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Preface 

The state of the American high school in urban communities is a matter of great con-
cern. Families, educators, and policymakers continue to be discouraged by high dropout rates, 
low academic achievement, and the failure of many high school youth to meet graduation re-
quirements and reach the level of educational attainment necessary to enter college. The na-
tional agenda, as embodied in the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act, explicitly draws attention to 
low-performing schools, many of which are at the high school level, and calls for a renewed 
focus on high school improvement. There is now greater urgency than ever before to build sci-
entifically based evidence that shows what works to improve student retention, graduation rates, 
and academic achievement. The goal is for such evidence to be used to inform policy and im-
prove practice in the field. 

Given this pressing need, and with the support and encouragement of the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation and the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, MDRC was de-
lighted to have the opportunity to convene a day-and-a-half colloquium, “High School Reform: 
Using Rigorous Evidence to Improve Policy and Practice.” This meeting brought together a 
wide-ranging group of leading researchers, policymakers, school administrators, and foundation 
officers, who spent the time grappling with the challenges of utilizing research-based evidence 
to inform practice and policy in urban high schools. The goal of the colloquium was not to focus 
on descriptions of the problems but, rather, to delve into the existing research base to discuss 
what has been learned so far and where the current knowledge should lead and to begin shaping 
an agenda for forward movement and further discussion. The commentary that follows synthe-
sizes the major themes and key messages from the colloquium, which featured 23 speakers and 
panelists and was attended by 75 researchers, policymakers, and practitioners. The papers that 
are included, which provoked lively discussion and new ideas during colloquium sessions, are 
meant to provide the opportunity for further thought about the very important questions they 
raise. MDRC views this event as the first in a series of conferences that will deepen the knowl-
edge and understanding of what works to improve high schools and how the evidence can con-
tribute to better policy and practice. The aim is to build a learning community of scholars, 
school administrators, and policy experts dedicated to this cause. 

Many people contributed to the success of this first colloquium. The conference plan-
ners gratefully extend their appreciation to the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and the Wil-
liam and Flora Hewlett Foundation for their support, and to the National High School Alliance 
and the Council of the Great City Schools for partnering with us to bring this concept to fruition. 
We also appreciate the input and guidance of our advisors: Nancy Adelman and Barbara Means, 
SRI International; Steve Fleischman and Rebecca Herman, American Institutes for Research; 
Naomi Housman, National High School Alliance at the Institute for Educational Leadership; 
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Sharon Lewis, Council of the Great City Schools; C. Kent McGuire, College of Education, 
Temple University; Monica Martinez, Network for the Advancement of Secondary Education 
at the Institute for Educational Leadership; Nancy Pelz-Paget, Aspen Institute; and Marsha 
Silverberg, National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance at the Institute of 
Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education.  

We also want to acknowledge the individuals who contributed papers and those who 
acted as discussants and facilitators during the course of the colloquium; we are grateful to them 
for taking part in the sessions, and we thank them again for their ideas and hard work. At 
MDRC, we owe a debt of gratitude to many individuals whose effort went into making the col-
loquium a notable success: Glee Ivory Holton, who directs the conference series; Heather 
Schweder and Tia Kaul-Disick, who managed the planning and logistics for this colloquium; 
Mona Grant, for her administrative assistance; Amy Rosenberg, for drafting the summary of the 
event; Fred Doolittle and Jim Kemple, for their advice and professional contributions; and 
James Healy, for his logistical support. 

Robert J. Ivry 
Senior Vice President 
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Colloquium Summary 

Introduction 
The enactment of the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act is transforming the education 

landscape in numerous ways. The focus on standards and accountability measures is putting 
pressure on schools to improve academic achievement levels. There is increased emphasis on 
testing and assessment, with clear consequences for schools that don’t meet standards. And 
there is also a push for the use of scientifically based methods to ratchet up the rigor of research. 
Given these shifts and the issues they raise, MDRC has designed a series of conferences that 
aims to bring policymakers, researchers, and practitioners together to explore the challenges and 
benefits of using rigorous evidence to improve low-performing high schools.  

The first conference in the series took place in New Orleans, Louisiana, on January 22 
and 23, 2004. Sponsored by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and the William and Flora 
Hewlett Foundation, led by MDRC, and co-convened by the National High School Alliance and 
the Council of the Great City Schools, the conference was structured to have the intimate feel of 
a colloquium. The focus was on creating dialogues about the state of research, the current gen-
eral knowledge about improving high schools, the key challenges involved in researching re-
form, and promising strategies designed to address the challenges. Two future conferences will 
involve a broader group of individuals from the field, with the goal of better connecting re-
search findings to policy and practice. But this first gathering was intended to define and discuss 
the research-related issues, questions, and concerns. It consisted of three sessions, which ad-
dressed three major themes:  

• What has been learned so far about the effectiveness of high school reform 
approaches?  

• How can the field of education maximize the role research can play in in-
forming practice and policy? 

• What major studies are under way to evaluate various high school reform 
programs and what are the emerging lessons? 

Within those themes, several other important ideas emerged throughout the course of 
the meeting. This document aims to describe the conference proceedings; sum up the key ideas 
that will help shape the thinking of policymakers, researchers, and practitioners as reform ef-
forts continue to develop and change; and set the stage for the next event. 
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Opening Remarks 
Robert Ivry, MDRC’s Senior Vice President for Development and External Affairs, 

opened the conference by outlining its goals. Following his remarks, four introductory speakers 
took the podium and set the context for the audience. David Ferrero, Director of Evaluation 
and Policy Research for education programs at the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, laid the 
basis for the colloquium’s discussions by describing the foundation’s reasons for supporting the 
series of research conferences. The largest motivating force, he said, is the need for each genera-
tion of educators to meet the challenge of reform anew. Naomi Housman, Coordinator for the 
National High School Alliance, talked about the field’s hunger for information about forthcom-
ing research, describing a new initiative from the Institute for Education Leadership, which will 
result in a Web site that catalogues research in progress. Shirley Schwartz, Director of Special 
Projects at the Council of the Great City Schools, discussed her organization’s projects and its 
focus on programs designed to recruit and prepare a diverse and highly qualified teacher work-
force. And Phoebe Cottingham, Commissioner of the National Center for Education Evalua-
tion and Regional Assistance at the U.S. Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sci-
ences, explained the importance of scientifically based evidence. “Policymakers are now eager 
and want to hear about even the modest effects that randomized trials may come out with,” she 
said. “We’ve turned a corner, and there’s more realism in the world of education. And a greater 
readiness.” She ended her talk by declaring, “It’s a whole new day.” 

Past and Current High School Reform Initiatives 
From there, however, the focus shifted — not forward to dawning changes but back to 

the past. Larry Cuban, historian and Professor Emeritus of Education at Stanford University, 
sparked a debate that provided historical context for the rest of the colloquium when he pre-
sented his paper on the late twentieth century’s repeatedly disappointing attempts to reform high 
schools. Arguing that rigorous, research-based evidence has never been used to improve the 
policies or practices behind high school reform, Cuban outlined the three main reasons he sees 
for the general failure of reform: the numerous conflicting purposes of high schools, the infre-
quent examination of historical evidence from early reform movements, and the implementation 
of policies without the use of available evidence to support or question those policies. (For fur-
ther detail, see the full paper, included in this publication.)  

Charles Payne, Sally Dalton Robinson Professor of African-American Studies, His-
tory, and Sociology at Duke University, took up several of Cuban’s themes. He stated his belief 
that reform efforts have indeed led to changes but cautioned that, if they are to instigate real im-
provements, evaluations of reform initiatives must take individual schools’ socioeconomic con-
texts into account. Finally, Cuban, Payne, and the session moderator, MDRC Senior Fellow 
Jim Kemple, took questions from the audience and hashed out the degree to which research has 
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made a difference historically, the ways in which education research might learn from other 
fields (such as the medical or public health models), and the factors that restrict schools’ and 
districts’ capacities to make use of research. 

National, State, and Local Perspectives 
The next panel examined reform from three unique but interrelated perspectives: the na-

tional, the state, and the local. Offering the national perspective was Hans Meeder, Deputy As-
sistant Secretary of the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Vocational and Adult Educa-
tion, which has made high school reform one of its priorities and has scheduled a series of re-
gional forums around the country in order to open up dialogue with states. “Experimental re-
search will tell us things that other kinds of research cannot,” Meeder said. But, he emphasized, 
a tension exists between the amount of research available at any given time and the pressure that 
policymakers face to make changes. The tension should prompt the education world to ask itself 
a couple of questions: Are there structures in place to implement research as it emerges? If not, 
how can we install them?  

Consultant and state education analyst Judy Bray offered the state perspective, focus-
ing the attention on one group in particular, the group that she said “reads the research”: educa-
tion policy analysts. She argued that policymakers are more likely to listen to analysts than to 
researchers. She also said that states are likely to become interested in the programs that other 
states are implementing. Researchers, she continued, should be aware of the many factors that 
influence policymakers’ decisions, including state standards, exit tests, the requirements of the 
No Child Left Behind Act, the transfer of power between states and localities, school choice, 
and the fact that states tend to focus more on policies for early grades than for high school. 

The next speaker, Shirley Schwartz, presented the local point of view, returning to the 
idea that analysts are an important element in education debates. Instead of saying, “Listen to 
us,” Schwartz said, researchers should ask analysts, “What is it that you need to know?” And 
what they need to know, she argued, is the answers to questions such as: What are the findings 
on adolescent literacy? What are the research-based interventions that will work to improve 
high schools? And what is the best way of preparing new teachers for their jobs?  

The Effects of High School Reform Initiatives 
On the second day of the conference, the focus was on both the role of research and the 

various methods of studying high school reform. Presenters used slides to illustrate case studies 
and to delineate points about methodology. David Stern, Professor of Education at the University 
of California at Berkeley, presented a paper he co-wrote with Jean Yonemura Wing, which ad-
dressed the question of whether there is solid evidence of positive effects of high school reform. 
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(For details, see the full paper, included in this publication.) He mentioned that there is limited 
evidence from studies that meet high scientific standards, citing only three examples of programs 
that have undergone rigorous evaluation and produced evidence of positive effects: The Quantum 
Opportunities Program, Upward Bound, and Career Academies. Studies of other programs are 
often “informative” and even “ingenious,” Stern said, but he used the example of studies on small 
schools to argue that those studies are problematic because they do not rely on random assign-
ment: “They leave considerable room for doubt about the extent to which smaller school size 
causes better results for students,” he said.1 In response, Richard Murnane, Professor of Educa-
tion and Society at Harvard University’s Graduate School of Education, offered an economic per-
spective. Pointing out that small-school interventions are expensive, he suggested that collecting 
hard evidence about their effectiveness is all the more important.  

The focus then turned to the issue of measuring the effectiveness of high school reform 
programs, with an emphasis on how to think about the magnitudes of the impacts that such re-
forms have on student behavior and performance — issues that are central to both designing 
evaluations and interpreting their results. Howard Bloom, Chief Social Scientist at MDRC, and 
Mark Lipsey, Director of the Center for Evaluation Research and Methodology at Vanderbilt 
University, presented a discussion of how to measure and interpret the magnitude of program 
impacts in general and of program impacts on educational outcomes in particular. They focused 
on the concept of effect size, a metric used widely in education research. Presenting a range of 
examples of program impacts reported in an effect-size metric, they compared these results with 
relevant external benchmarks (such as the average annual learning gain for students in schools 
or the average learning gap as measured by race/ethnicity) for judging how big a program effect 
must be in order for it to be considered important or policy-relevant.  

But they also pointed out that effect size in different contexts can be interpreted in dif-
ferent ways. For example, Bloom cited Jacob Cohen and Mark Lipsey’s “rules of thumb” for 
social science research, explaining that these rules are often used as a basis for judging the mag-
nitudes of effects for high school programs: Roughly 0.2 standard deviation is considered a 
small effect size, 0.5 standard deviation a medium effect size, and 0.8 standard deviation a large 
effect size. (However, Bloom said, in a 1987 randomized clinical test of aspirin’s ability to pre-
vent heart attacks, an effect size of just 0.06 standard deviation led to a sweeping decision to 
end the study abruptly and prematurely. The decision was based on the feeling that aspirin’s 

                                                   
1Studies that rely on random assignment use a lottery to divide students into groups that either do or 

do not have access to a given program. In such studies, comparisons between the two groups yield reli-
able estimates of the effect of the intervention in question. On the other hand, in studies that do not use 
random assignment, the same factors generating student selection into the program in question may gen-
erate inaccurate estimates of the program effects. 
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observed reduction in heart attacks was too large to continue giving a placebo to control group 
members. Bloom asked the audience to consider this example as a reminder that there are dif-
ferent ways to interpret effect-size findings when assessing an intervention or comparing the 
relative performance of alternate interventions.) 

Studying Approaches to High School Reform 
Fred Doolittle, Vice President of MDRC’s Department of Education, Children, and 

Youth, introduced the next session, on methodology, with a list of some important rules of 
thumb for researchers to keep in mind as they design studies: Avoid a focus that is too narrow; 
create replicable studies with multiple sites; conceive of studies with long follow-up periods to 
allow for greater certainty; and identify intermediate benchmarks so that results can be mean-
ingfully considered while a study is still in progress.  

Presenters then described several case studies to demonstrate the strengths and the chal-
lenges of various research methodologies used to investigate school-level interventions, principles 
of school design, and district-level policy levers for change. Jim Kemple and MDRC Research 
Associate Corinne Herlihy offered results from the Career Academies and Talent Development 
evaluations;2 Barbara Means, who directs SRI International’s Center for Technology in Learn-
ing, and David Rhodes, Senior Research Analyst at the American Institutes for Research, dis-
cussed school design principles, based on their evaluation of the Gates Foundation National 
School District and Network Grants Program; and G. Alfred Hess, Jr., Research Professor of 
Education and Social Policy at Northwestern University, presented a paper that explained how a 
district-level strategy for high school reform led to increases in student achievement in the City of 
Chicago. (For details, see the full paper, included in this publication.) At the end of the session, the 
Dean of Temple University’s College of Education and former Senior Vice President of MDRC, 
Kent McGuire, commented that, together, the three presentations narrowed in on a complicated 
challenge: that high school reform interventions are “dynamic,” requiring reconciliation of multi-
ple interests and points of view while adhering to a need to maintain the substance and integrity of 
a solid research design. In the face of this, he said, the focus must be on obtaining valid and reli-
able measures for key outcomes and on drawing useful comparisons between outcomes for stu-
dents served by the reforms and those for other, similar students. 

Janet Quint, Senior Research Associate at MDRC, led the next session, introducing 
Anthony Amato, Superintendent of New Orleans Public Schools, and Bernard Taylor, Jr., 

                                                   
2For the full text of MDRC’s most recent reports on the Career Academies and Talent Development projects, see 

www.mdrc.org.  
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Superintendent of the Kansas City, Missouri, School District. She noted that administrators lead-
ing school reform efforts can bring distinctive and valuable perspectives to a research audience.  

Taylor presented a pragmatic view of evaluations that rely on rigorous evidence, listing 
questions that he said “people want to know the answers to”: Are kids doing better than they 
were the previous year? Are they graduating? Are more of them ready for college and a career? 
Where are we and how are we going to get elsewhere? Where do we want to go? What behav-
iors are associated with the types of programs that get you where you want to be?  

Like Taylor, Amato focused on practical concerns. He described the often inadequate 
resources with which schools and districts must try to meet standards, arguing that research 
sometimes fails to take into account the limitations that specific schools might face (as an ex-
ample, he described a hypothetical situation in which researchers attempt to install new technol-
ogy in a high school without first assessing whether the school has the electrical capacity to 
support the technology). He summed up by listing three key research-related issues that superin-
tendents face: the pressing need for information, the importance of testing reforms in real-world 
situations, and the need to focus at times on trends in student outcomes of special concern, 
rather than on the impact of specific reform efforts. 

Reflections and Recommendations 
The final session was a time for participants to reflect on the major issues discussed 

during the colloquium and ideas for what should happen next. David Ferrero of the Gates Foun-
dation emphasized the need to find links among different approaches to knowledge, such as the 
research approach and the clinical one. Steve Fleischman, Principal Research Scientist at the 
American Institutes for Research, stressed the need for realism, asking which questions can be 
posed and answered and how research can build in a bigger focus on cost-benefit considera-
tions. The Department of Education’s Phoebe Cottingham, reiterating that there has been a 
change in education in the past twenty to thirty years, pointed to two new challenges: figuring 
out how to mesh the viewpoint of policymakers with that of practitioners and finding ways to 
embed the classroom perspective into the research.  

Running through all the participants’ summary comments was a major theme that re-
flects one of the driving forces behind the idea of the colloquium: In order for rigorous research 
to have a real impact on high school reform, the main groups involved in reform — researchers, 
policymakers, and practitioners — must communicate, working to integrate their very different 
perspectives into strategies that serve common goals. Other themes that emerged supported this 
one, and they also supported the idea that started off the colloquium during the introductory ses-
sion: Education research has matured to a point where it potentially can have a very direct effect 
on policy and practice. 
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Key Themes 
• Context is critical. As Charles Payne argued, researchers must take into ac-

count the physical, social, economic, and political situations of the schools and 
districts involved in their studies, and they must consider these things when 
they design studies, conduct evaluations, and develop conclusions. Without 
tests in multiple settings and without contextual knowledge, the results of 
evaluations may be misinterpreted. Furthermore, researchers, policymakers, 
and practitioners may have difficulty communicating with one another if they 
do not share the same contextual knowledge. This is because, with different 
bases of knowledge, there may be, as Payne put it, “a refusal to believe that a 
program supported by research can work here, even if it works elsewhere.” 

• The evidence available so far from random assignment evaluations of 
high school reform is limited, but several new studies use the next-best 
alternative — a strong quasi-experimental design. More random assign-
ment studies on high schools are needed. However, several studies currently 
under way — with plans to produce results in the next year — use the next-
best alternative: strong quasi-experimental designs (MDRC’s Talent Devel-
opment evaluation, combining interrupted time series analyses with compari-
son groups, is a good example). On a more abstract level, while it is impor-
tant to acknowledge that research has the power to teach us empirically what 
will make a difference and what will not, we must also ask how much re-
search is enough. David Stern emphasized that it’s “unrealistic” to think there 
will ever be enough research to answer all questions definitively. Neverthe-
less, researchers and policymakers must look at what research is available 
and consider which programs have, in some ways, “worked.” 

• Researchers need to challenge their own presumptions and premises. 
Rather than making presumptions about practitioners’ willingness to be in-
volved in research or about their understanding of it, researchers should work 
to include the practitioner perspective from the beginning. This is especially 
important because practitioners frequently perceive a wide gulf between re-
searchers’ interests and findings and their own abilities to implement re-
search findings in practical ways that make a difference in schools and class-
rooms. Without a link to operational realities and a partnership with groups 
that are able to make things happen, change will come slowly. This was a 
point that several participants emphasized when they offered their reflections 
at the end of the colloquium. Charles Payne brought it home when he handed 
paper to all participants and asked them to list, on one side, a project they had 
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undertaken that they had thought would be a “winner” but that had failed in 
some way, and to note on the other side what it was that they hadn’t known 
at the time that had prevented the project from succeeding. This exercise, he 
said, helps explain “how smart people go wrong”; that is, how the presump-
tions people make can force them down the wrong roads.  

• Researchers must understand a variety of ways to describe the size of 
program impacts. In their presentation on effect size, Howard Bloom and 
Mark Lipsey had one primary goal: to stimulate further thought about how to 
interpret what an effect-size measure means, not only with respect to inter-
preting the results of an impact study to assess the effectiveness of a given 
program but also in terms of planning for the sample size of a prospective 
evaluation study to ensure that it will provide enough statistical power to re-
flect a meaningful minimum detectable effect. In general, as Bloom and Lip-
sey and others made clear, researchers must take context into account when 
they analyze impacts. Also, given the challenge of using random assignment 
in education studies, researchers must find innovative ways of rigorously 
measuring key outcomes and analyzing data to make the most out of oppor-
tunities for impact studies.  

• Communication is of primary importance. Researchers need to know how 
to make knowledge and research available to policymakers, school adminis-
trators, and teachers in a timely fashion. They also need to incorporate feed-
back mechanisms earlier so that practitioners and policymakers can learn 
about studies even if results are not yet available (perhaps making better use 
of the Web to this end). Because of the frustration that both researchers and 
practitioners feel when it comes to understanding each others’ perspectives, it 
is important to strengthen relationships between the two groups so that the 
needs of each are more easily accommodated. On a related note, many con-
ference participants noted the necessity of creating opportunities — such as 
this conference series — for connecting and networking with a range of peo-
ple involved in high school reform. 

• Research evaluations should be longitudinal and hierarchical in design, 
and they should incorporate multiple questions and methodologies. Fred 
Hess observed that studying a massive system like the Chicago school district 
requires a complex approach (indeed, the Chicago evaluation would have 
reached erroneous conclusions had it been a simple study of changes in out-
comes over time). In order to be in a position to decide which programs are the 
best bets, as Fred Doolittle put it, it is crucial to design studies with longer fol-
low-up periods. At the same time, studies should occur in multiple sites; they 
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should ask questions about implementation and effects or impacts; and, to pro-
duce the most reliable results possible, they should incorporate a number of 
methodologies. As a couple of participants noted: “It’s the questions that drive 
the methodology”; and “every evaluation needs to involve multiple questions 
and multiple methodologies — both quantitative and qualitative.”  

• There is an urgent need for additional information on the efficacy of 
small schools. The Department of Education’s Hans Meeder asked in his 
presentation, “Is small all?” The education community is currently focusing 
on small learning communities, small class sizes, and small schools as meth-
ods to improve high schools. While a small-school environment benefits 
many students in terms of their abilities to study and learn, small schools, in 
and of themselves, may not be sufficient to ensure increased student 
achievement, especially in new schools that are struggling to get off the 
ground. As Jim Kemple and others pointed out, large schools do offer some 
advantages, such as diversity in the student body, faculty, and curriculum. 
Small schools offer other clear advantages (such as more personalized and 
supportive learning environments), and more rigorous research is needed in 
order to answer questions about just how effective they are.  

• Both structured research and practitioner experience can generate 
knowledge, and too often one source of knowledge is privileged over the 
other. Several researchers noted the difference between and varying strengths 
of “clinical knowledge” (the knowledge that comes from working in the field) 
and “research knowledge” (the knowledge that comes from evaluations and 
studies). For many at the meeting, the strongest evidence base draws on both 
types of knowledge. As noted earlier, David Ferrero addressed this question, 
stressing the need to see the links between these differing perceptions and to 
determine not whether clinical or research knowledge is more valuable but 
how both can be used to understand what a given school can accomplish in its 
specific context. Perhaps even more important, rather than viewing research 
knowledge and clinical knowledge as conflicting, the challenge is to bring the 
two together to complement and support one another.  

• Researchers should expect to face challenges when evaluations of high 
school reform programs involve random assignment. It is important to 
keep in mind that random assignment is feasible only in certain situations, 
such as when the number of students demanding entrance to a small school 
or a charter school exceeds the available slots. While random assignment is a 
fair and equitable process, its use in the field of education is relatively new, 
and school administrators often have concerns or anxieties about using a lot-
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tery-type process to select one group of students for an intervention and not 
another, or one group of schools and not another. It may take time for the 
random assignment design to become more widely respected in the education 
field and for school leaders to recognize that the reliability of the findings 
outweighs the inconveniences of participating in a study. On the whole, re-
searchers need to shoulder the responsibility to make the rationale for ran-
dom assignment — and the utility of it — clear to school personnel. 

• There is a need to acknowledge the limitations that affect research. Tra-
dition, politics, skepticism, lack of communication, lack of funding, and the 
difficulty of designing long-term, complex studies: Many factors inhibit the 
success of research studies. Many of them represent issues that can be re-
solved with clear, open communication and regular, communitywide conver-
sations. But, on a pragmatic level, members of the education research com-
munity need to ask how they can work within the limitations: As Steve 
Fleischman put it, “Which questions can we ask and answer?” Along those 
lines, it is also necessary to consider cost-benefit issues and to carefully de-
fine the audience for each study. 

Next Steps  
While the colloquium built momentum for a dialogue among researchers, practitioners, 

and policymakers, there is much more work to be done. The next event in this conference series 
will be a two-day meeting in the spring or summer of 2005. The conference planners from this 
first gathering reconvened in April 2004 to discuss goals and directions, and they were joined 
by David Ferrero from the Gates Foundation, Jorge Ruiz-de-Velasco from the Hewlett Founda-
tion, Angela Hernandez-Marshall (who represented Naomi Housman of the National High 
School Alliance), Barbara Means from SRI International, Steve Fleischman from AIR, Nancy 
Adelman from SRI, Monica Martinez from the Institute for Educational Leadership, Kent 
McGuire from Temple University, and several staff members from MDRC. Our challenge was 
to consider the perspectives of the three distinct audiences — researchers, policymakers, and 
practitioners — and to design a second event that will be relevant and meaningful for all three 
groups. The next conference will feature a more in-depth exploration of many of the issues laid 
out in this publication, with more time allotted for small-group discussions and dialogues about 
the different concerns of stakeholders. One particular focus will be the issue of how different 
questions lead to specific research methods; another will be the relative value of the findings. 
Also, the conference will include information from the comprehensive school reform studies, 
the results of which are scheduled for release early in 2005.  
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Introduction 
Because I will make a number of claims about the constancy of high school reform and 

its disappointing results in the past half-century, readers should know the basis for these state-
ments beyond the footnotes I provide.  

I have been an urban high school teacher for 14 years. I directed a school-based teacher 
education program in a Washington, DC, high school in the late 1960s, which became the 
model for the National Teacher Corps. I was the first director of a districtwide professional de-
velopment program in the District of Columbia public schools in the early 1970s and subse-
quently served for seven years, until the early 1980s, as a superintendent in a small urban dis-
trict with four high schools. As a trained historian for the past two decades, I have studied U.S. 
schools in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and the repeated attempts to reform the gov-
ernance, organization, curriculum, and instruction in these institutions.  

Drawing from this research-based and experience-produced knowledge, I make three 
statements encompassing past and current high school reforms and the research surrounding 
these efforts to answer the puzzling question posed in the title of this paper. Each statement I 
will elaborate enough to give flavor and substance. 

Past and Current High School Reforms 

Statement 1: Promoters of high school reform have largely ignored the 
historical evidence of that institution’s conflicting purposes.  

I begin with the very inception of tax-supported public schools and the “common 
school” ideal articulated by mid-nineteenth-century reformers like Horace Mann. They sought 
social and political harmony to calm the growing social friction in urban and industrializing 
New England and mid-Atlantic states between the landed wealthy, an emerging merchant class, 
skilled artisans, and unskilled laborers — mostly immigrant and displaced rural poor. Creating 
schools for all of a community’s children would bring different classes together and solve a 
growing societal problem. Historian Lawrence Cremin crisply summarized the ideal:  

The common school was to be for rich and poor alike, not only free but the 
equivalent in quality of any comparable institution. In it would mix the chil-
dren of all creeds, classes, and backgrounds, the warm association of child-
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hood kindling a spirit of mutual amity and respect, which the strains and 
cleavages of adult life could never destroy.1 

The common-school ideal guided the establishing of tax-supported grammar schools, 
yet a small but growing middle class also wanted its sons and daughters to enter college. In 
Massachusetts, for example, mostly middle class voters established tax-supported high schools 
as early as the 1820s. Open to all families in a community — from the children of wealthy 
landowners and successful merchants to those of farmers and laborers — the small number of 
high school students who passed the exacting entrance examinations took rigorous academic 
subjects, including foreign languages. Most never completed the four-year curriculum, leaving 
high school to enter business as clerks and bookkeepers or to teach in elementary schools.2 

High schools slowly spread after the Civil War to accommodate more upper- and mid-
dle-class children (although small percentages of working-class children did attend), but the 
“people’s colleges” remained small and scattered in small towns and clustered in cities. Even by 
the 1870s, less than 4 percent of all students were enrolled in high schools. The average urban 
high school in these years had only 85 students and 3 teachers. Less than one-third of those who 
passed the entrance exams and enrolled ever gained a diploma. The high school, as historian 
David Tyack summed up its purpose, was to be “an academically elite school fit for the first 
families, but it was not to be restricted by social class.”3 

These selective institutions prided themselves on being both democratic and meri-
tocratic. One of the founders of Philadelphia’s Central High School (1839) said years after the 
establishment of the school: 

It is the School of the Republic . . . opening its portals alike to the son of a 
President or a ploughman, a Governor or his groom, a millionaire or a hewer 
of wood — treating with equal justice — rearing with equal fidelity, and 
crowning with all its honors alike the one and the other, and demanding no 
passport to its blessings, or to its laurels, save that which the people demand, 
and forever will demand from all its sons — INDIVIDUAL, PERSONAL 
MERIT. Such, fellow citizens, is your High School.4 

Intended to be democratic and merit-based, the original purposes of the high school 
were to create an aristocracy of academic excellence from children of all social classes. Yet 

                                                   
1Cremin, 1957, p. 8. During Cremin’s time, except for rare instances, blacks and other minorities were ex-

cluded from the common school. Also see Wraga, 1994.  
2Reese, 1995; Katz, 1968. 
3Tyack and Hansot, 1990, pp. 117, 123. 
4Labaree, 1992, p. 26. 
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these high schools were also to prepare youth for college and the workplace if they left before 
graduating. Being democratic — provide access to all — meritocratic — only the best graduate 
— and practical — preparing all students for jobs, business, and the professions — have been 
deeply embedded and competing purposes for the high school ever since. 

Achieving all these purposes in an institution having a single academic curriculum as 
more and more students attended proved to be especially difficult in the twentieth century, until 
progressives invented the comprehensive high school. 

Tensions over reaching these competing purposes escalated greatly in the decades fol-
lowing World War I as more students entered high school and it became clear that most of them 
would not go on to college. In 1900, one in ten youth ages 14 to 17 were enrolled in high 
school; by 1940, seven of ten were.5 

To ease these strains, progressive educators, thinking that they knew the vocational fu-
tures of high school students, created multiple curricula for those preparing for college, those 
who entered commercial jobs, those who sought industrial work, and others uncertain of their 
work futures. Using large group tests developed during World War I, progressives determined 
which students would be placed in which curriculum. In addition, sports programs, clubs, 
newspapers, proms, graduation, and other activities created a virtual community of adolescents. 
All of the formal and informal accoutrements of comprehensive high schools helped reconcile 
the growing tensions — at least for a while — between keeping a high school democratic, meri-
tocratic, and practical.  

Yet the comprehensive high school, like most social institutions, was hardly insulated 
from political, economic, and social problems arising from larger changes in the culture. The  
progressives who created the comprehensive high school also wanted all youth to learn about 
the temperate use of alcohol, the evils of smoking tobacco, and, when automobiles became uni-
versal, safe-driving skills to reduce highway accidents and deaths. Subsequent generations of 
reformers drafted both elementary and secondary schools into helping the country fight foreign 
enemies in two world wars and a cold war. Reformers in the 1960s sought social justice by 
eliminating segregated schools — often beginning by desegregating high schools — and reduc-
ing the huge learning gaps between poor minority and white middle-class children.  

The dominant reforms adopted and implemented for the past two decades offer another 
example of national and state policymakers turning to schools to remedy social and economic 
ills. Contemporary policymakers have grasped the comprehensive high school — itself a prod-
uct of an earlier reform movement — with its diverse curricula, menu of electives, and exten-

                                                   
5Tyack and Cuban, 1995, p. 47. 
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sive extracurricular program, and converted it into a leaner, uniformly academic, and more ac-
countable institution resembling the late-nineteenth-century high school in its college-
preparatory concentration. Why? The overriding rationale has been to align the “new” high 
school to an ever-changing global economy where employers would be able to hire youth from 
either rich or poor backgrounds with the skills and knowledge to go directly to college or to en-
ter the workplace after graduation. No more mismatch between what employers need in an in-
formation-based, highly competitive economy and what graduates offer with their skills fitted to 
an industrially based economy. Thus, to regain global economic supremacy that had been lost in 
the 1970s and 1980s and to reassure U.S. taxpayers, employers, and the larger society, the con-
temporary high school has had to be closely tied to a changing economy. 

If there has been one constant refrain in U.S. reform, then, it has been the reliance on 
the common-school ideal, and later on the comprehensive high school, as a cure for national ills. 
In 1898, the Boston superintendent of schools told the National Education Association that pub-
lic schools were “the salvation of the American Republic.” Not recorded then were the “amens” 
greeting the superintendent’s statement.6 

In helping to solve national problems, the spread of high schools in the twentieth cen-
tury and the growing importance of the high school diploma as a passport to a well-paying job 
particularly strengthened the personal expectation most parents held about completing 12 years 
of schooling: their children would receive a ticket that placed them on a socioeconomic escala-
tor, lifting graduates from immigrant, low-income, and working-class families into the middle 
and upper classes. Seldom made explicit as a public purpose for tax-supported high schools, the 
self-interested (and private) goal parents held for sending their sons and daughters to secondary 
schools was to increase their children’s chances of securing financial and social success.  

Beyond reformers’ seeing public schools as tools for solving national problems and par-
ents’ seeing schools as vehicles for their children’s success, other reform-minded academics, poli-
cymakers, and practitioners challenged the dominant view of comprehensive high schools, with 
their differentiated curricula and tracking of students into particular classes, as the best way to 
educate youth for the twentieth century and beyond. Some progressive reformers in the 1920s and 
1930s (and since) envisioned the high school as a humane, intellectually challenging, community-
oriented, and democratic place where the young could think critically and independently, appreci-
ate productive labor, and build a just society. They wanted students to enhance their personal well-
being while in high school and become proficient in whatever unique strengths they possessed. 
                                                   

6Lazerson, 1971, p. 202. Many other historians and social scientists have noted the frequency of reform-
ers’ turning to schools to solve national ills: See Katz, 1987, pp. 111-135; Cremin, 1990, pp. 85-127; Kaestle, 
1990; Tyack and Cuban, 1995, pp. 40-59. Also, for a discussion of how interest groups in a democracy foist 
goals upon public schools, see Chubb and Moe, 1990, pp. 53-55. For more general information about high 
schools, see Krug, 1964; and Wraga, 1999, pp. 523-544. 
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High schools were to be communities where students would live for four years and experience 
intellectually ambitious teaching, close working relationships with adults in and out of school, and 
collective decision-making about issues inside and outside the school.7 

Juggling the varied democratic, meritocratic, and practical purposes embedded in the 
history of high schools along with the private aspirations of parents for their children and the 
insistent reform impulse to use high schools as solutions to national problems — all within the 
framework of the comprehensive high school — has produced severe strains among reformers 
and confusion among parents, especially since World War II. Writers have often reduced these 
conflicting and often implicit purposes to labels of “conservative” and “progressive.”8 While 
what happens in schools is far more complex and nuanced than these labels allow, the pigeon-
holing does mirror the shorthand language that policymakers, media, and elected officials use in 
public discussions of school reform. Moreover, today, reformers still promote one or more of 
these purposes in efforts to reshape the comprehensive high school to make it conform to their 
visions of how the high school and the larger society ought to be. So I use these terms, reduc-
tionist as they are.9 

Consider the late-nineteenth-century and early-twentieth-century college-preparatory 
high school as an incarnation of the conservative purpose. Past and present, public and private, 
such schools as Boston Latin, Bronx School of Science, Lowell High School (in San Francisco) 
— and newer versions such as Downtown Prep, a charter school in San Jose — testify to the 
continuing strength of highly competitive and selective schools in preparing the young from all 
backgrounds for college and for eventual high-paying professional, business, and managerial 
posts in the workplace and in the civic arena.  

Also consider other kinds of high schools, not as prevalent as traditional college-
preparatory types, but seeking the progressive purposes of a schooling that is intellectually 
stimulating, has cross-disciplinary curricula, and promotes personal well-being by creating 
communities where sustained relationships between teachers and students are salient in working 
to improve both the school community and the larger society. For example, there are currently 
community-based, democratically governed, and social-action-oriented high schools, such as 
the Robert F. Kennedy Community High School in Queens, New York City; Hanover High 

                                                   
7Cuban, 2003; Rury, 2002.  
8I use these commonplace terms in their educational — not political, partisan — sense. I attach no nega-

tive or positive values to either. 
9For an excellent analysis of multiple and conflicting goals for U.S. public schools, see Labaree, 1997. 
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School in Hanover, New Hampshire; and Metropolitan Regional, Technical, and Academic 
High School in Providence, Rhode Island.10  

Although I have presented these purposes and the examples of schools as mutually ex-
clusive, there is clearly overlap in practice between and among them, including many hybrids of 
both types of schools. A college-preparatory high school in which 99 percent of the students 
attend four-year universities, for example, can be a humane community where cooperation and 
community service are prized. The overlap in particular features or hybrids, however, should 
not obscure the deep ideological differences in overall social purposes for these schools and the 
warlike language that has historically divided partisans of each kind of high school. It was pre-
cisely this frequent rhetorical and policy conflict over the competing purposes of the high 
school (that is, democratic, meritocratic, and practical) that drove an earlier generation of re-
formers to invent the comprehensive high school in the early twentieth century to reconcile di-
vergent, even conflicting purposes.  

Although, by the 1950s, the comprehensive high school had become the dominant form 
of secondary school organization in the United States, demographic, social, and economic 
changes have led both conservative and progressive critics of the high school to find much fault 
with these institutions. This brings me to my second statement. 

Statement 2: Since World War II, high school reformers seldom examine 
or use the historical evidence of earlier movements to change 
comprehensive high schools. 

Attacked constantly since the 1950s by conservative reformers for being anti-
intellectual and watering down the academic curriculum, and attacked by progressives for being 
far too big and racially isolated and for reproducing the inequities in the larger society, the com-
prehensive high school has been a surprisingly resilient institution. Even today, with its 1,500-
plus students, a full range of after-school activities, and a curriculum that is increasingly college 
preparatory (with reduced commercial and vocational offerings), the comprehensive high 
school catering to the vast majority of students continues to generate and receive scorching cen-
sure. A former assistant secretary of education in the Clinton administration spared few words 
in 2001 when he said: “At a time when high schools must be pathways to college for all stu-
dents, they are pathways to nowhere for many.”11 

                                                   
10For Hanover High School, see Mosher, Kenny, and Garrod, 1994, pp. 5-21; for Robert F. Kennedy 

Community High School, see www.insideschools.org/view/ed_newqueensHS; for the Metropolitan Regional 
High School, see www.metcenter.org. 

11Cohen, 2001, p. 3; Rury, 2002.  
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One constant criticism has been the enormous variation among comprehensive high 
schools. For example, within the city of San Diego, a LaJolla High School and San Diego High 
School differ enormously in daily culture, quality of teaching, and student outcomes. Across 
districts, the same divergence occurs, say, between New Trier High School in Evanston, Illinois, 
and nearby Wendell Phillips High School in Chicago. One cannot ignore the commonsense ob-
servation that race and class play a large part in shaping routines, cultures, and student outcomes 
in comprehensive high schools. Unyielding criticism of comprehensive high schools from con-
servative and progressive reformers preceded wave after wave of innovations, especially after 
World War II. 

The economically and politically driven school reforms themselves, most often fueled 
by external events rather than by research studies, convinced policymakers to make changes in 
high school governance, organization, curriculum, and instruction. One has only to mention 
Sputnik in the 1950s Cold War era, the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s, and the market 
penetration of Japanese automobiles and electronics in the late 1970s to recall the high-pitched 
criticism of failing high schools and the swift, if feverish, adoption of such reforms as Advanced 
Placement courses, desegregated classrooms, site-based management, restructured schools, and 
higher graduation standards. None of these reforms was adopted because of accumulated evi-
dence or persuasive research studies. In each instance, educational policymakers and adminis-
trators responded to the barrage of criticism of comprehensive high schools and successive 
waves of reforms by totally embracing some changes, selectively adapting others, and ignoring 
the rest. 

Reformers in the 1950s sought to put a stainless steel spine in the curriculum. Fearing 
Soviet strength in space exploration, they wanted far more academic preparation and an in-
creased number of students going on to college to become scientists, engineers, and mathemati-
cians. School reformers steered comprehensive high schools toward traditional college prepara-
tion to be more aligned with national foreign policy objectives. Advanced Placement courses 
were installed and more math and science were added to the curriculum.12 

Then the Civil Rights movement in the 1960s spilled over high schools as reformers 
sought ways of making the institutions more humane, egalitarian, and responsive to social injus-
tices. Concerns over poor academic performance leading to dropouts and dead-end jobs mobi-
lized reformers to desegregate high schools, introduce new programs that helped students move 
into college-preparatory courses, and created schools-within-schools and restructured alterna-
tives that put into comprehensive high schools more progressive practices.13  

                                                   
12Ravitch, 1983; Powell, Farrar, and Cohen, 1985. 
13Patterson, 2001; Kluger, 1977. 
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In the 1970s business and civic leaders pressed school policymakers to do something 
about the mediocre performance of U.S. high school students on international achievement tests 
and the inferior quality of entry-level workers in a rapidly changing workplace, especially 
workers drawn from urban schools. Beginning in the early 1980s and continuing to the present, 
corporate-inspired reforms moved comprehensive high schools to raise graduation standards, 
require students to take more academic courses, develop content and performance standards, 
and hold school staff and students responsible for improving academic achievement.  

In these years, progressive reformers have not sat on their hands. They, too, critiquing 
large comprehensive high schools, pushed for alternative assessments, restructured programs, 
and smaller urban high schools. And, as before, educators adopted and then adapted changes in 
comprehensive high schools.14 

If externally driven reform aimed at solving national problems — far more than re-
search studies — have largely determined the direction of changes in comprehensive high 
school governance, curriculum, and organization, it is only since the 1970s that researchers have 
begun to concentrate on linking the multiple and conflicting purposes of the high schools to stu-
dent outcomes rather than to the amount of resources spent on schools.  

From the late 1980s through the 1990s, presidents, governors, mayors, and legislatures 
— often spurred by business leaders — began crafting reforms that sought to turn comprehen-
sive high schools, including urban ones, into college-preparatory institutions. Vocational educa-
tion courses preparing students for current jobs in the workplace shrank. In fact, the academic 
course of study — four years of English; three years of history, math, and science — has be-
come a virtual vocational course of study aimed at college preparation.15 

While the focus seemed to be on all high schools, most suburban and urban comprehen-
sive ones that were already scoring high on standardized achievement tests and sending 80 per-
cent or more of their graduates to four-year colleges (for example, Lowell High School in San 
Francisco) seldom had to cope with fiery groups of parents eager to reform the school.  

Far more pressure was applied to urban comprehensive high schools that generated most 
of the scary articles on violence in schools, dropouts, gang warfare, drugs, and crime. Deep con-
cerns on the part of the minority community for the future of their youth, business leaders project-
ing labor market needs in the next century, and civic officials wanting to restore social stability 
and commercial vitality to economically depressed areas of their cities joined forces to make 
changes in urban comprehensive high schools. The foundation-funded small-schools movement 

                                                   
14Toch, 1991. 
15National Center for Education Statistics, 2001. 
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and preparing all urban youth for college — an echo of the late-nineteenth-century high school — 
have been popular reforms. Still, the urban comprehensive high school persists.  

Researchers studied these developments after they occurred and reported on them but 
were bit players in the reform dramas that unfolded in the post-World War II decades. As these 
externally driven reforms swept across the high school landscape and reformers leaped at one 
innovation after another, the larger relationship between the conflicting purposes of high 
schools and their effects on students went largely unexplored, save for a few uncommon efforts. 
This brings me to my third statement. 

Statement 3: For the most part, high school reformers, in adopting and 
implementing policies, seldom used available evidence (including 
historical investigations) to support or question the reforms or their 
outcomes. 

Assailed as it has been from both conservatives and progressives, the comprehensive 
high school is not the unalloyed failure that critics say it is. Suburban comprehensive high 
schools, drawing from middle-class and upper-middle-class families, have displayed high test 
scores and high rates of college attendance, low dropout rates, and few disciplinary actions with 
students. Moreover, these schools have easily adapted to the reforms engineered in the 1980s 
and since. 

Nowhere near perfect, these schools still draw criticism for their frenzied competition 
among students and high rates of drug and alcohol use, and for ignoring low achievers in their 
midst. Nonetheless, these schools rank high in books and magazines listing the 100 best high 
schools in the nation.16 

While the small-schools movement has found some suburban schools hospitable, most 
of the action for small high schools has occurred in cities. Certainly, the majority of (but by no 
means all) urban comprehensive high schools have high rates of dropouts, low academic 
achievement, low attendance, and small percentages of graduates enrolling in colleges. These 
failing urban schools have become sites for the small-schools movement.17  

So, currently, there is a split verdict on the worth of the comprehensive high school. 
Anxious middle-class families spend much money to buy homes in suburban districts where 
comprehensive high schools score well on state and national tests and high percentages of stu-
dents enter four-year colleges. If school boards and superintendents want parent rebellions on 
their hands, they could try converting Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania’s Taylor Allderdice High 
                                                   

16Mathews, 1998; Pope, 2002. 
17Cohen, 2001. 
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School, or Montgomery County, Maryland’s Walt Whitman High School, or California’s Bev-
erly Hills High School into buildings housing clusters of small schools (including chartered 
ones) with different programs; or they could try supporting vouchers for religious schools. Yet 
in most big cities, in high schools where dropout rates cut senior classes to a fraction of what 
they were in the ninth grade and where daily attendance is low, small academic schools, char-
ters — and in some instances even vouchers — are welcomed, if polls are to be believed. 

Where too many (but not all) researchers have been timid in the past century has been 
in laying out for policymakers (particularly when they are the funders of and the audience for 
the research) the chain of logic and evidence supporting critical policy assumptions. Were a 
reader to raise an eyebrow over my questioning researchers and their relation to policymakers in 
doing studies that are policy-relevant, consider the serious problems of assessing the worth of 
current reforms that face business and civic leaders, parents, media editors, and practitioners 
who continue to believe that standards-based curricula, tests, and strong accountability meas-
ures will yield improved student test scores and a reduction in the achievement gap between 
whites and underperforming minorities.  

First, one would have to determine whether widely praised national, state, and district 
strategies and practices actually produced higher test scores, and, second, one would have to 
verify that the scores are accurate measures of school success and that they predict future 
achievements. 

The causal chain of policy logic runs as follows: Were state-mandated curriculum stan-
dards implemented as intended and, if they were, did the standards (and any infrastructure put 
into place) influence teaching practices? Did teaching practices, in turn, shape what students 
learned as measured by the state tests? The first causal linkage requires evidence that state poli-
cies (and the mechanisms supporting schools and teachers) were fully put into practice, thereby 
affecting classroom practices. The second shows that changed instructional practices resulted in 
desired outcomes. Even here, test score gains require scrutiny of the contribution that classroom 
experiences made to student achievement over a specific period of time, once controls for prior 
test performance and students’ socioeconomic status are held constant.18 

The second issue is whether test scores do indeed measure current and future success. 
Some researchers have raised questions about whether standardized achievement test scores are 
proxy measures of school productivity.19 The many purposes of comprehensive high schools 
(democratic, meritocratic, practical, and solution to national problems) and the varied cultures 
within schools make single, quantifiable measures of success dubious. 
                                                   

18For this point, I found Porter and Smithson, 2001, most helpful in my thinking. 
19For test scores, see Levin, 2001; Hanushek, 1994; and Balfanz, 1991; for links between high school per-

formance and workforce productivity, see Smith, 1999. 
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The difficulties of measuring success are not confined to schools. All nonprofits (and 
profit-making organizations as well, but that is for another paper) share issues of measuring out-
comes consistent with their primary goals. When a mental hospital’s effectiveness, for example, 
is measured by how many beds are occupied, as Peter Drucker put it, “this yardstick leads to 
mental patients being kept in the hospital — which, therapeutically, is about the worst thing that 
can be done to them.” Drucker raises the same issue in determining whether universities are 
successful. He asks which of the following are measures of “doing a good job”: the salaries of 
students 20 years after graduation? the reputation of the faculty? the number of Ph.Ds? scientific 
prizes alumni have earned? “Each yardstick,” Drucker points out, “bespeaks a value judgment 
regarding the purpose of the university — and a very narrow one at that. Even if these were the 
right objectives, such yardsticks measure performance just as dubiously as the count of bed 
utilization measures performance in mental hospitals.”20 

For reformers dead-set on using test scores, these two issues (that is, Were standards 
fully implemented? Did implemented standards change teaching and learning and yield desired 
student outcomes?) are essential in demonstrating the effects of policy changes and the impact 
of those changes upon instruction and, ultimately, upon student achievement in high schools. 
Thus far, researchers, policymakers, and business and civic elites have failed to take up these 
issues in public and the causal policy logic remains hidden or relegated to academic journals 
and gadflies.21 

Finally, most researchers interested in reforming high schools have yet to demonstrate 
through rigorous studies that different types of high schools — progressive, conservative, or 
hybrid — have yielded the student outcomes they promoted. 

Considering the Different Types of High Schools  
The current model of a good college-preparatory school, large or small, is one that has 

high test scores, high rates of college attendance, and low dropout rates. It is far and away the 
dominant model in its monopoly on goodness and is unquestioned by the public, most policy-
makers, the media, and quite a few researchers. It is taken for granted because it seemingly ful-

                                                   
20Kanter and Summers, 1987, p. 156. Also, Murnane (1987) analyzes similarities and differences in eco-

nomic and educational indicators. He examines generic commonalties between the two in measuring unem-
ployment and educational performance but recognizes two key differences. First, local school boards are re-
sponsible for raising children’s achievement, while local employers and government officials are not responsi-
ble for local unemployment. Second, the decentralized governance of schools heavily influences the choice and 
quality of indicators, an influence missing from indicators of economic performance (pp. 101-116). For more 
comparisons of productivity between private and public sectors, see Triplett and Bosworth, 2000.  

21A small number of researchers are exceptions to this statement. See, for example, Elmore and McLaugh-
lin, 1988; Cohen, 1989. 
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fills the democratic, meritocratic, and practical purposes that conservative reformers say the 
high school should serve. Yet few researchers, if any, can state with confidence that the college-
preparatory program and its teachers add a clear increment of value over what families contrib-
ute to their children’s lives and what individual student motivation provides. Moreover, re-
searchers looking at these large and small college-preparatory high schools have compiled stud-
ies that trumpet the effectiveness of these programs. The same issue of selection bias taints both 
kinds of studies. Neither set of researchers, however, seems to have swayed the other, although 
both say that their studies are rigorous, scientifically done, and so on.22 

For a number of reasons, matched experiments that try to reduce selection bias — con-
ducted by organizations and researchers who seemingly have no obvious or even covert agenda 
to prove one purpose or another is superior — have seldom tested, over an extended period of 
time, whether conservative and progressive purposes embedded in high schools yield the de-
sired effects on students. Do students who attended these high schools graduate from college 
and perform well in jobs? Are graduates of these high schools civically engaged? In short, have 
these schools achieved their divergent purposes? I know of only a few studies (there may be 
others) that have even tried to investigate these outcomes: 

• The Eight-Year Study (1934-1941). Privately funded by foundations to de-
termine whether 30 high schools could design and implement progressive 
programs and whether, in college, graduates of those high schools would do 
as well as or better than graduates of typical high schools. Nearly 300 col-
leges cooperated by suspending their normal admission requirements; 1,475 
matched pairs of students were studied. Graduates from progressive pro-
grams did as well as those from traditional ones.23 

• Follow-Through Evaluation (1970s). Federally funded planned variation 
study that sampled and examined different models of preschool education. 
Graduates of the preschool programs under study were matched with nonpre-
schoolers and followed into their adolescence to determine whether differ-
ences accrued to preschool-educated children in academic and social out-
comes. While design and methodological flaws were evident in the study and 
in the subsequent follow-up inquiries, it remains an ambitious and startling 
study in asking fundamental questions about different types of educational 
programs compared with present-day menus of studies offered by research-

                                                   
22Mathews, 1998; Bensman and Meier, 2000.  
23Aikin, 1942. 
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ers. The results, flawed as they were, again revealed that no one type of 
schooling is best for all young children.24 

Conclusion 
Readers may have already guessed that I am not optimistic that, were ambitious longi-

tudinal studies like the two described in the previous section to be done today — and done well 
— and were those studies to show that there is no best way to school a 17-year old, policymak-
ers would be stunned and would rush to embrace the results. Political, economic, and social 
changes in our society, leading to mobilizing coalitions to reform schools — not effect sizes of 
studies or the lure of experimental designs — prompt reformers to pursue high school reform 
along the paths I have suggested earlier. The belief that there is only one kind of good high 
school is deeply planted in their psyches, and that kind of school happens to be close to the tra-
ditional college-prep model. Few research studies have challenged this erroneous belief in a 
One Best High School.25 

Rigorous impartial studies can establish a potential basis for policy action about more 
than one kind of “good” school and about alternative assessments that are far more sensitive 
than current standardized tests to what happens in high schools and classrooms. What now ex-
ists among researchers seldom goes beyond dueling studies put out by partisans of the different 
and conflicting purposes (democratic, meritocratic, and practical) deeply embedded in the his-
tory of U.S. high schools.  

Here, then, is my answer to the question I stated at the beginning of this paper: Why has 
frequent high school reform since World War II produced disappointing results again, and 
again, and again? Historically, political, social, and economic changes in the nation have pro-
duced problems that have shaped school reformers’ agendas. Research studies have played a 
minor-to-trivial role in either shaping those policy agendas or offering solutions. Moreover, 
most researchers have seldom examined the policy logic for its internal coherence and causal 
linkages to implementation in schools and classrooms. Reformers — both conservative and 
progressive — along with inspired allies outside of education have sought to use high schools as 
solutions for national problems. Finally, most reformers and researchers have overlooked, ne-
glected, or forgotten (or perhaps all three) the conflicting purposes deeply embedded in the ori-
gins and growth of U.S. high schools.  

For all these reasons, my answer to the question guiding this session — “How Far Have 
We Come and Where Are We Headed?” — is straightforward: At no point in the history of 

                                                   
24Kennedy, 1978, pp. 3-11. 
25Ravitch, 1984, 2000.  
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high school reform, past and present, was rigorous research-produced evidence used to improve 
either policy or practice, nor do I expect that situation to change in the next decade. 
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Introduction 
In this paper we illustrate the use of a strict standard for evaluating evidence on pro-

grams and strategies designed to improve outcomes for high school students. We explain what 
we mean by solid evidence, and present examples from multisite evaluations of three programs. 
After that we examine some of the evidence on high school size and explain why clear infer-
ences about cause and effect remain elusive. We also look at examples of studies that use data 
for the whole student population in large districts, as an approach to reduce possible selection 
bias. We conclude with a predictable recommendation for more rigorous evaluation, and a pro-
grammatic suggestion. 

Although we concur that random assignment studies provide the best support for infer-
ences about cause and effect, we reject the idea that random assignment should be the method 
of all or most educational research. Before a program, strategy, or intervention can be tested by 
random assignment, it has to be formulated from exploratory research, and tried out in nonex-
perimental settings. History, ethnography, case study, design study, and other kinds of research 
all contribute to the understanding of educational phenomena and the development of new 
ideas. Even at the final stage of testing the effectiveness of a particular intervention, qualitative 
information about the experience of participants is useful in suggesting why effects do or do not 
occur and how the program or strategy might be further improved. Also, as mentioned below, 
some hypotheses do not lend themselves to testing by random assignment. 

Cautionary Tales 
“Over the past 30 years, more than two dozen comparison-group studies have found 

hormone replacement therapy for postmenopausal women to be effective in reducing the 
women’s risk of coronary heart disease, by about 35-50 percent. But when hormone replace-
ment therapy was finally evaluated in two large-scale randomized controlled trials –– medi-
cine’s ‘gold standard’ –– it was actually found to do the opposite: it increased the risk of heart 
disease, as well as stroke and breast cancer” (emphasis in original).1,2 

Education, more than modern medicine, is notoriously susceptible to fads. Remember 
the school-to-work movement? At one high-level meeting in the mid-1990s, the front of the 
conference folder had “The School-to-Work Movement” printed on stick-on labels that were 
not quite firmly attached. The labels covered what had first been printed on the folder by mis-
take: “The School-to-Work Moment.” In retrospect, this was probably a more accurate title. 

                                                   
1U.S. Department of Education, 2003, section I.C.2. 
2It is important to note that these random assignment trials tested effects of a combined dose of estrogen 

and progestin, but in practice estrogen is often given alone. 
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There are a number of reasons why the school-to-work movement did not last.3 Some of the 
reasons are political: The federal law that fueled the movement was allowed to sunset. But an-
other important reason for the movement’s demise was the lack of strong evidence that “school-
to-work” reforms produced positive results. There was evidence of sorts, but it was not compel-
ling. For instance, none of the positive results cited in two reviews of the evidence were pro-
duced by random assignment evaluations.4 Of course no one can know whether stronger evi-
dence would have persuaded policymakers to sustain the school-to-work movement. But this is 
one among many examples of reform movements in education that have come and gone, leav-
ing behind too little enduring knowledge. 

Efforts to Improve Education Should Use and Produce Solid 
Evidence 

Efforts to improve education should be guided by evidence of what has worked in the 
past. And current efforts should continue to collect evidence to inform the future. Few would 
argue with these assertions. 

The more important and difficult question is what evidence to believe. The general cri-
terion we would use is that claims of cause and effect should be clear and subject to a minimum 
of reasonable doubt.5 For practical purposes, this kind of evidence gives the greatest assurance 
that a particular strategy will produce the desired effect when applied in new situations. 

Among the many perils and pitfalls researchers and evaluators face in trying to make 
clear causal inferences, we would highlight two: reciprocal causation and selection bias. Both of 
these are well known, and we have nothing original to say about them. But we find that both are 
sometimes overlooked in discussions of what is known about effects of high school reform. 

Reciprocal causation means that two variables may each be a cause of the other. For in-
stance, suppose a study finds that motivation and grades are positively correlated among a 
group of students. The explanation could be that stronger motivation has caused some students 
to study harder and achieve better grades. Or achieving better grades may have caused those 
students to feel more motivated. Or both could be true. This is one reason for the adage that cor-
relation does not imply causation. 

                                                   
3In some ways and in some places, the movement continues, but it has certainly lost momentum. 
4Stern et al., 1995; Urquiola et al., 1997. 
5For a careful and practical discussion of what cause and effect may mean, see Shadish, Cook, and Camp-

bell, 2002. One useful definition of cause is “an insufficient but non-redundant part of an unnecessary but suf-
ficient condition” (p. 4).  
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Selection bias occurs when participants in a program or treatment differ from nonpar-
ticipants on one or more unmeasured variables that are related to the outcome of interest. For 
instance, suppose extra instruction were offered to students after the end of the regular school 
day, and an evaluation compared gains over time for students who did and did not participate. If 
the participants tend to be students who volunteer because they are more motivated, and if the 
study does not adequately measure motivation, then the evaluation would overestimate the ef-
fect of the program. On the other hand, if teachers specifically recruited the least motivated stu-
dents and motivation were not measured, the evaluation would underestimate the program’s 
impact. As Heckman’s classic paper pointed out, this kind of selection bias is part of the more 
general class of problems where unmeasured variables are correlated with the outcome and also 
with one of the measured predictor variables.6 

Bias can arise not only from the initial selection of participants but also as a result of se-
lective attrition from a program over time. It is usually a fair assumption that students who 
complete a program differ in unmeasured ways from students who drop out, and that those dif-
ferences are relevant to what the program was trying to accomplish. 

Both problems –– reciprocal causation and selection bias –– can be avoided by design-
ing an intervention that is relevant to the question being asked and assigning participants at ran-
dom. For instance, if the question is how much does motivation affect grades, the intervention 
could be some kind of counseling or experience designed to increase motivation. Randomly 
assigning participants would ensure that their unmeasured characteristics do not differ much, on 
average, from nonparticipants if both groups are large.7 

Random assignment studies in education have limitations, which are also well known. 
Some questions do not readily lend themselves to experimental manipulation. For instance, if 
the question is how much do grades affect motivation, it would be difficult to justify random 
assignment of students’ actual grades. Even in situations where an experimental intervention 
can be designed, it is generally difficult to arrange a uniform nontreatment condition for the 
control group. Unlike medical research, educational evaluations usually cannot administer a 
placebo, so the control group receives a mix of “brand X” or “regular school” experiences, and 
the evaluation becomes a comparison of a fairly well-defined treatment versus a less well-
defined set of alternatives. In some educational evaluations, students assigned to the control 
group even have managed somehow to sneak into the treatment group. 

More common is movement in the other direction: Some students who are randomly 
assigned to a program never actually participate at all. Others begin but leave before completing 
                                                   

6Heckman, 1979. 
7How big the samples have to be in order to reduce the average difference to a given level depends on the 

distribution of the unmeasured variable. 
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the program. This creates a common dilemma for evaluators: Excluding no-shows or early 
leavers from the treatment group would defeat the purpose of random assignment, because these 
students may well differ in unobserved ways from those who do show up and complete the pro-
gram. But including them dilutes the measured impact of the program. One common procedure 
to correct for no-shows is to divide the measured impact by the proportion of students assigned 
to the program who do at least begin it.8 This procedure makes some plausible assumptions 
about unmeasured differences between treatment and control groups.9 Various attempts have 
also been made to correct for attrition from the treatment group, but these require stronger as-
sumptions about absence of unmeasured differences between early leavers and program com-
pleters. If such assumptions were plausible, there would be less need for random assignment in 
the first place. 

Despite these problems with random assignment studies, a well-implemented random as-
signment design provides the clearest and strongest evidence about cause and effect.10,11 For this 
paper, therefore, we tried to find random assignment evaluations of programs that had been im-
plemented in multiple sites. We wanted multiple-site programs because it is most useful to know 
about strategies that have already been successfully replicated. We also limit consideration here to 
programs that bear on the institutional design of high schools –– arrangements of activities in time 
and space –– not including methods for teaching specific subjects in classrooms. 

Some Examples of Solid Evidence 
Here we provide brief summaries of three programs that have produced positive im-

pacts for high school students. Each program has been replicated at multiple sites and has been 
evaluated using random assignment. The impacts we present here are the most conservative 
estimates reported in the source documents; they are not adjusted for no-shows or degree of par-
ticipation.12 Among other outcomes, we focus especially on high school completion, because a 

                                                   
8Bloom, 1984. 
9The assumptions are that the program has no effect on students who did not show up, and the probability 

of being a no-show would have been the same in the control group as in the treatment group. See Myers and 
Schirm, 1999, p. B-7. 

10Mosteller, Light, and Sachs, 1996; U.S. Department of Education, 2003. 
11In situations where random assignment cannot be done, other designs may offer the best evidence possi-

ble. Such designs include careful matching of individual participants with nonparticipants who are very similar, 
use of exogenous instrumental variables as proxies for endogenous differences in educational experience, or 
interrupted time series analysis of schools or districts before and after a particular intervention. See Shadish, 
Cook, and Campbell, 2002; Slavin, 2002.  

12Some of the impacts we report here have been adjusted to take into account measured differences be-
tween treatment and control groups. As described in the source documents, these adjustments used either re-
gression or propensity scores. Such adjustments reduce the standard errors of estimated impacts but do not 
make assumptions about unmeasured variables. 
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high school diploma becomes more and more important in the labor market as the options 
available to high school dropouts continue to shrink.13 We know these three programs are not 
the only ones that have been evaluated by random assignment, and we do not claim they are the 
only programs for which there is solid evidence of positive impacts. We present these as exem-
plars and would be happy to know there are others.14 

Quantum Opportunity Program (QOP) 

Two separate evaluations, both using random assignment, have found that QOP (pro-
nounced “kwop”) significantly increased high school completion rates, among other positive 
outcomes. A community-based organization at each site is responsible for putting in place the 
QOP model, which combines the following features: 

• Each participant has an adult counselor who acts as case manager and advo-
cate. In theory, and often in practice, counselors are accessible to students by 
telephone or pager 24 hours a day, seven days a week. 

• Participants remain in the program whether they change schools, drop out, 
become incarcerated, or move out of state. The program’s motto is, “Once in 
QOP, always in QOP.” 

• Educational services include individual assessment and planning, tutoring in 
high school subjects, and computer-assisted instruction. 

• Developmental activities promote life skills and employment readiness, in 
addition to cultural exposure and recreation. 

• Participants perform services that benefit the community. 

• Participants are paid about a dollar per hour spent in QOP activities other 
than recreation or mentoring, and an equal amount is deposited in an accrual 
account to be used for postsecondary education or training. 

                                                   
13Levin, 2001. 
14Our search for solid evidence was greatly facilitated by the excellent compendia of programs compiled 

by the American Youth Policy Forum, 1997, 1999; Jurich and Estes, 2000; James, Jurich, and Estes, 2001; and 
the meta-analysis of Comprehensive School Reform model results by Borman et al., 2003.  
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Participants typically engage in roughly 200 to 300 hours of QOP activity each year. The cost 
per participant per year is on the order of $5,000 in 2004 dollars. Implementation, participation 
patterns, and cost vary considerably over time and among sites.15 

Andrew Hahn and associates at Brandeis evaluated the Ford-funded QOP pilot program 
in five cities from 1989 to 1993. Hahn summarized the findings.16 At each site, the evaluators ran-
domly assigned 25 students to QOP and 25 to a control group, from a list of exiting eighth-graders 
whose families were receiving one or more forms of public assistance. Hahn emphasizes that the 
evaluation deliberately did not require students to apply to QOP, in order to test program opera-
tors’ ability to recruit low-income students to participate. The Brandeis researchers administered 
questionnaires in the fall for five years and in the spring of senior year. They also administered 
tests of academic and functional skills during each year of high school. After the first two years, 
test scores improved for the QOP group relative to controls. In the fall after scheduled graduation, 
the survey found these statistically significant differences, among others (p. 247): 

 

 Assigned to QOP Control Group 

Percent graduateda 63 42 
Percent dropped outb 23 50 
Percent in postsecondary education or 
training 
 

 
42 

 
16 

NOTES:  aHahn (1999) does not indicate whether this includes recipients of General Educational De-
velopment (GED) certificates as well as regular diplomas. 

bDefined as not having graduated and not currently in school. 
 

Allen Schirm and colleagues at Mathematica evaluated the QOP demonstration funded 
by Ford in two cities and the U.S. Department of Labor in five cities from 1995 to 2001. Max-
field et al. describe implementation results.17 Schirm et al. give a detailed analysis of impacts on 
students.18 Maxfield et al. summarize both implementation and impacts.19 Like the Brandeis 
study, the Mathematica evaluation deliberately did not ask students to apply to QOP. Instead, 
participants and controls were randomly selected from the population of students in the bottom 
two-thirds of the grade point average (GPA) distribution among those entering ninth grade for 

                                                   
15Hahn 1999; Maxfield, Castner, Maralani, and Vencill, 2003; Schirm, Rodriguez-Planas, Maxfield, and 

Tuttle, 2003. 
16Hahn, 1999. 
17Maxfield, Castner, Maralani, and Vencill, 2003. 
18Schirm, Rodriguez-Planas, Maxfield, and Tuttle, 2003. 
19Maxfield, Schirm, and Rodriguez-Planas, 2003. 
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the first time at a high school where the dropout rate was at least 40 percent.20 However, of the 
2,550 students who met these criteria, only 1,069 returned signed consent forms to participate in 
the evaluation, so there was an element of volition. 

In addition to the intake information used to select the sample, Schirm and associates 
conducted an in-person survey and achievement test in the spring of Year 4 and a telephone 
survey in Year 5. They also tried to collect transcripts from all high schools that the participants 
attended. Midway through the year after scheduled high school graduation, the following statis-
tically significant differences emerged:21 

 

 Assigned to QOP Control Group 

Percent graduated from regular high 
school 46 40 
Percent with regular diploma or GED 
certificate or still in high school or a 
GED program 

 
79 

 
72 

Percent in postsecondary education or 
traininga 32 26 

   NOTE:    aIncludes Armed Forces. 
 

The Mathematica evaluation found smaller impacts than the Brandeis study, but it does 
confirm the earlier findings. These results are important because random assignment studies of 
other programs to reduce high school dropout rates often have failed to find significant im-
pacts.22 These two evaluations provide solid evidence that QOP boosts educational attainment 
by students in populations where high school completion rates are low. 

Upward Bound 

Created by the federal Higher Education Act in 1965, Upward Bound is a long-
established, well-known, and widely distributed program to increase access to college for stu-
dents whose families have low incomes or whose parents have not attended college. In 1992 the 
U.S. Department of education began the first large-scale, random assignment evaluation of Up-
ward Bound. The first phase of the study followed most students through high school and some 
of the older students into postsecondary education.23 

                                                   
20 Students deemed by the school to be too disabled to participate in the program were excluded. 
21Shrirm et al., 2003, Tables V.1, V.3. 
22See, for example, Dynarski et al., 1998; and Kemple, 2001. 
23Myers and Schirm, 1999. 
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Most Upward Bound projects are operated by institutions of higher education, which 
provide academic counseling, tutoring, and enrichment to participating high school students 
during the school year and, usually, intensive academic programs on the college campus during 
the summer. The evaluation classified all Upward Bound projects by type of college sponsor –– 
public or private, two- or four-year –– and by urban or rural location, then drew a stratified ran-
dom sample of projects to represent the program population. Within each project, eligible appli-
cants were randomly assigned to Upward Bound or the control group. In a number of projects, 
applicants were first classified by characteristics such as race or gender, then randomly assigned 
within strata. The assignment process occurred over a 14-month period from 1992 to 1994. 

In addition to questionnaire data collected on applicants at the time of selection, the first 
phase of the evaluation conducted telephone surveys and collected school transcripts in 1994-95 
and 1996-97. Most students were in Grade 9 or 10 when the study began, and in 1996-97 their 
high school status was as follows.24 The difference in the percentage still in high school is statis-
tically significant; the differences in the other two rows are not. 

 

 Assigned to  
Upward Bound 

 
Control Group 

Percent graduated from high schoola 59 63 
Percent still in high school 35 28 
Dropped out 6 9 

NOTES:  aReport does not indicate whether this includes recipients of GEDs as well as regular diplomas. 
 

For the sample as a whole, the only other significant impacts as of 1996 were that stu-
dents assigned to Upward Bound had formed higher expectations regarding their eventual edu-
cation attainment, and they had completed more high school credits in math and social studies. 

The evaluation found more statistically significant impacts for particular subgroups of 
students (Table V.1).25 Among students who initially indicated they did not expect to complete a 
bachelor’s degree (21 percent of the study sample), those assigned to Upward Bound were more 
likely to have graduated from high school by 1996, and they were less likely to have dropped 
out (Table III.7). Students below the median on an index of academic performance in Grade 9 
were also less likely to drop out and more likely to graduate by 1996 if assigned to Upward 
Bound (Table III.15). Students from low-income families (82 percent of the sample), Hispanics 
(23 percent), and whites (21 percent) assigned to Upward Bound also were less likely to drop 

                                                   
24Myers and Schirm 1999, Table III.2. 
25Table V.1 and the other tables referred to parenthetically in this paragraph can be found in Myers and 

Schirm (1999). 
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out, and the Hispanic students were more likely to be still attending high school (Tables III.11, 
III.13). Boys (29 percent of the sample) were less likely to have dropped out if assigned to Up-
ward Bound (Table III.9). In addition to these impacts on high school status, the evaluation 
found significant impacts for these same subgroups on educational expectations and the number 
of credits earned in various high school courses. 

A report on the second phase of the evaluation was made available to us as a draft for 
review.26  This incorporated results from a survey in 1998-2000. By then, 90 percent of the sam-
ple had graduated from high school; 3 percent had obtained GED certificates; and 7 percent had 
dropped out. There were no significant differences in these outcomes between students who had 
or had not been assigned to Upward Bound. The only significant difference in high school per-
formance for the sample as a whole was that students assigned to Upward Bound completed 
more credits in math (Table II.5).27 Impacts of Upward Bound on high school graduation, drop-
out rates, and GED completion also were no longer significant among subgroups defined by 
low initial educational expectations or weak educational records in Grade 9 (Tables II.6, II.7). 

The 1998-2000 survey contained questions about postsecondary education, including 
names of any schools attended. Evaluators then attempted to obtain respondents’ transcripts 
from those schools. These attempts produced information that either verified the respondent’s 
claim, falsified the claim, or were ambiguous.28 Using only verified enrollment to calculate en-
rollment rates may understate true enrollment rates, but using unverified enrollment would 
overstate them. Myers et al. therefore present both sets of results.29 For the sample as a whole, 
the only impact of Upward Bound on postsecondary enrollment was in increase in enrollment at 
four-year colleges, which was significant in the unverified but not quite significant in the veri-
fied data (Tables III.1, III.2). 

Among students who had initially indicated they did not expect to obtain bachelor’s de-
grees, the impact on enrollment and credits earned in four-year colleges was significant using 
both kinds of data (Tables III.3, III.4). Dividing students by academic records in Grade 9, the 
unverified data showed positive impacts on four-year college enrollment for both high and low 
achievers, but the verified data showed the impact was significant only for the students who did 
better in Grade 9 (Tables III.5, III.6). Both verified and unverified data showed a positive im-
pact for Hispanics on enrollment and credits at four-year colleges or other postsecondary 

                                                   
26Myers et al., 2003. 
27Table II.5 and the other tables referred to parenthetically in the rest of this section can be found in Myers 

et al. (2003). 
28An example of an ambiguous result is an institution responding that it could not release student records 

without written permission, from which the evaluators could not tell whether the particular student was en-
rolled or not. 

29Myers et al., 2003. 
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schools (Tables III.9, III.10). For both males and females, the unverified data indicated a posi-
tive impact on four-year college attendance, but the verified data showed only a positive impact 
for males on attendance at any postsecondary school (Tables III.11, III.12). 

In sum, the first phase of the evaluation indicated that Upward Bound improved high 
school performance especially for low-income Hispanic and white males who start high school 
with low educational expectations and weak academic records. However, the follow-up survey 
three years later, when the entire sample was past high school, found that many of the earlier ap-
parent high school impacts had attenuated or disappeared. Postsecondary impacts were absent or 
ambiguous for the sample as a whole and for several subgroups. But Upward Bound did increase 
the rate of four-year college attendance by about 20 percentage points among students who had 
not expected to earn bachelor’s degrees at the time the evaluation began. And among Hispanics, 
Upward Bound boosted the four-year college-going rate by 12 to 14 percentage points.  

Career Academies 

The term “career academy” was coined by Stern, Raby, and Dayton to describe a kind 
of high school program that had originated in Philadelphia in 1969, then spread to California, 
New York City, and eventually nationwide, encouraged in part by positive results from several 
quasi-experimental evaluations.30 There is no authoritative, uniform definition of a career acad-
emy, and as the term has become popular, the variation among programs that call themselves 
career academies has increased.31 Common themes for career academies are health, business and 
finance, arts and communications, computers, engineering, law, and government. 

In 1993, MDRC began the first random assignment evaluation of career academies.32 

MDRC abstracted three main features to define a career academy: 

• School-within-a-school organization, in which academy students at each 
grade level take a set of classes together and stay with the same small group 
of teachers from one year to the next. 

• A curriculum that includes academic courses meeting college entrance re-
quirements and technical courses — all related to the academy theme. 

                                                   
30The evidence is summarized by Reller, 1987; and Stern, Raby, and Dayton, 2003. 
31The State of California provides grants to school districts for “partnership academies,” which are defined 

by statute, but this definition does not apply to the hundreds of academies in California that do not receive state 
funding. A few other states also have funded such academies. The federal School-to-Work Opportunities Act 
in 1994 included career academies on a list of seven “promising practices” but did not define them. Building on 
the MDRC definition, the Career Academy Support Network (http://casn.berkeley.edu) has negotiated a com-
mon definition among several networks currently promoting career academies. 

32Kemple and Rock, 1996. 
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• Employer partnerships to provide internships and other experiences outside 
the classroom, related to the academy theme. 

The evaluation began with ten sites, but one academy ceased operating. All nine remaining 
academies are in high schools with large proportions of low-income and minority students. 
Each was the only career academy in the school. 

At the start of the evaluation, the academies recruited more applicants than they could 
accommodate. Applicants knew that they might not be admitted. MDRC randomly assigned 
about two-thirds of the applicants to the academy; the others became the control group. In the 
ten years since the evaluation began, MDRC collected student records, surveyed students during 
each of their high school years, and conducted follow-up surveys one year and four years after 
high school. 

During the high school years, career academies produced several positive impacts on 
students’ experience and achievement. Compared with the control group, academy students re-
ported receiving more support from teachers and from other students.33 They were more likely 
to combine academic and technical courses, to engage in career development activities, and to 
work in jobs connected to school.34 As of spring of senior year, academies retained a larger frac-
tion of the students whose initial characteristics made them more likely to drop out.35 Among 
students at less risk of dropping out, academies increased participation in technical courses and 
career development activities without reducing academic course credits.36 

The first follow-up survey, one year after scheduled graduation, found no significant 
impacts on students’ high school completion, GED acquisition, or participation in postsecond-
ary schooling. It also showed no significant impact on employment or earnings, though students 
who had been assigned to career academies were working and earning somewhat more than the 
control group.37 

The most recent follow-up — about four years after scheduled graduation from high 
school — found large and significant impacts on employment and earnings and no difference in 
educational attainment.38 In the full sample, students who were assigned to career academies 
earned higher hourly wages, worked more hours per week, had more months of employment, 
and earned about 10 percent more per month than the control group. All these differences oc-
curred for both males and females, but they were not statistically significant for females. The 
                                                   

33Kemple, 1997. 
34Kemple, Poglinco, and Snipes, 1999. 
35Kemple and Snipes, 2000. 
36Kemple and Snipes, 2000. 
37Kemple, 2001. 
38Kemple, 2003. 
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MDRC evaluation distinguished between students at high, medium, or low risk of dropping out 
of high school, as predicted by variables measured before random assignment. Academies had 
significant positive impacts on average hours worked per week within the 25 percent at high 
risk, on average hourly wages for the 50 percent at medium risk, and on average monthly earn-
ings for both these groups. Impacts on high school completion or postsecondary education were 
not significant for the sample as a whole or for any subgroup, but Kemple notes that both the 
academy and the control group had high rates of high school completion and postsecondary en-
rollment compared with national data on urban high school students (from the National Educa-
tion Longitudinal Study, or NELS, of 1988 through 1998).39 

In sum, the MDRC evaluation found that career academies gave students more personal 
support, career guidance, technical classes, and school-supervised work experience during high 
school. Academies also succeeded in retaining more high-risk students through spring of senior 
year. Eventual impacts on high school graduation or postsecondary education were not signifi-
cantly positive or negative for the sample as a whole or for any subgroups. But academies had 
substantial positive impacts on employment and earnings after high school, especially for young 
men and for students whose initial characteristics indicated high or medium risk of not finishing 
high school. 

A Shared Feature: Accommodating Student Mobility 

The three studies described here provide solid evidence that some interventions have 
produced positive impacts for young people who start high school with poor academic records, 
low educational expectations, or other challenging circumstances. Although we have focused 
more on evaluation methods than on program design, we note that all three programs to some 
extent share a common feature: They can accommodate students who move. QOP explicitly 
emphasizes trying to stay connected with participants even when they move around, institution-
ally or geographically: “Once in QOP, always in QOP.” Upward Bound also can accommodate 
some mobility of participants among high schools, because an Upward Bound project typically 
serves students in several high schools near the college where the project is located. Career 
academies are less able to keep students who move, because an academy is rooted in its home 
high school. But some academies do enroll students from other high schools or districts. Ac-
commodating student mobility is important because so many students move in and out of high 
school or from one school to another, sometimes in the middle of the school year, and students 
who move more often are less likely to finish high school.  

                                                   
39Kemple, 2003. 
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Elusive Inference: Effect of Small Size in High Schools 
We turn our attention now to studies that attempt to draw strong causal inferences from 

evidence not produced by random assignment. To illustrate the difficulty of drawing such infer-
ences, we focus on studies about effects of small size in high schools, a variable that has been 
given paramount emphasis in current reform strategy. We have not reviewed all the empirical 
studies on this topic, but we have selected some of the best and most often cited. These studies 
are informative, and some are ingenious. But they leave considerable room for doubt about the 
extent to which smaller school size causes better results for students. 

The main problem here is the influence of unobserved variables. For example, several 
frequently cited studies found that smaller high schools have lower dropout rates.40 Each study 
compared high schools in a state or national sample at one point in time. Some of the smaller 
high schools would be located in smaller, close-knit suburban or rural communities –– the kind 
of place where teachers and administrators send their own children to the school where they 
work. Students who cut classes are more likely to be caught if they live in a community where 
more people know one another, so cutting classes would be less likely and would less often lead 
to dropping out of school entirely. In big cities, more of the small high schools would be mag-
nets or other schools of choice. In these situations as well, stronger social cohesion and shared 
values among parents and teachers could account for the lower dropout rates. The density of 
personal connections and strength of shared expectations among parents and school staff are 
unmeasured variables in these studies. Socioeconomic variables used as statistical controls do 
not capture these differences. The association between smaller school size and lower dropout 
rates, therefore, could be due at least partly to smaller high schools’ occurring in particular kinds 
of circumstances that account for the better results. 

Unmeasured variables also may influence the selection of certain kinds of students into 
particular small schools, or into smaller subschools within large high schools. Various studies 
have found that students in smaller schools are relatively less alienated, more engaged, and more 
likely to pass courses and earn credits toward graduation.41 Studies also have found better student 
performance in smaller learning communities (SLCs) within large urban high schools.42,43 

However, these results may be largely attributable to small schools’ or SLCs’ enrolling 
students whose unmeasured, preexisting characteristics would have made them more likely to 
perform better in any situation. In metropolitan areas, small schools are often magnets, alterna-
tive schools, or other schools of choice. Similarly, SLCs within larger high schools usually en-

                                                   
40Fetler, 1989; Franklin and Crone, 1992; Howley and Bickel, 1999; Pittman and Haughwout, 1987. 
41See reviews by Cotton,1996; Gladden, 1998; Raywid, 1995. 
42Stern (2003) reviews these studies in more detail. 
43McMullan et al., 1994; Oxley, 1990; Wasley et al., 2000. 
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roll students who choose to be there. Students who are more motivated or better organized, or 
whose parents are more concerned about their schooling, may be more likely to exercise choice 
in the first place. Schools and SLCs naturally seek to enroll and retain students with these kinds 
of qualities. These characteristics of students and families, not measured by researchers, could 
account in part for the students’ better performance. The ongoing process of mutual selection 
may result in small schools’ or SLCs’ enrolling more students whose unmeasured, preexisting 
characteristics would make them more likely to succeed anywhere. One indication of this dy-
namic is the finding by Wasley et al. that a lower dropout rate among SLC students occurred in 
high schools where only some students were in SLCs but not in high schools where all students 
were in SLCs.44 In instances where converting an entire school to SLCs has led to better out-
comes, it may not be clear whether some low-performing or misbehaving students who would 
have attended the school before the transformation did not enroll there after the change.45 

One way to avoid selection bias in testing whether small school size causes better stu-
dent performance would be to use random assignment. Students could be randomly assigned to 
large schools, small schools, or SLCs. We have not yet found such studies. High school pro-
grams in the random assignment evaluation of the School Dropout Demonstration Assistance 
Program all had small enrollments.46 None of these programs increased the proportion of stu-
dents earning regular high school diplomas, but the focus of this evaluation was not small size 
per se. 

Another approach would be to randomly assign entire high school attendance zones or 
school districts to enroll in large or small schools. We have not yet found such a study. 
Gottfredson did observe what happened in five high schools where major enrollment changes 
suddenly occurred as a result of district reorganization.47 In two high schools that became big-
ger, there was no change in reported drug use or delinquency; teachers’ expressed feeling of 
safety decreased in one school; and students’ reports of victimization by other students in-
creased in one school. In three high schools that became smaller, reports of drug use and delin-
quency increased in two schools; teachers’ feeling of safety improved in one school; and stu-
dents’ reports of victimization increased in one school. These results probably reflect some 
changes in student population as well as change in school size, but they do not indicate that the 
size change was decisive. 

Current strategies to improve high schools seldom rely on smaller size alone. Lee and 
Smith argue that small size itself is not a direct cause of better student performance but that 

                                                   
44Wasley et al., 2000. 
45See, for example, McPartland et al., 1998. 
46Dynarski et al., 1998. 
47Gottfredson, 1985. 
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“smaller school size is a facilitating factor for creating organizational features of schools that we 
have shown to be important determinants of learning.”48 Those organizational factors include 
teachers’ sense of collective responsibility for learning, students’ taking more math and science 
courses, and use of more authentic instructional practices (Table 6.3). These findings are de-
rived from an elegant statistical analysis of NELS data, using hierarchical models to distinguish 
between the connection of school characteristics to average achievement (excellence) and their 
connection to the within-school correlation of achievement with socioeconomic status (equity).  

Lee and Smith’s analysis of high schools is theoretically strong and empirically sophis-
ticated. Nevertheless, it leaves open several questions about the effects of school size. Lee and 
Smith do not present evidence that smaller school size is associated with teachers’ sense of col-
lective responsibility for learning, students’ taking more math and science courses, or use of 
more authentic instructional practices.49 Even if these characteristics are more apt to be present 
in smaller schools, the observed association between these school features and student learning 
could be attributed to reciprocal causation. For instance, Lee and Smith measure teachers’ sense 
of collective responsibility by their responses to 12 survey items including, “I can get through to 
the most difficult student,” “Teachers make a difference in students’ lives,” and (with reverse 
scoring) “Students are incapable of learning the material” (p. 190). Teachers may be more in-
clined to give positive answers to these and the other items as a result of being in a school 
where students are more successful. Likewise, students may take more math and science 
courses, and may be exposed to more challenging instructional methods, because they are suc-
cessful learners. So it is not clear to what extent these school characteristics are the cause or ef-
fect of student learning. 

Except in one chapter, Lee and Smith’s statistical models include high school enroll-
ment as a single number among other school characteristics in a linear combination of predic-
tors.50 But in a separate chapter focusing on size itself, Lee and Smith divide schools into eight 
categories, by enrollment, and find that students in schools with enrollments of 600 to 900 had 
the biggest average gains in achievement, compared with larger or smaller schools.51 This result 
raises additional questions. Are the school characteristics they found to be associated with stu-
dent learning also most prevalent in this same size category, compared with schools that are lar-
ger or smaller? Are there other, unmeasured characteristics of schools that may be concentrated 
in this size range? For instance, community characteristics may be different in very small rural 
schools or very large urban schools, compared with medium-sized schools in suburbs or small 

                                                   
48See Lee and Smith, 2001. 
49See Lee and Smith, 2001. 
50Lee and Smith, 2001. 
51The distribution of achievement was least associated with socioeconomic status in all size categories be-

low 600, compared with bigger schools. 
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towns. Or a larger proportion of schools in the 600 to 900 range may be magnets or other 
schools of choice. 

A study that viewed size as one factor among others, and also gave careful attention to 
student selection, is the account by Darling-Hammond, Ancess, and Ort of changes at Julia 
Richman High School in New York City.52 They point out that small size is not a sufficient con-
dition for improvement: “Not all small schools are successful” (p. 642). They describe the trans-
formation of Julia Richman from a large high school into a set of small, autonomous schools 
sharing the same site. The new, small schools built strong relationships between and among 
students and faculty by reducing the pupil load for each teacher and creating new advising struc-
tures; developed more coherent curriculum; engaged students in active learning; used portfolios 
and exhibitions to assess students’ work; and provided time for teachers to collaborate. 

Darling-Hammond, Ancess, and Ort paid careful attention to possible selection bias. In 
the new schools’ first year, the student body comprised mostly students from the Julia Richman 
attendance zone “who had not applied elsewhere or had been rejected by their chosen school” 
(p. 645).53 Seventy percent were eligible for subsidized lunch, compared with 32 percent of stu-
dents at Julia Richman in the previous year. Some selective attrition occurred in the first couple 
of years, as many students who “had not proactively chosen the schools” moved out (p. 648). 
But analysis of students who entered the new schools as ninth-graders in 1994, excluding trans-
fers in or out, found a four-year graduation rate of 73.3 percent, “significantly higher than the 
comparable New York City rate of 49.7 percent for the same cohort” (p. 649). Six-year gradua-
tion rates were also higher. Even though some transfers out of the comparison schools would 
graduate from a school other than the one they entered in ninth grade, these results suggest that 
the new schools at the Julia Richman site had stronger than average holding power. In addition, 
eleventh-graders (presumably including those who transferred in) at the new small schools out-
performed students in similar schools on New York State Regents examinations for reading and 
writing, though not for math. Among graduates from the new schools, college-going rates were 
86 percent in 1997 and 91 percent in 1998. 

The attention given to selection and attrition makes this a more persuasive study.54 How 
much of the observed effect is attributable to the new schools’ small size remains unclear. 

Selection and Choice 

The likelihood of selection bias pervades much of the existing research on effects of 
small high schools and small learning communities (SLCs) within large high schools. If the ap-
                                                   

52Darling-Hammond, Ancess, and Ort, 2002. 
53Darling-Hammond, Ancess, and Ort, 2002. 
54Darling-Hammond, Ancess, and Ort, 2002. 
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parent positive results of small size are largely due to selection of students with positive un-
measured traits such as motivation, then transforming all large high schools into smaller ones 
would not accomplish much. In addition, teachers in new small schools or SLCs also may be 
self-selected. If these teachers possess more motivation, commitment, energy, creativity, or 
other positive traits, then positive results from these small settings may not generalize to the sys-
tem as a whole. There is a danger that current attempts to downsize all high schools may be 
based on a fallacy of composition — a mistaken hope that what is observed in specific cases can 
be generalized to the whole high school population. 

Although self-selection of students and teachers makes it more difficult to draw clear 
causal inferences, self-selection could be a good thing in a programmatic sense. It is possible 
that particular high schools or SLCs are good for students who choose them but not for other 
students. If that were the case, the best arrangement might be to let students choose from an ar-
ray of large and small schools or SLCs. Some large districts are already doing that. 

Whether expanding school choice improves outcomes for students is itself a vigorously 
contested empirical question. Studies to date have focused mainly on elementary schools, but 
Cullen, Jacob, and Levitt have studied effects of high school choice in Chicago.55 To control for 
the possibility that students applying to a particular school might share certain unobserved char-
acteristics, they focused on 19 high schools that used random lotteries to select students. They 
found that students who won a lottery at the time they entered ninth grade did not perform better 
academically in Grade 9 or 10, compared with students who did not win in the same lottery. As 
economists, they viewed these findings as “surprising” (p. 4). In another paper (forthcoming), 
the same authors used proximity to different kinds of high schools as exogenous instruments to 
estimate the effects of choosing to enroll in one of 12 high-achieving schools, 10 career acad-
emies, or 39 other schools. They focused on whether students successfully completed high 
school, and they found positive effects only for the career academies.56 

Studies Using Data for Whole School Districts 
One way to reduce possible selection bias is to study the whole student population in a 

big school district. For example, if a school district increased the number of small high schools 
or SLCs, evidence on districtwide trends in student performance could reveal the extent of gains 
for students choosing these options, as well as any possible negative trends among the students 

                                                   
55Cullen, Jacob, and Levitt, 2003. 
56Career academies in Chicago are different from the model described above and evaluated by MDRC. 

Chicago’s career academies are full-sized high schools that emphasize career and technical education. 
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left behind.57 McMullan, Sipe, and Wolf did this kind of analysis in Philadelphia, where the dis-
trict, encouraged by the Pew Charitable Trust, greatly expanded the number of high school 
SLCs (called “charters”) from 1988-89 to 1993-94.58 The proportion of high school students 
enrolled in SLCs rose steadily over this period, but most districtwide indicators of academic 
performance, after some initial gains, leveled off or went back down. The authors suggest that 
the gains due to SLCs might have been offset in the later years by changes in district policy that 
moved more over-age middle-school students into high schools and also cut summer school. 

Another study of districtwide effects was the evaluation by Bohrnstedt et al. of Equity 
2000, a program by the College Board to increase math course-taking, college preparation, and 
college enrollment among low-income Hispanic and African-American students.59 Results are 
reported for six urban districts that enacted policies for all students to take first-year algebra by 
Grade 9 and geometry by Grade 10, and the districts provided various kinds of support for 
teachers to make this happen. Course-taking and other outcomes were measured by surveys 
given to all graduating seniors in three successive cohorts.60 Results show that larger proportions 
of students in the later cohorts took algebra by Grade 9 and geometry by Grade 10. Increases in 
geometry course enrollment by Grade 10 were greater for Hispanics and African-Americans 
than for Asians or whites. However, there were no apparent gains in the proportions of students 
taking advanced math courses or college entrance examinations. 

Snipes, Doolittle, and Herlihy used districtwide data in a study of successful urban dis-
tricts.61 Several urban districts were chosen from different parts of the country, based on evi-
dence that student achievement had improved for at least three years and that differences in av-
erage achievement between white and minority students had narrowed. As in the “effective 
schools” studies of the 1970s and 1980s, the purpose here was not to test the impact of an inter-
vention that was defined ex ante but, instead, to try to identify practices that might account for 
these districts’ apparent success. To strengthen inferences about which practices mattered, the 
MDRC study also visited two comparison districts that were similar in some ways but had not 
improved student achievement. We mention this study as an example of the districtwide 
method, but — unfortunately, for our purposes — the districts that were studied had not experi-
enced gains in student achievement at the high school level (pp. 106-109, 138-141). 

                                                   
57Selection bias may still occur if there is substantial change in the numbers or kinds of students who en-

roll in private schools or other districts. 
58McMullan, Sipe, and Wolf, 1994. 
59Bohrnstedt et al., 1999. 
60Response rates by cohort were 52 percent, 61 percent, and 64 percent (p. 14). 
61Snipes, Doolittle, and Herlihy, 2002. 
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Studies of Comprehensive High School Reform Models 
A considerable amount of recent and ongoing effort has been focused on evaluating 

federally identified “comprehensive school reform” (CSR) models, but strong evidence is not 
yet available on CSR models at the high school level. An extensive meta-analysis by Borman et 
al. (2003) summarizes the effects on student achievement of 29 widely implemented CSR mod-
els. Only two models were designed specifically for high schools, Grades 9-12: High Schools 
That Work (HSTW) and Talent Development High Schools (TDHS). In contrast, there were 
four CSR models for elementary Grades K-5, seven models for Grades K-8, and 16 CSR mod-
els for Grades K-12. Some of the K-12 models have been studied in high schools, but the meta-
analysis combined into one category all studies that included any students in Grades 6-12. 

Of the 232 studies that met the inclusion criteria for the CSR meta-analysis, 45 reported 
measures of student achievement from HSTW and one from TDHS.62 All these studies were 
sponsored by the models’ developers, except one study of HSTW. None of these studies used 
random assignment. The HSTW studies also rely mainly on senior-year data from successive co-
horts of students who completed defined sequences of academic and vocational courses. Changes 
in HSTW results over time may reflect changes in the composition of the students selected. 

Evaluations of CSR models are continuing, however. It is possible that one or more 
models may yet produce solid evidence of effects for high school students. 

Recommendations 
Our purpose here was to illustrate the application of strict scrutiny to claims of cause 

and effect in studies of programs or strategies for high school students. We described three ex-
amples of multisite evaluations that produced solid evidence of positive impacts. We hope there 
are other examples already published or forthcoming. Since our search was not exhaustive, we 
do not claim to provide a comprehensive review of everything known to be effective for high 
school students. Nevertheless, we will offer two recommendations. 

First, increase investment in long-term evaluations using random assignment. The three 
evaluations we describe each took about a decade to produce clear findings. Given the severity 
of problems in American high schools, attempts to make improvement must go forward. But 
more of these attempts should be accompanied by random assignment evaluations. In some 
situations, such as initiatives to expand choice among schools or small learning communities 
within schools, the use of lotteries to select students provides a natural opportunity for this kind 
of evaluation. Even when it is not built into the program, random assignment of students, class-

                                                   
62McPartland et al., 1998. 
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rooms, schools, or entire districts should be done more often, and more resources should be 
spent on data collection and analysis. Assigning people to control groups does bar them from 
interventions that may be beneficial, and spending more on evaluation may take money from 
program operation. But these harms may be less than the possible damage caused by promoting 
massive changes without good evidence that they are producing desired results. 

Second, on a more positive note, the random assignment evaluations of QOP, Upward 
Bound, and career academies have produced solid evidence on which to build. In addition to 
justifying more replication of these programs in their current forms, the results may point the 
way to further development, evolution, or hybridization of these initiatives.63 We noted, in par-
ticular, that the three programs — especially QOP — all accommodate students who move. 
This is important because students who change schools more often are less likely to finish high 
school successfully. Many current high school reforms are attempting to build small learning 
communities, intended to nurture sustained interpersonal relationships, from which students can 
benefit only if they stay there for some period of time. QOP has shown that it is possible to form 
a relationship that continues for several years between a high school student and a caring adult, 
even when the student does not remain in one place. 
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Introduction 
Reform initiatives that encompass all schools in a district represent very different op-

portunities and complexities than do efforts that focus on individual schools or groups of  
schools. They also present different challenges for researchers attempting to understand their 
successes and shortcomings. This paper will attempt to address some of the differences associ-
ated with districtwide reform efforts, using Chicago as a case study. 

Setting the Scene 
The Chicago Public Schools (CPS) have been engaged in serious reform efforts for 15 

years, beginning with the local school governance reforms legislatively mandated in 1988 and 
the more recent, centrally directed high stakes accountability reforms initiated in 1996. The first 
set of reforms focused on local decision-making, encouraging many different kinds of efforts to 
improve student achievement, including schools that chose to reject all improvement efforts. 

The second set of reforms applied more evenly to all schools, particularly at the high 
school level, where a new design for high schools was adopted by the Board of Education. Dur-
ing the 1980s, CPS was a typical urban school district, serving a predominantly minority student 
enrollment. In 1980, about 18 percent of the students were white; by 1990, white enrollment 
had fallen to about 11 percent. In 1978, a state-mandated reassignment of teachers created facul-
ties at each school that had no more than 60 percent of any race, meaning that in most predomi-
nantly African-American schools, 60 percent of the faculty were African-American; while in 
predominantly Hispanic, white, or mixed schools, the faculty were 60 percent white. Most fac-
ulty lunchrooms were marked by racially distinct teacher groupings. In 1980, the school district 
could not meet its payroll and was put into a kind of financial receivership that resulted in the 
elimination of 8,000 positions (one-sixth of the total); most of the positions that were eliminated 
were teachers or teacher’s aides. Part of the remedy for the fiscal crisis was the appointment of 
an entirely new Board of Education, which for the first time included a majority of African-
American and Hispanic members. Shortly thereafter, the board hired the city’s first African-
American superintendent. 

Two nonprofit research and advocacy agencies issued a series of widely publicized re-
ports on the ineffectiveness of the district’s schools, including the fact that nearly half of the 
district’s entering ninth-graders never graduated from high school. Reading and math achieve-
ment were generally a year to a year and a half below the national norms. Harold Washington 
— elected in 1983 as the city’s first African-American mayor —  convened a blue-ribbon task 
force in 1986 to come up with ways to improve the school system. Faced with administrative 
resistance to any serious changes in the school system, and a teachers’ strike that delayed the 
opening of school for more than a month in the fall of 1987, the mayor launched an expanded 
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reform effort that brought together business leaders, community activists, and educational re-
form advocates in a movement that resulted, after Washington’s death, in the 1988 school-based 
governance legislation.1 

The Chicago School Reform Act of 1988 (P.A. 85-1418) had three major components. 
The first was a set of 10 goals, the main thrust of which was that Chicago students should perform 
in reading and math at levels comparable to other students across the country. This goal came to 
be known as “meeting national norms” and eventually would be measured in terms of 50 percent 
of students reading and doing math at or above the national medians. The reform act applied this 
goal not only to the district as a whole but also to each individual school in the district. The second 
component of the act required that all schools be provided an equal base of educational programs, 
on top of which state poverty funds would be distributed on the basis of the enrollment of students 
qualifying for a free or reduced-price lunch. These poverty-generated funds would be used at the 
discretion of local school leaders. When these new discretionary funds were fully phased in over 
five years, the average elementary school received about $500,000 annually, and the average high 
school received $750,000. The third component of the reform act created Local School Councils 
(LSCs) at each school, composed of six parents, two community representatives, two teachers, 
and the principal. The LSC would have the power to decide how the school’s budget would be 
expended, including the discretionary money provided by the act; what the school’s improvement 
plan would be; and who would be the principal. The power to hire and fire the principal resulted, 
over the next five years, in an 80 percent turnover in school leadership, and many more African-
Americans and Hispanics assumed the principalship. 

During the early 1990s, three main streams emerged among elementary schools across 
the district.2 About a third of the schools made significant efforts to radically reorganize their 
schools for improvement. About a third of the schools utilized their new discretionary funds to 
add many different programs; these schools were characterized as “Christmas tree” schools, 
without a central focus. About a third of the schools made no significant efforts at change or 
improvement. Reading and math achievement inched upwards in the elementary schools but 
plunged in the high schools (see Figures 1 and 2). Some individual schools showed significant 
increases in achievement, but most made little progress. 

In 1995, in response to a new round of fiscal crises, and with the recognition that 
elected LSCs did not provide enough leverage to force academic improvement on all schools, 

                                                   
1For a fuller account of the shortcomings of the school district, the movement to reform the schools, and 

the 1988 reform act, see Hess (1991). 
2Bryk et al., 1993. 
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High School Achievement
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the state legislature amended the Chicago School Reform Act to vest control of the central ad-
ministration in the mayor’s office and to enact a set of measures by which the newly constituted 
Reform Board of Trustees (a smaller, more corporate style board of education) could hold indi-
vidual schools accountable for student achievement. For the first time, there would be serious 
consequences for schools in Chicago if student achievement did not measure up. The mayor, 
Richard M. Daley, appointed the city budget director, Paul Vallas, as chief executive officer of 
the school system and appointed his just-departed chief of staff, Gery Chico, as president of the 
Reform Board. By 1996, Vallas had resolved the system’s financial crisis and had refinanced 
the district’s long-term debt, freeing up hundreds of millions of dollars. He had also instituted a 
high-stakes accountability system that placed more than 100 schools on probation and had an-
nounced a plan to “end social promotion,” installing promotion gates at third, sixth, and eighth 
grades that would retain up to 10,000 low-performing students per year in their prior grade. 

Meanwhile, high school reading achievement had plummeted during the early 1990s. In 
1996, Vallas convened a task force of more than 200 stakeholders, both from within the school 
system and from across the city, to formulate a plan to turn around the city’s failing high 
schools. The resulting plan, somewhat amended, was adopted by the Reform Board in March 
1997 as a new Design for High Schools.3 

The Design for High Schools incorporated new, higher graduation requirements; it 
mandated that all high school students take a full schedule of credit-bearing courses; it required 
high schools to create advisories and Freshmen Academies in an effort to overcome anonymity; 
and it included the district’s school accountability provisions of probation and possible reconsti-
tution. The two themes of the new high school design were increasing the “press” for academic 
improvement and enhancing personalism as a way to support students’ being asked to meet 
higher standards. Some 38 of the city’s 75 high schools had already been placed on probation 
for having less than 15 percent of their students at or above the national norm in reading or 
math. Not only did probation bring a reputational sanction, but schools also lost the ability to 
determine who the principal would be. Principals could be dismissed and replaced by central-
office appointees, who served at the pleasure of the Reform Board. But probation also brought 
additional resources. Probation managers were appointed to provide mentoring to principals; 
funds were provided (about $100,000 per year) to hire external partners to provide assistance to 
schools in their efforts to improve. The percentage of students meeting national norms in read-
ing and math became the primary criterion for judging school improvement. In the summer of 
1997, additional teeth were added to school accountability when seven high schools were re-
constituted, with all positions at the schools being declared vacant. By the time school opened in 

                                                   
3Chicago Public Schools, 1997. 
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the fall, more than 30 percent of the teachers in these schools had been replaced, as had five of 
the seven principals. 

The Research Effort in Chicago 
In addition to significantly impacting the city’s public schools, the Chicago School Re-

form Act engendered an important expansion of research on urban schools and the efforts to 
improve them and to reform the system in which they were located. As noted above, the pri-
mary research that focused on the Chicago Public Schools prior to 1988 had been undertaken by 
two nonprofit research and advocacy organizations, Designs for Change and the Chicago Panel 
on School Policy. Between the two organizations, about a dozen major research reports were 
released during the 1980s. (Appendix B provides a bibliography of research on the Chicago 
Public Schools.) That research focused on the misuse of special education, the system’s fi-
nances and resource utilization, school effectiveness, and dropping out. The effective schools 
research provided a theoretical framework behind much of the work of these two organizations 
and provided a foundation for the 1988 Chicago School Reform Act.4 Most schools of educa-
tion in the Chicago region had paid little attention to CPS and conducted little, if any, research 
in the system’s schools. After the adoption of the reform act, the Chicago Panel on School Pol-
icy received major foundation support to conduct a mixed-methods evaluation of the school-
based management reforms and their impact on school resources and student achievement. 

The reform act mandated that the school district mount an extensive research effort to 
monitor the effects of reform implementation at the same time that it reduced the size of the 
central administration to free up discretionary funds in the schools. The CPS director of research 
asked Professor Tony Bryk at the University of Chicago to convene a meeting of university and 
nonprofit researchers to develop a collaborative effort to monitor the reform’s implementation. 
From these meetings, the Consortium for Chicago School Research was born, led by Bryk and a 
set of directors drawn from the major area universities, nonprofit research organizations, and the 
leadership of the school system. The consortium launched a set of biannual surveys of princi-
pals, teachers, and students. It also undertook a number of specific research projects, engaging 
scholars from across the nation to examine aspects of the reform efforts in Chicago. In the mid-
1990s it became the Chicago partner in a nationwide evaluation of the Annenberg Challenge. 
The consortium became the largest producer of research on the Chicago reforms. Its relation-
ship with the school system waxed and waned under different system administrations. For two 
years, Bryk led the district’s research efforts while on partial released time from the university. 
The consortium’s relationships with the Vallas administration were more strained. 

                                                   
4See Brookover and Lezotte, 1979; Edmonds, 1979; and Purkey and Smith, 1983. 
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With the Consortium for Chicago School Research joining the efforts of Designs for 
Change and the Chicago Panel on School Policy, foundations began to make more money 
available for research on improving schools. As school reform began to dominate the headlines 
of the daily newspapers, and foundations made funding available, researchers in the area’s 
schools of education and related disciplinary departments began to undertake their own studies 
of Chicago’s schools. In addition, scholars from across the country began to conduct their own 
inquiries or included Chicago in multicity studies of school reform efforts. A rich research lit-
erature on school reform, with Chicago at its center, began to develop. 

In 1996, I left the Chicago Panel to become a research professor in the School of Educa-
tion and Social Policy at Northwestern University. Continuing my focus on Chicago school re-
form, I was a member of the Steering Committee of the High School Redesign Project, convened 
by CEO Vallas. As the task force completed its work, members of Vallas’s staff asked me to de-
sign a research effort to monitor the implementation of the secondary reforms. I presented the dis-
trict with three options: an Extensive Evaluation including widespread use of ethnographers in 
most high schools, combined with widespread quantitative tracking of resource utilization and 
student achievement; a Minimal Monitoring model, relying heavily on statistical tracking of stu-
dent achievement; and an Intermediate Investigation design incorporating some ethnography, 
some other forms of qualitative research, and extensive quantitative tracking of student perform-
ance. The district requested a full proposal based on the midlevel option, and the Center for Urban 
School Policy was established to conduct the three-year high school monitoring project. 

Components of the New High School Design 
The high school design adopted by the Reform Board of Trustees in March 1997 had 

two organizing themes: intensifying the academic “press” and enhancing personalism. The 
components of the design are organized under these two themes. 

As shown in Table 1, six components of the design were focused on intensifying the 
pressure to improve academic performance of students, while four components were focused on 
enhancing personalism in the city’s large and “anonymous” high schools. 

Intensifying Academic Press 

In 1996, the Reform Board of Trustees adopted new high school graduation require-
ments, boosting the number of required credits from 20 to 24 and adding additional years of 
English, science, mathematics, and social studies. The options for electives were reduced. Re-
medial courses did not bear credits toward graduation. These new requirements applied to stu-
dents beginning high school in the fall of 1996. They were incorporated into the Design for 
High Schools adopted by the Reform Board the following spring. 
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Table 1 

Components of the Chicago High School Design 
Adopted March 1997 

Intensifying Academic Press Enhancing Personalism 

1. Raised graduation requirements 
2. Required enrollment in core courses 
3. Improving instruction via external partners 
4. Supporting principals via probation manag-

ers 
5. Core curriculum development and common 

semester exams 
6. High-stakes accountability: probation, 

reconstitution 

1. Freshman Academics 
2. Advisories 
3. Small schools 
4. Career academies 

 

In addition to increasing graduation requirements, the Reform Board required that all 
high school students be scheduled for a course load that would produce six credits toward 
graduation every year, if the students passed all their courses. Students might be scheduled for 
additional periods of remedial support, if they required it. This was a major change for many 
inner-city high schools that had regularly scheduled many students, particularly freshmen, for 
no science courses and only remedial courses in reading and math. 

As schools were placed on probation in 1996, they were provided with a list of about 40 
approved potential external partners. Each potential partner had provided an agenda of assis-
tance that they might provide schools; many partners focused on facilitation of improvement 
planning and implementation; some provided particular programs for schools; some focused 
more directly on improving classroom pedagogy and curriculum. In the first full year under 
probation, which was also the first year of implementation of the new high school design, 
schools were provided an average of about $100,000 to hire these external partners. In the sec-
ond year, schools were expected to provide half the cost out of their discretionary funds (which 
averaged about $750,000 per probation high school). In the third year, if schools were still on 
probation, they would be required to fully fund the cost of their external partnership. This 
graduated increase in local cost of external partners was seen as an incentive to work quickly to 
improve so as to “get off” probation. 

Probation managers were assigned to each school under that sanction, with the power to 
revise the school’s improvement plan and to oversee school expenditures. Originally seen as 
part-time overseers of principals, the job description had already begun to morph toward a men-
toring relationship by the time the high school redesign was being implemented. While proba-
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tion managers still had to sign off on major expenditures, their role turned into being an advisor 
to the principal and a focus for staff planning and accountability for improvement. 

Subject specific groups of teachers were convened in 1996 and 1997 to develop pro-
grams of study (common core curricula) for 11 key courses in English, math, science, and social 
studies. This was an effort to ensure that all high schools taught comparable content and skills in 
the basic courses in each discipline. At the same time, a second group of teachers was develop-
ing common end-of-semester exams for each of these courses: the Chicago Academic Standards 
Exams (CASE). While both groups of teachers were working from a common set of standards 
adopted by the district in 1996, there were some differences in emphasis and timing between the 
two sets of teacher-planners, causing some initial consternation among teachers across the city. 
After two years of pilot use, the CASE were incorporated into the marking system for students 
in the third year of implementation of the high school design. 

Probation had already been established when the high school design was developed; the 
high-stakes accountability system was incorporated into the new design. During the summer of 
1997, just as the new design was beginning to be implemented, seven high schools were recon-
stituted. In one school, 60 percent of the faculty were replaced; in another, as few as 20 percent 
were changed. Although no other high schools were reconstituted during the initial three years 
under the high school design, the district did develop a modified re-engineering design, mod-
eled on the Toledo peer review plan developed in the late 1980s. In the fourth year of the de-
sign’s implementation, five schools were placed into a new model called “intervention,” which 
combined some aspects of reconstitution and of teacher pedagogical review. 

Enhancing Personalism 

Freshman Academies were designed to create smaller groups of students (about 100) in 
ninth grade who would share a group of core subject teachers. Ideally, these students and teachers 
would be colocated in adjoining rooms in a part of the building mostly devoted to first-year stu-
dents. The idea had been piloted in one North Side high school during the year that the high 
school design was being formulated. The intent was for the students to get to know each other bet-
ter than would be the case if they were roaming across the whole school to go from class to class, 
and for the teachers to have a common set of students to get to know, and to be able to discuss 
with each other the problems faced by individual students. It was intended that individual acad-
emies might undertake common interdisciplinary projects and engage in some social activities. 
After the first year of the high school design implementation, the central administration mandated 
that the academies continue into the sophomore year, renaming them Junior Academies. 

Advisories were small groups of students — generally half a homeroom, or about 15 
students — who would meet regularly (either weekly or daily) with a teacher or other adult on 
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the faculty of the school. The focus of advisories was to be on the social development of the 
students. The intent was to create a peer group within which difficult issues facing students 
could be discussed, and to create a trusting relationship between each student and at least one 
adult in the school. Advisories had been a successful feature of one of the better-known north-
ern suburban high schools for decades. 

The Chicago Public Schools had approved an initiative to create small schools within 
larger schools several years previously. The initiative had resulted from lobbying by a coalition 
of advocacy groups convened by a local public interest law firm. It was modeled after efforts 
begun in District 2 in New York City.5 At least one external partner focused its attention on 
helping high schools create smaller schools within the host high school. Small schools were 
generally organized around a particular theme and were generally located in a specific part, or 
parts, of the host building. Small schools could be virtually autonomous, working collabora-
tively around facility-use issues, or they could be subunits still responsible to the school’s ad-
ministration. 

Career academies were high schools that focused on preparing students for one of sev-
eral different career arenas. Most career academies evolved out of former vocational high 
schools. Individual academies within career academy high schools could be largely autonomous 
(looking much like small schools with a particular career focus) or could be programs whose 
largest differences were in which vocational electives students chose.  

What Kind of Research Is Appropriate to Measure Effectiveness 
of a Districtwide Reform Initiative? 

Districtwide initiatives are quite different from initiatives that involve individual 
schools or groups of schools. To the extent that districtwide initiatives involve all schools in a 
district, they create opportunities not available in school-level initiatives, but they also create 
constraints on the research strategies that might be chosen to study them.  

One immediate question researchers must confront is from whose perspective is effec-
tiveness to be judged? An initiative might be judged very effective by the persons enacting the 
initiative, while others might find the initiative to be a diversion away from important concerns. 
In other cases, district administrators might find an initiative to be reaching its hoped-for results 
even while those charged with implementing the initiative are heavily criticizing it. 

In the case of the Chicago high school redesign, there were at least four perspectives 
that were important to recognize. The school district had particular perspectives about what the 

                                                   
5See Fliegel, 1989; and Meier, 1995. 
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high school redesign was all about. But the district was composed of at least three subdivisions: 
the central administration; the leadership of local high schools; and the faculty, staff, and stu-
dents in each school. 

A second perspective was that of the larger research community in Chicago and across 
the nation. The research community shares many views on what good research is, but, by the 
late 1990s, a debate had begun within the research community about setting standards for rigor-
ous work. The research community was also split ideologically. While some researchers fo-
cused on the pragmatic effects of the redesign initiative, approaching them with a relative neu-
trality about their intents, others came from a more critical, or neo-Marxist, perspective and saw 
the initiative as part of a large and sinister scheme for the accumulation and exercise of power. 

A third perspective was the interest of the general public. By 1996, school reform had 
captured the attention of the news media for a decade or more. Members of the public who were 
not direct stakeholders in the public schools still were very interested in whether the school system 
was improving, and they saw the high school redesign effort as a key strategy for improvement. 

Finally, the research contractor would have its own perspective. Sharing in each of the 
three previously mentioned perspectives, it would also have concerns about establishing goals 
that would be accomplished in conducting the research and about setting up the procedures for 
reaching those goals, including gaining the cooperation of the stakeholders who would be the 
subjects of the research. During the fall of 1997, a contract was negotiated between CPS and the 
Center for Urban School Policy at Northwestern University to conduct a three-year study of the 
implementation of the new high school design. 

Potential Research Strategies 

One of the constraints of studying districtwide initiatives which involve all or most 
schools in a school district is that there are no remaining schools to create an adequate control 
group for an experimental or quasi-experimental research design. Even schools which reject the 
initiative and do not implement its provisions are contaminated by their very rejection. 

Some evaluation designs focus on the process of implementation of initiatives. Re-
search designs built from this perspective devote much attention to how implementation pro-
ceeds, who becomes involved in the implementation, and what kind of involvement they exer-
cise. Such designs intend to describe how well the initiative was implemented. Other evaluation 
designs are more concerned with the outcomes of the implementation of the initiative. Does the 
intended result occur? Does student achievement improve? In terms of the Chicago high school 
design, it was decided to create a research design which would produce findings about both the 
process of implementation and the effects on student achievement and behavior. 
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Many evaluation designs self-consciously adopt the perspective of the sponsoring 
agency seeking to implement the initiative being studied. The argument is that the researchers 
should suspend their own judgments and judge the initiative on the basis of whether or not it 
reached its own objectives. However, in the case of the Chicago high school design, as noted 
above, there were many different audiences and stakeholders, each of whom had an interest in 
the outcomes of the research being proposed. Therefore, it was decided to create a study design 
that would elicit many different perspectives on the initiative and to try to faithfully incorporate 
these different perspectives in the various reports produced by the research effort. Thus, the 
views of many different stakeholders were presented in the reports. Still, the researchers were 
compelled to judge all the various perspectives they uncovered and to make decisions about the 
weight of the evidence as gathered from diverse points of view. 

A closely related issue is what measures will be utilized as the criteria for making 
judgments about the effectiveness of an initiative. In the case of the Chicago high school design, 
important components of the design used standardized reading and math scores to determine 
which aspects of the design would apply to which schools. Schools were placed on probation if 
less than 15 percent of enrolled students read or did math at or above the national norms 
(AANN). Schools were removed from probation if they raised the proportion AANN above 20 
percent. The high schools chosen for reconstitution were the seven with the lowest proportion of 
students reaching the norms. Thus, the research design had to attend to these measures, the per-
centages reading and doing math at or above the national norms. But the very focus on these 
measures would have an effect on the implementation of the initiative, and the research had to 
also take into account the effect of the use of these measures on high schools seeking to imple-
ment the design. There were other goals, both quantitative and qualitative, that needed to be 
measured. And there were concerns brought by other researchers, the general public, and some 
stakeholders that were also worthy of investigation. 

The CUSP Research Design 
The leadership of the Chicago Public Schools asked the Center for Urban School Policy 

(CUSP) to develop a research proposal built on the Intermediate Investigations option. This re-
quest meant that not everything that might be done could be done. The scope of the research 
would be limited to about $600,000 per year for three years. Longer-term effects would be be-
yond the scope of the project. Similarly, not all schools could be given equal attention, if appro-
priate focus were paid to the most intrusive parts of the design. With a concern to produce find-
ings about both the process of implementation and the effect of the initiative on student out-
comes, a mixed-methods design was created that would focus on producing both quantitative 
and qualitative results. 
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Quantitative Measures 

A number of different quantitative measures were adopted. Student achievement scores 
on standardized tests formed an important criterion for initiative implementation, as noted 
above, and so became an important component of the research design. CPS has utilized the 
Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS) and its high school counterpart from Riverside Publishing, the 
Test of Achievement and Proficiency (TAP), for more than two decades. Scores on the TAP 
determined the probation status, and selection for reconstitution, for the city’s high schools. Chi-
cago schools are also subject to the state achievement tests. The state discontinued the test it had 
been using for a decade during the implementation of the high school design initiative; its re-
placement, the Illinois Standards Achievement Tests (ISAT), were initially available only in the 
elementary grades and, thus, played a smaller role as a measure of student achievement in this 
research effort. 

Another form of achievement tests was developed during the implementation of the 
high school design, affecting classroom practice and student assessments as the years passed. 
Programs of study were developed during the first year of the design’s implementation, and 
schools began to reorganize instruction around these curriculum guides starting in the second 
year of implementation. Pilot forms of the Chicago Academic Standards Exams began to be 
used in the spring of 1998, and school-level results were available to the research team and in-
corporated in its reports in 1999 and 2000. One big advantage of the CASE was that they were 
focused on the actual courses in which students were enrolled, rather than on more generalized 
assessments of reading and math ability. But these tests were imperfectly aligned with the pro-
grams of study and were somewhat inconsistent in difficulty between subjects and between 
years for the same subject. Rather than improve the quality of the CASE, CPS dropped their use 
in 2003, after only two years of public reporting. 

Enrollment choice for high school attendance has a long history in Chicago. As early as 
1991, more than half of Chicago high school students did not attend their neighborhood high 
school. Some attended magnet high schools; some attended vocational high schools that had no 
enrollment boundaries; others attended neighborhood high schools in other parts of the city. 
With the initiation of a system of sanctions on high schools with low levels of student achieve-
ment, and the subsequent public attention paid to school achievement levels, it became impor-
tant to measure changes in school enrollments, as a measure of changes in enrollment choices 
exercised by the city’s high school students. 

It was also important to measure changes in course enrollment, grade point averages 
(GPA), and passing rates, given the new graduation requirements adopted by the Reform Board of 
Trustees and the mandate that all students be enrolled in a full schedule of credit-bearing courses. 
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Finally, it was important to understand patterns of behavior and opinions of the teachers 
being asked to implement the various components of the high school design. Therefore, each 
year, surveys were distributed to and collected from teachers in high schools experiencing the 
largest interventions under the high school design. Thus, teachers in all reconstituted high 
schools, those on probation, and those just above the probation cutoff were surveyed in each of 
the three years of the study. 

Qualitative Measures 

Two different qualitative approaches were incorporated into the design of the research. 
It was deemed imperative to understand in great detail what impact reconstitution had on the 
seven high schools subject to its provisions. Therefore, ethnographies of these seven schools 
were undertaken during the first two years of the study. The ethnographies were built on exten-
sive interviewing among the leadership and general faculty and staff, observation of the class-
room of every core subject teacher (English, math, social studies, science, world language), and 
intensive interviews with each teacher about the observed classroom. 

Resources were not available to conduct ethnographies in all the high schools on proba-
tion, but it was important to understand how the high school design initiative was being imple-
mented in each of those schools. Thus, in addition to surveys of the faculties of these schools, 
qualitative visitations were made to each of the 30 or so high schools on probation. These visita-
tions entailed interviews with a wide range of school leaders and with a smaller selection of rep-
resentative teachers. These interviews focused on the implementation of the high school design 
and on general operations of the school. In the second and third years, classroom observations 
were expanded to include probation high schools, focusing on a sample of teachers from the 
core subjects in the freshman year; all observed teachers were also interviewed about the ob-
served class. 

Graduated Focus on Schools with the Greatest Intervention 

The constraint on resources implicit in the choice of the Intermediate Investigations op-
tion by CPS meant that the research design had to make strategic decisions about where to in-
vest resources. The research design that was adopted focused more resources on schools experi-
encing the largest interventions, less resources on schools with moderate interventions, and very 
few resources on schools impacted mostly by changes in graduation requirements and mandated 
reorganizations of school structures. This meant that the research design focused its resources 
into the same schools in which the greatest reform resources of the school district were focused 
under the new high school design. More human resources were devoted to the seven high 
schools experiencing reconstitution, with a half-time ethnographer assigned to each of these 
schools, because it was felt to be critical to understand what happened in these schools as a re-
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sult of the most intrusive component of the district’s high-stakes accountability measures in-
cluded in the high school design. Similarly, the next-largest investment of human resources was 
in creating a team of consultants to conduct qualitative visitations to high schools on probation. 
Each probation high school was visited once during the initial two years of the monitoring pro-
ject. For high schools not on probation — but also not close to the national norms in student 
achievement — interviews were conducted with the principal; teachers were surveyed; and pro-
gram, budget, and achievement data were analyzed. The third priority in resource allocation 
within the research design was in tracking quantitative data on student achievement, school and 
course enrollment, and use of resources. In all, about 20 persons participated on the research 
team at its highest staffing level. 

During the third year of the monitoring project, the research design was changed, in 
consultation with CPS administrators, to shift resources from the reconstituted high schools to 
focus on an additional 12 schools undergoing the district’s replacement strategy for reconstitu-
tion, called “reengineering.” Under this revised design, these 12 schools plus the reconstituted 
high schools were visited three times during the year, with two sets of classroom observations 
conducted in each of these schools in the fall and the spring. The other high schools on proba-
tion continued to receive one visit and one set of classroom observations that year. 

The strategy of the research plan was to build up to systemwide results from detailed 
reports of each school for each year. These reports followed a consistent format for all schools; 
the formats covered each of the major initiatives in the high school redesign plan. Each draft 
school report was sent to the major stakeholders in each school for their review and suggested 
amendment before being submitted as part of the annual report to the district. Because the re-
search team was committed to including, as faithfully as possible, the multiple perspectives rep-
resented by the various constituencies in each school, concerns raised by the reviewers were 
always included in the final report on each school. These concerns might be balanced by con-
trary opinions or data raised by other stakeholders or by the judgments of the research team, but 
all were presented in the final report for each school. 

The design of data collection and school visitations is presented in Table 2. 

Assessing the Results of the New High School Design 
When assessing the results of interventions in organizations, a simple four-cell cross-tab 

provides a conceptual frame. Interventions vary, generally in more complex ways than this frame 
implies, on two different scales: how well the intervention was implemented and what effect the 
intervention did have. The resulting four cells, in a simplified version of this framework, are 
shown in Table 3. Three of these boxes are easily understood and are the most likely result of new 
interventions. The best case is when the intervention is well implemented and the results hoped for 
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Table 2 

Chicago High School Monitoring Project 

Data Collection Plan 

Nonprobation High Schools Probation High Schools 
 
Schools Near 
National Norms (12) 

Schools Near Probation, 
15%-30% at Norms 
(15) 

Schools on Probation, 
Not Reconstituted 
(32) 

 
Reconstituted 
Schools (7)  

 Program budget 
analysis 
Phone interviews 

Plus school visits Ethnographic case 
studies 
(classroom change) 

   Plus school visits 

NOTE: Quantitative data collection on staff, students, budget, program for all schools; analysis of data to be 
integrated into individual school reports on each school.  

 

School Visitation Plan 

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3  
Principal Interview Key Actor Interviews Teacher Interviews  
 Probation manager 

External partner 
Schools operations  
     manager 
LSC chair 
Other administrator 

In reconstituted  
     schools (20) 
Department heads 
Small-school heads 
Affected faculty 

In nonreconstituted 
schools 

  Groups (2) Groups (2) 
  Survey of all Study of all 

 

do occur; that is considered a successful intervention. The worst case is when the intervention is 
faithfully implemented, but the hoped-for outcomes do not result; that is an unsuccessful interven-
tion. The intermediate case is when the intervention is not well implemented; advocates can then 
say the lack of result had to do with the faulty implementation, while critics can talk about why the 
intervention is difficult or impossible to implement. The fourth cell is the most anomalous. If the 
intervention is poorly implemented, it is not reasonable to think that the poor implementation 
“caused” the desired outcomes to occur. The researchers are left to try to explain what did lead to 
the desired outcomes, if it was not the intended intervention. 
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Table 3 

Conceptual Frame for Assessing an Intervention 

 
Low Implementation High Implementation 

Low Outcomes 
The intervention was not im-
plemented well, and there were 
no significant changes in out-
comes. 

The intervention was faithfully 
implemented, but the hoped-for 
outcomes did not appear. 

High Outcomes 
The intervention was not im-
plemented well, but the out-
comes desired appeared any-
way. 

The intervention was imple-
mented faithfully, and the 
hoped-for results occurred. 

 

The new Chicago high school design fell into this fourth scenario. After three years of 
attempting to change the structure of high schools and the kind of instruction that occurred in 
their classrooms, the CUSP monitoring team found that very little change had actually occurred 
in classrooms or schools. At the end of the three-year research project, the high schools looked 
and felt very much as they had during the initial visits to these schools. Freshman/Junior Acad-
emies were mostly nonexistent or were present in name only. Advisories had been transformed 
from small groups focused on helping students overcome social development issues that might 
hinder their academic participation into tutoring periods focused on improving reading and 
math scores on standardized tests. The small schools and career academy programs that were 
established had little impact on the quality of instruction in classrooms.6 A summary of major 
findings and recommendations is attached to this report as Appendix A. 

The largest investments in the new high school design were focused on the schools 
that were also affected by the system’s high-stakes accountability measures: schools that were 
on probation or reconstituted. It quickly became evident that reconstitution did not have the 
desired effect in the seven Chicago high schools where it was implemented. There was a 
fairly large turnover in faculty and staff in these high schools. Between 20 percent and 60 per-
cent of the teachers were not rehired at their previous schools; five of the seven principals 
were not retained, and central-office administrators indicated that one of the retained prin-
cipals would not have been, had there not been strong political interference in the decision.  

                                                   
6For a summary of the full report, see Hess and Cytrynbaum (2002). The report is also available on the 

CUSP Web site: See www.sesp.northwestern.edu/CUSP/ under “Research.” 
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Thus, there was a significant amount of personnel change, though not the total change of re-
constitution as practiced in San Francisco, the first major urban district to implement this strat-
egy. However, interviews with principals, both at the beginning and at the end of the year, indi-
cated that they did not think that they had significantly improved the quality of teaching in the 
school through the replacement process. Classroom observations of every core subject teacher 
in these seven schools indicated that the quality of instruction after reconstitution was quite low. 
(Because the monitoring project did not begin until after staffs had been reconstituted, the re-
search team had no framework for comparing the current performance of teachers to prior per-
formance.) Teachers’ perceptions were that the strategy had been a sham and had simply re-
sulted in “turning over the applecart,” with a needless interruption of their colleagues’ careers. 
Principals indicated that some of the problem was rooted in bad personnel decisions that they 
had made under a very constricted process, which was limited to interviewing potential rehires 
or new hires without the opportunity of viewing the candidates actually teaching. But of more 
importance, principals said, was the very limited number of high-quality teachers in the pool of 
potential hires. Indeed, it became evident that, at the end of the process, reconstituted high 
schools were hiring their colleagues’ rejects just to be able to fill all classroom positions before 
school started. Thus, reconstitution did not produce dramatically improved faculty quality, and 
it undermined whatever school morale had existed in these schools prior to reconstitution. It 
became clear that any “teacher replacement” strategy, such as reconstitution, can only be suc-
cessful if there is a large enough supply of high-quality replacement candidates. As a result of 
the monitoring team’s interim report on reconstitution — confirmed by central-office adminis-
trators working with these schools — and in the face of grievances filed by the teachers union, 
CPS abandoned the reconstitution process and began designing an alternative teacher assess-
ment and improvement process called “reengineering.” However, this plan, which was built on 
the foundation of the Toledo Peer Counseling program, was never fully implemented, and, after 
two years, it was succeeded by yet another effort, called “intervention.”7 

The next-largest investment of resources under the high school design was for external 
partners to work with faculties of schools on probation. Nine external partners were selected by 
the 39 high schools on probation, from a list of approved providers made available from the 
central office. Four of these partners served two-thirds of the schools, while the other five 
served only a few schools each. Only 13 of the schools kept the same partner for the studied 
three-year implementation period. Most schools changed partners at least once, and several 
changed partners twice or three times. Teacher resistance to the assistance of the external part-
ners was high in many schools, particularly in schools where there had not been a prior relation-
ship with the partner. Observations in more than 800 classrooms by the research team indicated 

                                                   
7For a fuller account of the effects of reconstitution, see Hess, 2003; the report can also be found on the 

CUSP Web site: See www.sesp.northwestern.edu/CUSP/ under “Research.” 
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that instruction was generally at a very shallow level and that, in half the classrooms, five or 
fewer students could be said to be fully engaged in the lesson. On the basis of classroom obser-
vations and interviews with teachers after every observation, the research team concluded that 
there were three major obstacles to improving instruction: 

• Some teachers did not know their subject matter. 

• Some teachers who knew their subject did not know how to get it across. 

• Many of the weakest teachers did not believe that their students could learn 
their subject material. 

The external partners tended to focus on the second of these obstacles and generally 
were able to get compliance of teachers in adopting peripheral pedagogical strategies, such as 
the use of “bell-ringers” to start classes, a focus on vocabulary enhancement by schoolwide use 
of a “word of the day,” and the utilization of graphic organizers to help students visualize an 
array of data or concepts. But their efforts had little impact on the depth of instruction or extend-
ing the number of students engaged in classroom lessons.8 Correspondingly, when improvement 
of student achievement was measured between students’ ninth-grade reading scores and their 
scores in tenth or eleventh grade, most external partners averaged about one more student read-
ing at the national norms than had done so in ninth grade for each school for each year. This 
was very minimal improvement in the primary measure of student achievement in use in the 
district. The CUSP research team felt that this very limited impact on student achievement re-
flected teacher resistance to the external partners and the partners’ neglect of the third obstacle, 
teachers’ beliefs about their students’ abilities. 

There was little evidence available to the research team that any significant changes had 
occurred in Chicago’s high schools except on two of the ten primary components of the new 
high school design. The raised high school graduation requirements — together with the man-
date that all students be programmed for a full academic, credit-bearing load — did result in 
students taking more academic courses, particularly more math and science courses. Thus, on 
most aspects of the new high school design, implementation should fairly be assessed as very 
low. Given low implementation of the intervention, most observers would expect (especially 
given the intransigence of student achievement levels nationally) that there would be little im-
provement in student achievement in Chicago’s high schools. 

However, that was not the case. Student achievement went up on many measures be-
tween 1996, the year before the policy began to be implemented, and 2000, the final year of the 

                                                   
8CUSP chose to use the metaphor of “depth of instruction”; others have chosen the metaphor of “higher-

order thinking skills.” The concepts are similar. 
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study. Student achievement on standardized reading and math tests — the district’s primary in-
dicator of student achievement — improved both across the system and in the schools on proba-
tion. As noted above, students were taking more core subject courses and more advanced math 
and science courses, and their average GPAs were improving. Student attendance was improv-
ing marginally. Although these improvements in student outcomes did not happen in every 
school and many schools saw improvement in one year followed by deterioration in the next, 
most schools were seeing their reported achievement scores rising. However, as the research 
team reported to CEO Vallas at one point: “The good news is that student achievement in high 
schools is up. The bad news is that the high schools are not to blame for it!” 

Indeed, principals, administrators, external partners, and lead teachers were quick to 
claim credit for student achievement improvement, even when the research team could find no 
evidence of the improvements that they claimed were responsible for student learning gains. 
This left the research team in a quandary: What did account for higher student achievement, if it 
was not the result of changes in school structure or classroom instruction as envisioned in the 
new high school design? 

A careful analysis of the prior achievement records of the city’s 100,000 annually en-
rolled high school students showed a pattern that did make sense of the improved achievement 
despite no significant changes in the city’s high schools. By tracking the prior achievement of 
cohorts of students, the team was able to demonstrate that successive cohorts of entering fresh-
men left eighth grade performing at higher and higher levels. This was in part because the aver-
age achievement scores of eighth-graders were improving, and in part it reflected the effects of 
the system’s elementary school promotion gates policy, which kept some of the poorest-
performing elementary school students from entering high school at all or kept them out of the 
pool of students whose test scores counted under the system’s accountability system. When 
these higher-performing successive cohorts of students were tested in ninth grade and again in 
either tenth or eleventh grade, they naturally scored at higher levels of these tests than had their 
predecessors. To the extent that the standardized tests also reflected that entering ninth-graders 
were better prepared for high school, better GPAs in more difficult courses were also under-
standable. In short, higher high school achievement was apparently resulting from improved 
achievement in the city’s elementary schools, not the result of improvements in the city’s 20 
high schools. 

The Continuing Challenge 
Improving urban high schools continues to be a formidable challenge in the United 

States. While there are isolated success stories, the history of restructuring existing urban high 
schools continues to be primarily a story of failure. Bright spots are more frequently found 
among newly created schools, but much of that evidence is idiosyncratic. There is little evi-
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dence yet of reforms going to scale and encompassing most of the high school students in urban 
school districts. 

As the CUSP research team considered the next steps toward high school reform in Chi-
cago, it focused on three efforts. The first was to encourage a stronger effort to actually implement 
the structural reorganizing that made up the enhancing personalism part of the design: junior 
academies, advisories, small schools, and career academies. The team recognized that there were 
low levels of teacher “buy-in” relative to these restructuring efforts that had to be better under-
stood and seriously considered before renewed efforts would be likely to be successful. But the 
team felt that these aspects of the design still merited stronger implementation efforts. 

The second challenge involved the effort to improve classroom instruction. It was evi-
dent from three years of classroom observation that there was lots of room for instructional im-
provement in the high schools of Chicago. But if professional development efforts were limited 
to improving teachers’ knowledge of their subject matter and improving their pedagogical skills 
and repertoire, the prospects for success were likely to be far below what was necessary. This is 
not to say that efforts directed at content and pedagogical knowledge and skill improvement are 
not important and valuable; the team believed that they were. But such efforts would not be suf-
ficient, in Chicago. The deeper issue that must be addressed is the beliefs of teachers about the 
ability of their students. During the three years under study, higher proportions of teachers each 
year (growing from 63 percent to 70 percent) said that their students were unprepared to tackle 
the subjects the teacher was teaching! This declining confidence of teachers about their stu-
dents’ ability occurred at the same time that the entering achievement levels of freshmen were 
constantly improving. 

The research team came to understand that many Chicago teachers had 15 or 20 years’ 
experience of students not performing well academically. Teachers had developed mechanisms 
to cope with that career-long disappointment. Some teachers focused on the students who did 
seem prepared and who were eager to do assignments and to participate in class. These teachers 
were rewarded with individual success stories of students who performed well in high school 
and went on to further success in higher education or employment, while the majority of their 
students continued to flounder. Other teachers simply blamed the elementary schools, or the 
families of their students, or the persistent poverty that characterized the communities from 
which their students come. These teachers’ beliefs about their students were rooted in years of 
experience; these beliefs would not be changed by admonitions to teachers to “raise their expec-
tations” or by diatribes about the racism or classism that their beliefs reflected. 

But the research team was also mindful that a third of the teachers who were observed 
did teach students to think deeply, and a quarter were capable of engaging most of the students 
in their classes. There are good urban high school teachers in the city’s probation high schools. 
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But, as presently located, these teachers do not constitute a critical mass that can change the 
faculty culture of high schools to expect that all teachers can have similar success with their stu-
dents. The result is that there are no powerful models of successful urban high schools in Chi-
cago.9 It might behoove the city to undertake to aggregate enough of these successful urban 
teachers in one high school to develop such a model in a typical urban neighborhood with a 
typical inner-city enrollment of students. 

The third concern of the research team was with the narrowing of improvement efforts 
that had resulted from using standardized reading and math tests as the primary measure of a 
school’s student achievement. By focusing attention for accountability primarily on reading, 
external partners shifted their focus to follow suit, frequently while bemoaning the abandon-
ment of broader efforts through which they had qualified to be on the approved list. The focus 
on reading also meant teachers of science, social studies, languages, and other subjects felt that 
they were not responsible for their school’s achievement levels and were largely exempt from 
the need to improve the level of instruction. English and math teachers in schools with rising 
achievement scores on standardized tests felt that these results vindicated their current practices, 
and thus they became less open to efforts to improve pedagogy. Meanwhile, students’ scores on 
the CASE — the district’s subject specific semester exams — were abysmal in all subjects ex-
cept English I and II. While there were serious problems with the consistency and rigor of the 
CASE, the CUSP team recommended moving away from standardized reading and math tests 
and toward greater utilization of the subject-specific exams in the district’s accountability pro-
gram, in order to broaden the effort to improve pedagogy in the city’s lowest-achieving schools. 
The team also recommended a thorough review and revision of the CASE by testing experts. 

Other Research on Chicago’s High Schools 
While the CUSP monitoring study was the largest research effort focused on Chicago’s 

high schools, there were other significant projects also under taken during the late 1990s. In 
March 2001, the Consortium on Chicago School Research sponsored a forum on Research in 
Chicago’s High Schools, which became the occasion for the public release of CUSP’s final re-
port. The papers presented at that conference were collected into a volume published in 2002.10 

While many of these studies were small-scale qualitative studies, consortium staffers Shazia 

                                                   
9At the elementary school level, Chicago has developed a number of schools that serve exclusively low-

income and minority students whose achievement matches that of students across the country. These schools 
stand as existence proof in the city that low-income students can learn at levels commensurate with their peers 
nationally. 

10Lee, 2002. 
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Miller and Elaine Allensworth presented data on high school student performance between 
1993 and 2000 that complemented the CUSP study.11 

Miller and Allensworth’s highly statistical study confirmed the rising scores of entering 
freshmen, which had also been reported in the CUSP study. Their data show a small rise in the 
graduation rate, from 51.0 percent to 53.6 percent of students who had been in the system as 13-
year-olds (end of seventh grade for most students), and a corresponding decline in dropout rates, 
most of which was attributed to the improved achievement levels of entering students. They 
reported that more students were remaining on-track for graduation after four years than had 
been previously been the case and that more students were passing the college-track courses. 
They confirmed data from the CUSP study that more students were attempting and passing 
credit-bearing courses. Specifically, more students were taking and passing the Algebra I–
Geometry sequence. They further contended that student reading and math scores on the TAP 
were rising even more than what might be accounted for by the improvement of prior achieve-
ment by entering freshmen. They noted the sharp decline in students reading in the bottom quar-
tile among students entering high school after the establishment of the eighth-grade promotion 
gate for the 1996-97 school year. 

A bibliography of research on Chicago schooling is attached to this report as Appendix B.  
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Summary of Major Findings 

Overarching Finding 
High school students are scoring higher on standardized tests than were their predeces-
sors, but that is not because schools have dramatically changed what they are doing with 
their students.  

The good news is that academic achievement in the city’s high schools has improved 
significantly since the baseline year of 1996. The proportion of students reading at or above the 
national norms has risen from 20.5 percent in 1996 to 35.3 percent in 2000. Correspondingly, 
the proportion doing math at the norm has risen from 21.7 percent in 1996 to 45.0 percent in 
2000. Thus, more than a third of Chicago’s high school students read at the national norm, and 
almost half do math at that level. However, the data included in this report indicate that, despite 
the hard work of many, little significant change has happened in the city’s lower-performing 
high schools. Advisories were held weekly in most probationary high schools, but their content 
was diluted. Junior Academies were fully implemented in only seven of these high schools. 
Small schools were in place in four of them, and career academies were in 12. Virtually all the 
improvement in test scores reflects changes in preparedness of students entering the city’s high 
schools. There is little reason to think that students’ social development has been significantly 
improved since 1997 either. 

Lessons from Implementing the Design for High Schools 
1. The context of high school education has been changed. The focus has shifted from 

warehousing and managing the behavior of kids to a focus on student learning.  

• There is a new focus on the academic performance of high schools and their 
students. 

• Accountability has helped to give weight to efforts in individual high schools 
on probation to instill higher curriculum standards. 

• Teacher interdependence has been fostered, and teachers’ practice has be-
come more public. 

2. The focus on improving Chicago’s lowest-performing high schools, along with a 
concentration of resources to support those schools, has been a grand effort to en-
hance social mobility.  
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• Schools enrolling predominantly low-income and minority students have 
been held to the same standards as those with more advantaged students. 

• Additional resources were focused into the schools serving the least advan-
taged students. 

3. Students have been asked to work harder and to invest much more in their own 
education. School staffs have also been asked to work harder. 

• Students are required to take credit-bearing courses, and they face expanded 
testing of their achievement (five-week exams, the CASE, and standardized 
tests). 

• More significant, however, than the efforts in high schools to ask students to 
work harder has been the prior efforts in elementary schools to require better 
performance to gain entrance to high school. 

• Teachers and principals have additional responsibilities, coordinate more, 
and work longer hours. 

4. Outsiders have been engaged to assist in the effort to improve Chicago’s lowest-
performing high schools.  

• The use of probation managers and external partners to assist schools re-
verses the traditional posture of excluding outside influences. 

• Schools served by external partners have added to the number of students 
reading at the norms between ninth grade and subsequent tests. 

• Teachers appreciated the help of external partners but thought that they con-
tributed little to improvement in test scores; they thought that teachers had 
contributed most. 

5. The Design for High Schools envisioned a significant effort to change teacher be-
haviors, both pedagogically and in their relationships with their students. How-
ever, as large as the effort was (with costs of approximately $100,000 per high 
school per year), it did not prove to be intensive enough. 

• Most teachers (58.3 percent) taught very shallowly in 2000; 48 percent nar-
rowed instruction to five or fewer students. 

• Appropriate levels of content were taught in two-thirds (68 percent) of ob-
served classrooms. CUSP staff observed three major problems in the sys-
tem’s weaker high school teachers. 
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• Some of these teachers did not know their subject matter very well. 

• Some of these teachers did not know how to get their subject matter 
across to their students. 

• A third group of teachers, which might include some from the first two 
groups, did not believe that their students were capable of learning the 
material and skills included in the Chicago Academic Standards. 

• Despite rising test scores of entering freshmen, teachers claimed that student 
preparation was deteriorating. More teachers reported low morale in their 
school than in 1998. 

• Regardless of the appropriateness of teachers’ responses, a demoralized 
teacher workforce is a major challenge to further efforts to improve Chi-
cago’s high schools. 

6. The realignment of Special Education instruction, following the settlement of the 
Corey H. litigation, has resulted in the intersection of two different reforms that 
has made both more difficult to achieve. 

• The number of Special Education students in Chicago high schools has in-
creased by 2,381 — a 20.7 percent increase between 1996 and 2000. 

• There were many more Special Education students mainstreamed in regular 
education classrooms as a result of the Corey H. settlement. 

• Special Education students were disproportionately enrolled in the city’s 
lowest-performing schools. 

• Many teachers confronted classrooms in which between a quarter and a third 
of their students were Special Education students; the teachers were not up to 
the challenge of both improving their quality of instruction and learning how 
to differentiate instruction to meet a wide range of student preparation in the 
same classroom. 

7. The focus on reading — while necessary to enforce accountability and to change 
the context of valuing student learning — has proved ineffective and is diverting 
attention from the substance of the core curriculum.  

• The focus on reading has had only minimal effect on increasing the number 
of better-performing readers, once students enter high school. These efforts 
account for only a minuscule part of the improvement in achievement scores. 
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• The focus on reading has diverted time and energy away from the prescribed 
curricula of core courses at exactly the same time that programs of study and 
the Chicago Academic Standards Exams have been established with very 
broad content coverage requirements. 

• An unanticipated effect of rising reading and math scores in high schools has 
been an undermining of teachers’ perceptions of the need for change. 

• In the absence of substantial evidence of the effectiveness of the reading 
strategy and with the development of more objective measures of subject-
specific learning, it is now time to shift the focus of accountability onto the 
CASE and away from the TAP and the forthcoming Prairie State exams. 

• A major component in teacher dissatisfaction with the CASE and with 
the underlying programs of study relates to the tremendous breadth of 
material potentially encompassed by each of these exams. 

• This “breadth over depth” focus of the CASE reinforces the shallowness 
of instruction that has been highlighted as characterizing the majority of 
classrooms described in this report. 

Recommendations 
1. Focus more attention on restructuring to enhance personalism. 

A rededication to building advisories and Junior Academies, and to supporting small 
schools and career clusters within career academies, is needed. 

2. Intensify efforts at teacher development. 

The current efforts are not intense enough to change teachers’ beliefs. Potential models 
include the Schenley Training Center approach pioneered in Pittsburgh in the 1980s and 
the Lead Teacher model being implemented in Manley High School. 

3. Shift the focus of accountability back to assessing learning in the core subjects. 

Shift away from using standardized tests of reading to the CASE in core subjects. This 
will require attention to the year-to-year reliability of the CASE and to shifting their em-
phasis from breadth of coverage to depth of understanding, with a comparable shift in the 
programs of study. Additional assessment arenas might be graduation rates and passing 
rates, as long as the CASE provide common, objective measures among schools. 



 



 

 

 

 

 
Appendix B 

Bibliography on Chicago School Reform



 -86-

NOTE: An asterisk (*) denotes a high school focus. 
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Hess, G. Alfred, Jr. 1994. “The Changing Role of Teachers: Moving from Interested Spectators to 
Engaged Planners.” Education and Urban Society 26, 3 (May): 248-263. 

Hess, G. Alfred, Jr. 1994. “Chicago School Reform: A Response to Unmet Needs of Students at Risk.” 
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Colloquium Agenda 

Thursday, January 22, 2004 

Welcome and Introductions 
Robert Ivry 
Senior Vice President for Development and External Affairs, MDRC 

Goals in Supporting Annual Research Conferences 

David Ferrero 
Director of Evaluation and Policy Research, Education Programs, 

 Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 

Words from the Co-Conveners 

Naomi Housman 
Coordinator, National High School Alliance 
Shirley Schwartz 
Director of Special Projects, Council of the Great City Schools 

Importance of Rigorous Research 

Phoebe Cottingham 
Commissioner, National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance,  

 Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education 

SESSION I: How Far Have We Come and Where Are We Headed? 

A Historical Perspective. Focus: Issues, both academic and structural, which have been his-
torically significant drivers shaping past and current high school reform initiatives. 

Speaker:  Larry Cuban, Professor Emeritus of Education, Stanford University 
Discussant:  Charles Payne, Sally Dalton Robinson Professor of African-American  
  Studies, History, and Sociology, Duke University 
Facilitator:  James Kemple, Senior Fellow, Department of Education, 

Children, and Youth, MDRC 
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Federal, State, and Local Perspectives. Focus: Given the range of stakeholders in high school 
reform, key concerns that are shaping the perspectives of both policymakers and practitioners at 
the local, state, and national levels. 

Panelists: Hans Meeder, Deputy Assistant Secretary, Office of Vocational and Adult  
  Education, U.S. Department of Education 
 Judy Bray, Consultant, State Education Analyst 
 Shirley Schwartz, Director of Special Projects, Council of the 
  Great City Schools 

Facilitator: Monica Martinez, Founder, National High School Alliance; 
  Director, Network for the Advancement of Secondary Education  

Friday, January 23, 2004 

SESSION II: The Role of Research 

Is There Any Solid Evidence of Positive Effects for Students? Focus: What do we really 
know about the effects of high school reform initiatives — and how do we know what we 
know? 

Presenter: David Stern, Professor of Education, University of California at Berkeley 
Discussant: Richard Murnane, Juliana W. and William Foss Thompson Professor 
  of Education and Society, Harvard University Graduate School 
  of Education 
Facilitator: Marsha Silverberg, Economist, National Center for Education Evaluation 

  and Regional Assistance, Institute for Education Sciences, 
  U.S. Department of Education 

Using Effect Size to Judge Success: How Big Is Big Enough? Focus: Effect size is becoming 
a metric more frequently used to determine outcomes in education research studies. This discus-
sion addresses some of the advantages and challenges of applying this methodology to high 
school reform initiatives. 

Co-Presenters: Howard Bloom, Chief Social Scientist, MDRC 
  Mark Lipsey, Director, Center for Evaluation Research and Methodology, 
    Vanderbilt Institute for Public Policy Studies, Vanderbilt University 

Facilitator:  James Kemple, MDRC 
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SESSION III: Studying Approaches to High School Reform 

Case Studies. Focus: Using a “case study” approach, panelists will discuss research methodol-
ogy strengths and challenges in researching several types of high school reform initiatives — 
including school-level interventions, school design principles, and district-level policy levers for 
change. In addition, a panel of district superintendents will discuss “research questions” that 
matter to administrators accountable for high school improvement in urban districts. 

Presenter: Fred Doolittle, Vice President, Department of Education, Children, 
  and Youth, MDRC 

Case Study A: School-Level Models 

Career Academies: James Kemple, MDRC  
Talent Development High Schools: Corinne Herlihy, Research Associate, Education, 

  Children, and Youth Department, MDRC 

Case Study B: School Design Principles 

Gates Schools Initiative: Barbara Means, Director, Center for Technology in  
 Learning, Co-Principal Investigator, SRI International  
David Rhodes, Senior Research Analyst, American Institutes for Research 

Facilitator: C. Kent McGuire, Dean, College of Education, Temple University 

What Research Questions Matter to Superintendents? 

Panelists: Anthony Amato, Superintendent, New Orleans Public Schools 
 Bernard Taylor, Superintendent, Kansas City, Missouri, School District 

Facilitator:  Janet Quint, Research Manager, First Things First Evaluation; 
  Senior Associate, Department of Education, Children, and Youth, MDRC 

Case Study C: A District Strategy for High School Reform 

Presenter: G. Alfred Hess, Research Professor of Education and Social Policy, 
  Northwestern University, Center for Urban School Policy 

Discussant: George Bohrnstedt, Senior Vice President for Research, 
  American Institutes for Research 

Facilitator: C. Kent McGuire, Temple University 
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Reflections on the Colloquium 

Key Themes: Glee Holton, Director of Development, MDRC 
Panelists:   Phoebe Cottingham, Institute of Education Sciences 

  David Ferrero, Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 
  Steve Fleischman, Principal Research Scientist, American Institutes 
   for Research 

Facilitator:  Fred Doolittle, MDRC 

Closing Remarks 
Robert Ivry, MDRC 
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Presenters and Panelists 

Anthony Amato is Superintendent of New Orleans Public Schools. Previously, he served as 
Superintendent of Hartford Public Schools, where he implemented a reorganization of the 
school district and instituted a series of programs and curriculum reforms aimed at bringing sta-
bility and academic excellence to Connecticut’s largest school district. Prior to his work in Hart-
ford, Amato spent 12 years as Superintendent of New York City School District 6, which he 
helped raise from being the city’s lowest-performing district to being rated fifteenth out of 32 
districts citywide.  

Dr. Howard Bloom is Chief Social Scientist for MDRC, where he leads the development of 
experimental and quasi-experimental methods for estimating program impacts and also works 
closely with MDRC staff to build these methods into research designs. Prior to joining MDRC, 
he taught research methods, program evaluation, and applied statistics for 21 years at Harvard 
University and at New York University. 

Dr. George W. Bohrnstedt is Senior Vice President for Research at the American Institutes for 
Research (AIR), where he is involved in the development of new programs of research, espe-
cially in the area of education. He also leads AIR’s Council of Chief Scientists in the develop-
ment of new applied methodological and statistical tools. Bohrnstedt has a deep interest in is-
sues of education research and policy at the K-12 level. He currently chairs the National As-
sessment of Educational Progress Validity Studies Panel at the National Center for Education 
Statistics. Formerly, he was the principal investigator of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation-
funded evaluation of an initiative to create small, personalized high schools and was the Co-
Principal Investigator of the evaluation of California’s K-3 Class Size Reduction Program. 

Judy Bray is a state education analyst with a national focus. With more than two decades of 
experience in the state policy arena, she helps state leaders cut through the intricacies of educa-
tion policy and practice. Bray writes on topics ranging from accountability to service learning, 
presents policy analysis in a wide array of settings, and facilitates state work groups who wish 
to take action. Her consulting practice supports educators and policy leaders working together to 
analyze, initiate, and sustain system reform efforts. 

Dr. Phoebe Cottingham is Commissioner of the National Center for Education Evaluation and 
Regional Assistance at the U.S. Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences 
(IES). Before joining IES, Cottingham was the senior program officer for domestic public pol-
icy at the Smith Richardson Foundation, where she developed priorities and strategies to fund 
innovative projects on school reform and early childhood education. Previously, Cottingham 
served as Associate Director of The Rockefeller Foundation’s Equal Opportunity Program, 
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where she oversaw projects dealing with minority single parenting, community-based employ-
ment programs, and child care policy. 

Dr. Larry Cuban is Professor Emeritus of Education at Stanford University. He taught social 
studies for fourteen years in inner-city high schools and worked for seven years as a district su-
perintendent. Cuban also worked directly with Bay Area teachers and administrators as a spon-
sor of a social studies alumni group of the Stanford Teacher Education Program (STEP). 
Trained as a historian, Cuban has written extensively about the history of school reform, leader-
ship, teaching, and the uses of technology in schools. 

Dr. Fred Doolittle is Vice President of MDRC’s Department of Education, Children, and 
Youth, which specializes in studies of programs for economically disadvantaged youth. He is 
currently directing MDRC’s evaluation of the Scaling Up First Things First Initiative and is the 
Research Director for the National Evaluation of Project Graduation Really Achieves Dreams 
(Project GRAD). Doolittle is also overseeing a multiyear demonstration and evaluation of read-
ing and math curricula in after-school programs throughout the country for the U.S. Department 
of Education. 

Dr. David Ferrero has worked as a journalist, high school teacher, policy researcher, educa-
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Steve Fleischman is Principal Research Scientist at the American Institutes for Research, 
where he specializes in the identification and successful implementation of effective education 
programs and practices. With nearly 20 years of education experience, Fleischman has served 
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tors’ Guide to Schoolwide Reform,” “Guidelines for Ensuring the Quality of National Design-
Based Assistance Providers,” and “Standards for Web-Based Education Products and Services.”  
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Desegregation Case. She is currently Director of the Project GRAD national evaluation. 

Naomi Housman is Coordinator for the National High School Alliance, based at the Institute 
for Educational Leadership in Washington, DC. She has focused her career on serving public 
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education. In her current role, Housman helps to mobilize the resources, knowledge, and capac-
ity of the partner organizations to work collectively in shaping policy, research, practice, and 
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Dr. James J. Kemple is Senior Fellow in MDRC’s Department of Education, Children, and 
Youth, also serving as a senior advisor and policy analyst for the department. He has served as 
principal investigator and research director on a variety of MDRC’s education, employment and 
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University. He received a doctorate in psychology from Johns Hopkins University, following a 
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was Senior Vice President of MDRC, where his responsibilities included leadership of the De-
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Hans Meeder is Deputy Assistant Secretary of the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of 
Vocational and Adult Education, where he is responsible for directing research and dissemina-
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Dr. Richard Murnane is Juliana W. and William Foss Thompson Professor of Education and 
Society at Harvard University’s Graduate School of Education, where he focuses his research 
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Payne serves on MDRC’s Board of Directors. 

Dr. Janet Quint is Senior Research Associate at MDRC, where she currently is the Research 
Manager for the Scaling Up First Things First evaluation and lead author of the project’s two 
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About MDRC 

MDRC is a nonprofit, nonpartisan social policy research organization. We are 
dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. 
Through our research and the active communication of our findings, we seek to 
enhance the effectiveness of social policies and programs. MDRC was founded in 
1974 and is located in New York City and Oakland, California. 

MDRC’s current projects focus on welfare and economic security, education, and 
employment and community initiatives. Complementing our evaluations of a wide 
range of welfare reforms are new studies of supports for the working poor and 
emerging analyses of how programs affect children’s development and their 
families’ well-being. In the field of education, we are testing reforms aimed at 
improving the performance of public schools, especially in urban areas. Finally, our 
community projects are using innovative approaches to increase employment in 
low-income neighborhoods.  

Our projects are a mix of demonstrations ― field tests of promising program 
models ― and evaluations of government and community initiatives, and we 
employ a wide range of methods to determine a program’s effects, including large-
scale studies, surveys, case studies, and ethnographies of individuals and families. 
We share the findings and lessons from our work ― including best practices for 
program operators ― with a broad audience within the policy and practitioner 
community, as well as the general public and the media. 

Over the past quarter century, MDRC has worked in almost every state, all of the 
nation’s largest cities, and Canada. We conduct our projects in partnership with 
state and local governments, the federal government, public school systems, 
community organizations, and numerous private philanthropies. 
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