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MAKING SCHOOLS WORK: TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

 

MAKING SCHOOLS WORK is a two-hour program that profiles several different approaches to individual 
school reform at the elementary, middle and high school levels and in different regions of the country, as well as 
district-wide reforms in three major U.S. cities. All are examples of effective school reform with proven academic 
gains, at scale and over several years. It was originally shown on PBS nationwide on Oct. 5, 2005. The following 
reform strategies are featured in the program: 

• Hour One – Four individual school reform programs with excellent results and diversity of approach: 
Success for All; Comer School Development Program; KIPP (Knowledge is Power Program); and High 
Schools That Work.  

• Hour Two – Three examples of district-wide reform: former District 2 in New York City, now a part of the 
much larger citywide school district; Charlotte-Mecklenburg; and San Diego. 

Hour One 
 
Success for All 
Success for All, a highly prescriptive instructional model that builds reading skills through rapid-fire drill and 
frequent testing, is rated one of the most effective elementary reforms, especially for troubled inner city schools. 
Developed in 1987, Success for All, is currently in 1,300 schools in 47 states.  It requires 80% faculty buy-in, 
rigorous follow-up, and a full-time facilitator for each school. “We’re focused on teaching – and we’re relentless,” 
declares program founder Robert Slavin.   
 
Success for All has rescued many a school with low test scores, such as Centennial Elementary School north of 
Seattle, which serves a highly mobile, high-immigrant population. With poor academic results, Centennial turned to 
Success for All. Initially, teachers were resistant to the brisk, prescriptive instructional pace. Some found the 
curriculum stifling. But standards and test scores rose, winning over skeptics. Teachers now like the demanding 
rhythm and the school is hitting its stride with much improved performance. The model was adopted throughout 
Mount Vernon, Washington and all elementary schools show improvement. 
 
Comer School Development Program 
Faced with wrenching poverty, drugs, and gang violence, Chicago public schools often focus more on survival than 
on academics. But one bright spot has been the Comer Process, created by Yale University child psychologist Dr. 
James Comer in 1968. The Comer Process, commonly referred to as the School Development Program, has been 
used since 1968 by more than 1,150 schools nationwide.  There are currently 300 schools across the country 
participating actively in the Comer network.  Unlike models that take a formula approach, Comer emphasizes a 
holistic strategy, linking a child’s academic growth with his/her social and moral development. To revitalize 
education, Comer seeks to re-engage parents and teachers in consensus decisions on school strategies, rather than 
letting principals dominate decision-making.  
 
In Chicago, Jordan Community School Principal Maurice Harvey says the Comer Process helped overcome gangs 
and get the school focused on learning. Rhonda Jones, a parent, credits Comer's program not only with lifting the 
academic achievement of her children, but with turning her life around.  A former drug addict, she stopped her abuse 
and took a lead in organizing parental involvement in the school – a key component of the Comer process that 
scholars say contributes significantly to children’s success in the classroom.  
 
KIPP (Knowledge is Power Program) 
The KIPP model is distinctive for targeting middle schools – the tough “dumping ground” of public education, 
which often gets left with mediocre and inexperienced teachers as well as ill-defined curriculums and inadequate 
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resources. But in 1994, two young former “Teach for America” recruits, Michael Feinberg and David Levin, 
developed KIPP – the Knowledge is Power Program – at a charter school in Houston. Their strategy: hold all 
students to high academic standards. No exceptions, no excuses, no shortcuts. KIPP requires a longer school day, 
Saturday and early summer classes, committed parents and round-the-clock teacher availability. Feinberg estimates 
that KIPP students spend 67% more time in school than the normal school year.  
 
KIPP's 3D Academy, a middle school in Houston with roughly 80% Latino and 20% African-American students, 
mostly on free and reduced lunch, is demolishing stereotypes. In 2003, 93% of its 6th graders passed the state 
reading test and 97% passed math.  Many of them come from families that work two or three minimum-wage jobs. 
"They will be the first [in their families] to graduate high school and go on to college," says Diana Soliz, Assistant 
Principal.  Reaching over 6,000 students, there are now 38 KIPP middle schools in 17 states and the system is 
adding 10 new high schools to carry forward its own middle-school graduates. 
 
High Schools That Work  
Education reformer, Gene Bottoms, doesn’t mince words, “High schools still suffer from being locked in a system 
geared for 30 years ago. It’s inadequate for the 21st century.” A former vocational education teacher, Bottoms saw 
tracking that segregated college-bound from work-bound students, leaving one group with a weak curriculum and 
the other, lacking a rounded education. High Schools That Work aims to raise student achievement, reduce dropout 
and retention rates, and boost graduation rates by setting rigorous standards and work-based learning for all. It is 
now used by more than 1,000 schools in 31 states.  
 
At Corbin High School in Kentucky's Appalachian region, students like Wanda Kinsey now dream of college even 
though her parents never went beyond middle school.  Wanda, like many ninth-graders, was having a terrible 
struggle adjusting to high school and falling behind in her academics. But she was rescued by Corbin High School’s 
Freshman Academy, a special team effort focused on preventing dropouts developed by High Schools That Work. 
She and her peers now look at how their schooling can help them in life.  She takes a regular course load and also 
has the opportunity for practical hands-on experience working in a greenhouse, school bank, radio station and other 
enterprises.  The program also pushes the college-bound to get practical work skills. Kentucky school officials 
report more kids graduating, setting higher sights, and signing up for college. Says Bottoms, “We build hope and 
change low expectations.” 
 
Hour Two 
 
New York City District 2  
PS 126 epitomized what critics call a hopeless public school – abysmal academic performance, poor leadership, 
burned-out teachers. In 1998, only 20% of its 500 pre-K–8 students could read at grade level. Discipline was a 
nightmare. A decade later, more than half the students could read at grade level and discipline problems were rare.  
What powered this turn-around was the single-minded focus of former district superintendent Anthony Alvarado on 
radically improving the quality of instruction throughout District 2, one of 32 districts within New York City.   
 
Alvarado, nationally recognized as a pioneer in pushing district-wide reform, held principals accountable as 
instructional leaders, not building managers. He cut central staff and invested in teacher training. He sent literacy 
experts and mentors to coach teachers in class. When old-timers balked, Alvarado told principals to move them out; 
when principals didn’t deliver, he fired 20 of them. Surprisingly, his passion for excellence won the support of the 
teachers union.  
 
Though half the district's 22,000 students lived in poverty and 20% were immigrants, by the time Alvarado left in 
1998, 73% percent of the students were reading at or above grade level, up from 56% a decade earlier; in math, 82% 
were at or above grade level, up from 66% in 1988.  
 
While his successors maintained his momentum, District 2 has since dissolved and become part of the massive 
citywide school system under Joel Klein with 1.2 million students in 1,356 schools. As Klein pushes reform 
throughout the city, he has borrowed heavily from Alvarado’s strategies and has promoted several of Alvarado’s 
former principals to serve as instructional superintendents for a number of the city’s ten new regions. His deputy 
chancellor is also a graduate of Alvarado’s District 2 reforms. 
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Charlotte-Mecklenburg 
After eight years of district-wide reform, Charlotte-Mecklenburg shot to the top of major urban school districts on 
NAEP tests in early 2004. Charlotte is a district with a near-balance of white and minority students distributed 
among urban and suburban schools in a unified district. On NAEP tests, each ethnic group outperformed its peers in 
nine other major urban school districts in reading and math. Moreover, from 1995 to 2001, the number of African 
American students in Charlotte schools reading on grade level more than doubled from 35% to 70%.   
 
Charlotte, with over 121,000 children in 148 schools, is the story of a successful district-wide reform driven by Eric 
Smith, a determined and demanding superintendent who emphasized meeting state standards and equity among 
urban and suburban schools.  It is a story of a district leadership driving reform throughout the system, and using 
pacing guides, frequent testing, and constant monitoring of progress or failure at the student level, classroom level, 
school level and district level, to push for constant improvement.  
 
Eric Smith and his staff set high expectations for all students and then promoted Equity-plus, a concept that ensured 
low-performing inner city schools were given sufficient resources to lift their students to district-wide levels of 
achievement. Charlotte-Mecklenburg under Smith adopted a district-wide curriculum, incentives for school staff, 
and a stiff accountability system. What is especially significant is that Charlotte has maintained educational 
momentum after Eric Smith’s left the district in 2002. The new team, headed by his former deputy superintendent, 
James Pughsley, pursued the original goals, maintaining continuity and momentum in the reform effort. Three years 
later with Pughsley’s departure, another district insider has stepped into the superintendent’s role. 
 
San Diego  
The supreme test for district-wide reform is replication in a new setting. Anthony Alvarado faced that challenge in 
1998 when invited to San Diego’s sprawling 200-school, 140,000-student district, near the Mexican border. School 
Superintendent Alan Bersin hired Alvarado as Academic Chancellor. With improved teaching as their first priority, 
they reallocated $65 million a year to finance better training and mentoring for teachers and principals, established 
three-hour teaching blocks for literacy, and created a leadership academy to train new principals in the Alvarado 
method.  
 
The Bersin-Alvarado team moved boldly though it was only narrowly supported by a 3-2 majority in the local 
school board, and the board was an arena for constant argument over reform. Bersin’s decision to publicly fire 13 
principals at the end of their first year caused an explosion of protest because it was so publicly done (unlike 
Alvarado’s quiet dismissals in New York).  
 
By 2001, student scores showed improvement on state tests, but Bersin and Alvarado had become embroiled in a 
running conflict with the teachers union, the San Diego Education Association, which vigorously resisted the 
reforms. As many as 15% of the city’s teachers openly protested what they called the top-down Bersin-Alvarado 
reform. In New York, Alvarado had developed his reform strategies gradually, working with the teachers union (an 
affiliate of the American Federation of Teachers). In San Diego, his reform blueprint was already well formed and 
Bersin pushed the plan ahead rapidly. Yet Bersin and Alvarado lacked the kind of personal relationships with union 
leaders that Alvarado had developed over 30 years in New York. The reform effort in San Diego was hampered by a 
running battle between Bersin-Alvarado and union leaders over such issues as who would control policy, who would 
pick peer coaches to train teachers, and whether to hire outside consultants to run staff development for teachers.   
 
By 2002, Alvarado felt reform was being so watered down and he had become a lightning rod of union discontent 
that he quit. For three more years, Bersin tried to keep the reform on track, but in 2005 he was forced out after a 
school board election overturned the pro-reform majority. In spite of the resistance, San Diego showed significant 
gains in elementary student performance, especially in reading, and some gains at the middle school level. However, 
it showed no improvement among high school students.  
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WHY REFORM 
by Hedrick Smith 

 

In 1983, a blistering report called A Nation At Risk told America that our school systems were failing most of our 
children. The shock of that wake-up call fired public concern, and for more than two decades this nation has been on 
a quest for better schools for all of our children. 

Four presidents from Ronald Reagan through George W. Bush have declared education a high priority, driven by the 
ever-rising demands of a high tech economy, by global competition and by the poor showing of American students 
on international tests. 

Initially, the challenge was to educate Americans especially in mathematics and science. It was a Cold War response 
– “we were still in the Cold War,” recalls Lauren Resnick, Director of the University of Pittsburgh's Institute for 
Learning. “There were three things propelling this push for reform. Could we compete with the Russians? Could we 
compete with the Japanese, the Germans and certain rising economies in the rest of Asia? And could we take care of 
all of our kids and bring everybody into this opportunity structure?” 

The American effort took off with typical American optimism. In 1989, the first President Bush, joining the nation's 
governors at an education summit, proclaimed that American students would become “world champions” in math 
and science by the year 2000. 

But reality proved tougher. Despite the clarion calls for improvement, our students have continued to trail global 
competitors. In 2003, our 15-year-olds scored below average among 38 nations on international tests; our fourth 
graders scored lower than 11 other countries in math, and our eighth graders scored lower than 14 other countries. 

The danger of second or third-rate academic performance in a global economy, where capital, technology and 
information leap oceans and continents virtually at a computer key-stroke, is a future American economy weakened 
by the steady drain of jobs – blue collar, white collar, then technical and intellectual jobs – lost to Japan, Europe, 
India, China – and future generations of Americans left lacking sufficient skills to hold their own. 

A second powerful force driving educational reform in America is the recognition that the economic and social gap 
between haves and have-nots in American society is deepened and sharpened by the different quality and level of 
education that different groups of American children receive. 

From World War II into the mid-1980s, America was content to prepare 25% of our children for college and put the 
rest on a general education track that often led nowhere in particular. Our system was mass education for a mass 
production economy. But the new economy demanded much higher performance from all. 

No Child Left Behind, the law passed by Congress in 2002, sought to erase distinctions and level the playing field. It 
made more explicit than previously the promise that all children are entitled to good schooling and all school 
districts are expected to deliver quality education to all groups, regardless of race or financial status. 

“For the better part of the 20th century our schools were designed to educate students to reach different standards,” 
observed Warren Simmons, Executive Director of the Annenberg Institute at Brown University. “And now, since 
1983 but more recently with the enactment of No Child Left Behind, we are asking that same system to turn on its 
head and stop educating students to meet different standards and educate the vast majority of students to meet one 
high-level standard. So that's a sea change with respect to our nation's goals.” 

The challenge to spread high quality teaching and strong student performance across the board is forcing radical 
changes in schools and school districts that take it seriously, such as Corbin High School in the Appalachian hills of 
Eastern Kentucky. 
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“You have a certain percentage of students and they are going to learn no matter what – probably about 20% of the 
kids – you know whatever you throw at them, they're going to love,” observes Joyce Phillips, Corbin High's 
principal. “But then we have about 80% of the kids that need some kind of a hook, something to get their interest, 
something that will make them want to come to school and want to learn and want to do their best.” 

It's that 80%, whom reformers have focused on. When Eric Smith took over as superintendent of North Carolina's 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg school system in 1996, he was troubled by the disparities he found between suburban white 
schools and inner city black schools. 

“We found that the expectations were different for inner city kids versus the suburban,” said Smith. “We found that 
the pace of instruction, the speed with which content was being delivered was different – totally different 
expectations.” 

The heart of Smith's strategy was to deliver “equity” education to all – to use the best-performing suburban schools, 
with their experienced, high quality teachers, good resources, demanding curriculums and textbooks, as the 
yardstick for inner city schools, and then he set out to deliver the same quality of education in high poverty 
communities. 

In New York's District 2, Tony Alvarado was animated by a similar ambition for his reform. “The values that we 
hold dear are that public education is most important for the weakest students in our society,” Alvarado explains. 
“And what we did in District 2 was to pay lots of attention to the leaders and the teachers that had to serve these 
students.” 

The architects of school-by-school reform also voice similar objectives for reform. Bob Slavin of Johns Hopkins 
University was asked by the City of Baltimore to create his highly scripted reading program, Success for All, 
especially for inner city students at low-performing schools. In 1968, Dr. James Comer of the Yale University 
School of Medicine took his ideas for holistic child development and school development into troubled schools in 
New Haven, Connecticut. When Mike Feinberg and David Levin generated KIPP – their Knowledge Is Power 
Program, they targeted kids from high poverty neighborhoods who were falling behind on the academics. And Gene 
Bottoms designed High Schools That Work for teenagers who were lost in high schools and falling through the 
cracks. 

The determination to overcome these disadvantages and the optimism of the reformers are widely shared by 
advocates of educational reform, whether in government or in non-profit organizations such as The Education Trust. 
Two decades of effort, they contend, have now accumulated enough evidence of improved student performance to 
answer critics who say the public school system itself cannot make the grade. 

“Number one, it is very clear that even poor kids and kids of color who come from difficult neighborhoods can, in 
fact, achieve,” declares Kati Haycock, Director of The Education Trust. “Number two it is very clear that there are 
some public schools – even now some districts – that have figured out how to do that. Our task has to be to help 
other schools and districts achieve those same ends…and the evidence again suggests we can do this if we don't get 
distracted, if we learn from the high achievers, and if we act with dispatch.” 
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COMMON INGREDIENTS OF REFORM 
by Hedrick Smith 

 

Most school reform programs have their own strategies, their own profiles. They tackle problem schools from 
different angles. And the track record demonstrates that there are multiple pathways to success, as shown in our two-
hour documentary. 

Success for All uses a highly scripted reading curriculum as its engine for improvement. Comer schools see a 
harmonious school culture and holistic child development as the avenue to student gains. The main formula at KIPP 
– Knowledge Is Power Program – is tough-love discipline for street kids, plus an extra-long school day and school 
year. High Schools That Work motivates drifting teenagers with hands-on learning. 

Yet while many flowers bloom, what struck me in three years of off-and-on reporting, was that underneath these 
different formulas for success, you see common threads, common ingredients of reform. 

High Expectations For All Students: No idea is more central to success than the rock-solid expectation that all 
children, not just the fortunate minority, are capable of learning at high levels. “We need to believe that all children 
can learn,” declares Mike Feinberg, co-founder of KIPP. “But then what we need to act on is changing the word 
‘can' to ‘will.' So we need to act on the fact that all children will learn.” 

Eric Smith, former superintendent of Charlotte-Mecklenburg schools, echoes that view. “People who say that low 
income children, minority children, can't excel at extraordinary levels are flat-out wrong,” asserts Smith. “They just 
haven't seen the evidence.” To Smith, that not only means boosting inner city elementary students from way below 
grade to high proficiency, but pushing inner city teenagers through four years of high school math and into Advance 
Placement courses. 

Jerry Brown, principal of Spaugh middle school in Charlotte, N.C., confesses a personal epiphany. When Brown's 
school turned overnight from a high performing multi-racial magnet math and science middle school to a nearly all-
black school in a poor neighborhood, Brown found that seeing was believing. “What I know now is based on 
research, is based on learning and is based on evidence that I see every day,” says Brown. “Kids can excel, even kids 
from poverty – given the right framework, given the right tools – can excel as fast or faster than any other kids. So is 
there a direct link between poverty and ability? No.” 

Improving Teaching: Finding ways to improve the quality of teaching is the second most universal ingredient of 
success. Tony Alvarado, former superintendent of New York's District 2, compressed his core philosophy into a 
succinct mantra: “We have this very simple theory – kids learn from teachers. If the kids need to learn more and 
more powerfully, then the teachers need to know more and their teaching has to be more powerful.” 

To promote strong teaching, Alvarado redefined the function of principals. Instead of having them worry about 
managing the school and the building, Alvarado told them their top priority was working every day to improve the 
quality of teaching. 

Both in District 2, and later in San Diego, Alvarado put enormous resources into retraining, coaching and mentoring 
teachers. He believed so strongly that teachers, like athletes, need constant coaching, practice and more coaching, 
that he was willing to take money away from smaller class sizes in order to dramatically increase his district's 
spending on teacher training, from $1 million to $65 million a year. 

Other reformers, such as Bob Slavin, the architect of Success for All, seem to stress some other factor, such as a 
scripted curriculum, but that is merely the method for improving teaching. Slavin, who minces no words in voicing 
his frustration with well-meaning teachers who do not know how to reach failing readers, seeks nothing less than a 
revolution in teaching through his program. Every step in his scripted lessons plans is carefully choreographed to 
help teachers deliver maximum learning. 
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In Charlotte, former Superintendent Eric Smith took Slavin's approach to a larger scale. Smith used specialists in his 
district office to write lesson plans and pacing guides, sent in SWAT teams of experts, poured in extra tutoring – all 
to help struggling schools and teachers improve the quality of learning in the classroom. 

Clear Standards and Regular Testing: Eric Smith's real trademark, however, was another essential ingredient of 
reform – clear articulation and relentless pursuit of high standards for all children. Under pressure from the state of 
North Carolina to rescue failing schools and deliver better student performance, Smith used regular testing, at least 
four times a year, as his vehicle to make certain that students were held to state standards and not left to fall through 
the cracks. 

“It's the old model of education in America versus the new model,” Smith explains. “The old way, we'd wait a year 
and we'd retain a child, give him another year at it, then retain him again…But if we know we're not doing the job in 
week one, we have an obligation, I think, to move immediately and correct that …Kids' lives and their academic 
success depends on our ability to be fluid and dynamic and responsive to their success or their failure.” 

“People say we test too much, we actually test too little,” affirms Kati Haycock, Director of The Education Trust. 
“Periodically, the best teachers have always jumped in and checked what their kids are learning. The best schools 
and districts do the same thing. Every four to six weeks you check: ‘Are the kids learning the things they're 
supposed to learn?'…When you know that they lack a skill, provide them help.” 

Time and Buy-In: These two ingredients go together. Our research, our interviews, our on-location reporting made 
clear time and again that there are no shortcuts and no quick fixes to school reform and that no reform effort can 
succeed without buy-in from all the important stakeholders and sufficient time to introduce the reform, train the 
teachers and new leadership and then implement the reform. 

All the successful models have requirements for buy-in. Success for All requires an 80% vote from teachers in a 
school before it will introduce its reading program. The Knowledge Is Power Program mandates that parents, 
students and teachers all sign a contract, called a “Commitment to Excellence,” before students can be enrolled in a 
KIPP school. Students and their families commit themselves in advance to KIPP's rigorous program. 

District-level reform cannot achieve its potential without a consensus around the reform strategy from the district 
leadership, the school board, the teachers' union and a large majority of principals and teachers in a system, as well 
as activist parents. In San Diego, Superintendent Alan Bersin never won the full support of his divided school board 
and never achieved a working relationship with the teachers union. Thus, while San Diego's reforms made gains for 
elementary and middle school students, they were less than hoped-for. Both advocates and critics blamed adult 
wrangling and dissension over reform for the shortfall. 

Charlotte and New York's District 2 experienced broad support for reform and the successes were far greater. But 
they took time – a decade, in District 2; six years, in Charlotte - far longer than the typical tenure of most school 
superintendents in America, whose average time on the job is under three years. Experts on school reform, as well as 
the architects of reform, estimate that it takes five to eight years to introduce and implement a comprehensive school 
reform and build steadily rising student achievement. 

Structure: Across the board, effective reforms provide structure. That is a core concept of the school and child 
development strategy created mainly for elementary schools by Yale University child psychiatrist, James Comer, 
and of the program that KIPP's founders, Mike Feinberg and David Levin, created for middle schools. 

In Comer's case, structure involves principals sharing power; schools developing programs through collaborative 
decision-making; parents, teachers, social workers and psychologists working together on child behavior problems – 
all working together like an enlarged family. In KIPP's case, structure means combining almost boot-camp 
discipline and a rigorous academic program within a nurturing environment of teamwork and close teacher-student 
relationships. 
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But structure can also come from common school-wide and district-wide curriculums and lesson plans, and razor-
sharp clarity about the objective of each day's lesson so that struggling students know what they are expected to 
learn every day and teachers know what they are expected to teach. To reformers like Eric Smith in Charlotte and 
Bob Slavin with Success for All, clarity and focus provide structure. 

“One of the things that I learned about poverty is that kids that come from poverty thrive in structure,” says Jerry 
Brown, principal of Spaugh middle school in Charlotte. “So that's one of the things that we had to do very quickly, 
is build structure into everything that we do – the way we organize lunches, the way we organize class changes, the 
way we provide instruction. It has to be structured, it has to be consistent.” 

Resources: Everywhere that we witnessed dramatic student gains in problem schools or neighborhoods, we saw that 
a commitment of resources was essential to success. It took a fresh input of resources to level the playing field and 
to put schools in high poverty neighborhoods on a par with affluent suburban schools. 

Most low-performing schools are short on resources to start with. The biggest handicap of the weakest schools is 
that they are generally staffed by the least experienced teachers and principals, those least equipped to educate 
struggling learners. Quite often, they use watered down curriculums, less challenging textbooks, poorer methods of 
testing and interpreting tests and less individualized or small group support for failing students. 

That was one of Eric Smith's first discoveries on taking over as superintendent in Charlotte in 1996. “We found that 
the expectations were different for inner city kids versus the suburban,” says Smith. “We found that the pace of 
instruction, the speed with which content was being delivered was different. Totally different expectations.” (In New 
York's District 2 and in San Diego, Tony Alvarado found much the same.) 

Smith made “equity” a cornerstone of his drive for improvement in Charlotte – equity meaning the need to provide 
inner city schools with the same quality of teaching and resources enjoyed by the best suburban schools. Both the 
district and the state of North Carolina sent teams of master teachers and educators into failing schools to show 
principals how to run them better and to model good teaching for the staff. Smith's district specialists created special 
programs for low-performing schools and for brand new teachers to help them get traction on student learning – and 
when Smith's staff totted up the costs of all these additional service, they found that the Charlotte school district was 
still spending more per capita on students in suburban schools. 

We found similar stories elsewhere. At Centennial Elementary School in Mount Vernon, Washington, Principal 
Alan McDonald reported spending $100,000 a year for individual 20-minute daily tutoring sessions in reading for 
about 100 students. The academic payoff, said McDonald, is worth the investment. At KIPP, teachers make about 
$10,000 a year more than their regular public school counterparts, but they put in longer days, Saturday classes and 
summer school – all extra time and extra resources to lift students who begin KIPP below grade level. At Corbin 
High School, special computerized re-teach courses and early morning tutoring before school are among many extra 
efforts the school targets at borderline students. 

"Children who have education needs need more time and they need more support and that's more money," explains 
Susan Agruso, assistant superintendent for Instructional Accountability in Charlotte. "And as a society that's the 
thing that I hope that we will move towards – recognizing that we can be successful with all children, but we do 
have to have the resources to do that." 

To which, Kati Haycock of The Education Trust, adds: “The vast majority of our kids are in the public system and 
we need to make it what it can be, And the evidence suggests we can do this - if we don't get distracted, if we learn 
from the high achievers, and if we act with dispatch.” 
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A NEW CONCEPT OF ACCOUNTABILITY 
by Jenny Smith 

 

Accountability is the mantra of education policymakers today, essential to improving student performance. It filters 
down from Washington to state education departments and from state agencies to district superintendents, to school 
principals and classroom teachers – each held accountable for their students' results. When students don't deliver, 
schools and districts face both the stigma of low performance and sanctions for failing to meet targets or make AYP 
– Adequate Yearly Progress – under the 2002 legislation, No Child Left Behind. 

“In my estimation, schools do need to be held accountable but they need an enormous amount of support,” says 
Warren Simmons, Executive Director of the Annenberg Institute for School Reform. Simmons goes on to point out 
that many low performing schools and districts don't know what to do differently to improve achievement, and if 
they are going to be held accountable for higher performance, they need the state or the district to give them the 
tools, training and resources to get better results. 

Successful districts and comprehensive reform programs have discovered that accountability doesn't lift 
performance unless the responsibility for improvement flows two ways, both downward into the schools, and 
upward to the district, state and political leaders.  

“This is a much more robust sense of what accountability is,” says Anthony Alvarado, highly acclaimed as former 
superintendent of New York‘s District 2. “You are accountable to me for a result; I am accountable to you for the 
tools and the support that you need to achieve that result.” It is a shared responsibility among teachers, principals, 
district administrators, schools boards, state education agencies and political leaders. 

“We want to have good instruction used every single day with every single kid,” says Bob Slavin, co-founder of the 
reform program Success for All (SFA). “And it's just not going to happen if you don't provide teachers with the 
materials and the professional development and the backup and the assistance to help them use those things.” 

Success for All, used effectively in many low performing schools, provides not only extensive training for teachers, 
scripted lesson plans and tutoring for struggling students, it also requires that all their schools have a full-time 
Success for All facilitator to make sure that teachers get the support and resources they need to help all of their 
students. 

According to Anthony Alvarado, penalizing people when they don't have the tools or support to do better will not 
boost performance. 

“Part of the problem in education is everybody wants to achieve results, but,” says Alvarado, “if you don't focus the 
organization on learning what to do, just hacking peoples' heads off because the results don't show, that doesn't 
improve the quality of learning and the improvement of performance in the system.” 

In District 2, Alvarado advocated and practiced a new form of leadership in which accountability was a shared 
responsibility. When he re-oriented the role of principals from building managers to instructional leaders, holding 
them accountable for the quality of instruction in their schools and for improved student performance, he and his 
team in the district shared the responsibility for giving principals support in other areas of management to enable 
them to be effective in their new role. 

“The same thing that we expect principals to do with teachers is what leaders at the district are to do with 
principals,” Alvarado explained. “Our job is to support. Our job is to help them. Our job is to help their job become 
more effective.” 
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Alvarado realized that if the district was going to demand higher performance from schools and expect principals to 
shift their focus to improving instruction, then the central office had an obligation to free up the principals from their 
usual responsibilities of managing bus schedules, handling lunchroom details and other administrative tasks. 

“The two-way accountability notion or what we call a cyclical accountability is key,” says Annenberg Institute's 
Warren Simmons. “If you want principals to turn their attention away from bus schedules, transportation facilities 
maintenance, then those responsibilities which still exist in schools have to be carried out by someone else. And 
carried out well. And so what Tony Alvarado designed in District 2 were systems and people that took those 
responsibilities off the shoulders of principals, so that principals could spend the vast majority of their time walking 
through classrooms, looking at instruction and supporting the development or their teachers.” 

In the Charlotte-Mecklenburg school district, former superintendent Eric Smith also ascribed to the two-way 
accountability concept. Smith put a great deal of emphasis on providing the poorest performing schools with all the 
district support available to lift them up to meet the requirements of the district and state. 

“The thing I did not do was ever blame the teacher,” says Smith. “I didn't see it as a teacher problem. It was an 
administrative problem from central office in Charlotte that didn't support that classroom teacher.' 

The central office shared accountability by being responsible for developing a curriculum in line with the state 
standards, producing pacing guides for teachers that laid out the agenda and focus of each day's lessons and 
structuring tests to determine whether or not students were learning what they were supposed to learn. And if 
schools still failed with the additional support, the district provided even more: they went to these schools with 
teams of educational experts, new lesson plans and incentives for teachers. 

While this admittedly cost money, according to Smith's estimates it did not cost as much as what was already being 
spent at schools in the suburbs. 

“When we looked at our total operating costs, even with the supplement, the additional teachers, the additional 
materials, the supplies, perhaps the summer enrichment programs, the Saturday schools, the after school programs – 
all these things to bring about equity,” he says, “we still found that we were not running at a higher rate of cost to 
the district than the cost factor at the suburban schools.” 

Smith in Charlotte, Alvarado in District 2 and Slavin with Success for All recognized that accountability is not about 
holding one person or school responsible for success or failure, and it is not simply about more money and materials. 
If accountability is to work effectively, the responsibility for improving student performance flows two ways – both 
up from the classroom to the principal and district, and down from the state to the district to the individual school. 
Nothing less will truly work. 
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ALL KIDS CAN LEARN 
by Rick Young 

 

It seemed such a simple proposition – “all kids can learn.” We heard it over and over as we traveled the country in 
early 2005, doing research for our documentary. To be honest, it didn't strike me as all that significant a statement. 
We were trying to understand the secrets of successful teaching and I didn't want to get muddled in rhetorical jargon. 

But the “rhetoric” persisted. When we returned with our cameras, time and again, people spoke at length and with 
passion about the need to believe that all kids can learn. In New York, Anthony Alvarado, former superintendent of 
District 2, pressed the idea hard. Just about jumping out of his chair, Alvarado preached about the importance of 
“deeply held beliefs” in bringing about successful educational reform. 

“Sometimes when you come across problems, you don't have the answers, you can't figure them out,” Alvarado said, 
“the thing that holds you together is your core beliefs about something. And I think what happened in District 2 is 
that there was this core belief that kids could learn, if adults provided them with the kind of teaching that insured 
that was going to happen.” 

Alvarado's deputy, Elaine Fink, was no less passionate. “We absolutely believed that all kids come in ready to learn, 
no matter what their circumstances are,” she exhorted. “They have the potential to learn and do well. It's the adults 
that put barriers up that don't enable them to learn.” 

The idea of adults, especially educators, creating barriers to learning seemed somewhat counterintuitive. After all, 
most educators are in the profession because they're committed to breaking through barriers kids bring into the 
classroom. Obviously, some students are tougher to reach, engage and lift. Some have special learning needs; others 
come from broken homes. One of the biggest barriers teachers face is the intractable cycle of poverty and low 
performance. I've always assumed that breaking through these barriers is essentially a question of instructional 
competence – the quality of training a teacher receives and the level of support they get from their school system. 

But now I was hearing something quite different. The biggest barrier to academic achievement isn't the baggage the 
kids carry into the classroom, but the core beliefs the adults carry in. All kids can learn. Perhaps, but it still seemed 
little more than warm and fuzzy rhetoric. Then, I became a convert. And it wasn't what I learned reporting in the 
field that changed my thinking. It was an experience in my own backyard. 

Diego is 15 and about to begin ninth grade in the Washington, D.C. public school system. School has never been 
easy for Diego. He managed through elementary school, but junior high over the past two years has been a constant 
struggle. By last December, Diego was failing nearly every class, even PE, and my wife and I decided belatedly to 
see what could be done to straighten out Diego's academic experience. [Diego's mother helped care for my son after 
he was born and ever since Diego has been an important part of our family] 

We requested a meeting with the principal at Diego's school, Alice Deal Junior High, and a conference was arranged 
with his teachers. On the morning of the conference, I was disappointed to find the principal wasn't there and the 
discussion was being led by Diego's guidance counselor. The counselor proceeded to spend most of the time 
criticizing and challenging Diego about his academic apathy (a reasonable criticism but not a productive one). The 
meeting quickly devolved into dueling accusations about Diego's classroom habits. Frustrated, I stood up and 
headed for the main office. 

In my visits to top-performing schools across the country – most of them in tough neighborhoods – I'd consistently 
been impressed by the degree of detail the principals paid to all matters academic. I'd learned that the term 
“principal” derives originally from the concept of principal teacher and that most schools that were making strong 
academic strides had principals that were intently focused on improving the quality of teaching in every classroom. 
They were, in the words of Tony Alvarado, instructional leaders. 
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I strode into the main office at Deal and asked a group of unsuspecting office staff, “can I speak with the 
instructional leader of this school?” Silence. “Well, who is the leader of instruction here?” I tried again. Blank 
stares. “What about the principal, is she here?” Finally a voice rose up from a back corner of the room. “Can I help 
you?” asked a short, serious-looking woman. It was the voice of the Assistant Principal for Academics. Fortunately, 
she agreed to join the meeting, which wasn't going much better than when I'd left. 

Diego's social studies teacher had arrived. “Diego is the problem,” she said with a finality suggesting there could be 
no other explanation for his poor performance. He doesn't do his homework. He doesn't pay attention in class. He 
doesn't make an effort. Later, Diego's science teacher joined the chorus of criticism. Her primary interest was in 
absolving herself of responsibility for Diego's poor performance. “I can't do any more for him,” she said. “I don't fail 
students; they fail themselves.” 

No one explicitly said, “Diego can't learn.” Their complaint was “Diego won't learn.” But, the underlying message 
was the same: We've done what we can and it's his fault he's not getting it. That attitude was a sobering contrast to 
what I'd been witnessing in the successful schools we were studying for our documentary. I was beginning to see the 
significance of “deeply held beliefs.” 

Over the next several months, I continued to meet and work with Diego's teachers. The assistant principal for 
academics, to her credit, was somewhat responsive to our pressure, and Diego began to get more of the attention he 
needs and deserves. But we had to push and monitor and constantly be vigilant. I couldn't help wonder how much 
difference a basic core belief – all kids can learn – could make, not just for Diego, but for D.C.'s entire struggling 
school system. 

There's no question that turning all kids into learners requires quality teachers and strong school leadership, properly 
trained and fully supported by their districts. But, it also takes an acceptance of full responsibility by all adults for 
the success or failure of all students. “When you try everything that you know and the student doesn't learn,” 
Alvarado had told us. “The immediate reaction is ‘what did I do that was responsible for the kid not learning.' 
Turning that core value into good practice is what a good organization does.” 

All kids can learn. Yes, it sounds like rhetorical jargon. But I'd come to learn that core beliefs may well be the most 
essential ingredients to making schools work. 
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DO SCRIPTED LESSONS WORK—OR NOT? 
by Sarah Colt 

 
 
“It was drastic,” says veteran elementary school teacher Nancy Raschko on implementing a scripted curriculum 
twenty years into her career. “I felt like going back and being a student teacher again where you had to do things in a 
very scripted way.”  

Raschko is a petite woman in her fifties who joined the faculty of Centennial Elementary in Mount Vernon, 
Washington when its doors opened in 1989. Back then, as a first grade teacher, Raschko taught according to her 
training and personal creativity. Her classroom was her domain. But all that changed six years ago when her school 
adopted a reading curriculum called Success for All. She likens the experience to “taking a professional athlete and 
having them change the way they play.”  

Nancy Raschko’s difficulties in adopting Success for All are not uncommon. Experienced teachers from Maine to 
California are bridling against the current trend toward scripted curriculums. Programs like Success For All, Direct 
Instruction and Open Court, to name just a few, require teachers to follow carefully laid out lesson plans to teach 
reading, math and science.  

The federal government’s program No Child Left Behind, passed in 2001, encourages this trend with its initiative 
called “Reading First” that allocates $6 billion over six years to states that guarantee they will implement programs 
using proven methods and programs.  

Critics of scripted programs worry that curriculums are too narrowly focused on the basics and teachers are being 
turned into robots rather than working as creative professionals. “A trained monkey could do this program,” says 
Janice Auld, president of the North Sacramento Education Association, about adopting a reading program in her 
district in California. As an experienced teacher she found the process of adopting her district’s program 
“humiliating and demeaning.”  

Educators like Anthony Alvarado, former superintendent of District 2 in New York City, warns that “the worst part 
of bureaucracy is the dehumanization it brings.” His reform efforts have turned failing schools around by focusing 
on professional development – “Our vision of instructional improvement depends heavily on people being willing to 
take initiative, to take risks and take responsibility for themselves, for students and for each other.” Scripted 
programs replace the do-it-yourself approach and so they are often described as “teacher proof” because they don’t 
require experience or training to follow the prepared materials.  

Eric Smith, the superintendent responsible for success in the Charlotte-Mecklenburg school district in North 
Carolina, advocates the scripted strategy. He argues that in order to create change on a large scale, schools must get 
on the same page with their curriculum so that teachers know what is expected. He believes that because of the 
diversity of experience among teachers, especially in inner city schools, it is “the job of central administration…the 
job of the superintendent of schools to bring that kind of clarity to the classroom and give the teachers the strategies 
that will help them to be successful.”  

Like many schools across the country, Centennial Elementary, where Nancy Raschko teaches, adopted the reading 
program Success for All in response to falling test scores. Shifting demographics in Mount Vernon meant that 
immigrant children from Mexico were coming to school lacking literacy in English, and the school needed a new 
teaching strategy. Success for All requires teacher buy-in with an 80% majority vote. Raschko had mixed feelings, 
“I was a little bit reluctant because I didn’t know exactly how this would be and I didn’t know for sure that this was 
the answer,” she says. “But I voted for it because we obviously needed to do a better job.”  

Designed by Johns Hopkins University educator Bob Slavin in the mid ’80s for failing inner city schools in 
Baltimore, Success for All requires a dedicated 90 minutes of reading instruction every day. Within that period, 
teachers are trained to follow a pre-ordained lesson plan that has every minute of time filled with strategies to teach 
reading to every child in the class. In first grade this means mostly phonics drills so children learn letter sounds. As 



 16 

the students advance, the lesson plans become more complex, focusing on comprehension, story analysis and 
examining text for deeper meaning.  

“One of the things that’s most characteristic of Success for All is that we try not leave very much to chance,” says 
Slavin, “We have a term within the organization which is ‘relentlessness’…And relentlessness means that you don’t 
just give it your best shot and hope for the best…We want every minute of the school day used for productive 
activities that we know from research to be the most effective things we can provide.”  

Raschko describes her first days teaching Success for All as “totally different than I had ever taught reading before.” 
She found the pacing within the 90 minute reading block unrealistic. “It was impossible to get everything done the 
way it was supposed to be,” she asserts. “You have the kids looking at you like ‘what did you say?’ and you’re 
thinking ‘sorry, it’s 8:10 gotta move on honey.’ ” She remembers her first few months as a time where, “there was 
no thinking on your feet…we were to do exactly as we were instructed to deliver the program.” She wondered to 
herself, “what is [Success for All] going to do to my creativity and flexibility?”  

Slavin defends his program. “In education, for some reason, we’ve resisted the idea that good practice can be 
replicated, and we’re always getting all misty eyed and romantic about some outstanding principal in the inner city 
who’s doing something that may be absolutely wonderful,” he says. “But you can climb to the top of their building 
and probably see three other buildings from there that are doing the most horrible things to children. And they will 
never change what they’re doing on the basis of what that one wonderful principal is doing until you take what that 
wonderful principal is doing and make into something that’s got legs that can travel and that can be replicated in 
other locations.”  

To develop Success for All, Slavin incorporated teaching methods that had been tested in classrooms and analyzed 
for effectiveness. Slavin explains the approach: “If you’re in business, you watch your quarterly results very closely 
to know whether your business strategies are paying off. If you’re a physician, you watch the patient’s temperature 
or lung function or whatever it might be very closely to see whether you’re providing the right kind of treatment. In 
any successful field, people watch outcomes very, very closely. In education we have to do the same.”  

Nancy Raschko started to see a change in her students several months into implementing Success for All – the kids 
from poorer backgrounds with little English knowledge were learning to read. “When some of those [struggling] 
kids start believing that they too can read and that they want to read – that’s what teaching is about, I think. It’s 
helping empower kids so that they can go on to learn and to feel that they can learn anything.” She also noticed a 
change in her teaching – she started internalizing the strategies and using them in all her classes, not just during the 
reading period.  

Raschko’s experience in her classroom was reflected in test scores that began rising across the Mount Vernon school 
district. David Scott, one of the district officials responsible for implementing Success for All, has been extremely 
pleased with the results – “at the same time that the challenges have increased due to our increase in students of 
poverty and increase of students that have English as a second language, scores have gone up by 25% at least.”  

The success in Mount Vernon has been replicated across the country where Success for All is being used in 1300 
schools nationwide. A majority of the Success for All schools are located in America’s inner cities where many 
people have given up on teaching children from violent neighborhoods and high poverty backgrounds. A recent 
study that examined 38 schools using Success for All found that students read better after two years in the program 
and outpace students in regular classrooms by up to half a school year.  

Steve Fleischman of the American Institutes for Research explains the program’s success. “Although it’s not 
popular to say, one of the likely reasons why Success for All is as successful as it is, is its level of standardization,” 
asserts Fleischman. “It is sometimes said that Success for All is kind of like the Starbucks of education.”  

That standardization means teachers, whether they have years of experience like Nancy Raschko, or have just 
graduated from teacher training programs, are provided a reliable method for teaching. For young teachers like 
Nicole Barrow, who works in the Charlotte-Mecklenburg school district in North Carolina, working with a scripted 
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curriculum, not Success for All but one designed by district administrators, helped her tremendously. “Things were 
written down for me…as a beginning teacher, you need that foundation, and that’s what I needed to be successful 
with my kids” says Barrow.  

Standardization also means that as poor families move around because of unstable employment and housing, their 
children’s education doesn’t suffer because all schools in the area use the same program. David Scott explains that 
with high mobility rates within Mount Vernon “it sure is nice to have one reading program.”  

Nancy Raschko found that as she and her colleagues became more comfortable with implementation, the Success for 
All administrators became more flexible. They listened to the teachers’ feedback and both sides worked together to 
improve the program. When Centennial found that many second graders were getting stuck on one lesson plan, they 
worked with Success for All to create “Fast Track Phonics” to help the students move forward more quickly. For 
Raschko this back and forth was critical to implementation, “They aren’t looking at national data and making 
decisions,” she says. “They’re looking at our own school data and helping us meet our specific school’s needs.”  

Andrea Guy, a first grade teacher at Centennial, brings more of her own creativity into the program now that she has 
mastered the basics of implementation. “At the very beginning I felt very programmed, very much a clock watcher, 
very much ‘do not stray from this path’,” she recalls. But now, after several years with the program, she says, “I 
don’t feel that way from Success for All anymore. I feel that they allow a little bit for your personality…”  

When Success for All came up for renewal recently in Mount Vernon schools, Raschko voted yes. “I voted yes 
because even though at times it felt that they were pushing, pushing, pushing, teachers and students, the push turned 
out to be a good push and the results of the push were positive.”  

Sitting in her classroom on a sunny spring afternoon, Raschko reflects on her experience implementing Success for 
All. “It makes me very cognizant of the choices I am making during the day when I am teaching,” she concludes. “I 
am different as a teacher.”  
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PERFORMANCE GROUPING 
by Alicia Woodard Green 

 
 
Every morning at Centennial Elementary School, eight-year-old Anna Lovyn and her classmates leave their third 
grade homeroom, walk single-file to different classrooms, and get ready. For the next 90 minutes, Anna’s reading 
group teacher, Ranae Meenderinck, like every classroom teacher, leads students through vocabulary drills, chants 
and other exercises designed to improve their reading skills.  

Although Anna is a third grader, she started the school year reading at a second-grade level. Two years ago, her 
parents moved to Mount Vernon, Washington from the Ukraine because the school system there was disintegrating. 
They wanted to give their children a better education and more opportunities. But no one in the family spoke 
English when they arrived in America.  

In another school, Anna – a bright girl with an infectious smile – might have faced insurmountable odds. She likely 
would have received little specialized help, struggled with English, fallen behind and eventually been held back. But 
Centennial has a different approach.  

Faced with a growing immigrant population, the school turned to the reform model Success for All (SFA) in 1999 to 
find ways to reach English language learners. By placing children in Success for All’s prescribed reading groups – 
which organizes students by skill level, not age – the school has seen dramatic increases in student achievement and 
test scores. “[Centennial] has moved up considerably,” says district official David Scott. “In 1999, they were at 
45.9% of students meeting standard, and increased that this past year to 75% of students.”  

But despite the success of schools like Centennial, “grouping” can be a dirty word in the education world. For the 
past 70 years, scholars and policy makers have analyzed and re-analyzed more than 700 studies on the subject. And 
they have disagreed about everything from its effectiveness to its social implications to the studies themselves. They 
even differ on how to define it.  

Amid all the heated arguments about grouping, people often overlook the fact that there are many kinds of grouping. 
The two major categories are “ability grouping” and “tracking,” terms that are sometimes mistakenly used 
interchangeably.  

Ability grouping has been used in elementary schools for decades, and organizes students into small groups within 
their classes to work on different materials at different rates. Tracking, generally used in middle and high school, 
places students in classes based on their perceived ability level. In the past, students commonly had all their classes 
on either a remedial, average or honors track. Today, schools are more conscientious about catering to a student’s 
particular strengths and weaknesses, placing the same student, for example, in average math, but honors English.  

Tracking has historically drawn the most criticism because of the charge that it pigeonholes students. Others call it 
racist, arguing that low-income and minority children are placed in the slower tracks, while wealthier, white children 
are put in more advanced ones. Parents, educators and even courts have weighed in on the tracking debate, with 
many siding against it. Ability grouping has its share of critics as well, many of whom believe it shatters self-esteem 
and leads to tracking in middle and high school.  

But Success for All’s grouping is neither ability grouping nor tracking. In fact, the model’s co-founder, Bob Slavin, 
opposes both. Carol Tieso of the University of Alabama writes that Slavin’s research is, “quoted by both educators 
and researchers as the basis for abolishing or curtailing programs that may smack of ability or homogenous 
grouping.” Slavin contends that, “unless schools can demonstrate that tracking helps someone, [they] should quit 
using it.”  

Success for All’s grouping was based on the Joplin Plan, developed in 1954 by Cecil Floyd, the assistant 
superintendent of schools in Joplin, Missouri. Slavin, who insisted that every aspect of Success for All be research 
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based, found that data on the Joplin plan showed “time and time again, the schools that use the performance 
grouping got better results.”  

In this model, students are separated from their homerooms for reading only, and placed with others of a similar skill 
level, regardless of age. For example, Anna Lovyn’s reading group for English language learners consists of nine 
students who are a mix of third, fourth and fifth graders. The key, Slavin says, is to meet students at their level. With 
this central concept and strict guidelines about how to implement reading groups, Success for All’s grouping avoids 
the pitfalls critics most often raise.  

First, students are assessed every eight weeks by an SFA facilitator, who places students into appropriate reading 
groups. If they are performing below grade level, as Anna was for the first part of the year, the facilitator arranges 
for extra help or comes up with other methods to reach the child.  

If a student is progressing rapidly, he or she moves up. And that is what happened to Anna – twice. “Anna is 
probably one of our biggest success stories,” says Meenderinck. In just two months, “she made a double jump, 
which means she increased an entire year’s worth of reading.” By the end of her third-grade year, Anna was reading 
at grade level.  

Sometimes, the SFA facilitator even places students in a reading level above their grade level. At Centennial, one 
second-grade reading group consists primarily of first graders. “Every eight weeks, it gives the kids a chance to not 
get stuck,” says Stacy Malcolm, Centennial’s facilitator. “They’re not bored. They’re able to move on.”  

Second, Success for All is mindful of the fact that older students may be embarrassed about being grouped with 
younger readers, and works to reach children at their level, without damaging their self-esteem.  

“What we found is that the children who are older and reading below level are in a difficult spot no matter what,” 
Slavin says. “What they do like is the opportunity to see success. The best motivator is success. If you have children 
who are at a level where they’re likely to be successful, they can profit from the instruction, then move forward. 
Then, they feel very good about themselves. Whereas if you say, ‘Well we hate to discourage the kids by putting 
them in a class where they’re the tallest,’ and they experience failure every day, you’re just not getting any benefit.”  

Andrea Guy, a first-grade teacher at Centennial, has dealt with this scenario repeatedly. “There have been times 
when I felt, ‘This child is so turned off by being older and in a younger group. They need to move on,’ or, ‘We need 
to find another older group for them.’ Most of the time, though, they are anxious to learn. They want to learn, and 
they can move on at a more rapid pace.”  

Stacy Malcolm says teachers also try to make the oldest students role models by pointing out their successes to 
younger classmates. In addition, Centennial recruits adults to rally around the child. “We have their tutor, their 
teacher and other adults checking in with them,” Malcolm says. “And quite often, that helps them grow, if they 
know that other people are watching out for them.”  

A third component to Success for All’s grouping is individual tutoring. Malcolm organizes daily tutoring sessions of 
20 minutes for more than 100 students. The sessions reinforce what students learn in their reading groups.  

“No matter how effective your basic instruction is, there will still be individual children who have difficulties,” 
Slavin says. “And we know from a lot of research, and common sense, that one-to-one is the most effective form of 
education.” For some students, this is the only extra reading they’ll do outside the classroom, despite a directive 
from the school that all parents make sure their children read 20 minutes a day at home.  

For the Lovyns, getting Anna to read the allotted time is not a problem. “She’s very serious about it,” her father says 
through a translator. “And we’re very serious about it. In fact, she reads more than 20 minutes a day.” Anna now 
loves to read and write, regularly checks books out of the school library and even translates for her father when the 
need arises.  



 20 

And she is not shy about showing off her skills. At Centennial’s poetry night, Anna marched on stage before a 
packed auditorium and, without hesitating, held a piece of paper in front of her, on which she had written:  

My name is Anna Lovyn. 
I am a girl and I am tall. 
I have brown hair. 
I love my friend, Katie, family and school. 
I feel nice. 
I need a house, a car, a birthday. 
I fear bears, dark, earthquakes. 
I am a resident of Mount Vernon. 
Welcome to my poem.  

Her parents sat in the audience, and applauded. 
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GETTING BUY-IN 
by Courtenay Singer 

 

More than half of school reform efforts fail, many as a result of poor implementation. Without buy-in from critical 
actors such as teachers, administrators and parents, any reform effort – no matter how well-intentioned and 
conceived – is sunk.  

Faced with such crushing odds, all education reformers confront the same dilemma – how can they convince key 
players to implement their reforms correctly?  

“You really can’t make people do very much,” points out James Comer, a professor of child psychiatry at Yale 
University. “And if you do, they very often resist and rebel.”  

Lauren Resnick of the Institute for Learning at the University of Pittsburgh concurs. “If we just tell them what to do, 
they will either protest and walk away, or fight, or pretend to do it. And nobody’s mind will get changed.”  

So if you can’t dictate, how do you ensure success? The key is buy-in, or ownership, from the participants. 
Orchestrators of different school models all rely on getting others excited about, and invested in, the success and 
implementation of the model, but they do it in different ways.  

For instance, one proven reform model, Success for All (SFA), sets itself up for accomplishment by imposing tough 
terms. SFA requires that 80% of the teachers in any school agree to implement the program before SFA will even 
work with their school.  

Another model, James Comer’s School Development Program, pushes its schools to adopt a team approach to 
school management, thereby demanding a significant shift from traditional top-down school management. In Comer 
schools, everyone has the opportunity to participate in decision-making, giving key players a greater feeling of 
ownership over important decisions.  

To get everyone on the same page, KIPP (Knowledge is Power Program) requires that parents, teachers and students 
all sign a form called the “Commitment to Excellence.” Teachers commit to make themselves available to kids, and 
to teach to the best of their abilities. Parents commit to check their children’s homework, to provide a quiet place for 
them to get homework done, to provide the school uniform, and to keep their child on schedule and following the 
rules. And the students make an enriching but intense commitment of time, good behavior and hard work.  

Getting buy-in is far from automatic.  

Teachers at Centennial Elementary School in Washington State were hesitant before adopting Success for All’s 
stream-lined, scripted reading program. “I was a little bit reluctant because … I didn’t know for sure that this was 
the answer,” fourth grade teacher Nancy Rashko explains. “Having been in education a long time, we sometimes say 
‘oh, there’s a pendulum. You try this…. and then you try this.’ So I wasn’t sure whether we were jumping on a 
pendulum or whether this was something that was really going to be effective. But I voted for it because we 
obviously needed to do a better job.”  

The 80% vote is critical, because when teachers confront the hard realities of serious change, many want to back-
out. The advance commitment helps teachers recognize that this is not just a flavor-of-the-month reform. Instead, 
they’re put on notice to prepare for significant and hopefully permanent change. Success for All “…can’t be 
imposed by a principal,” says founder Bob Slavin. “It can’t be imposed by a district mandate. Because we know that 
this is a very substantial change, we want the individual teachers and principals to be fully bought into that change 
and to feel as though they made a choice; that this was not something that they were forced to do.”  
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Teacher buy-in at Centennial Elementary School became crucial since instructors were forced to make drastic 
changes in their teaching methods. They had to follow scripts and schedules dictated by Success for All. It took 
awhile for them to see results. But over a year or two, the school achieved significant gains in reading, and now, 
according to Principal Alan McDonald, the teachers are enthusiastic. “They have bought into this program,” he 
affirms. “They get results and because of that, they’ve accepted it. Close to 100% believe that is a good program.”  

In Chicago, similar problems confronted reform. When Principal Maurice Harvey opened the Jordan Community 
School, he adopted the Comer Process, seeking the benefits of involving parents and teachers in school 
management. But Harvey did not fully understand the implications for him personally. Neither did the teachers.  

The Comer Process mandated parceling out power, in the form of shared decisions being made not by Harvey alone 
but by management teams such as the Student Staff Support Team (SSST) and the School Planning and 
Management Team (SPMT). And Harvey, trained as a dictatorial principal, struggled royally against the requirement 
for him to let go of some power.  

In fact, third grade teacher Judy Owens remembers that Harvey “wanted to rule with an iron fist.”  

“It’s very difficult to relinquish power,” Harvey agrees. “It’s very difficult. As Dr. Comer says, ‘consensus, no fault, 
collaboration’. Those are very easy words to say… but very hard to do.”  

But Owens also recalls disbelief and discomfort among the teachers who suddenly had more clout. She remembers 
thinking about Harvey, “You really care about what we think? Our suggestions are worthwhile? You are listening? 
It was … unbelievable.”  

The teachers quickly learned to participate in informed decisions. In fact, they eventually overturned one of 
Harvey’s major curricular initiatives. Over one summer, Jordan received a grant from the Chicago Board of 
Education, which Harvey directed into teaching Spanish. This aggravated teachers who felt the students still needed 
more help mastering basic math and science. They brought their concerns to the School Planning and Management 
Team (SPMT). As a group, the SPMT voted to redirect the funds to enhanced math study for kindergarten through 
third grade, through an innovative program called “Everyday Math.” Now steeped in the Comer Process, Harvey 
accepted being overruled by his faculty.  

In inner city schools like Jordan, running a parents’ organization is much harder than running the P.T.A. in a 
suburban community where many parents take involvement at school for granted. But the Comer Process pushes 
schools like Jordan to get parents involved in decision-making and improving the school culture.  

Rhonda Jones is a prime example of the challenge and the potential. At the time Rhonda’s daughter, Shequeta, 
started school at Jordan, Rhonda was addicted to “uzis” – a potent blend of marijuana and crack. Nonetheless, when 
she insisted on watching over her child and evinced an interest in helping out at the school, the Comer social worker 
drew her in as a volunteer. Rhonda began with small office tasks, answering phones, and helping out as a teacher 
aide. As she felt supported and useful, and her sense of self-worth emerged, she quit doing drugs.  

In time, Rhonda became a key leader among parents. Given responsibility, she “bought-in” to the school and began 
involving other parents, and the school became like a community center, run by its many members, working in the 
best interests of the children.  

James Comer asserts that without buy-in, reform faces failure. Of the schools currently seeking to pursue the Comer 
Process, he says about two-thirds are making headway and about one-third are showing little improvement. “The 
reason that’s so is the degree to which they buy in to these ideas, and the degree to which they really apply them,” he 
says. “There are many people who say they are using the process but they are not really using it, and we have done 
studies to demonstrate that. The studies show that the schools that buy-in and implement best have the best 
outcomes.”  
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Like Success for All and the Comer Process, the Knowledge Is Power Program (KIPP) holds that ongoing 
achievement necessitates getting everyone on board up front. Success, explains Diana Soliz, Assistant Principal at 
KIPP 3D Academy in Houston, “takes three entities working together – the parents, the students and the teachers.”  

Having buy-in from all three parties is essential, she points out, because KIPP middle schools have the high 
ambition of putting children from high poverty neighborhoods on a track toward college. As a charter program, 
KIPP schools can demand more of the fifth through eighth graders than normal public schools: longer school days, 
school on Saturdays, hours of homework every night, and significant parental involvement. So parents, teachers and 
students must all sign KIPP’s “Commitment to Excellence” to insure that everyone is prepared for the long road 
ahead, as the students “climb the mountain to college.”  

These commitments come in handy when the going gets tough – something KIPP is very up-front about. “We look 
in everyone’s eyes and make sure that everyone agrees that they’re up for it, they’re up for the challenge,” says Dan 
Caesar, Principal of KIPP 3D in Houston. “We let them know it’s a sacrifice. We look at the kids, a little fourth 
grader, nine-year-olds and say, ‘your life is going to change. You’re going to have homework.’ We let them know 
how it’s going to be. We don’t sugar coat it. We look at the parent and the child and say ‘but it’s worth it. We’re 
going to work with you as hard as we can. Our teachers are going to put in 100% effort to make sure that for the 
next four years you’re going to get the best education you can and we’re going to talk about getting into a great high 
school and getting into a great college four years later.’”  

Success for All gets buy-in by a pre-emptive vote. Comer achieves it with joint management. And KIPP obtains it 
through an up-front commitment from all players. These models are succeeding – and the buy-in makes all the 
difference. 
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DEFUSING TENSION IN SCHOOLS 
by Courtenay Singer 

 

Tension, disruption and even violence occur routinely in classrooms nationwide. Student aggression presents a 
chronic obstacle to teaching. How do you handle students who are hurt, disruptive, rage-filled and sometimes 
violent? More to the point, how do you teach them?  

Some communities attack the symptoms with a show of force. They hire security officers. They pass students 
through metal detectors. They deploy SWAT teams. Fear on the school grounds and in the front office begets a 
veritable crackdown on kids.  

But inventive reformers are taking unconventional approaches to alleviate tensions by addressing the root causes of 
children's misbehavior. Their more sophisticated models go deeper, calling for compassion, connection, creativity 
and community. And they're getting results, not just in improved behavior but in student achievement.  

James Comer, Professor of Child Psychiatry at Yale University, is making headway in major urban centers like 
Chicago, Detroit and Miami. Ask Dr. Comer how to get children to behave and how to teach them, and his answer 
is: care about them. Comer says adults must come together to create a positive culture in school to lift kids out of the 
tensions wrought by the chaos they face at home and on the streets.  

“By creating a positive culture in school,” explains Comer, “children who come in with pain, anger, aggression can 
quickly give it up because they feel wanted, valued, safe. And the adults and the other children around them become 
carriers of the positive culture.”  

Comer's positive culture calls for a teamwork approach to school management and problem-solving, along with an 
on-the-ground social worker to support troubled children and families. The object is to provide at school whatever 
support the children might lack at home, and to combat the street culture that lures them away from learning. So-
called “Comer schools” are known for peaceful environments and significant academic gains.  

A coast-to-coast network of college-preparatory middle schools known as KIPP (Knowledge Is Power Program), 
take another effective approach. To help kids to focus, KIPP sets limits, eliminates distractions, imposes heavy 
academic demands and keeps kids on task, working hard at learning.  

According to Dan Caesar, Principal of KIPP 3D Academy in Houston, “When you are establishing a school culture 
…you have to set limits on the kids: ‘These are the expectations we have for you and they're high. If we say that you 
guys are part of a team and a family, we need all of your actions to show that.' ”  

Co-founder Mike Feinberg puts the onus on the school. “Every day there are 101 reasons why the kids come into 
school… not ready to learn. Some of those reasons are ridiculous, some are very legitimate. And I think we have to 
act on the fact that, as a school, we have the potential… to eliminate those variables and do whatever it takes to help 
the kids learn.”  

In New York's District 2, former principal Daria Rigney faced similar challenges as she set out to improve student 
achievement in PS 126 in Manhattan's impoverished Lower East Side. She recalls the parks outside the school: 
“People smoking dope, lots of drinking, hardly any places to play – just dirty playgrounds.”  

One teacher, Al Guerriero, remembers the classrooms with a shudder. “Just total chaos,” he says. “When I entered 
the building I just didn't feel like there was any control… any structure for the students.”  

Rigney surmised that dull, uninteresting classes led to misbehavior. “I needed the school to be calmer so that we 
could move on with instruction. But I also felt as though the best discipline plan was a good lesson plan.” With 
improved teaching and curriculum, Rigney's strategy succeeded, and PS 126 is now heralded as a model citywide.  
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Across the Southeast and Middle America, High Schools That Work (HSTW) has developed strategies to steer 
students away from distractions and to help interest them to invest in academics. Gene Bottoms, founder of HSTW, 
points out that “most of us come to believe in ourselves when an adult first believes in us. When we started doing 
this work… there were literally hundreds of thousands of students in high school who belonged to no one…no one 
knew them.”  

Becoming known saves many children from getting into serious trouble. In Kentucky, Corbin High School's Jordy 
Davis was kicked out of high school twice: once as a freshman, and again as a sophomore. He was undirected and 
constantly in hot water. But taking hands-on courses in Corbin's technical center, a key strategy of High Schools 
That Work, he learned computer-assisted drafting under the close tutelage of Darryl Horn. His enthusiasm sparked, 
Jordy now plans to attend college for an engineering degree.  

All of these approaches got results – and none by wielding power.  

Paying attention to working models is important not just to improve school effectiveness, but also because violence 
and drugs are endemic among American youths. The National School Boards Association estimates that more than 
135,000 guns are brought into U.S. schools every day. The Children's Defense Fund and National Center for Health 
Statistics report that firearms killed more than 50 children every week in 2002 alone. And every year, at least four 
times as many kids and teens are non-fatally shot. According to the National Mental Health and Education Center 
for Children and Families, nearly 8% of adolescents in urban junior and senior high schools miss at least one day of 
school each month because they are afraid to attend. And recent studies suggest that half of all high school students 
have tried drugs.  

Dr. Comer believes that focusing on child development is the key to turning things around. He says that since many 
children are products of stressful, often traumatic, environments, they come to school “underdeveloped;” with 
inadequate social skills, incomplete coping tools and an inability to concentrate. These deficits leave them under-
prepared for school, and thus unable to learn.  

One Comer school, Jordan Community School opened in 1993 in Chicago's Roger's Park, a neighborhood plagued 
by dangerous, desperate conditions spawned by poverty and circumstances that wreak havoc on families. Some 
parents were overworked and absent. Some neglected their children. Many abused drugs. The community was held 
hostage by gangs and racial tensions.  

Not surprisingly, children brought the conflicts from home and the community straight into the classroom. And 
instructors struggled to keep order and teach.  

Fortified with a Masters Degree in Social Work and Ministry, Chris Griffin joined Jordan Community School as the 
“Comer Social Worker” a few years after the school opened. “We were dealing with a group of kids who were very 
traumatized,” he says. Griffin routinely heard students' stories of physical assault, rape, drug abuse and extreme 
neglect. He provided consistent counseling in an attempt to offset trauma's lasting effects. The positive culture 
created by school adults was a lifeline for troubled children, which engendered the school's nearly perfect attendance 
rates.  

“I was amazed that these kids were coming to school,” he says. “They were angry, depressed, hopeless… why 
bother? I think they came because they knew they had adults at the school who cared about them, who noticed if 
they weren't here.”  

Griffin worked hard to involve the parents, a key Comer principle. He recruited parent volunteers, and worked on 
parenting skills. For example, many of the children suffered corporal punishment at home. Griffin explained to 
parents that this type of discipline can have a negative impact on children, and worked with them to find alternatives 
to violence at home.  
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Chris Griffin ended up working at Jordan Community School for seven years. Over time, the school and the students 
in it calmed down and concentrated on class work. The way Griffin sees it, caring was key. “If kids have somebody 
in this world that cares about them,” he says, “that's going to get them to the next level.”  

Skeptics might sneer that this approach sounds too “touchy-feely,” but Griffin disagrees. “ If kids do not feel safe, if 
kids are anxious, if kids are feeling scared, they're not going to perform well. They're not going to show what they're 
really capable of doing. And I think it behooves us to learn how to create the safest environment possible, where 
kids will be able to show who they really are. And if that's touchy-feely, then we need it.”  

Dr. Comer would agree. In his view, test scores are the tip of education's iceberg. His focus is to improve students' 
well being, nurture their growth, and positively enhance the school environment. His hope is that children who 
attend Comer schools will emerge successful in academics, and in life: as parents, partners, citizens and friends.  

KIPP schools also labor to create a positive culture, offering a system of rewards for students who perform well and 
meting out calibrated punishment when students fail to measure up. Mike Feinberg cites the basic principles: “When 
they make good choices, when they choose to get their work done, when they choose to be respectful to each other, 
when they choose to solve problems constructively, we want to make sure they're rewarded for it. And when they 
make bad choices, and they choose to not get their work done or choose to be disrespectful to each other, we want to 
make sure there's a consequence for it.”  

In order to handle students who are disruptive or slacking off on homework, KIPP schools separate the children 
from classmates in a strategy called “benching.” Explains Feinberg: “They're ‘on the bench,' as in ‘they're not part of 
the team playing the game,' they're on the sidelines watching. We do not want to punish children by taking away 
their education. We don't believe in suspending children….they're still in the classroom, they're still learning but 
they have to sit apart from their teammates and the only one they can talk to in that classroom is the teacher.”  

KIPP schools have scored, lifting children to a level playing field academically with high achievers around the 
country. KIPP kids go on to top high schools, and in most cases, college. More than 80% of alums from the two 
original KIPP schools who completed high school got into college. And in 2005, 90% of KIPP high school seniors 
earned colleges acceptances.  

As Feinberg puts it, many previously disruptive KIPPsters are “climbing the mountain to college.” Formerly anger-
driven Comer students are moving on successfully to junior high and high school. And a drifter turned drafter at 
Corbin High School is looking forward to a college degree in mechanical drafting. As an alternative to power, all of 
these models nurture children towards being their best – and they work.  
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MAKING THE TIME TO LEARN 
by Courtenay Singer 

 

John F. Kennedy once said, “We must use time as a tool, not as a crutch.” Productive use of available time is critical 
to any school's success. And often, building additional productive time into the school schedule can help the 
students to excel.  

Consider KIPP, the Knowledge Is Power Program. Before creating KIPP, Mike Feinberg toiled as a public school 
math teacher, increasingly outraged with the brevity of the typical public school day.  

“The impact we could make on kids from 8 o'clock to 3 o'clock for 180 days was very limited,” he explains. 
Frustrated, Feinberg and colleague David Levin hatched a plan. They would start their own middle school program. 
And both agreed that critical elements were a proactive school community and more time to learn.  

Many maintain that a major problem facing U.S. schools is lack of sufficient time to learn. American students spend 
less time in school than children from most other industrialized nations. To address this time shortage, groups such 
as Consortium for Policy Research in Education and RAND have indicated the importance of summer school 
programs to extend the school year.  

While the U.S. school year lasts for 180 days, other countries' school years are much longer: China's lasts 251 days, 
Japan's is 243 days, and German students spend 240 days per year in school. In addition, U.S. high school students 
spend far fewer hours on core academic subjects: a paltry 1,460 hours as compared to Germany's 3,528, France's 
3,280, and Japan's 3,170.  

While KIPP didn't invent the concept of more time on task, the program has excelled at implementing it. Success, 
Feinberg declares, “is about rolling up your sleeves and working very hard at it.” And working hard meant putting in 
the time, Feinberg and Levin felt, as they crafted the KIPP strategy.  

“We were going to motivate the kids to come from 7:30 in the morning until 5 o'clock in the afternoon. They would 
come for four hours on Saturdays, an extra month in the summer, and have two or three hours of homework every 
single night.” As a result of this intensive approach, KIPP students now spend 67% more time in school than 
children at traditional public schools.  

Since KIPP is a special group of charter schools, founders Levin and Feinberg can create their own timetable for a 
longer school day or an extended year. But most education reformers working within the U.S. public school system 
don't have that freedom. Instead, they're stuck with the standard 180 days per year. This limitation necessitates 
making the best, most efficient use of existing time.  

To this end, Bob Slavin founded Success for All, a streamlined, heavily scripted reading program. He bemoans the 
limitations of a 180-day school year during which kids must learn to read. Knowing there's not a moment to waste, 
his school-by-school program packs each 90-minute lesson chock-full of material to make every minute count. The 
effort to run classrooms this efficiently inevitably provokes strong resistance from teachers.  

“When we start the program the first year, invariably the response we get is, ‘There's no way on God's green earth 
we can fit all of this stuff in 90 minutes. Can't be done,” says Slavin. “And we come back and say, ‘We have schools 
all over America that are doing this in 90 minutes. And you'll find that you just have to become more efficient in 
how you use your time.'”  

Nancy Rashko, a teacher at Centennial Elementary in Mt. Vernon, Washington felt pressured from the get-go. “The 
people from SFA were very rigid, strict with us about how we were to deliver this new program and stick to some 
very tight time schedules. We'd always be looking at our clock and going, ‘oh no, it's five after eight, I'm supposed 
to be doing this and I'm not quite there yet.' It was drastic.”  
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Slavin finds that teachers adjust. “We come back by Thanksgiving, or maybe January and by then, the teachers have 
usually figured out, ‘Yes, it can be done.' And their way of thinking about every minute has totally changed to 
become as focused as we are on the meaning of every minute of instruction.” 

Success for All also asks the parents to read with the kids at home, and groups kids with others of the same ability 
level, regardless of grade-level. But for those children who still lag behind in reading, SFA again provides time: 20 
minutes a day of one-on-one tutoring, so the specific reasons why a given child is confused or struggling don't get 
overlooked in the larger classroom.  

Success for All has reaped rewards. The program is currently in 1500 schools. And a recent, rigorous study of 38 
Success for All schools showed that students read better after two years in the program and outpace students in 
regular classrooms by up to half a year.  

Another major challenge facing U.S. school reformers – as well as administrators, teachers and parents – is kids' use 
of time. Reformers recognize that they are competing for children's time and attention, and the competition is fierce. 
TV, social life, and illicit activities, can all serve to lure children away from learning. KIPP endeavors to address this 
problem by creating a community. KIPP fills students' time both in school and beyond school walls, creating a 
culture that blends the social with the academic.  

“KIPP is creating a social world that thinks that academic effort is cool. And that gets rewarded everywhere you 
turn,” says Lauren Resnick, Director of the Institute for Learning at the University of Pittsburgh. “One thing we 
know about the worlds that our minority kids live in is that their interest in getting involved in academic matters is 
challenged by the street culture. So, they're trying, often, to live in two worlds….and they don't always succeed. Part 
of what the successful intervention programs have done is to bring the two worlds together, to give them a social 
world to live in that's consonant with the academic world that they're trying to build.”  

KIPP keeps kids so involved with school that they have limited time to venture towards less savory activities. KIPP 
students must cut out most TV watching and socializing on school nights, since they return home late, to ever-
present piles of homework.  

Blanca Garcia sent her son Reynaldo to KIPP, rather than the public school down the street where her neighbor's kid 
goes. She says KIPP demands far more time of Reynaldo. “You know, I talked to my neighbor, his son is Joey, and I 
said ‘I never see Joey doing homework,'” says Garcia. “He says, ‘well, they say they don't have no homework.' You 
see the kids going to the school without backpacks, without books. They say they leave the books in the school.”  

At KIPP, it's not only children who must dedicate their time. Parents or guardians, along with students and teachers, 
sign a “Commitment to Excellence” form. By doing so, they pledge to always make themselves available to the 
school and the child; to check the child's homework every night; and to insure that the child gets to school on time 
every day, and attends summer school and Saturday school. Blanca and Reynaldo sometimes even do homework 
together, as Blanca is pursuing her nursing degree.  

Oversee the extra time with talented teaching, and Feinberg has reason to cheer. “Great people with enough time to 
get things done, that was our recipe for success [in the beginning], and a decade later that's still our recipe for 
success.”  

And success is the reward. Since KIPP began, more than 80% of alumni from the first two KIPP schools who 
completed high school also earned acceptances to college, proving victorious over a multitude of obstacles – 
financial, social, and otherwise.  

Success for All and KIPP have all recognized something critical – how to use time “as a tool, not a crutch.” This 
means giving the children as much time as possible, using the time as effectively as possible, and insuring that the 
time is steered away from distractions and focused on academics.  



 29 

OVERCOMING THE OBSTACLES OF POVERTY 
by Courtenay Singer 

 

“Everyone has a sad story,” Diana Soliz tells her graduating eighth grade students, “It's what you do with that sad 
story that makes you different.”  

Soliz is no stranger to strife. She grew up destitute, but with determination and hard work completed college and 
built a successful career. Today, she has the job of her dreams – Assistant Principal at KIPP 3D Academy in 
Houston, a middle school serving low-income students. All of the children are minorities, and many have never 
before set foot in an English-only classroom.  

Diana's confidence powers many students through rough patches. Struggling eighth grader Reynaldo Garcia is 
typical. “She tells me not to give in, to stay in the fight,” he explains. “I just get fired up… it's like a little engine in 
the back… like, you want to do it, and that's how I feel.”  

Another eighth grader, Nancy Fuentez, who came originally from El Salvador, had lots of trouble with classes 
taught in English when she entered KIPP and she labored over homework until midnight and sometimes got up 
before dawn. She, too, found Diana Soliz a role model and a motivator. With support from Soliz and other teachers, 
Nancy mastered English at KIPP, did the homework, and went on to become a star student.  

Soliz knew their hardships from the inside. During her own childhood, her single mother earned a piecemeal living 
through assembly-line factory jobs, rarely earning enough to support herself and four daughters. Soliz's youth was a 
blur of meager welfare checks, cut off electricity, halted phone service, and scant health care. “We didn't go to the 
dentist or the eye doctor, even though my sisters and I needed eye glasses,” she says.  

And there were countless evictions – “more than 7,” she recalls. Her family moved to project after project, each one 
more dangerous than the last. For years, Soliz lived in a state of near-constant anxiety, not knowing where the 
family would be located the next day. “I remember coming home from school to find our belongings out on the 
street,” she recalls. “I felt ashamed. And I felt angry.” With no transportation and very little to eat, the family 
sometimes got meals from a food bank or a community center. “My mother would go several days without eating,” 
Soliz says. “She told us we had to make sure to eat breakfast and lunch at school, because we weren't going to have 
dinner.”  

By eighth grade, Soliz recognized that although her exhausted mother had two or three jobs, her hard labor was not 
getting them far. Soliz saw that other classmates' parents' had nicer homes, better jobs, and much easier lives. Her 
mother worked in factories or the local Dairy Queen; her friends' parents taught AP classes at her school. “Their 
fingers weren't bleeding,” she says, and “they had plenty to eat.” Her friends' parents had college degrees, while her 
own mother had only an eleventh grade education. Soliz soon realized that this educational gap had placed a 
chokehold on her mother's career options.  

So Diana devoted herself to academic achievement. She earned high marks, and a full scholarship to Texas A & M, 
where she received her degree in British History. She began her career with Andersen Consulting in San Francisco, 
but soon after, she learned about a nationwide teacher training and placement program called “Teach for America.” 
The flames of her interest sparked, she left the dry world of consulting and began to follow her passion.  

From her own experience, Soliz knew that education could change the landscape of opportunity for traditionally 
low-income minority families, whose children she soon became passionate about teaching. “It's about equality,” she 
says. “The color of your skin shouldn't determine what kind of school you can go to. The color of your skin 
shouldn't determine how hard you have to work, or how long you're going to live.”  

So Diana poured her energies into providing a solid education to low-income kids, to put them on a level playing 
field with more affluent children and to expand their life choices. “Education gives you the opportunity to choose 
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what kind of job you want to have, what kind of skills you want to learn, what kind of things you want to enjoy,” 
she says. And in 2001, after several years with “Teach for America ” in Houston, Diana became a founding teacher 
at a new middle school in Houston : KIPP 3D Academy.  

In the beginning, Diana spent countless hours meeting students and families, actively recruiting children to the new 
school, which promised to fulfill the dream of college, a rare opportunity for low-income children. For these 
youngsters to climb the mountain to college, everyone – teachers, students, and parents alike – was required to sign 
a “Commitment to Excellence” stating their obligation to do everything necessary to help the children succeed.  

Soliz is one of few who had launched herself from the public housing projects to a university. And like her, most 
KIPP 3D middle school students are growing up in communities where finishing high school and attending college 
is highly unusual, where the predominant language is not English, where many parents work two or more jobs to 
feed their families, where money is stretched thin, and where gangs and drugs and violence have often taken root. In 
this cycle of poverty, hopelessness prevails.  

Academically, most incoming students at KIPP 3D are unprepared for the firm structure at the school with mottos 
like “no exceptions – no excuses.” Let down by their former elementary schools, most KIPP 3D students enter fifth 
grade well below grade level in reading and math. KIPP (Knowledge Is Power Program) charter schools push 
children by cramming a few years worth of education into this one year. One key is self-discipline: good study 
habits and focusing on academics. Fifth grade is “the year of discipline,” says Soliz. “We teach them to focus on the 
person who is talking, sit up straight, do their homework, respect one another. Our aim is that by the end of eighth 
grade they are disciplined to always do their homework, to ask questions if they don't understand, and to stay 
focused on college even when times are tough.” 

Reynaldo Garcia came to KIPP as a rough street kid, who had twice been held back by fourth grade, and who had 
always struggled, emotionally and academically. He often found KIPP 3D's discipline and workload so crushing that 
his hope of college dimmed. But Diana Soliz helped him to hang on. “My first teacher I started to feel really 
comfortable around was Ms. Soliz,” Rey says. “She came up the way I did. She lived in the 'hood and she saw how 
her mother would always have to work. That's the same thing that I saw for myself and I experienced it, how the 
mother had to do everything… Ms. Soliz would tell us that it was hard for her to see that and….she wanted to 
persevere to make sure that she was the first one in her family to graduate from high school and college. And she 
would tell me about that. She would tell me not to give in and everything would happen and everything will come 
out good.”  

KIPP 3D student Nancy Fuentes comes from a working class, immigrant Salvadoran family. She remembers when 
she first came to KIPP 3D, “they started talking about college, and I was like, ‘College? What's college?'” She had 
serious doubts. “I'm Hispanic, I didn't even know that much English.” But Diana Soliz helped show her the way.  

Soliz has some answers for the KIPP 3D students who know personally the same churning instability of poverty, 
eviction, homelessness that Soliz knew as a child. The secret to success with these children, she says, is tough love 
and having the school provide stability. KIPP 3D focuses on being consistent, setting limits, keeping to a routine, 
and providing safety and security. “That's how the teachers end all of our notes to each other,” says Soliz. “Be the 
constant.”  

The “no exceptions, no excuses” mantra is part of the structure meant to buttress each student in his or her quest 
towards college. “What we're doing here,” explains Soliz, “is creating a strong foundation so the student has the 
academic skills, the character skills, the life skills necessary to be successful at a fantastic high school, as well as 
college.”  

It's all working. Given the sheer volume of obstacles in their paths, it seems like an impossibility to get 
disadvantaged students like these to focus on achieving academically at a high level. Yet by the time the average 
KIPP 3D students graduate from eighth grade, on national tests they're scoring in the 63rd percentile in reading, and 
the 91st percentile in math.  
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Some soar beyond their wildest dreams. After hammering away at her English skills and pushing herself 
academically for four years, Nancy Fuentes has earned an annual $37,000 full scholarship to Deerfield Academy, an 
elite college preparatory boarding school in Massachusetts.  

Diana was there to hug Nancy as she got off the phone with the admissions director at Deerfield, and she was there 
helping to place all KIPP 3D's eighth graders in challenging high schools. She finds her satisfaction in changing 
lives, and society, one child at a time. And what motivates Soliz?  

The answer is justice. To Soliz, KIPP is not just a network of schools, extraordinary as the schools might be. KIPP, 
she says, is “a social movement, and when the kids get to a point – through education – that they can make it, it's 
their responsibility to bring as many people along as possible.”  

“It's about opportunity,” she declares. “It's about a chance. It's about opening doors. It's about generations. It's about 
life.”  
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THE DROPOUT PROBLEM 
by Alicia Woodard Green 

 
 
Sue Kinsey spends her days with her dog, Smokey, in a well-kept trailer off a gravel road in the hills of southeastern 
Kentucky. Kinsey, who is 56, chain smokes, and has a persistent, hacking cough to prove it. She lives below the 
poverty line, as does her daughter, Elizabeth, who lives down the road. Neither went beyond the eighth grade.  

But the two women are hopeful that the next generation of their family will have a brighter future and a better 
education. At 15, Wanda Kinsey – Sue’s granddaughter and Elizabeth’s niece – is working diligently to maintain 
that hope, and to break the patterns of teenage pregnancy, poverty and illiteracy that have persisted in her family for 
decades.  

“There’s certain people in my family that just gave up on everything in life,” Wanda says. “And they’ve made 
nothing out of their self. And I want to be someone that can make something out of myself. Someone that can go 
somewhere.”  

Wanda is a freshman at Corbin High School in Corbin, Kentucky. She is tall, pretty and somehow shy and self-
assured at the same time. She is motivated to graduate, in part, by a rebellious streak – she wants to prove to her 
mother that she can succeed. But she is equally driven by the faith her aunt and grandmother have placed in her. “I 
want to show my Aunt [Elizabeth] that I can do something for her as, you know, she can do stuff for me too… 
Because she believes in me.”  

But a family’s faith and a teenager’s resolve often aren’t enough to carry at-risk kids from their freshman year in 
high school to their freshman year in college. Nationally, the number of dropouts has risen steadily, and alarmingly, 
for the past two decades. And studies show that many of those dropouts end up pregnant, unemployed, or in prison. 
But the real tragedy, experts say, is that no one knows just how many students drop out each year.  

Counting Heads 

Graduation rates for the nation and individual states have been described as “a joke,” “laughable,” and “scandalous.” 
In 2004, the U.S. Census Bureau reported the high school graduation rate had reached 85% – an all-time high. But 
the bureau relied on self-reporting from families – not necessarily reliable data. Another flaw: the report included 
General Educational Development (GED) Certificates, obtained by passing a test, not graduating.  

Several independent studies have pegged the graduation rate much lower – and the dropout rate much higher – than 
the Census Bureau reported. In 1998, Jay Greene of the Manhattan Institute sought a simple and straightforward way 
to measure how many students graduate. He compared the number of eighth graders enrolled in school in 1993 to 
the number of diplomas awarded four years later. Adjusting for population shifts, Greene found that more than one 
million students failed to graduate four years later.  

Greene’s conclusion: the nationwide graduation rate in 1998 was 71% – 16 percentage points lower than the Census 
Bureau’s estimate. Other recent studies have found it to be even lower – 68.7, 66.6, 69.6 and 66.1 percent. “We 
haven’t cared enough as a country to build a data system,” says Kati Haycock, Director of the Education Trust. 
“Instead we have consoled ourselves. We’ve chosen to think, ‘Well, the Census must be right. So we probably don’t 
have a big dropout problem after all.’”  

Haycock’s organization, an advocacy group for disadvantaged children, found even more misleading graduation 
rates at the state level. New Mexico, for example, said its graduation rate in 2002-2003 was 89 percent. But the state 
only counted seniors, ignoring students who dropped out before twelfth grade. North Carolina’s reported rate of 
97% is highest in the nation. But officials there only included graduates who received their diplomas in four years. 
In other words, they didn’t count a single dropout.  



 33 

Failing Freshmen 

Surprisingly, the make-or-break year for about a third of high school students comes quickly – in their first year of 
high school. Every fall, thousands of ninth graders walk into high school wholly unprepared for what they’ll face – 
academically and socially. And they fail in extraordinary numbers.  

In a 1998 study, Jay Hertzog of Slippery Rock University and Lena Morgan of the State University of West Georgia 
found that 450 schools failed 25-45% of their ninth grade classes. Gene Bottoms, founder of the reform model High 
Schools That Work, says he saw schools, particularly in the South, holding freshmen back so the students wouldn’t 
bring test scores down. “It became very easy to warehouse youngsters in grade nine,” Bottoms says, “because if they 
took the exam, they were going to look bad in grade ten and eleven. So something called ‘the ninth-grade bulge’ has 
emerged.”  

The “bulge,” a term coined by researcher Walt Haney, refers to ninth grade classes that are larger than eighth grade 
classes. For example, in a 2001 study Haney found that there were 440,000 more ninth graders than there had been 
eighth graders the year before – “surely a reflection of the fact that more students nationally were being flunked to 
repeat grade nine,” Haney writes. The majority were African American and Latino.  

But when students are held back, particularly more than once, their chances of academic success grow slim. “If you 
failed in ninth grade, your chances of finishing high school is only about one out of two,” says Bottoms. “You have 
a whole host of youths coming to grade nine who are not ready for the higher academic standards that high schools 
now have.”  

The bulge may also explain a trend toward younger dropouts. Thirty years ago, dropouts tended to be juniors and 
seniors. Today, they’re freshman and sophomores. “This is a significant shift,” writes Paul Barton of the Educational 
Testing Service, “making dropouts younger and less educated than in the past, and therefore facing more difficulty 
in getting jobs.”  

Catching Kids 

Wanda Kinsey’s high school in Corbin, Kentucky has the advantage of being in a small, close-knit community. 
Principal Joyce Phillips has known a lot of the students since elementary school. But the staff faces many of the 
same challenges as their counterparts in urban high schools. Half the students qualify for free and reduced lunch. 
Few job opportunities exist after graduation. Students often have to be persuaded to plan beyond high school.  

Like many freshmen, Wanda struggled. “I was having a rough time with English and math, with everything,” she 
says. But unlike many schools, Corbin High has a strategy to help ninth graders stay in school. Looking for ways to 
increase graduation rates and decrease dropouts, Corbin turned to Bottoms’ reform model High Schools That Work 
in 2001. Bottoms’ team, which serves as a strategy consultant, studied the school, assessed its problems, and 
suggested solutions. Time and again, experts cite these same strategies to help high schools boost graduation rates 
and decrease dropouts.  

• Focus on the freshmen: Corbin freshmen attend classes in a separate wing of the school, which teachers 
call the Freshman Center and students call the “Fishbowl.” “[The Freshman Center] is to ease the transition 
from middle school,” says algebra teacher Kim Hamlin, “and give them a little taste of high school without 
just throwing them in with all that peer pressure.”  

 
• Hold high expectations for all students: Kati Haycock and Patte Barth write in The Harvard Education 

Letter, “The single most important thing we can do to help students succeed after high school is to provide 
a challenging high school curriculum.” Gene Bottoms founded High Schools That Work on that same 
belief: “Our basic philosophy is that most of the students who we thought could not master the very 
rigorous academic curriculum could do so.”  
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• Provide one-on-one attention and extra help: “Most of us come to believe in ourselves when an adult 
first believes in us,” Bottoms says. “When we started doing this work in high school, there were literally 
hundreds of thousands of students in high school who belonged to no one.” Bottoms recommends assigning 
each student an advisor for all four years. “Students describe an advisor like this: ‘They care. They believe 
in you. They believe that high school matters and they’re not going to turn you loose until you get it.’”  

 
Through such strategies, Corbin teachers identified Wanda’s weaknesses quickly and addressed them. Her grades 
went from near failing at the beginning of ninth grade, to A’s and B’s at the end. She’s excelled in extracurricular 
activities, too, chosen to lead the Jr. ROTC’s color guard, a position usually only juniors and seniors attain.  
 
Sue Kinsey worries about Wanda’s future, but hopes her granddaughter’s success continues. If she attends college, 
“it means her generation will be more successful. She will have her own home if she wants it. After she gets good 
and started, she can have how many kids she wants. You know, when you can’t get a good job, it’s hard to raise 
kids.” Wanda, who just one year ago said that her dreams were fading, now hopes to become a psychologist. “I 
didn’t at all think that I could do it. Sometimes, I kind of gave up. But there’s things that showed me that I can be 
that person. That I can make it.”  
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REAL-LIFE LEARNING 
by Alicia Woodard Green 

 
 
Jesse Hood is the kind of kid you'd want your daughter to date. He is polite, clean-cut and respectful. He comes from 
a nice family, makes decent grades and always has a summer job. But until recently, he wasn't a student that people 
noticed in his Corbin, Kentucky high school, located between an old-fashioned root beer stand and a Caterpillar 
manufacturer. 

Jesse, a junior, was coasting through high school on an average track. “To me, it kind of seemed like a waste of time 
doing honors courses,” he says. “I guess, being a 16-year-old boy, I just decided I'd rather just lay back and take the 
general courses and make it through the year.” 

Education reformer Gene Bottoms says that high schools nationwide are putting students like Jesse Hood on a dead-
end path, setting them up for failure in today's highly competitive global economy. In the late 1970s and '80s, 
Bottoms toured the country and saw students placed on one of three tracks: college prep, general or basic. “Only 
about 30% of the kids were getting a real, solid academic program of studies,” he says. “About 40% of the kids were 
finishing the general track that was preparing them for nothing. And then the kids in the technical program were 
getting very low-level academics. It was very obvious that we were producing a generation of folks who… would 
not be prepared for the kind of high-tech jobs that would begin to emerge.” 

Bottoms reached two conclusions that became central to his reform model, called High Schools That Work, which 
Jesse's high school adopted in 2001. First, students in the bottom two tracks are often capable of accomplishing 
much more than many of their teachers, or even their parents, demand of them. Second, you must connect academic 
learning to real life. If you do so, he says, students will strive. In Jesse's case, he was right.  

Thinking Ahead: Setting Sights Beyond High School 

Jesse's transformation started quite innocently. He was filling out his junior year schedule, saw an honors computer 
class that sounded interesting and signed up. A woman named Linda Cupp was the teacher. “I've been told that, no 
matter what class I teach, it's the hardest class in the school,” Cupp says. “Because I like to push my children.”  

Cupp is a pleasant, motherly type, with a no-nonsense streak. As a long-time math and pre-calculus teacher, she is 
mindful of giving her students skills that will serve them well beyond high school. Computer technology class “is 
hands-on,” Cupp says, but adds, “it's not to give them a skill. That's not the idea. We're hoping that it will improve 
their academics… I want the students to be able to think through the problem. If something doesn't work, not be 
scared to try something new. We call it problem-solving, but it's thinking. Because if you have that skill, you can do 
anything you want.”  

Cupp taught Jesse and his classmates how to take apart, re-assemble and repair computers along with keyboards and 
printers. Jesse was so intrigued, he signed up for a second semester. Next, Cupp started sending him into other 
classrooms to help teachers and students with computer problems. “He has taken to this like a duck to water,” Cupp 
says with a laugh. “He's very serious about his work.” Jesse is so serious that when he was bedridden with the flu, he 
was also guilt-ridden about missing class. He called Cupp personally to apologize. “I've never had a student call in 
sick before to me. He literally called to say he was so sorry he could not come.”  

Now, Cupp sends Jesse to schools throughout the district to repair computers. “He's gotten so involved with 
technology and technology repair, I don't know what we'd do without him,” says Corbin principal Joyce Phillips.  

The benefits for Jesse extend far beyond Cupp's class. He has transformed from a student who didn't stand out, to 
one every teacher knows by name. “When I started out… the teachers were teachers, and I was a student,” Jesse 
says. “Now, I'm out in the school and I'm working with them and they kind of seem more like a colleague than they 
do a teacher. I feel more confident when I'm around them, more like we're on the same level and the same page. We 
both know what we're doing and we're able to get our jobs done.”  
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Jesse is also more engaged in his classes, demands more of himself and is thinking about his future. “Next year, I'm 
going to take honors pre-calculus, and I normally wouldn't have taken that,” he says. “I'd already made out my 
schedule, just taking the normal elective classes I wanted to take. Pretty much a laid-back year. Then Ms. Cupp and 
me started talking and we decided that pre-calculus is something I really need if I want to pursue a future in 
computers.”  

Jesse has his sights set on Eastern Kentucky University, and earning straight A's his senior year. He says the push 
from Cupp was exactly what he needed. “She's been a really good influence and kind of makes me think about how I 
need to work harder, do more to apply myself more. And by doing that, I'll get more out of school. I'll learn more, 
and I'll have a better chance at having a great future.”  

Hooking Kids 

Cupp's class is just one example of the many different strategies Corbin High and other High Schools That Work 
schools use to engage students. It's something Joyce Phillips calls a “hook.” “You have a certain percentage of kids 
who are going to learn no matter what, probably about 20% of the kids that come here… But then, we have about 
80% of the kids that need some kind of a hook, something to get their interest, something that will make them want 
to come to school and want to learn and want to do their best.”  

As a former vocational teacher, Gene Bottoms, the architect behind High Schools That Work, knows the power of 
connecting academics to the real world. “Many youngsters have to see a reason to learning algebra and geometry 
and trig, chemistry and physics,” he says. “And the best way to do that for some students is to link that to 
experiences in their lives, to the community or to a career in which they have an interest.”  

At Corbin, students in automotive class repair cars that belong to teachers and townspeople. Drafting students help 
local businesses create floor plans. Botany students work in a greenhouse and landscape the school grounds. Corbin 
also has job shadowing and co-op programs where students can work everywhere from hospitals to banks to welding 
shops.  

Experts agree that finding a real-world hook works. “For high school kids the question is, ‘Why does any of this 
matter?'” says Kati Haycock of The Education Trust, a Washington, D.C. advocacy group for disadvantaged 
children. “And what the High Schools That Work folks have been so good at is… connecting the requirements of 
today's workplace with what's going on in classrooms and trying to make that real for a set of kids who often don't 
have much in the way of aspirations for themselves. And that connection, between work opportunities and this 
tougher academic curriculum, has been very powerful.”  

Phillips says that with help from High Schools That Work, she and her staff have made great progress hooking kids. 
But she adds, “there are many more of them. We have a long way to go. We want to get every student hooked on 
something and excited about school.”  
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COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT 
by Sarah Colt 

 
 
Just a baseball throw from Corbin High School's back door, my colleague and I stood admiring a yellow truck bed 
sitting on four enormous tires. Larger than any monster trucks advertised on television, it had recently been 
assembled by the welders at Whayne Supply, a company in Corbin, Kentucky that builds and repairs the massive 
equipment that moves coal through the surrounding Appalachian hills. 

Stepping out from behind one of the huge tires, Tim Logan, a tall man carrying a walkie-talkie, beckons for us to 
follow him in order to show us more equipment assembled by his team. Logan started at Whayne's as a welder just 
after he graduated from Corbin High in 1974. After 31 years he has risen to supervisor, overseeing the weld shop. 

The company depends on Corbin High School's technical program to produce well-trained and responsible workers 
like Logan, according to Harold Sulfridge, service manager at Whayne's. In exchange, Whayne's offers high schools 
students the opportunity of internships, job training and scholarships for careers in welding and diesel engine repair. 
Sulfridge believes that the company's investment in the school's programs pays off many times over. 

Whayne's role in the high school program may seem unusual to many people who assume that school reform must 
take place within the four walls of the classroom. But boosting student performance involves a commitment that 
goes beyond the usual players – teachers and administrators – to the larger community of adults, whether in small 
town Appalachia, rural Washington State or big city Houston or Chicago. 

While we researched the program Making Schools Work, I was struck by the community investment I saw 
everywhere we went. It was more than investment in bricks and mortar; it was an investment in a belief that student 
success matters to everyone. And while parent participation is a crucial element of this, PTA meetings were only the 
tip of the iceberg. 

At Corbin High School, with 45% of the student body relying on the federal free and reduced lunch program, 
community investment starts with local pride, not monetary investment. High Schools That Work, a program that 
helps high schools attain high levels of achievement and has been working with Corbin for four years, encourages 
the school to tap into this pride through courses that connect students to the adult world beyond the school's front 
doors. 

Take Joy Miller's job-shadowing course: every day her students leave campus to spend a block of time with doctors, 
nurses, veterinarians and lawyers, or working in the local supermarket, gym and elementary school. Or the finance 
course that runs a school bank in partnership with Corbin's Tri-County National Bank, and sends a staff member 
every week to meet and advise students. 

By building relationships between the community and the students, a lasting connection is forged. “Your reputation 
is everything here [in Corbin],” senior Brandon Bunch explains. “If you screw up, you'll have a hard time getting 
work once you graduate.” 

Like Corbin, there is a sense of pride in being from the community in Mount Vernon, Washington, a rural town 
about an hour north of Seattle. Roger Valentine, a Mount Vernon native and guidance counselor at Centennial 
Elementary School, says there is a community feeling at the school that “we don't do that at Centennial.” 

When the demographics of the town began to shift in the mid-nineties, Centennial Elementary adopted a reading 
program called Success for All to help teachers teach the growing Spanish-speaking student population. In addition 
to reading instruction, Success for All encourages a 95% attendance rate and it has fallen on Valentine to make sure 
students are in school. 
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With Success for All's required 90 minutes of uninterrupted reading time at the start of every morning, Valentine's 
job shifted from one-on-one counseling to working with the community on attendance. Every morning he jumps in 
his SUV and drives to pick up kids who are absent or late and have no reason to miss school. Valentine has gotten to 
know the families of the students in a way he never did before. By connecting with parents, many of them 
immigrants from Mexico, he has been able to encourage adult commitment to student success and the school. 

In small town Corbin and Mount Vernon, pride in the community solidifies high expectations for students, but as I 
traveled to schools in Houston and Chicago, I wondered, ‘how do you achieve a strong sense of community 
commitment in big, anonymous inner city settings?' 

At KIPP 3D Academy, a charter middle school, the students come from rough neighborhoods like Houston's Fifth 
Ward and Denver Harbor, where many kids are dealing drugs and getting pregnant instead of hitting the books. To 
compete with the culture of gangs, drugs and violence, the KIPP program – there are 38 KIPP schools nationwide – 
requires students, their parents and teachers to sign a contract committing to strict ground rules that include long 
school hours, daily homework assignments, Saturday classes and summer school. The time commitment is all part of 
the mission of the school to get every student on the road to college. 

“We strongly believe that in order for a student to succeed, it takes three parts… families – the parents, or whoever 
takes care of the child, the student, as well as the teachers,” explains Assistant Principal Diana Soliz. “If you think of 
a table – an analogy of a table – a table can't stand on two legs… for it to be solid and sustainable and hold 
something and be a strong foundation, it takes all three parts.” 

While Corbin and Centennial have a built-in pride of place, at KIPP pride comes from being part of the school's 
“commitment to excellence” that is the basis of their mission. 

Lauren Resnick, the Director of the Institute of Learning at the University of Pittsburgh, explains that for many of 
our country's minority students, “their interest in getting involved in academic matters is challenged by the street 
culture.” She says that KIPP has created “a social world for those kids that think that academic effort is cool and that 
gets rewards everywhere you turn – for being part of that. If they go out to a hockey game together, or a basketball 
game, or just for ice cream, that doesn't look like time on academic task; but it's time in a socially enveloping 
environment.” 

Sylvia Mendez has three grandchildren who attend KIPP 3D Academy. As guardian to her grandchildren, she 
remembers how it was “so hard” for all of them to adjust to KIPP's schedule. As she puts it, success “takes 
dedication from everyone to make it at KIPP.” Now that her grandchildren are used to the routine, “they don't want 
to go home at the end of the day.” So Mendez volunteers in the school office in order to be more involved in her 
grandchildren's lives. 

Jordan Community School, located in inner city Chicago, adopted the Comer Process to help the school combat the 
gang culture of the neighborhood. The process emphasizes the importance of creating a school climate that allows 
children to develop and grow. The idea is to start with the culture of the school and that eventually it will affect the 
community beyond. 

Parental involvement is crucial to this transformation, says Chris Griffin, the Comer social worker at Jordan. He met 
with parents to stress the importance of their role. “We wanted to send a message that this is the community's 
school, and as parents, we need your support. This is your school, as well. We're preparing children to be lifelong 
learners. That includes you. There's a role for you – not just watching children, but modeling – and learning, 
yourselves.” 

Child psychiatrist James Comer, the founder of the Comer Process, explains how the values of the school need to be 
reflected at home by forging a connection between teachers and parents. He says that this is especially critical for 
kids coming from rough neighborhoods who are often under-prepared for school. 
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Comer explains that “the parents and the teachers need to connect so that you have a smooth transition from home to 
school, and that the same values, the same attitudes that are expected and needed in school are transmitted to the 
parents. Then the parents bring in knowledge of their own needs in the community.” The back and forth between the 
school and the community allows the adults to better serve the children. 

With parents and community on board, Chris Griffin remembers the transformation in adult expectations and student 
behavior. In the new Jordan, he says, the attitude became: “This is a school that does not expect fights in the school 
building. Then, it's like, “Okay. Now we don't expect them outside before and after school, either.” Gradually the 
school increased its spheres of influence. 

As I witnessed everywhere, attending Corbin, Centennial, KIPP or Jordan, meant something to the students, and this 
translated into high expectations that raised levels of achievement. For schools in smaller communities like Corbin 
and Mount Vernon, the high expectations were created by a pride of place. In big city settings the schools created a 
sense of belonging and community that started from within and radiated outward. But no matter where a school is 
located, it is clear that community involvement is a critical element to successful reform. 
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IMPROVING INSTRUCTION BY OPENING THE CLASSROOM 
by Michael Bernstein 

 
 
When Anthony Alvarado became superintendent of District 2 in New York City in 1987, he embarked on a 
revolutionary approach to improving student performance – he opened classroom doors. Alvarado believed that the 
isolation of teachers working alone was one of the biggest barriers to improving the quality of teaching. By opening 
the classroom, Alvarado forced teachers to work more collaboratively, to study what worked in other classrooms 
and to build a community of support within the school. 

“You learn things by seeing something done that you didn't know how to do,” says Alvarado, “by engaging in a 
conversation about the thing that's giving you problems, by having someone give you feedback about the work that 
you're doing. That feedback provides you with ways of improving the practice.” 

“Tony had the vision that you could make good teaching, you didn't have to wait for it to sprout up as a weed,” says 
Lauren Resnick, Director of the Institute for Learning at the University of Pittsburgh, “You could make it by saying, 
‘Here's what good teaching is. Here are the tools for doing it. Here's the training for doing it. Here's the community 
of other educators trying to do it, that you can live with and work with and make your work better week by week.'” 

Improving the quality of teaching through systemic and sustained professional development became the hallmark of 
Alvarado's District 2 reform. He was convinced that continuous student learning was dependent on continuous adult 
learning. “We have this very simple theory,” Alvarado explains, “Kids learn from teachers. If the kids need to learn 
more and more powerfully, then the teachers need to know more and their teaching has to be more powerful. 

Initially, Alvarado focused the professional development effort in District 2 around the teaching of literacy, which 
he considered an essential building block to all learning. “We picked literacy for the same reasons that right now in 
America everybody focuses on literacy, because it is a gatekeeper skill. You can't learn history, you can't learn other 
[subjects], you can't engage text if you don't have the skills to deal with the text,” Alvarado says. “So it's not only for 
the sake of reading, it's for the sake of communicating, it's for the sake of learning.” 

To develop a literacy program, Alvarado pursued an unusual strategy. Through research, he learned that Australia 
and New Zealand had the highest literacy rates in the world, and so he decided to import the lessons learned there. 
At about that time, Alvarado met Diane Snowball. Snowball, a former Australian schoolteacher, was founder of a 
professional teacher development center for literacy and mathematics in Australia, and was in New York 
participating in a six-month literacy program at Columbia University. Alvarado convinced her to stay in New York 
after the program was over to work for District 2. 

At first, Snowball was placed in six schools in Chinatown. Her mission was to train teachers in the methods that she 
had learned and developed in Australia. “People were working very hard but they didn't really know enough about 
what they should be doing,” Snowball says. “They weren't used to doing planning based on student needs.” So 
Snowball worked with teachers in their classroom, demonstrating how to observe students and constantly assess 
whether their lessons were actually sinking in. She trained teachers how to choose books that best matched their 
students reading levels and how to better engage students as readers. 

From a small core of District 2 schools, Snowball began to grow her consulting company, AUSSIE, bringing in 
other coaches from Australia and New Zealand. According to Snowball, all the attention to improving the quality of 
classroom teaching paid off. She says she began to see a difference in teacher instruction and attitude. “Teachers 
started saying to me, ‘I've never enjoyed teaching so much and I've never enjoyed my students as much,'” Snowball 
recalls. 

One convert to outside coaching was Emily Jarrell, a fourth grade teacher at PS 126. Initially Jarrell felt threatened 
with having someone else in the classroom, but she “quickly learned to love it.” The constant coaching and study 
allowed her to continuously improve her teaching. “ If I had the feeling that I was just going to do the same thing 
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with the kids every year and give them a text book and they would do the same work over and over again, and I 
didn't try to change my teaching constantly, I would be bored,” she says. 

Alvarado and the AUSSIE team also worked closely with principals, encouraging them to observe the work in 
classrooms so they could learn to identify successful and problematic teaching practices. Not all principals were 
open to the idea of outside help. Anna Switzer, the principal at PS 234, was skeptical of the newly added 
professional development because she had had bad experiences with it in the past. “Since we were a very good 
school and a very small school, we thought we could learn best from ourselves, in-house,” says Switzer. However, 
the more sessions she went to, the more she began to appreciate the benefit of the professional development. Switzer 
remembers beginning to think, “Well, hey, I'm an instructional leader…That's pretty cool!” 

But Alvarado's commitment to professional development went well beyond Snowball and the AUSSIE's. He opened 
a professional development lab in which experienced teachers within the district were designated as Resident 
Teachers, allowing other teachers to visit and observe their classrooms for a three-week period of intense study and 
supervision. He tapped into the Teachers College at Columbia University and Lucy Calkins, who worked with 
teachers across the district. Overall, Alvarado pushed the District 2 budget for professional development from less 
than 1% to more than 11% during his tenure. 

“We saw immediately the difference in instruction in the kinds of things kids were being expected to do and the 
kinds of things teachers had to learn how to do,” says Elaine Fink, Alvarado's deputy. “But the results were dramatic 
and they were also pretty quick. It didn't take years to see a result.” 

What got people's attention outside of New York was that Alvarado took student performance in District 2 from the 
middle of the pack to second best in the city. Richard Elmore, a researcher who studied District 2 reform closely, 
notes that District 2 gains occurred during a time in which the number of immigrant students in the district increased 
and the student population grew poorer, two conditions that normally challenge academic performance. 

Alvarado believes the success built on itself. “The research actually says that the best motivator for teachers is their 
being able to observe the success on the part of their children and that success is tied to the work of the teacher,” 
Alvarado says. 

Today, improving classroom instruction through professional development remains a big part of the citywide reform 
effort under the new chancellor of education, Joel Klein. “What we need to do is invest in actually increasing the 
talent of our teaching pool and then leveraging it,” Klein says, “because talent can teach other people and bring them 
all up, and that's what this has got to be about.” 
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RE-ENGINEERING THE ROLE OF PRINCIPALS 
by Sarah Long and Rick Young 

 
 
When Rebekah Marler-Mitchell took the job as principal of PS 50, she took on one of New York City's toughest 
educational challenges. Located in the heart of East Harlem, along East 100th Street, the school serves more than 
600 elementary students. Ninety-four percent of the kids come from homes of poverty and the school had been, for 
many years, below average in student performance. 

Marler-Mitchell's assignment to PS 50 last year was, in some ways, surprising. Just two years earlier, she was 
happily teaching in Brooklyn with no plans to change jobs. But a visit to her school by Chancellor Joel Klein 
changed all of that. Impressed with Marler-Mitchell's passion for improving classroom instruction, Klein persuaded 
her to participate in a new program that is a centerpiece of his citywide reform effort – the New York City 
Leadership Academy. 

The Academy opened its doors in January 2003, and Marler-Mitchell was one of the first 77 new principal 
graduates. The program involves 18 months of rigorous study and practical hands-on experience, all geared toward 
turning aspiring principals, like Marler-Mitchell, into strong instructional leaders. It's an objective rooted largely in 
the successful reforms experienced earlier by former superintendent Anthony Alvarado in District 2. Joel Klein was 
borrowing a page from Alvarado's strategy book. 

One of Alvarado's trademark reform strategies was to focus primary attention on the leaders of every school. In 
Alvarado's eyes, principals were the change agents – “the most important actors on the stage of a school system.” To 
improve academic performance across the district, Alvarado believed in demanding constant improvement from 
every classroom, a responsibility he believed should be exercised by principals. “The primary purpose of a principal 
in a school is to lead the improvement of instruction in a school. Not to manage a school,” he said. 

Alvarado's former deputy superintendent, Elaine Fink, agreed. “I firmly believe that a principal makes it or breaks it 
and that a principal is our key,” she said. “If they are just organizers of buildings, the result will be that the building 
is organized. If you really want to improve instruction, they have to be the leaders of the improvement of 
instruction.” 

In New York City's District 2, Alvarado looked to principals as instructional leaders to develop and nourish school-
wide cultures of learning. An intellectual commitment was made to excellent teaching practice in every classroom 
and to continuous learning for every educator. 

“You had to have this commitment to not doing things the way they've always been done, and to learning beyond 
what you already know,” recalled Carmen Farina, formerly a principal in District 2 and now the Deputy Chancellor 
for Teaching and Learning for the entire New York City school system. “Generally when you became a principal in 
the city of New York there was a feeling that you already knew everything. That's why you became a principal. In 
the new paradigm [under Alvarado] you became a principal to learn all the new things – and that's a real shift.” 

But Alvarado relied on more than just expectations to change the paradigm. New principals received strong support 
from his district office, which developed principal apprenticeships and individualized principal mentoring programs. 
Monthly principal conferences provided focused study on the latest research about instructional practice. And a key 
concept of “dual accountability” was established. As Elaine Fink describes, “they were very clear that this was a 
dual accountability system, a reciprocal system, that… if I was not providing the reciprocal learning for you or 
guiding you to that direction of learning, I could not hold you accountable if you were not providing it for your 
teachers.” 

Many principals found transitioning to Alvarado's new model difficult. Some left on their own accord; others were 
forced out. During the first four years, Alvarado replaced 20 of 30 principals in his district. And he was relentless in 
pursuing his new recruits. “I would do anything to try to get a good principal into the district,” Alvarado says. “I had 
no shame in begging people to come to the district.” 
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"Who we hired made a great difference,” explains Fink. “That's the job of the district – to hire the best and the 
brightest principals that you can and then give them the best training, the best professional development that you 
possibly can. Their lead role is to hire the best and the brightest teachers that they could possibly find and then make 
them the smartest that they could possibly be by giving them the best training out there." 

Today in New York, the Leadership Academy provides the first step – identifying, developing and training the city's 
new principals, an experience that has paid off for some like Rebekah Marler-Mitchell at PS 50. “Quite frankly, I 
wouldn't have known what to do the first day if it had not been for the comprehensive work of the Academy,” she 
says. And with her new leadership, PS 50 is beginning to see improvement in student performance. Scores in math 
and language arts are up, disciplinary problems and school suspensions are dramatically down. 

For Chancellor Klein, the Leadership Academy, now in its third year, remains a central launching point and focus of 
the city's reform effort. In a school system of 1.1 million children and 1,300 schools, the Academy is very selective 
in recruiting talented educators to build what Klein calls a “team of 1,300 great principals who are true instructional 
leaders” to guide system wide change and improvement. This year's class of 94 aspiring principals was chosen from 
an applicant pool of over 1,400. 

The Academy is an independent 501(c)(3) non-profit corporation and is funded by corporate and philanthropic 
giving. Klein claims to have raised nearly $75 million from the private sector to support the Academy. Underscoring 
the importance he ascribes to training and developing new instructional leaders, Klein says that when he first began 
working as chancellor, he remembers saying, “the most important thing I could do in my chancellorship is if I leave 
this system with 1250 great principals. That's the most single, important thing I could do.” 
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WHAT DOES EQUITY MEAN? 
by Corey Ford 

 
 
In 1995, right before he began his job as superintendent of Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, Eric Smith and his wife 
visited East Mecklenburg High School. They dropped by an Advanced Placement class. It was great – extremely 
challenging material being taught by a talented teacher to a room packed with bright students. But Smith hardly 
noticed. 

“My wife and I just looked at each other,” recalls Smith. “There was a complete absence of minority students. What 
was the problem here?” 

The problem, Smith would soon find, was inequity – a dangerous combination of low expectations and inadequate 
resources. 

Smith knew that to get minority students to succeed he would have to sell Charlotte on a simple idea – demand high 
expectations and high performance from all students, no matter what their social background or circumstances. “The 
success of a school isn't dependent on the children we serve,” he asserted. “We are the ones who will compensate for 
any deficiencies or additional needs children bring to us.” 

With that, Charlotte's pursuit of equity was born. 

Eric Smith, a business-like educator who sought objective truth through data analysis, had his team run the numbers. 
The data revealed the problem: despite having similar or better scores on fifth grade and PSAT ability assessments, 
many black students were consistently being put in basic-level classes while their white peers were consistently 
selected for high-level ones. Placement decisions were made on subjective recommendations. 

“It was totally based on assumptions… We'd made assumptions about expectations of kids' levels, and those 
expectations were too low,” says Smith. “Call it racism, bias, low expectations, whatever. The impact is huge.” 

It was huge – on the scale of a 39 percentage point achievement gap in reading. That meant that across the 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg school district, while 78% of white, mostly middle- to upper-income students performed at 
or above grade level on reading assessments, only 39% of black, mostly low-income students did. In math, the 
achievement gap was 40 percentage points. Charlotte, the birthplace of school integration by busing, had failed to 
educate its minority students on par with whites. 

“I saw huge discrepancies,” says Smith. “We found that the expectations were different for inner city kids versus the 
suburban. We found that the pace of instruction, the speed with which content was being delivered was different. 
Totally different expectations.” 

Charlotte essentially had two distinct school systems. One system had experienced teachers supported by adequate 
resources teaching challenging courses in new facilities to students who were pushed to graduate and excel in 
college. The other system had inexperienced teachers with inadequate resources trying to teach basic courses to 
students who were hardly expected to graduate, much less go to college. One system was for suburban kids; the 
other for inner city kids. And this was the case despite more than three decades of busing meant to forcibly prevent 
this problem. 

Smith was determined to fix this inequity, but he didn't have much time. A looming federal lawsuit threatened to end 
busing. Schools could be re-segregated, ripping the achievement gap wide open. It was Smith's worst nightmare. 

“We could not go through the struggle that Charlotte had gone through and come out the other side and not have 
students performing at a comparable level. To me that was unthinkable,” says Smith. “We had to solve this problem 
once and for all… We had to get dead serious about the business that we're in.” 
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To Smith, it was all about clarity: reestablish the mission of Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools and then redesign the 
school system around it. 

“Our job is to educate children to a comparable level, to a competitive level,” says Smith. “ If we're doing our job, 
then we should be able to get kids to play in the big game before they leave us. ” 

Getting minority students to play in “the big game” – to get them into college – required that they be prepared with 
that specific goal in mind. It required that students have access to the educational practice field, with the appropriate 
“coaching” and “training” to raise their skills to the level needed for “the big game.” 

“Equity wasn't making sure that everyone had numerically the same number of test tubes in every chemistry lab,” 
concluded Smith. “We had to make sure that equity was more defined by the outcome.” 

Equity would require two things – high expectations for all students and a targeted distribution of district resources. 

Smith needed to redesign the entire Charlotte-Mecklenburg school system around the core value of high 
expectations for all students. He started with the end goal – college – and focused on the key hurdles Charlotte's 
students would need to clear to get there. 

“I first drafted out where I wanted kids to be at the end and specifically by what time frame and what measure of 
performance,” explains Smith. “I didn't want to simply meet the requirements under state accountability. I wanted to 
see the cross section of children from all backgrounds perform at an extraordinarily high level as defined by some 
outside body. And so I looked at advanced placement, I looked at international baccalaureate and I looked at the 
SAT as three ways that we could measure our performance.” 

With the end goal set, Smith worked backwards. He looked for the key moments during a student's educational 
development that would indicate whether or not that child was on track to succeed on the AP, the International 
Baccalaureate (IB) and the SAT. 

“I wanted a kind of dipstick. I wanted to have points of measure over the course of a child's kindergarten through 
twelfth grade experience, and I wanted to see whether or not we were on target for that achievement,” says Smith. 
“So I moved from SAT, IB and AP performance and then I wrote specific goals for algebra one performance in 
middle school, for third grade reading and third grade mathematics.” 

Smith calls these key moments “gateways.” They're the hurdles that line the racetrack of public education. If a child 
can't clear each increasingly difficult hurdle on time, he'll never make it to the finish line. 

The district developed a stopwatch to set students' educational pace. Pacing Guides clearly set out for teachers what 
students needed to learn and by when. Now all students would be taught all the material they needed to know to 
succeed. 

But students would inevitably trip up on some hurdles, so Charlotte developed a scheduling system that allows 
teachers to re-teach concepts to kids without slowing down normal class time. Struggling kids get the one-on-one 
attention they need while the whole class stays on pace. Students would no longer be stuck in remedial tracks for the 
rest of their education. 

Having put in place a structure that pushed every child in the district towards achievement, Smith had to target the 
district's resources to where they were most needed – in schools that serve the children who are the furthest behind 
when they walk in the schoolhouse door. These were the inner city schools, long neglected and under-served, with 
children whose parents had not prepared them to succeed academically. 

Children from poverty are usually behind when the starting gun goes off. “We had to find a way to compensate for 
that,” says Smith. “That's what we meant by equity.” 



 46 

If the district used its resources wisely and focused them on students in need, Smith reasoned, it could make up for 
what the children lacked at home. 

“In order to achieve equity, we put a significant amount of resources…into low-income schools that wouldn't have 
been there normally,” says Smith. “We had to increase the funding level. We had to increase the staffing level. We 
invested in their performance, in strategic ways, at a rate that was higher than we would see elsewhere.” 

Charlotte set up the Equity Plus Program, providing schools in high poverty areas with the resources they needed to 
bring their students up to speed: reduced teacher-student ratios, additional instructional supplies and materials, 
added incentives for teachers, summer enrichment programs, Saturday school and more district guidance and 
attention. 

Some in the Charlotte community questioned the fairness of this practice: if the inner city schools were getting extra 
district funding, didn't that mean they were taking money away from the suburban schools? 

To respond, Smith ran the numbers. The data said, “No.” Even with all this new funding for inner city schools, 
suburban schools still received more taxpayer money per student. 

“The difference was that the leading cost of running a school is personnel,” says Smith. Inner city schools were 
churning first- and second-year teachers who were at the bottom of the pay scale, while suburban schools carried the 
high salaries of teachers with 20 to 25 years of experience. 

“We looked at our total operating costs,” says Smith. “Even with the supplemental additional teachers, the additional 
materials, the supplies… all these things to bring about equity – we still found that we were not running at a higher 
rate of cost to the district than the cost factor at the suburban schools.” 

Even though suburban schools still received more taxpayer money, the inner city schools had won a big victory. The 
resources were in place, extra attention and support was available and high expectations were ingrained. 

By the time Eric Smith left Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools in 2002, the school district was on the verge of national 
acclaim. In seven years, the percentage of black students scoring at or above grade level in reading increased from 
39% to 62% and in math increased from 42% to 70%. The achievement gap between minority students and white 
students closed in reading from 39 percentage points to 29 points and in math from 40 points to 24 points. And on 
the 2004 NAEP nationwide assessment tests, “The Nation's Report Card,” Charlotte's white and minority students 
outperformed their peer groups in nine other major urban school districts in reading and math. 

Since 2002, the achievement gaps have continued to close because the equity-driven system Smith designed remains 
in force. By the end of the 2004-2005 school year, the gap in reading had been cut by an additional 9 percentage 
points and in math by an additional 6 points. Black students are now performing at nearly the same level where 
white students were performing when Smith first arrived in Charlotte.  
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TESTING: IT’S ALL ABOUT HOW YOU HANDLE IT 
by Corey Ford 

 
 
When I went down to Charlotte I was skeptical. I had heard that standardized testing drove the turnaround of its 
public school system – and I wasn't buying it: Weren't teachers dumbing down the curriculum? Weren't they 
“teaching to the test?” And what's the point of so much testing anyway? 

But what I learned in Charlotte is that testing improves teaching. The key is the data: how you collect it and how you 
use it. 

Every nine weeks, bubble sheets and No. 2 pencils are handed out to all of Charlotte's students. Teachers unlock 
their drawers and pull out stacks of pink packets about 10 pages thick. They are the quarterly exams – documents 
that will collect the data that drives everything that happens in the Charlotte-Mecklenburg school district from that 
day forward. 

But that data is only as good as the content that's covered and the questions that are asked. The purpose is to find out 
if students have learned the skills they need to know. The test is pointless without a clear definition of those skills. 

In North Carolina, the state determines the curriculum. It publishes a book called the Standard Course of Study that 
lays out what skills North Carolina's public school children need to master in each grade. It then tests them on those 
skills in the annual End of Grade Test. 

To prepare for that test, Charlotte's district office takes this unwieldy book and translates it into specific, clearly 
defined skills called curriculum objectives. A curriculum objective in math may be multiplying fractions, while in 
reading it may be identifying the main idea in a story. All of these objectives, when put together, add up to the skills 
a student needs to master by year's end. 

The district office then takes each curriculum objective and gathers the best teaching minds around it. These experts 
use the best research available to develop a lesson plan to teach that objective. 

The lesson plan has very specific steps and instructions, sometimes scripted down to what the teacher says, word for 
word. An inexperienced or substitute teacher may follow the script, while a veteran may embellish the lesson. Either 
way, the most effective lesson plan is in place for each curriculum objective. 

Finally, the lesson plans are laid out in sequence and aligned with the school calendar in a pacing guide that insures 
teachers stay on track to cover all of the curriculum objectives before the End of Grade Test. 

At the end of every nine weeks, a quarter of that year's objectives have been covered. It's then time to test how well 
the students have mastered them and how effectively the teachers have taught them. 

But a test is only as good as its questions, which must challenge students to demonstrate mastery. “These are not 
rote memorization type questions,” says Susan Agruso, who oversees Charlotte's testing system. “They are thinking 
questions – students have to understand information and put pieces of information together to come up with the 
correct answer to a question.” 

“For example, when a student reads a passage, he or she will be asked questions about the meaning of the passage, 
the author's purpose, the main idea,” explains Agruso. “A student has to read the whole passage, understand it and 
look at this whole piece of literature and say, ‘Oh… That's what the author wants me to understand. That's the tone 
he's using with it.' You have to understand the whole piece, comprehend it, put all those pieces together.” 
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But even with a challenging question, it's not good enough to ask it only once. “You can't determine mastery with 
one question, so we will ask a main idea question in several different ways for several different passages,” explains 
Agruso. 

Over a range of questions, the student will demonstrate whether he or she has mastered, partially mastered, or failed 
to master the objective – useful data to a teacher. So when the clock stops at the end of the quarterly test, students 
will have been challenged multiple times on each objective that needed to be covered by that time of the year. 

Immediately after the quarterly tests, students' bubble sheets are taken to district headquarters where assistant 
principals race to feed them through scoring machines. Within hours, all tests have been processed, creating four 
valuable reports – an individual student report, a class report, a school report and a district report. 

It's what Charlotte does with these reports that makes all the difference. 

Teachers wait anxiously to find out how their students performed, how well they taught the material, and how they 
need to teach differently tomorrow. Each teacher receives an Item Analysis Report that lists every student in her 
class and their answers to each question, so she knows exactly which items each student missed. 

Even more critical is the Group Mastery Report, which lists every child in the class and describes all students' level 
of mastery on each objective. In a glance, the teacher sees the weak spots in her class. 

“She gets a view of her classroom,” says Agruso. “Do I have a group of students who are struggling with fractions? I 
need to work with this group. Do I have a child who doesn't understand fractions? I have to figure out some ways to 
give him some extra help. Or is my whole class missing this concept? I have to build in some tutorial work for them 
so that they can do better on fractions.” 

Weak spots in scores reveal the weak spots in teaching. “It allows me to see whether or not what I'm doing is 
working,” says Nicole Barrow, a fourth grade teacher at Highland Renaissance Academy. Her colleague Shonja 
Alexander agrees, “The test results have been an excellent resource to just go back and say, ‘Okay, maybe that little 
instruction I did didn't work for this group. Maybe I need to go back and…find something else that's going to reach 
them.'” Teachers compare scores among their team and figure out which techniques worked best. 

The team uses the report to group students by their level of mastery. Students are shuffled out of their normal class 
arrangements into groups based on ability on a particular skill. Students who need intense intervention receive one-
on-one attention from the teacher who teaches the concept best. Children who have mastered the skill explore 
higher-level work. A separate time period is dedicated to this re-teaching, allowing the regular class to stay on pace. 

The principal receives a similar report, broken down by classroom rather than student, giving her an instant read-out 
on how her teachers are teaching. She uses this data to identify the best way to target the school's limited resources. 
The principal can focus teaching coaches, intensive training, and tutoring where they are needed most needed. The 
data enables the principal to be a better instructional problem-solver. 

At the district level, all the data is brought together and crunched in many ways to help Charlotte's children succeed. 
At central headquarters, Susan Agruso can sit at her computer and compare one school versus another, or with the 
district as a whole. She can “drill down” to minute detail. She's just a few clicks away from telling you how a 
Hispanic eighth grader in Ms. Smith's class at Bishop Spaugh Academy is doing on factoring quadratic equations. 

Real-time data means that district resources are constantly in play. Regional superintendents and instructional 
specialists gather around reports that list how each school is doing. They see which schools need help, devise a plan 
and send in rapid response teams the next day. 
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The experts designing lesson plans look at the data, too. It's a great measure of which lessons are working. They 
look at which curriculum objectives are giving teachers and students the most trouble and they re-tackle the 
problem. 

“We always struggle with the same things year after year after year,” says Agruso. “The challenge is to break the 
pattern… so we can figure out how to teach it so they all learn.” 

It's a system of constant improvement tailored to the immediate needs of student, teacher and school. None of them 
can hide from objective data. A child can't hide his weaknesses from the teacher, a teacher can't hide her weaknesses 
from the principal and a principal can't hide a school's weaknesses from the superintendent. 

But it's not about blame. It's about targeting the weak spots in each child, teacher and school and combating them 
with best practices and resources. 

When I first heard that Charlotte did a lot of standardized testing, my gut reaction was extremely negative. I thought 
Charlotte teachers must be dumbing down the curriculum by “teaching to the test.” But I was wrong. 

“I think it's important to understand the difference between ‘teaching a test' and ‘teaching to the test.' And I would 
say the latter is a perfectly acceptable and desirable outcome,” says Agruso. “Teaching the test questions is 
inappropriate. And for the teacher to spend the bulk of the year just reviewing test questions is inappropriate. That's 
not teaching content.” 

When the testing system was first established in Charlotte, some teachers tried to sequentially teach the test 
questions, but the data rooted them out. 

“The sense of urgency at the schoolhouse led to some pretty bad practices. Teachers and principals with a lot of 
workbooks… a test prep kind of approach, which they learned very quickly had a negative impact on students and 
achievement,” explains Eric Smith, the superintendent who brought all this testing to Charlotte-Mecklenburg 
Schools. “In order to get the kind of outcomes we needed, you had to have a substantive understanding of the 
content by children.” 

Smith found that the assessments actually raised the quality of instruction. “Teachers had to see the kind of 
questions, the complexity that would be demanded of children so that when they taught they would be teaching at a 
high enough level for kids to be able to be successful. So [frequent assessments] helped to drive us – not only what 
needed to be taught, but at what level it needed to be taught.” 

“Our assessments are used to measure if the students have learned what it is you're supposed to be teaching,” 
explains Agruso. “When you teach the curriculum you are preparing children to be successful on the end of year 
test, which is a way of saying ‘teaching to the test.'” 

Testing works in Charlotte because it is an integral part of a well-designed system that is dead serious about its 
educational goals. They determined the skills children need to learn, made a clear plan of how to teach those skills, 
designed a way to test mastery of those skills and created a system that immediately reacted to problems, identified 
solutions and created a virtuous cycle of constant improvement. 

We need more testing like that. 
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COMPETING VISIONS OF REFORM 
by Sam Hornblower 

 
 
The seven-year battle for school reform in San Diego mirrors a war of ideas that continues to rage across the United 
States. 

For more than two decades, two opposing theories of reform have clashed on the national stage: one side trusts each 
individual school to decide its own strategy for success; the other believes that the unified leadership and coherent 
vision of a school district's central office is needed to implement positive change at scale. 

In San Diego, before Alan Bersin and Anthony Alvarado came to lead the district in 1998 as superintendent and 
academic chancellor, principals and teachers were in charge. “You had a very balkanized system,” says Ron 
Ottinger, former San Diego school board president. “And in that culture, teachers basically ran the schools and they 
did whatever they felt was best at their schools.” 

San Diego subscribed to the then-prevailing wisdom across the country: interference from the district ought to be 
kept to a minimum. This underlying assumption fit with a national movement to build reform “school-by-school.” 
This reform movement had emerged in the 1980s, when many Americans became alarmed at the country's declining 
international competitiveness. 

“Site based” reform was the fashion among teacher's unions, administrators, politicians, business leaders, academics 
and foundation directors. “The conversation at the time was, if you were going to try to fix schools, you would to 
have to do it without the central office,” says Michael Casserly, Executive Director of Council of the Great City 
Schools. “You would to have to do it ‘school-by-school,' and go around the bureaucracy, because the bureaucracy 
itself was the problem.” 

The idea was to empower local principals and individual teachers and make the schoolhouse the locus of change. 
The role of the central office was limited to offering each school the freedom and resources it needed. Local 
administrators and teachers knew their students better than anyone, certainly more than a bloated, often flat-footed 
bureaucracy, so the theory went. 

Educators, such as Robert Slavin at Johns Hopkins University and Yale's James Comer, developed dozens of new 
curricula, instructional methods, and school reform models, to be provided directly to individual schools. The 
charter school and school voucher movements sought further distance from district headquarters, demanding 
independence and individual choice. In decentralized models, the spotlight focused on the principal as the agent of 
change, armed with the authority to choose among the models created by experts. 

But results were slow and uneven. The gains often depended on the talent of an innovative principal and frequently 
collapsed when that leader left the school. Moreover, scaling up the progress of an isolated school—translating an 
individual school's accomplishments into comprehensive gains throughout a city school system—proved difficult. 

“There was a lot of frustration,” says Casserly of the response to ‘school-by-school' reform's sluggish pace. 
Presidents, governors and many reformers were dissatisfied. 

“The ‘school-by-school' reform model probably touched 8,000 to 10,000 schools” out of 90,000, says Steve 
Fleischman, of American Institutes for Research. “That's a drop in the bucket of the number of schools that need to 
be improved… So you start to say, ‘well, what can we do at the district level?'” 

Some reformers saw the need for a common curriculum chosen and implemented by the district, and an outside 
authority that would hold every school accountable for improving the quality of instruction and student 
achievement. Reformers began to see that school districts could become a staging area to drive positive change. The 
central office could be used to efficiently coach teachers and reallocate resources to struggling schools. 
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In 1989, a national governor's conference in Charlottesville, Virginia, focused attention on raising educational 
standards. Five years later, Congress passed the hard-fought “Goals 2000” legislation, pushing states to develop 
standards and tests to measure the performance of schools and districts. Texas and North Carolina, among others, 
passed laws holding districts accountable for the performance of students and schools. Districts could intervene 
when necessary and place failing schools under state control. 

One of the pioneers of district reform was Tony Alvarado, then superintendent of New York City's District 2. 
Beginning in the late '80s, Alvarado searched his district and the world for the best way to teach students to read. 
Improving instruction became the focal point of his effort to reform the district's 48 schools and 22,000 students. 
Alvarado sent master teachers, coaches and mentors into every classroom to lift the practice of teaching and he freed 
principals from administrative work, fixing their attention on instruction. 

Alvarado's top-down approach raised student performance across the district's 48 schools, and raised the eyebrows 
of many educators. “There was a lot of cynicism about whether districts could add any value to individual schools,” 
says Warren Simmons, Executive Director of the Annenberg Institute of School Reform at Brown University. “Tony 
Alvarado proved that districts actually could make a difference.” 

The District 2 example helped to change two decades of conventional wisdom about school reform, and cities across 
the country began to mount district-wide reforms, cities like Sacramento, Charlotte, Houston, San Antonio, 
Memphis, and Boston. The emerging “standards movement” was shifting school reform's center of gravity towards 
the district leadership, and away from the individual school principal. 

This shift became popular with political and business leaders, eager to see large-scale reform move rapidly in 
America's major cities. In San Diego, for instance, key urban stakeholders, including the Chamber of Commerce, 
moved into the reform arena with heavy campaign contributions to school board elections. Local teachers, they said, 
could not reliably lead large-scale reform. 

But in San Diego, localized school governance was especially entrenched. “Teachers controlled the educational 
program at schools through school-site counsels,” says former board president Ron Ottinger. The board's reform 
faction saw the city's schools as a disorganized jumble with scores of different reading programs, each school with 
its own ideas about how to teach reading. “We had 180 schools going 180 different directions on instruction,” says 
Ottinger. “Teachers didn't have time to find out what the best research was… or the capacity to figure out how to 
create a common approach across the system.” 

The business community soon marshaled a narrow school board majority to pick an unconventional school 
superintendent—Alan Bersin, a tough federal prosecutor known for policing the Mexican border, but with virtually 
no experience in education. He was hired to restore order and uniformity to the system, and raise achievement by 
supporting instructors and holding them accountable for raising student achievement. 

Bersin tapped New York's star superintendent, Anthony Alvarado, to provide the substance of his program and to 
execute a reform across the 140,000-student district. Alvarado brought with him a battle-tested reform plan—a 
“Blueprint for Student Success”—from his District 2 playbook. “ Bersin and Alvarado came in saying that the old 
system has failed, that it hasn't raised achievement in San Diego, ” said board member Ron Ottinger. 

The district leadership faced unyielding opposition from a strong teacher's union, convinced that instructors at the 
grassroots were better suited to carry out school reform, and that a top-down approach was misguided. The union, 
the San Diego Education Association, fought implementation of Alvarado's New York scheme. It was 
uncomfortable with the principals' new roles as instructional leaders taking orders from a central hierarchy. And 
many teachers were deeply opposed to opening their classrooms to outside consultants and coaches bent on 
implementing the Alvarado curriculum and method. 

During negotiations over the reforms, Bersin failed repeatedly to find common ground with the teacher's union. The 
bitter quarrel over what to name the new teacher trainers—Alvarado's ‘staff developers' or the union's ‘peer 
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coaches'— illustrates the rift. “After the peer coach negotiation, it became clear that there would be no 
collaboration,” said Bersin. 

Robin Whitlow, Executive Director of the teacher's union, explained: “We very intentionally picked the word ‘peer' 
because it was a non-evaluative peer that would sit with you, watch you teach, exchange ideas… That trust 
relationship would be insured if teachers were able to select their peer coach at their sites…Mr. Alvarado talked 
about the concept of ‘staff developers'. He wanted to be able to choose all the peer coaches himself.” 

The battle between the competing visions of site-based vs. district-directed reform was fought out constantly in the 
San Diego school board which was split narrowly, 3-2, in favor of reform, with the two opponents on the board 
largely representing the union's dedication to site-based reform and opposed to the centralized Bersin-Alvarado 
strategy. 

From 1998 until the 2004 school board election, Bersin used his tenuous board majority to centralize the running of 
the San Diego school district. But with the 2004 election putting a new anti-Bersin majority into power, the new 
board wasted no time in cutting Bersin's contract short, dismantling other elements of reform, and scrapping the peer 
coach system. 

The San Diego reforms had a few limited successes. Scores in elementary and middle schools improved, while in 
high school the results were flat. The achievement gap between disadvantaged minorities and mainstream kids 
narrowed in kindergarten through eighth grade. But overall, the effort fell short of Bersin and Alvarado's 
expectations. 

In the end, the aggressive war of dueling reform ideologies — and the failure of either concept to gain a solid 
consensus — led to an uninspiring coda to the Bersin years. Says Michael Casserly, Executive Director of the 
Council of the Great City Schools, “It is almost impossible to get academic improvement if the leadership of the 
school district is simply going to be squabbling and fighting over adult issues that have nothing to do with the 
academic performance of kids.” 
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HOW LONG REFORM TAKES 
by Sam Hornblower 

 
 
There is no short cut to reforming a school district. It takes time, steady leadership and consistency. “We've learned 
in the last quarter century that you don't get results unless you stick to something over the period of time that it takes 
to get those results,” said Steve Fleischman of the American Institutes for Research. 

Tony Alvarado spent 11 years turning around District 2 in New York City, before his like-minded deputy succeeded 
him in 1998. In Charlotte, North Carolina, reformer Eric Smith thrived for six years as superintendent, and was 
followed in 2002 by his deputy James Pughsley, who was committed to the same reforms. 

“Time is very important,” observes David Sherman, a leader of the United Federation of Teachers who worked with 
Alvarado in New York's District 2. “You can't change schools and cultures of schools that have existed in a certain 
way for 20 or 30 years and then turn them around in one year. It takes a few years.” 

Time requires continuity. If the original architect of educational reform leaves a district, as Eric Smith did in 
Charlotte, his reforms have continuing impact and momentum only if his successor carries them on. “When you 
constantly have a churning at the superintendency level, what you have is a change in direction,” says Pughsley, 
who stuck with Smith's strategy. “You can't just be flip-flopping all along the way.” 

In every successfully implemented district reform program, and even for reform at the individual school level, 
sufficient time is the common denominator. 

Dr. James Comer of Yale University says it has taken four to five years for his program to turn schools around and 
improve performance. Chicago-based principal Maurice Harvey says it took four years for him personally to adapt 
to the Comer Process. “It takes a while,” says Harvey. “We are able to sustain what we have because of those slow 
incremental gains we have made. And that, to me, that's more important than making a big jump all at once.” 

The KIPP program seeks a minimum of four years in a middle school for students to make a real dent in their 
performance. And to avoid losing those gains, they would need to continue the program through all four years of 
high school. 

David Scott, a school district official in Mount Vernon Washington, says that in the first year of the program, 
Success For All, their schools experienced a dip in performance while teachers were adjusting to the program, but 
achievement bounced upward in the second year. It has taken roughly eight to ten years for them to produce 
sustained achievement gains. 

And yet, despite the overwhelming evidence showing the importance of giving reform initiatives time to incubate, 
the track record indicates that in most school districts, reforms are aborted before coming to term. According to the 
American Association of School Administrators, the average urban superintendent stays in a district only 2.5 years 
before moving on. 

District superintendents in America owe their shortened tenure and the abbreviated life of their reforms to the 
public's impatience and the difficulty of getting important stakeholders on board. 

It's true that a sense of urgency is crucial to generating reform and necessary to drive change system-wide, but that 
urgency may also give many voters unrealistic expectations about how quickly reform strategies can work. If 
eagerness to turn reform measures into results is not tempered by an understanding of how long it takes to 
implement district reform, then political support fades and a superintendent can lose his job. 

Even for those who manage to stay in office for several years, implementing reform can be very difficult, as Alan 
Bersin discovered during his seven-year tenure as school superintendent in San Diego, from 1998 to 2005. 
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One of the major challenges for any superintendent is mastering the often-internecine politics of education – getting 
all the important stakeholders lined up behind reform and committed to carrying it out. It takes a compelling vision 
and constant effort to get the local school board, the educational bureaucracy, principals, teachers, the teachers' 
union, the local civic leaders and activist parents all headed in the same direction. 

Even when federal or state standards impose a requirement for reform, and even when some key constituencies are 
calling for change and new leadership, there are still other groups or powerful individuals with a vested interest in 
the status quo, since reform almost invariably brings personnel shake-ups and important shifts in the allocation of 
precious resources and forces people to change well-established ways of operating. 

Different interest groups can have diverse and sometimes conflicting goals. Parents' interests can vary greatly 
depending on where they live, their socio-economic class, ethnicity/race/culture, and even the special needs of their 
child. Business and labor interests can also be at odds and hard to reconcile. 

Enlisting the support of schoolteachers is critical. Without their complete confidence in the consistency and stability 
of the district leadership, they can become cynical, waiting to see if reform is for real and will last. 

The shifting tides of reform have made teachers wary of immediately plunging into adopting “the flavor of the 
month” – the new curriculums, strategies, teaching methods and pet concepts of the new superintendent. Why, for 
example, would a teacher put serious effort into what may be merely this year's education reform fad? Until teachers 
are convinced that the superintendent is going to be in office for several years, many front-line teachers and 
principals simply keep their heads down and go on doing what they have always done. 

“The way educational reform has been defeated year in and year out in urban America – those who resist change, 
tied to old ways of seeing and doing, simply wait out the reformers,” observes Alan Bersin, who felt frustrated by 
stand-pat resistance to his reforms as San Diego's superintendent. 

Even when the constituencies are lined up, implementing reform effectively across an entire school system can take 
almost a decade. Administrators, principals and teachers must all be retrained, often by outside consultants. 
Indoctrinating staff in the central office and schools to new curriculums, new materials, and new ways of operating 
is a huge and ongoing undertaking for a big school system. 

Radical change inside the classroom, in both substance and performance, usually demands a whole new 
infrastructure. In New York, Anthony Alvarado brought in reading specialists from New Zealand and Australia to 
reinforce teacher-training experts from Columbia University. In San Diego, Alvarado set up a new leadership 
academy for training principals and instructional leaders. 

When Eric Smith became Charlotte's superintendent in 1996, he had strong political backing at the state and local 
level. Key stakeholders in the business community and among various interest groups were on board. That enabled 
Smith to push through tough and sometimes controversial reform measures, such as a common reading curriculum 
and scripted pacing guides for teachers. He was also given the resources to build an intricate software, data and 
periodic testing system, which gave him the tools to track progress in every school, every classroom and with every 
student throughout the year. And when his information revealed shortfalls, Smith could act with dispatch to remedy 
the situation. 

As superintendent in Charlotte for six years, Smith had time to get his reforms imbedded and get momentum behind 
them. In San Diego, Alan Bersin had seven years as superintendent, but it was not the same quality time. Bersin 
lacked the critical support that Eric Smith enjoyed. His school board was narrowly split (3-2) in favor of reform on 
the day he took over and he confronted stiff resistance from the teachers' union, the San Diego Education 
Association. His experience illustrates how a district leader can see his reform hampered or watered down, either by 
his failure to develop political support for his program or by the entrenched opposition of key constituencies. 

Nonetheless, time helped Bersin. Just being able to stay in office for seven years enabled Bersin and his academic 
chancellor, Anthony Alvarado, to carry out significant reforms, changing the culture of teaching in San Diego 
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schools significantly and showing concrete gains in student achievement at the elementary and middle school levels, 
though less than what both had hoped for. The ultimate fate of the San Diego reforms will depend on whether 
Bersin's successor sustains some of his main strategies. 

In Charlotte, Eric Smith's reforms maintained momentum because he was succeeded by his deputy, James Pughsley, 
who was committed to the same strategy, carrying it forward for three more years. In New York's District 2, 
Alvarado was also succeeded by his deputy, Elaine Fink, who deepened and widened Alvarado's reforms. But in 
many cities, where a reform-minded superintendent has been ousted in three years or less, reforms have often been 
stopped dead in their tracks or reversed by an anti-reform takeover on the school board. 

 

 


