

1990 versus 1997

Number
of

Schools Percent
Below 40% at or Higher 287 82.2%
above national norms Lower 62 17.8%

Total 349 83.1%

40% or more at or Higher 53 74.6%
above national norms Lower 18 25.4%

Total 71 16.9%
OVERALL TOTAL 420

*Based on each school’s combined percent of students at or above national norms in grades 3 to 8.


