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Executive summary

T op-down pressure from federal education policies such as Race to the Top and No Child Left Behind, com-

bined with organized advocacy efforts, is making a popular set of market-oriented education “reforms” look

more like the new status quo than real reform. Reformers assert that test-based teacher evaluation, increased

school “choice” through expanded access to charter schools, and the closure of “failing” and underenrolled schools will

boost falling student achievement and narrow longstanding race- and income-based achievement gaps. The 2010 docu-

mentary Waiting for Superman presented these policies as sure fixes for education woes closely correlated with

child poverty.

This report from the Broader, Bolder Approach to Education examines these assertions by assessing the impacts of these

reforms in three large urban school districts: Washington, D.C., New York City, and Chicago. These districts were

chosen for study because all enjoyed the benefit of mayoral control, produce reliable district-level test score data from

the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), and were led by vocal proponents who implemented versions

of this reform agenda. Indeed, former reform leaders in all three cities have become high-profile national proponents

who disseminate the agenda across multiple districts and states.

The report finds that the reforms delivered few benefits and in some cases harmed the students they purport to help. It

also identifies a set of largely neglected policies with real promise to weaken the poverty-education link, if they receive

some of the attention and resources now targeted to the touted reforms. Specifically the report finds:

Test scores increased less, and achievement gaps grew more, in “reform” cities than in other urban districts.

Reported successes for targeted students evaporated upon closer examination.

Test-based accountability prompted churn that thinned the ranks of experienced teachers, but not necessarily

bad teachers.

School closures did not send students to better schools or save school districts money.

Charter schools further disrupted the districts while providing mixed benefits, particularly for the highest-needs stu-

dents.

Emphasis on the widely touted market-oriented reforms drew attention and resources from initiatives with

greater promise.

The reforms missed a critical factor driving achievement gaps: the influence of poverty on academic performance.

Real, sustained change requires strategies that are more realistic, patient, and multipronged.

Test scores increased less, and achievement gaps grew more, in “reform” cities than in other urban districts. Leaders

promised that the reforms would raise test scores, especially those of minority and low-income students, and close race-

and income-based achievement gaps. Analysis of the most reliable, comparable data—National Assessment of Educa-

tional Progress scores—shows that the rhetoric did not match the reality. While test scores increased and achievement

gaps shrank in most large urban districts over the past decade, scores stagnated for low-income and minority students

and/or achievement gaps widened in the reform cities.
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Between 2005 and 2011, in large, urban districts, Hispanic eighth-graders gained an average six points in reading

(from 243 to 249), black eighth-graders gained 5 points (from 240 to 245), and white eighth-graders gained 3

points (from 270 to 273) (NCES 2005b, 2011b). In District of Columbia Public Schools, however, Hispanic

eighth-graders’ scores fell 15 points (from 247 to 232), black eighth-graders’ scores fell 2 points (from 233 to 231),

and white eighth-graders’ scores fell 13 points (from 303 to 290) (Levy 2012c).

Reported successes for targeted students evaporated upon closer examination. Reformers in all three cities claimed

that they had boosted student achievement and closed achievement gaps. But when state test scores were recalibrated

to make standards consistent, compared with NAEP scores, and disaggregated by race and income, gains vanished or

turned out to have accrued only to white and high-income students.

New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg claimed to halve the white/Asian to black/Latino achievement gap in

city schools from 2003 to 2011, but scores on state-administered tests, averaged across fourth and eighth grades in

reading and math, show that the achievement gap had stagnated; it was 26.2 percentage points in 2003 and 25.8

percentage points in 2011 (a 0.01 standard deviation change). Columbia University professor Aaron Pallas, who

calculated the 1 percent reduction, noted, “The mayor has thus overstated the cut in the achievement gap by a

factor of 50” (Pallas 2012b).

Test-based accountability prompted churn that thinned the ranks of experienced teachers, but not necessarily bad

teachers. Reformers said that using student test scores to evaluate teachers, to reward and fire teachers, and to target

schools for closure would improve the quality of teachers in low-income schools. But instead, narrow, unreliable met-

rics turned off great teachers, increased churn, and drained experience from teacher pools, with no boost to student

achievement.

District of Columbia Public Schools’ IMPACT system, which bases teacher evaluations (and dismissals) heavily on

test scores, is associated with higher teacher turnover. The share of DCPS teachers leaving after one year increased

from 15.3 percent in 2001–2007 (before IMPACT began in 2009) to 19.3 percent in 2008–2012; the share leaving

after two years increased from 27.8 percent to 33.2 percent; the share leaving after three years increased from 37.5

percent to 42.7 percent; and after four years fully half (52.1 percent) of teachers left the system, up from 45.3 per-

cent (Levy 2012g). Few teachers reach “experienced” status, generally considered at least five years and, by some

experts, seven years or more.

School closures did not send students to better schools or save school districts money. Reformers closed schools

deemed “failing” so students could transfer to “better-performing” schools. But most students whose schools were closed

went to other schools with even lower test scores, and the disruption (some had multiple moves) was exacerbated by

longer commutes and spikes in gang violence as established lines were crossed.

Although Duncan closed Chicago public schools deemed “underperforming” in order to move students to better

schools, the closings had almost no effect on student achievement because almost all displaced elementary school

students transferred from one low-performing school to another, according to a study of 18 schools closed between

2001 and 2006 (de la Torre and Gwynne 2009). Only the 6 percent who moved to better schools with greater

resources had improved outcomes.
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Charter schools further disrupted the districts while providing mixed benefits, particularly for the highest-needs

students. Reformers say charters offer better options and outcomes for students in “failing” public schools. But charter

outcomes in these cities and across the country are uneven. Charters serve fewer of the highest-needs students than do

regular public schools and can disrupt school districts logistically and financially. High-performing charters may also

spend more per student than regular public schools.

The Chicago Public School (CPS) system uses its own “value-added” metric to measure school performance, with

schools scoring lower on the distribution identified for closure. By this measure, if students in the types of schools

most likely to be closed moved to charters, they would move to lower-performing schools. Specifically, students

who moved from high-poverty regular public schools at the 47th percentile in performance would go to charter

schools at the 40th percentile, and those moving from intensely segregated schools at the 43rd percentile would

end up in charters at the 33rd percentile. Random-lottery enrollment schools, which, unlike charter schools, do not

“select out” students via a challenging application process, outperform their demographically comparable charter

counterparts: Students who moved to charters would drop from the 52nd percentile to the 40th percentile (Caref

et al. 2012).

Emphasis on the widely touted market-oriented reforms drew attention and resources from initiatives with greater

promise. Less-publicized strategies for boosting student achievement were piloted in these cities but not widely replic-

ated or expanded to scale because leaders and funders focused on the market-oriented reforms. These promising but

overlooked reforms are more multifaceted and holistic than reforms that seek quick fixes and rely on narrow, unreli-

able metrics.

Between 2003 and 2005, New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg created 100 new, small, and reportedly academically

rigorous secondary schools across the city’s five boroughs (Goldstein 2010). These schools conferred many benefits

for at-risk students, including a reported 10 percentage-point increase in the share of ninth-grade students on track

to graduate (from 48.5 percent to 58.5 percent) and a 7.6 percentage-point increase in Regents exam scores indic-

ating college readiness in English. Among the added resources small schools delivered were community partners

providing students with relevant learning opportunities inside and outside the classroom and providing school fac-

ulty with additional staffing support and start-up resources. For example, a law firm offered internships to students

of the Urban Assembly School for Law & Justice and helped staff integrate real-world examples into the curriculum.

Another partner helped the Urban Assembly New York Harbor School grow one of the largest oyster beds in the

region (Bloom and Unterman 2012, 2). Extra staff and other resources also enabled the schools to nurture the

strong personal teacher-student interactions that likely contributed to the academic gains.

Duncan worked to improve the college readiness of low-income and minority students in Chicago by increasing

their access to AP courses, providing high schools with college counselors, and holding principals accountable for

ensuring that students applied for financial aid. Scholarship aid nearly doubled in one year (2011–2012). Budget

cuts have since removed counselors from almost all schools.

Just before Rhee became chancellor, DCPS expanded its high-quality, full-day prekindergarten program to serve

middle- and upper-income as well as low-income 3- and 4-year-olds whose parents requested seats for them. The

district also adopted a holistic, hands-on curriculum designed to nurture healthy development of all early childhood

domains: cognitive, emotional, physical, and behavioral. Data showed that third-graders who had participated in
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the program had higher test scores than their nonparticipating peers. However, Rhee implemented a policy that

required parents to enter a lottery to get a spot for the coming year, limiting access. And pre-K is not even on the

agenda of StudentsFirst, the well-funded education reform organization founded by Rhee to promote the reforms

she says worked in Washington, D.C.

The reforms missed a critical factor in achievement gaps: the influence of poverty on academic performance. In

all three cities, a narrow focus on market-oriented policies diverted attention from the need to address socioeconomic

factors that impede learning. In 2010, student eligibility rates for free- and reduced-price meals were 67 percent in

Washington, D.C., 72 percent in New York City, and 77 percent in Chicago (NAF 2009–2010). Clearly child poverty

has been a significant factor contributing to low student test scores and graduation rates in these three cities. Failing

to provide supports that alleviate impediments posed by poverty ensures continued low student test scores and gradu-

ation rates, and large gaps between average test scores of white and affluent students and test scores of minority and

low-income students.

Real, sustained change requires strategies that are realistic, patient, and multipronged. In each city, the initiatives

showing more promise than the touted reforms demonstrate that achievement gaps can only be closed when the

opportunity gaps driving them are addressed. The hands-on experiences and consistent, intensive teacher-student rela-

tionships of New York City’s small schools must replace reform’s test preparation, novice teachers, and churn. Heavy

reliance on college- and career-readiness test metrics should give way to CPS-style college- and career-readiness sup-

ports: helping students choose courses and schools, access AP classes, and match their skills with career goals; and hold-

ing schools accountable for scholarship applications. DCPS’s high-quality prekindergarten program, which is designed

to nurture all aspects of children’s development, should serve as a model for all cities and students, not be sidelined in

“reform” agendas.

Districts that recognize the impact of poverty and address it head-on find the greatest success. Though it is higher-

income, Montgomery County, Md., serves a student body that is as ethnically diverse as any of these urban districts,

and has a large and growing share of low-income students. In contrast to the reformers, however, Montgomery County

Public Schools (MCPS) Superintendent Joshua Starr staunchly opposes using test scores to evaluate teachers, instead

employing a peer-assisted review system that focuses on teacher support, development, and collaboration (Strauss 2012).

MCPS has no charter schools. Rather, it channels extra resources, including targeted professional development for qual-

ified teachers, the smallest classrooms, and intensive literacy, to the neediest schools. It has developed a holistic, creative

curriculum to nurture in-depth, critical thinking. This includes art, music, and physical education teachers in every

school. MCPS also leverages the county’s mixed-use housing policies to integrate schools (Schwartz 2012). Finally, it

employs high-quality prekindergarten, health clinics, and afterschool enrichment to further close income-based oppor-

tunity gaps. As Starr highlights, all of this has produced some of the highest test scores among minority and low-income

students of any district, smaller and shrinking achievement gaps, and high school graduation and college attendance

rates that are the envy of the country (Starr 2012).

Every school district has unique needs and resources. But providing all students with the enriching experiences that

already help high-income students thrive would represent a big step forward, and away from narrow reforms that miss

the mark.
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The “reformers” and their claims

A specific set of policies labeled “reforms” have dominated education policy discussions in recent years. Self-identified

reformers such as former New York City schools chancellor Joel Klein, former Washington, D.C., school chancellor

Michelle Rhee, and Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, emphasize three reforms, in particular, as the answer to the

declining student achievement and widening race- and income-based achievement gaps that they assert represent the

state of American education:

1) The use of student test score data to make decisions about hiring, firing, and rewarding teachers and principals.

2) The use of student test score data to target “failing” schools for “turnaround” and/or closure.

3) The expansion of student and parent choice about schools, in the form of increased access to charter schools (often

as replacements for neighborhood schools closed for underenrollment).

Although student achievement is in fact increasing, and race-based achievement gaps have been shrinking, these market-

oriented reforms have become embedded in federal policies and organized advocacy efforts to change how school sys-

tems and districts operate. Under the Obama Administration’s signature Race to the Top (RTTT) initiative, states must

establish plans to enact these reforms in order to attain grants. States seeking waivers from some of the requirements of

the federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) program must undertake “dramatic efforts” to “turn around” the lowest-per-

forming schools, and their plans, too, usually rely on these reforms.

These same reforms represent the basic policy platforms of a number of well-funded education reform organizations,

including StudentsFirst (founded by Rhee), Stand for Children, 50CAN, and Democrats for Education Reform

(DFER), all of which have state affiliates across the country. Combined, these efforts represent a concerted push to

establish this set of reforms as the new norm. In its mission statement, StudentsFirst states its intent to “build a

national movement” and “demand that legislators, courts, district administrators, and school boards create and enforce

policies” consistent with these reforms (StudentsFirst 2012). And its recent “State Policy Report Cards” ranked every

This paper compares and contrasts reformers’ promises and claims of improvement with actual outcomes.

Use of reformer claims as benchmarks does not indicate and should not be interpreted as endorsement or

adoption by the Broader Bolder Approach to Education (BBA) of those benchmarks. For example, reformers

assert that using student test scores to evaluate teachers and take action based on those evaluations can

improve student outcomes, and even turn around struggling schools in relatively short periods of time. BBA

does not believe that this is true, nor that truly troubled schools can “turn around” in a sustained manner in

a short period or as the result of isolated reforms. Nor does BBA endorse any specific “college or career read-

iness” standard(s). Similarly, though student test scores are discussed in the report, because they are widely

employed as a key measure of student achievement, as discussed below, BBA does not believe that they can

be reliably used to measure student skill level or “growth” over time, but rather that NAEP scores are the

appropriate benchmark for such analyses.
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state and the District of Columbia on the degree to which it implemented them, finding the majority severely lack-

ing (StudentsFirst 2013). Indeed, with StudentsFirst targeting races for statewide public office, 50Can mounting state

policy campaigns, Stand for Children working at the local school board level as well as in statehouses, and DFER advoc-

ating local, state, and federal policy changes, policies consistent with these reforms are being promoted and adopted in

districts and states across the country (Cavanagh and Sawchuk 2012). Further evidence of their growing hold is seen in

the number of consulting companies that employ them as the focus of their advising efforts on behalf of these states,

cities, and districts.

The persistence of problematic achievement gaps between students of different races and income levels—gaps particu-

larly afflicting students in poor urban schools and districts—is not in dispute. Indeed, 50 years of rising income inequal-

ity has accompanied a rapidly widening income-based achievement gap, which has eclipsed the race-based gap (Reardon

2011). The question is how we close these gaps.

Some reformers position their policies as higher minded than the policies advocated by others. Rhee and Klein advance

a “no excuses” response to those who say poverty is an impediment to education, and frequently label those with whom

they disagree as “defending the status quo” (StudentsFirst 2011). Others, such as Duncan, acknowledge the impact of

poverty and promote a larger range of policies, while still emphasizing the same core set of reforms. But the question

most critical for the millions of at-risk students and their families—and the nation as a whole—is not whether one

group or another is “reforming” or “making excuses,” but what works and what does not.

This paper addresses that question directly. First, it reviews the reformers’ claims against the body of academic research

devoted to each of these reform policies. As with most areas of policy, the evidence is mixed. Some of the policies

are more promising than others, but none is even close to securing definitive endorsement based on the data. Indeed,

policies that are “tested” in the social science equivalent of a laboratory inevitably vary, depending upon the “laboratory”

employed (and many other variables), resulting in different outcomes in different cases.

Second, and of greater significance, the paper assesses these policies by reviewing their actual impact in three major cit-

ies. Over the past decade, different iterations of this set of reforms were implemented in Washington, D.C., New York

City, and Chicago. The school districts in all three cities were controlled by their mayors, and thus had the potential

to implement the reforms fully and flexibly. The outcomes in these three cities can therefore be seen as the best that a

district enacting similar reforms could expect, with the fewest possible barriers to implementation.

Reliable National Assessment of Educational Progress data on changes in test scores, and thus achievement gaps, as well

as somewhat comparable high school graduation rates, are available for all three city’s school districts, as are data from

other large, urban districts that did not employ the same reforms, or that did so to a much lesser degree, providing a

basis for comparison. Unlike city or state test scores, the NAEP data are comparable across districts in different states,

thoroughly measure student learning and knowledge, and are sampled, and thus not subject to the system-gaming that

can affect state test score data. Importantly too, NAEP data are available for a representative group of all students, and

for minority and low-income students, the subgroups purported to benefit from these reforms. Specifically, the report

explores how the reforms in each city have influenced:

Teacher turnover and the stability of students’ educational contexts
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Student outcomes as measured both by disaggregated NAEP scores in math and reading and by the cities’ or states’

own assessments

High school graduation rates

School budgets

Although cost savings was not a promise, or goal, of reformers, tracking changes in school budgets is important, because

public officials in many of the other cities and states that have recently endorsed similar reforms—including Cleveland,

Detroit, and Philadelphia—say these policies will not only improve student outcomes but also save money and, thus,

help close major deficits. For example, the Boston Consulting Group’s plan, commissioned by the Philadelphia School

Reform Commission, states, “Faced with both a financial crisis and persistently unsafe schools with low student achieve-

ment, the Philadelphia public schools are undergoing a transformation in order to ensure that all students have access

to safe, high-quality schools, while bringing the budget back into balance.” A spreadsheet detailing the financial aspects

of the plan asserts that the budget will be balanced by 2014 (School District of Philadelphia 2012, 2 and 28).1

The findings from the three cities do not show that the reforms have succeeded in fulfilling either their backers’

promises or their claims. While in each city the mayor or chancellor reported large increases in test scores and/or

decreases in achievement gaps since reforms were implemented, the improvements were often refuted soon after they

were announced. In these districts, most test scores have not increased any more than in other, nonreform districts or

than in the period predating the new policies; some test scores have fallen; and achievement gaps by race and income are

as wide or wider than they were prior to the reforms. New teacher evaluation systems based heavily on student test scores

seem to have increased teacher turnover, rather than improved teacher quality. Graduation rates among low-income and

minority students have improved somewhat, narrowing citywide gaps in those rates, though it is not entirely clear that

these cities have made gains in graduation rates that are greater than those in other cities.

Moreover, these reforms have had significant costs. All three cities received substantial private donations and enacted

major budget increases, with New York City virtually doubling education spending (in real dollars) in just a decade.

While the reforms are not the main cause of the increases, some aspects have introduced new costs. Moreover, the costs

raise questions about the viability of the reforms today in other cities facing major budget shortfalls, and the sustainab-

ility of the reforms in these three cities.

At the same time, officials in these cities have implemented other new policies that produced positive results. New

schools with a focus on real-life experiences and strong teacher-student relationships have improved outcomes for high-

risk students. Smarter teacher recruitment efforts have brought qualified educators to hard-to-serve schools. Enhanced

and expanded prekindergarten (pre-K) programs may be boosting low-income students’ elementary school achieve-

ment. However, these promising policy changes have largely been ignored. Because of the excessive focus on promin-

ent “reforms,” less visible programs with real potential to narrow achievement gaps haven’t had the kind of support or

resources they need to succeed or expand.

In short, some reform elements are working, but most are not. And policies that address students’ noncognitive needs

are lacking. But multidimensional, nuanced efforts with a long-term trajectory and mixed outcomes can be difficult to

communicate when the urgency to implement quick fixes prevails. As such, reformers have mostly advanced simpler

messages that fail to tell the real story. Districts, states, and the federal government should take a hard look at the grow-
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ing evidence to ensure that what actually works gets replicated, and that popular but ineffective or counterproductive

“reform” policies do not become the new status quo.

A brief synopsis of the evidence regarding core components of the
reform agenda

An American University forum in Washington, D.C., in March 2012, “Education Now: Cities at the Forefront of

Reform,” promoted the basic tenets of the reform movement. Representing the federal government and two of the three

cities featured in this report were U.S. Education Secretary Arne Duncan, Chicago Mayor Rahm Emanuel, and New

York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg, along with their respective superintendents. While Washington, D.C., leaders

did not participate, Los Angeles Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa and Los Angeles’s schools superintendent were there, rep-

resenting a district without mayoral control (American University 2012). The participants attributed a decline in U.S

global competitiveness to unions’ protection of poor teachers, an insufficient emphasis on STEM (science, technology,

engineering, and math) instruction, and a failure to prepare students for at least a two-year college. To correct these

deficiencies and others, they advocated for more school-performance data to be used to eliminate what they termed

“low-quality” schools (and to enable parents to make informed choices among regular district schools and an expanded

number of charter schools) and greater use of test scores to assess teachers and principals’ effectiveness and make hiring

and firing decisions.

All three leaders asserted that this set of changes would improve student achievement and narrow race- and income-

based achievement gaps.2 As the literature review below illustrates, however, these claims are exaggerated in some

respects and false in others. There is no sound theoretical basis for the premise that market-oriented reforms can fix

income-correlated gaps in educational attainment.

Test-based accountability systems

Bloomberg was perhaps the strongest proponent among the panelists of test-based accountability. Whereas Duncan

acknowledged that No Child Left Behind had led to excessive reliance on testing, Bloomberg defended the practice of

“teaching to the test” as reflecting state standards and curriculum. All the mayors, along with Duncan, emphasized fir-

ing “bad” teachers as a key means of improving quality.

“If you care about education, you have to care about the quality of the teachers and get those out of the system who

cannot do the job,” Bloomberg said (American University 2012).

Research does not show that it is effective or reliable to rely on student test scores to evaluate, fire, or provide merit

bonuses to teachers (Baker et al. 2010). First, test scores are influenced by myriad factors, both in and out of school,

most of which are beyond the ability of teachers to influence, but which nevertheless lead to judgments regarding teach-

ers’ effectiveness (Rothstein, Jacobsen, and Wilder 2008).

Even “value-added” methods (VAM), which try to account for the impact of student background characteristics on test

scores, inevitably fail to capture many factors beyond teacher control. Though they use a complex statistical technique

called regression analysis, which incorporates multiple factors, value-added measures still have many flaws. The initial

development of value-added systems in the 1990s enabled evaluators to move beyond the use of raw student scores,
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which only reflect a student’s knowledge at a given point and do not capture change by taking into account where he

or she began. Value-added methods correct for that problem by using two tests, one from the current year and another

from the prior year, or, one from the beginning and another from the end of the school year, thus capturing student

growth over a period. Also, some versions of the regression analyses control for easier-to-measure individual student

characteristics that are associated with learning and achievement, such as use of free-and-reduced-price lunch, and race

and/or ethnicity. Nonetheless, value-added methods still employ narrow tests as the only measure of student knowledge

and skill, incorporate only a very limited number and range of out-of-school factors, and cannot capture many of the

other in-school influences, such as tutors, team teaching, or counseling, that can influence student scores as much as, or

even more than, the individual teacher being assessed (Weiss 2011).3

As a result, value-added scores are problematic. After New York City published value-added scores for every teacher in

the city in 2012, veteran teachers considered by parents and principals as among the city’s best were depicted as poor

performers, scores shot up and down from year to year, and many of the scores were found to be wildly inaccurate and

based on incorrect data (see, for example, Pallas 2012a and Winerip 2012). According to the Board on Testing and

Assessment of the National Research Council of the National Academy of Sciences, “VAM estimates of teacher effect-

iveness should not be used to make operational decisions because such estimates are far too unstable to be considered

fair or reliable” (BOTA 2009).

Second, basing important decisions on student test scores has negative consequences. Teachers are driven to “teach to

the test,” adjusting instruction to cover material on the test or even teaching test-taking skills rather than content in

order to produce the higher scores demanded (Baker et al. 2010; Scherrer 2011; Rothstein, Jacobsen, and Wilder 2008).

Test-based accountability systems also give teachers incentives to choose classes and students who are likely to score

higher, and/or to gain more from one year to the next, and, perhaps most troubling, to avoid serving students who are

less likely to do well on tests (Peneston et al. 2011).4 As such, some experts caution that value-added methods and other

test-based teacher evaluation systems may lead to the loss of qualified and strong teachers in hard-to-staff schools and

districts (Weiss 2011). At the extreme, some observers note that the increasingly high stakes attached to raising student

test scores have led to a growing number of district-wide cheating scandals (FairTest 2012).5

Proponents of using student test scores to award merit-pay bonuses to teachers assert that current salary systems provide

teachers with insufficient incentive to focus on improving student outcomes, and that bonuses for raising test scores

would thus improve teaching and student outcomes. The same shortcomings of VAM in other contexts apply to test-

driven merit-pay systems, in particular the failure of VAM to account for factors influencing test scores that are beyond

teacher control, and the added incentive to narrow instruction to test content in order to raise scores.

Experiments assessing test-driven merit-pay outcomes have been conducted in several sites, but none has yet found

these systems effective. One large pilot conducted in the Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools over three school years,

2006–2009, was designed to avert the inadequate pay and rigid strategies blamed for failures in other, prior pilots. It

offered large bonuses, from $5,000 for a small test-score bump to $15,000 for raising scores to the very top of the

continuum (Springer et al. 2010). The structure of the experiment also allowed teachers to employ any strategy they

chose to raise scores, from obtaining more professional development or coaching to collaborating with others. Despite

the thoughtful design and major investment, however, the bonuses produced no improvement in student test scores

(Springer et al. 2010). Moreover, teachers surveyed did not believe that those who received bonuses were better teachers.
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These findings were supported by a RAND evaluation that found that New York City’s experimental program had no

impact on student test scores. According to the authors, “the results of this evaluation add to a growing body of research

from the United States that finds no effects on student achievement of narrow pay-for-performance policies that focus

only on financial incentives without other features, such as targeted professional development or revised teacher evalu-

ations” (Marsh et al. 2011).

A different model funded by a federal grant and employed in Chicago downplayed individual teacher rewards and

spread bonuses throughout the schools’ staff, instead focusing on other aspects of teacher support to boost student

achievement and teacher retention. Nonetheless, results at the two-year mark were disappointing: Neither test scores

nor teacher retention had improved (Sawchuk 2010).6 At four years, there was some increase in school-level teacher

retention, but still no impact on student achievement (Glazerman and Seifullah 2012).

In his 2009 best-seller Drive, labor policy expert Daniel Pink contends that merit pay programs do not induce teachers

to improve their instruction because, unlike corporate executives, teachers’ intrinsic motivation for entering the profes-

sion, and for improving student outcomes, is not fundamentally rooted in salaries or compensation. Moreover, because

the field requires conceptual and creative thinking, a simplistic reward-for-higher-performance mechanism does not

apply (Pink 2009).

Research confirms Pink’s suggestion that recruiting good teachers to low-income and struggling schools and retaining

them relies much more heavily on their working conditions than on salaries, or students’ income or background. The

findings from a recent Harvard Graduate School of Education study show that “guaranteeing an effective teacher for

all students—especially minority students who live in poverty—cannot be accomplished simply by offering financial

bonuses or mandating the reassignment of effective teachers” (Moore Johnson, Kraft, and Papay 2012, 18).

School closures

Another facet of the school reform agenda is the intentional closure of neighborhood schools. School closures can be

driven by the desire either to reduce district spending (by shuttering an underutilized building) or to transfer students

from a “failing” school to one that is “higher-performing,” and thus able to provide better educational opportunities.7

Studies of school closures show that both premises are flawed. First, the determination that a school is underenrolled is,

itself, subject to manipulation, as explored in the section of this paper reviewing real-life outcomes. Also, as discussed in

more detail later in this paper, purportedly underutilized neighborhood schools are often converted to charter schools

that serve even fewer students than before conversion—charter schools which are not deemed underenrolled.

The premise for closing failing schools, often targeted for closure based on student test scores, is that many of the

teachers, the principal, and other aspects of the school are too problematic to remedy, so improvement must start from

scratch.8 Here, too, the research suggests that the policy does not improve student outcomes overall and may even

exacerbate existing problems. A 2009 study of students from 18 Chicago elementary schools closed between 2001

and 2006 found no overall effect on those students’ academic performance, but raised a concern that since most stu-

dents transferred to very low-performing schools, while only 6 percent went to high-performing schools, the disruption

offered no benefits (de la Torre and Gwynne 2009, 16). Using data from an unnamed high school in a large urban

school district in the western United States, a 2010 study assessed the “academic performance and experiences of Latino
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and African American high school students in the year following” their school’s closure (Kirshner, Gaertner, and Pozzo-

boni 2010). Among the findings were declines in academic performance and “added stressors [for] students who were

already contending with challenges associated with urban poverty.” And a recent study of a district with declining enroll-

ment that used student achievement to target schools for closure found adverse effects on test scores and attendance,

though the study noted that these effects could be minimized by transferring students to higher-performing schools

(Engberg et al. 2011).

In all, the studies point to a critical limitation: Districts that use low student test scores to label schools as “failing” and

close them are unlikely to have a sufficient number of high-performing schools to serve transferred students. As such,

even if students could, hypothetically, benefit from such moves, beneficial moves may not be possible in many, if not

most, current contexts.

Increasing the reach of charters

Expanding access to charter schools—framed as key to parental and student choice—was another major priority for the

panelists of the March 2012 American University forum, and a common focus of reforms in the three cities assessed

in this paper. However, assertions that charter schools improve educational outcomes are not supported by rigorous

studies. Research findings on the effectiveness of charter schools in boosting achievement for low-income students and

in narrowing achievement gaps are mixed at best. The largest and most comprehensive study to date was conducted in

2009 by the Center for Research on Education Outcomes (CREDO) at Stanford University. Multiple Choice: Charter

School Performance in Sixteen States analyzed outcomes of charter school students in 70 percent of all charter schools in

the United States by using simulations to compare them to their “virtual” peers in the traditional public schools they

would otherwise have attended. The report found “wide variation in performance.” In particular, math test scores were

better for 17 percent of charter school students, were the same for roughly half of charter students, and were worse for

34 percent of charter students. In other words, twice as many students lost as gained from being in a charter school, a

discovery that the researchers call “sobering” (CREDO 2009b, 3).9 Reading scores in charter schools versus traditional

public schools were similarly mixed, with gains differing in elementary versus middle and high schools, across ethnic

groups, and in first versus later years in the charter school.

Charter schools are public schools, and the vast majority of their funding comes from public sources. As such charter

schools, like other public (and private) schools, vary tremendously in terms of resources, teacher qualifications, school

day and year, services provided, and a host of other factors. In the case of charters, these factors include state policies

authorizing, funding, and monitoring them. In addition, unlike regular public schools, some charters, like KIPP

schools, employ established, tested models, while others are newly minted and employ practices that have not been

assessed.10 While most are nonprofits, some are for-profits. Given this variation across a range of factors, it is not sur-

prising that studies of specific types and brands of charters, and of charters in particular cities and states, have found

substantial variation in their success, relative to comparable traditional public schools.

New York and Ohio illustrate many of the substantial divides in state-level findings. A study of New York City charter

schools by the same Stanford researchers found significant benefits for most groups of students who enroll, including

low-income, minority, and special-education students, though none for English language learners (ELL) nor for those

who were retained in grade (CREDO 2010). Conversely, the Stanford study found that charter schools in Ohio, a

national leader in the authorization and opening of new charter schools, performed significantly worse than comparable
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public schools (CREDO 2009a). A second in-depth study of the history of charter laws and schools in Ohio found that

the state’s charter schools were plagued by mismanagement, financial misconduct, and lack of accountability (Dinger-

son 2008, 17).11 These disparities mirror the broader findings in the multi-state 2009 CREDO study, which discovered

substantial variation across states “over and above existing differences among states in their academic results” (CREDO

2009b, 3).12

These findings, in turn, should inform broader discussions regarding the role of extended learning time, enrichment

activities, prekindergarten (pre-K) and other early childhood programs, health clinics, the mix of students served, and

other features of charter schools that may differ from their traditional public school counterparts and which are known

to influence student outcomes. Such discussions are critical both to understanding why and which charter schools “out-

perform” their regular public school counterparts and to guiding changes in education policy irrespective of the type

of school.

One consequence of the expansion of charter schools in a school district is a corresponding loss of students in the dis-

trict’s regular or neighborhood public schools. Of course, districts lose students for many reasons; for example, many

rural districts have lost students in recent decades as their populations declined. The district public-to-charter school
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shift, too, is often described as a decline in student enrollment, though it often does not, as do rural losses, reflect an

overall reduction in the number of students who are served in the district.

The shift nonetheless presents problems for school districts, as if a real decline had taken place. Because the number

of public school students determines district budgets, schools that lose students to charters may have similar overhead

expenses but fewer dollars to pay for them (Dingerson 2008, 31).13 The way in which charters operate also can com-

plicate planning, hiring, and other logistical matters for traditional public schools. In Ohio, for example, charter recruit-

ment and closures during the school year mean more student mobility, leading to disruption and lack of capacity.

In Dayton, where public schools begin two weeks earlier than most charter schools, the district must staff the pub-

lic schools to accommodate all enrolled students for the first weeks; when students enrolled in charter schools move

to those schools two weeks into the school year, the school district has no way to pay the teachers who are no longer

needed. In the longer term, districts known to fire or attempt to hire teachers midyear in response to outflows of stu-

dents to or influxes from charter schools have an increasingly hard time recruiting high-quality teachers. A description

of how parents in Washington, D.C., scramble to get their children into the “right” school at the start of the year, and

reserve slots at multiple schools until they choose one, illustrates much the same problem posed by some aspects of

charter-based choice (Brown 2012b).

Turnover and instability

The asserted goal of test-based teacher evaluations, elimination of bad teachers and principals, and closures of “failing”

schools is improved teacher quality and better student outcomes (Rhee and Klein 2010; StudentsFirst 2011). As

Anthony Bryk and other scholars have found, however, the “cake mix” required to turn around troubled schools is a

complex one, and requires, among other ingredients, stable and cohesive teacher and leadership efforts that evolve and

cohese over time (Bryk et al. 2010). This makes sense; with so much else unstable and uncertain in their lives—housing,

meals, parental attention—low-income students need their schools to provide that stability. New schools and new teach-

ers, especially when they become a pattern repeated over several years, can further disrupt their already chaotic lives

(Hanushek, Kain, and Rivkin 2004).

If these reforms lead to instability (and the next section of this paper shows that they do), they are producing a negative,

unintended consequence.

This is not to say that bad teachers should not be fired, that teachers cannot do their jobs well after only a few years, or

that there is never a reason to close a school. However, a large body of research explains the advantages of experienced

teachers over lower-paid novices, and of the importance of continuity and stability in improving student outcomes (e.g.,

Haycock 2006; Holzman 2012).14 As Tom Carroll, president of the National Commission on Teaching and America’s

Future, pointed out, “research clearly shows that with each year of experience, teachers improve their proficiency and

effectiveness during the first seven years. National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS) certification

demonstrates that many teachers are still gaining in proficiency and improving their effectiveness after an average of 11

years of teaching” (Carroll and Foster 2010, 12). In fact, a recent study on the impact of teacher turnover concluded

that, distinct from the relative quality of teachers who may be brought in to replace those who leave, teacher turnover

itself harms a school.15 Turnover lowers school morale and professional culture, depletes the staff ’s store of knowledge

about students and the community, and impedes the collegiality, professional support, and trust that teachers need to
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improve student achievement (Loeb, Ronfeldt, and Wyckoff 2012). In order for increased teacher turnover to improve

student outcomes, then, teachers who leave must be replaced by teachers who are substantially more effective.

A “no excuses” take on the influence of poverty

A common refrain underpinning espousal of the reforms discussed above is the dismissal of the impacts of child, family,

and community poverty on student achievement and school success. When discussing their reform agendas, leaders

such as Michelle Rhee have employed a “no excuses” rhetoric, asserting that any teacher who cites poverty as a driver of

student or school failure is excusing him or herself from the responsibility to teach well. Indeed, Rhee alleges that, “what

often happens when we start to talk about wraparound services [that acknowledge the need to address poverty’s impacts]

is a lot of people start to give up responsibility” (Maxwell 2012). Former New York City schools leader Joel Klein has

gone further, explicitly rejecting decades of research that demonstrate the benefits of alleviating poverty-related obstacles

to effective learning.

No single impediment to closing the nation’s shameful achievement gap looms larger than the culture of excuse

that now permeates our schools. Too many educators today excuse teachers, principals, and school superintend-

ents who fail to substantially raise the performance of low-income minority students by claiming that schools

cannot really be held accountable for student achievement because disadvantaged students bear multiple bur-

dens of poverty. The favored solution du jour to minority underachievement is to reduce the handicap of

being poor by establishing full-service health clinics at schools, dispensing more housing vouchers, expanding

preschool programs, and offering after-school services like mental health counseling for students and parents.

America will never fix education until it first fixes poverty—or so the argument goes. In fact, the skeptics of

urban schools have got the diagnosis exactly backward. The truth is that America will never fix poverty until it

fixes its urban schools. (Klein 2009)

But rigorous studies have revealed the many ways in which growing up with limited resources and being raised by poorly

educated parents impede students’ development and academic achievement (Rothstein 2004; Barton and Coley 2007;

Berliner 2009; Ladd 2011; and Yoshikawa, Aber, and Beardslee 2012). These include the large achievement gaps that

emerge long before children enter kindergarten (Galinsky 2006; Isaacs 2012; Rolnick and Grunewald 2007). These

achievement gaps are exacerbated by gaps in nutrition and health status and care that similarly divide along lines of eco-

nomic class and race (Rothstein 2004 and Berliner 2009). In addition, loss of learning in afterschool hours and over the

summer account for large shares of income- and race-based achievement gaps (Alexander, Entwisle, and Olson 2007).

The reforms have not strengthened school systems in the three cities

As briefly summarized in the previous section of this report, extensive research has assessed the effectiveness of the three

main components of the “reform” agenda: using standardized test scores to make decisions regarding schools and edu-

cators; closing schools that are labeled failing and/or underenrolled; and expanding access to charter schools to give par-

ents and students greater choice. Results have been inconclusive, and policymakers have used the findings to make cases

both for and against these policies. As such, these studies have led to renewed debate, rather than to consensus, regarding

which policies best improve outcomes for underachieving students. Indeed, education policy has become increasingly

politicized, and discussions hostile, as advocates of these reforms and their opponents cleave to their respective positions

(Bushaw and Lopez 2012).

BROADER,  BOLDER APPROACH TO EDUCATION | APRIL  22,  2013 PAGE 16

http://www.boldapproach.org


Cities looking to implement similar plans will thus find it more informative to understand how these reform efforts

have actually worked in practice.

The main sections of the paper, below, assess the reforms implemented by Michelle Rhee during her tenure as DC

Public Schools (DCPS) chancellor, with many of the same policies in place under her successor, Kaya Henderson; by

Joel Klein when he was New York City Schools chancellor; and by Education Secretary Arne Duncan when he was

Chicago Public Schools chief education officer (CEO), with his policies largely followed by his successors Ron Huber-

man, Jean-Claude Brizard,16 and, it appears, new Chicago Public Schools CEO Barbara Byrd-Bennett.

Rhee was appointed by Mayor Adrian Fenty in 2007, and she left after he failed to win reelection in 2010. Klein served

from 2002, when he was appointed by Mayor Michael Bloomberg, to 2010, when he left to become an advisor to media

mogul Rupert Murdoch. As CEO of Chicago Public Schools (CPS), Duncan worked with Mayor Richard Daley from

2001 through 2008 to implement “Renaissance 2010”—market-oriented reforms that emphasized school closings and

consolidations and charter schools (Lipman 2009).17
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“The publicly reported
statistics used to hold
schools and districts
accountable for mak-
ing academic progress
are not accurate meas-
ures of progress.”

Chicago, New York, and Washington, D.C., are, to a large degree, pioneers in implementing the three specific policies

assessed in this paper. While many other cities have instituted some of the same policies or are beginning to do so,

none enacted them as comprehensively or with as much mayoral backing, as these three cities. Indeed, Rhee, Klein, and

Duncan all cite mayoral control as one key to effective education reform.

Thus, we can make a valid comparison between the “reform” cities of Chicago, New York, and Washington, D.C., with

“nonreform” cities. For the purposes of this paper, the latter include other large, low-income, urban districts for which

similar data—in particular, test scores from the National Assessment of Educational Progress, and graduation rates that

are comparable across districts —have been collected in recent years.

The problems driving achievement gaps are complex, and policies designed to narrow them go beyond those explored in

this paper. Any leader of a major school district promotes and/or institutes a variety of policies and programs, and makes

changes to many others. This paper does not assess all of the policies and programs that these three districts enacted or

implemented during this period. It focuses on the three that were core to these leaders’ tenures, and that they and other

reformers are most widely promoting and replicating elsewhere, for that reason. It also, however, reviews certain smaller

policy changes that, while overshadowed by the big three, may have contributed to the outcomes reported, and/or have

shown promise in boosting future achievement.

Note that this report tracks gains (and losses) based on NAEP scores across the three cities during their periods of major

reform, and compares changes with trends in other large, urban districts and nationwide. Data for large, urban districts

are from NAEP Trial Urban District Assessment (TUDA) reports unless otherwise noted. TUDA uses NAEP scores

from a representative sample of students in large, urban districts with high proportions of low-income and minority

students. TUDA began in 2002 with six districts and had 21 as of 2011.18

As mentioned earlier, the use of NAEP, versus city or state test scores, allows

for apples-to-apples comparisons across cities in different states, and makes

these comparisons more valid and reliable than many that are commonly

cited; NAEP is a more thorough measure of student learning and knowledge

than many state tests, and it is sampled, and thus not subject to the system-

gaming that can affect test scores. The report also notes scores on other tests,

since they are often used as the basis for claims of gains in specific schools or

types of schools. That non-NAEP tests should be viewed with caution was

underscored in a study of CPS reforms by the Consortium on Chicago

School Research.

Many of the findings in this report contradict trends that appear in publicly reported data. For instance, publicly

reported statistics indicate that CPS has made tremendous progress in elementary math and reading tests, while

this analysis demonstrates only incremental gains in math and almost no growth in reading. The discrepancies

are due to myriad issues with publicly reported data—including changes in test content and scoring—that make

year-over-year comparisons nearly impossible without complex statistical analyses, such as those undertaken for

this report. This leads to another key message in this report: The publicly reported statistics used to hold schools
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and districts accountable for making academic progress are not accurate measures of progress. (Luppescu et al.

2011, 5)

As this report details, when the market-based policies at the center of the reform agenda play out in a comprehensive

manner across many years, the results, as captured in reliable data, are not encouraging. This evidence should give pause

to supporters of this popular set of reforms, including policymakers who are implementing similar policies. Reforms

that produce a lack of progress on improving test scores or closing achievement gaps are no different from the “status

quo” that they purport to break.

This section of the report also examines data on school district budgets over the period of the reformers’ tenures. While

the reformers in the three cities that are the focus of this paper have not claimed such savings as a benefit of reforms,

other reform advocates make this promise. It is therefore important to understand not only the potential of these reform

strategies to improve student outcomes, but the degree to which they can, indeed, provide such savings without doing

further harm to students.

Washington, D.C.: Firings and closures increased churn

During Michelle Rhee’s three-and-a-half years as chancellor of the DC Public Schools, several hundred teachers were

fired. Many more were laid off or left voluntarily, along with dozens of principals, increasing the rate of turnover in

the schools, especially those serving the District’s lowest-income students. Closing underenrolled and low-performing

schools further increased churn for those students without visible benefits or budget savings.

Test-based teacher evaluations and turnover. In 2009, DCPS instituted a system, called IMPACT, to use student test

scores as a basis for evaluating individual teachers, in order to reward those found to be “effective” or “highly effective”

and fire those deemed “ineffective” or “minimally ineffective.” Under Rhee, 50 percent of a teacher’s IMPACT score was

based on his or her students’ test scores on the DC Comprehensive Assessment System (DC CAS), the district’s stand-

ardized test, which is given each April. The remaining 50 percent was based heavily on classroom observations, with a

small portion devoted to “collaboration” and “professionalism” (DCPS 2011). Complaints about the system from teach-

ers and others led to several changes under Rhee’s successor, Kaya Henderson, including allowing some teachers who

received “minimally effective” ratings to keep their jobs, and exempting teachers with two consecutive “highly effective”

ratings from three of five annual observations (Huffington Post 2011). More recently, Henderson reduced the weight

accorded to value-added scores from 50 to 35 percent of the total IMPACT rating (Gartner 2012b).

Prior to IMPACT, DCPS had in place a rarely used “90-day plan” that allowed principals to place teachers in a semi-

probationary status that required that teachers develop a remedial plan, be observed by the principal while they taught,

and fulfill other requirements or face rapid dismissal (Turque 2008). Rhee employed this plan to eliminate a small num-

ber of teachers before IMPACT was implemented.

Turnover, which generally is high among urban and low-income schools and has been identified as a key impediment

to student success, increased sharply after mayoral takeover and Rhee’s arrival in 2007, and the subsequent institution

of market-oriented reforms, as illustrated in Figure A. While the high rate of turnover was to some extent inten-

tional—Rhee announced when she was hired that many weak teachers would have to leave in order to improve the
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FIGURE A

District of Columbia Public Schools’ teacher attrition rates before and after mayoral
takeover in 2007

Source: DCPS teacher retention data, 2001–2012 (Levy 2012g)
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system—it increased the share of the teaching pool consisting of novice teachers, who lack the experience needed to

boost instructional capacity.

The share of teachers leaving after one year in the system increased from 15.3 percent in 2001–2007 to 19.3 percent in

2008–2012; the share leaving after two years increased from 27.8 percent to 33.2 percent; the share leaving after three

years increased from 37.5 percent to 42.7 percent; and the share leaving after four years increased from 45.3 percent

to 52.1 percent (Levy 2012g). Among the district’s charter school teachers and new teacher hires, the rates were much

higher: Over half of new teacher hires left in their first two years, and eight of 10 were gone by the end of their sixth year

(Simon 2012). While there are no perfectly comparable data from other cities, these numbers suggest that DCPS has

one of the nation’s highest new teacher turnover rates. Scholars estimate that, on average, 30 percent of new U.S. teach-

ers leave the profession after five years (Ronfeldt et al. 2011). That rate is as high as 45 percent in the highest-poverty

school systems (Hunt and Carroll 2003).19

While Rhee made a point of firing teachers deemed ineffective, the higher attrition rate cannot be attributed largely

to teacher terminations. Comparisons of data on teacher termination with reports on the changes in DCPS and news

articles all suggest that most teachers left of their own volition.

At the end of Rhee’s first year, 2007–2008, 350 of the system’s roughly 4,000 teachers, or about 8 percent, were ter-

minated, for reasons that were not clearly specified (Levy 2012h).20 Then, in 2009, Rhee fired 131 teachers for poor
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appraisals under the “90-day plan” that preceded IMPACT (Levy 2012h). She also fired 117 teachers for lack of licen-

sure. In July 2010, Rhee fired 165 more teachers who had received ineffective ratings under the new IMPACT system

and announced that hundreds of others rated “minimally effective” had one year to improve their performance before

facing dismissal (Turque 2010c).

In 2011, Rhee fired 65 teachers who had been rated ineffective and another 141 who had been rated minimally effective

for two years in a row. These terminations for ratings of ineffective or minimally effective accounted for roughly 3

percent, 4 percent, and 5 percent of the total DCPS base teaching force in 2009, 2010, and 2011, respectively (Levy

2012h). With attrition rates of 20 percent or more for first-year teachers and higher among the overall pool of teachers,

the vast majority of exits, then, were due to other factors.

Altogether, around 1,000 educators were fired during Rhee’s three-and-a-half-year tenure, about half for ineffective rat-

ings, and many of the rest ostensibly for budgetary reasons. For example, in July 2009, the D.C. Council cut the DCPS

budget, directing that most of the money be taken out of summer school, which would not take effect until the next

year. Rhee disobeyed the council’s line item authority and instead laid off 266 teachers. Rhee later suggested that she

had taken advantage of the budget problem to fire teachers who had hit children, had sex with students, or had other-

wise seriously broken the rules. When questioned by policymakers about why such teachers had not already been fired,

Rhee offered some details regarding what she said were eight of the 266 teachers, but did not provide either back-up

information or names (Perdido Street School 2010). At the same time, DCPS continued hiring; between March 2009

and January 2010, DCPS hired 2,211 new employees, including 1,034 teachers. Three quarters of these new hires took

place in August, just before Rhee fired the 266 teachers (Levy 2012e). Then-Council Chair Vincent Gray pointed to

DCPS’s decision to hire hundreds of new teachers just before firing the nearly 300 others, suggesting that Rhee and

Fenty used the budget as an excuse to replace experienced teachers with lower-paid novices (Turque 2009).

Other data show that turnover affected some students more than others. Levy has calculated individual DCPS school

attrition data, which show 30 percent, 40 percent, and even higher percentages of teachers leaving in a single year, such

that in some schools, the majority of teachers are new at the start of the school year. For example, at Anacostia High

School, where almost the entire staff (88 percent) was new, having been specially selected in fall 2010, one third left

the following spring (Levy 2012f ). This happened despite Rhee’s appointment of a charter management organization

to run the school and improve its performance. Another distressed high school, Ballou, lost two-thirds of its teachers

over just two years (2010–2012). While not as astronomical, attrition rates in several less-distressed schools were still

quite high. Bancroft Elementary in Mount Pleasant, which serves a high proportion of Latino students, had a two-year

teacher turnover rate of 40 percent, and Barnard Elementary School, housed in a beautiful new building in the rapidly

gentrifying Petworth area, lost 45 percent of its teachers in two years (Levy 2012f ).

These high turnover rates harm students, especially the low-income students concentrated in most DCPS schools. Mary

Levy, a former school finance litigator who has been a consultant for the district’s city council, noted the negative impact

of these high rates on both students and the system’s budget: “We lose half of our new teachers, our new hires … within

two years of their hiring. This is, of course, expensive because it costs money to recruit. We have a lot of teachers in

their first three years of teaching. We have a lot at the high end, [too], and very few in between. This does not bode well

for the future” (Levy 2011a).21
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The National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future attached a rough price tag to this high level of churn,

using data on the actual cost to the district of time and money spent on activities associated with teacher leavers

including: “recruitment and advertising; special incentives; administrative processing, training for new hires, first-time

teachers, and all teachers; ‘learning curve,’ and transfer” (Barnes, Crowe, and Schaefer 2007, 13–14) As Tom Carroll,

president of the commission, notes, this figure ignores “what may in fact be the largest costs of teacher turnover: lost

teaching quality and effectiveness” (Carroll 2011, 4).

In estimating the high cost to DCPS, Carroll explained that

teaching is no different than any other profession—experience matters. Researchers have found that teachers

reach peak effectiveness with about seven years of experience. But 80 percent of the teachers hired by D.C. this

year will be gone before they get there. … [As a result,] the District is burning about $12 million a year on

teacher churn—$12 million that is spent hiring and replacing teachers with no gain in school performance.

(Simon 2012)

For a teacher replacement strategy to effectively improve student performance, then, the system must be losing mostly

bad teachers. But it may rather be losing good teachers, who are leaving voluntarily (or by accident). The termination

data provided above make clear that the majority of teachers who left DCPS during Rhee’s tenure had not been rated

ineffective, and that even among those who were terminated, only half had “ineffective” ratings. One likely reason that

teachers who were not fired left anyway is an atmosphere of mistrust that intensified under Rhee. As Levy noted, DCPS

has “never been a nice place to work, now it’s an awful place to work” (Levy, personal communication 2012). Indeed, a

recent report on rising attrition asserts that “DCPS has become a teacher turnover factory” that has a hard time retain-

ing teachers who are committed to their school and the community it serves (Simon 2012).

It could also be that teachers who knew they were likely to get a bad rating retired or resigned to avoid that stigma. If

the ratings accurately identified ineffective teachers, this might be a good thing. Because they are based heavily on stu-

dent test scores, however, DCPS teacher evaluations may not be very accurate. One highly publicized example suggest-

ing inaccuracy is seen in Washington Post education reporter Bill Turque’s depiction of the termination of MacFarland

Middle School teacher Sarah Wysocki, who had been praised by her principal, fellow teachers, and especially parents of

her students as one of the best (Turque 2012a). Turque recounted the flaws with the value-added scoring method that

failed to account for Wysocki’s stellar performance in classroom observations and led to her firing. The article also noted

Wysocki’s concerns that many of her students’ starting test scores—against which the “growth” in her classrooms was

measured—were impossibly high, because students came from a school in which widespread cheating was under invest-

igation. The suggested inaccuracy of her “ineffective” score was borne out by the fact that, immediately upon being

fired by DCPS, Wysocki was hired by Fairfax County Public Schools, one of the nation’s wealthiest and best districts,

where she is considered a superb teacher (Brown 2011).22 While this is just one anecdote, it illustrates several flaws with

IMPACT that are potentially applicable in many cases.

A lack of ratings reliability has not been the only problem. Veteran teacher Mary Sutton, who taught for 11 years at

Malcolm X Elementary School in Anacostia and was one of few teachers to receive an “effective” rating in a school with

a large share of low-income students, was “excessed” out of the system in 2011. While DCPS asserted the need to elim-

inate even effective “people we don’t have an express need for,” Nathan Saunders, president of the Washington Teachers
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Union, claimed that “a push for younger, lower-cost hires—some recruited from programs such as Teach for America

and D.C. Teaching Fellows—has wrongfully forced out seasoned practitioners” (Turque 2011a).

Saunders said Henderson’s position would be understandable if the District were not hiring hundreds of teachers

every spring and summer, many of them in fields in which the excessed teachers worked. They include math,

reading and other core subjects. Payroll records show that the city generally hires 300 to 400 teachers a year,

many of them younger and less costly than the veterans let go. A recent independent study showed that the

proportion of first- and second-year teachers has grown sharply in five years, especially in high-poverty com-

munities east of the Anacostia River. (Turque 2011a)

A 2009 Government Accountability Office (GAO) report, offered as testimony for Congress on the DCPS reforms

under Rhee, provided other, data-driven reasons for concern. It found that “DCPS focused on a workforce replacement

strategy to strengthen teacher and principal quality” (Ashby 2009, 8). As discussed above, without a strong plan to

ensure high-quality new hires and avoid destabilization, such a strategy can backfire. The report found systemic flaws

and inconsistencies from the start of Rhee’s term that could negatively affect teachers’ desire to stay in the district:

The district implemented too many new “separate” programs or initiatives to boost student performance and, thus,

was forced to refocus; it “failed to link employee expectations and performance evaluations to organizational goals”;

though it “allowed principals to request changes to the staffing model based on their school’s needs, it did not estab-

lish or communicate clear guidance or criteria on how such requests would be treated,” resulting in city council and

parent allegations of unfairness and lack of transparency; and it began hiring teacher coaches who were central to the

2009–2010 reforms later than expected, such that one in five positions was not filled on time, and “teacher coaches

were often uncertain about their responsibilities and how to work with teachers, and received some conflicting guidance

from principals.” In all, the report highlighted a lack of coordinated planning, follow-through, and transparency, the

failure to communicate with relevant parties, and even exclusion of key constituencies, including parents, from much

of the decision-making process (Ashby 2009, 10).23

Principal turnover is no higher than before Rhee and Fenty controlled the system. Principals leave DC schools at a rate

of about 20 percent each year, and 25 percent of schools open with a new principal (Levy 2012d). However, there are

two respects in which Rhee’s execution of reform policies may have exacerbated the lack of strong leadership in high-

needs schools. The new principals she brought in had particularly high attrition rates; of the 90 she recruited, the major-

ity were already gone by the time she left in October 2010, and most lasted no more than two years (Levy 2012d). And

a few particularly hard-to-staff and -serve schools had substantially greater turnover. Anacostia High School, transferred

by Rhee to Friendship Public Charter Schools to manage, had six principals in six years (Brown 2012a). While such

rapid turnover is high, it is unfortunately not unique; Dunbar High School, Hardy Middle School, MacFarland Middle

School, Kelly Miller Middle School, and Powell Elementary School each had four principals in five years (2007–2012),

and Johnson Middle School and Patterson Elementary School each had five principals in six years (Levy 2012d).

School closures. In addition to firing 1,000 teachers, Rhee closed 24 regular public schools and three special education

centers during her three-and-a-half years as chancellor, asserting the need to save money in areas of declining enrollment.

Overall student enrollment in the district did not fall during her tenure; rather, as in other “reform” cities and elsewhere,

it continued to shift from regular public to charter schools. Charter schools enrolled 38 percent of D.C. public school

students by the time Rhee left in the 2010–2011 school year, up from 30 percent when she arrived (Levy 2012a). At
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FIGURE B

District of Columbia Public Schools’ enrollment; all, traditional public, and public
charter schools, from 1998–1999 to 2011–2012

*Excludes tuition students

Source: Authors’ analysis of audited enrollment data for DCPS traditional and public charter schools, 1998–2012 (Levy 2012a)

the same time, the decline in regular public school enrollment that had been the trend prior to Rhee’s arrival leveled off.

The result was a net total increase of over 4,000 students during Rhee’s tenure, as illustrated in Figure B.

In alignment with the GAO report’s finding that key DCPS decisions were made with insufficient public input, a Pew

research study concluded that the closures happened too quickly and without community input, generating distrust

(Samuels 2011). Moreover, while Rhee said that the students in the schools slated for closure were struggling, when

their schools were closed, the students went, on average, to schools with even lower test scores and lower odds of making

“adequate yearly progress” (AYP), as required under federal No Child Left Behind guidelines (Levy 2011b).

The projected cost savings that Rhee had cited likewise failed to materialize. An audit of the school closures made in

2008 found that “the actual cost to the city of shuttering the 23 schools was steep: $39.5 million,” quadruple the initial

reported cost of $9.7 million (Gartner 2012a). Unanticipated costs included additional moving expenses beyond those

initially accounted for, 2010 demolitions of two elementary schools, patrolling of closed schools, transportation of stu-

dents to further-away schools, and, heftiest of all, “capital asset ‘impairment losses’ of $21.8 million, or the near-total

loss of the value of eight buildings when they were no longer used as schools.”

And while the current chancellor, Kaya Henderson, and Mayor Vincent Gray have announced plans to close dozens

more schools, it will be hard to do so because, among other problems, young children will have no safe (or reasonably

fast) way to get to their new schools (Scott 2012).24 Many of the schools closed in the first round were close to others
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that provided a viable alternative, but that is no longer the case; with duplicative neighborhood schools now closed,

schools are increasingly farther from students’ homes. The district provides school buses only for special education stu-

dents whose Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) require it; other students beyond walking distance take public

transportation, paying half the normal fare. Most schools are not near subway stations, and bus routes, designed princip-

ally to bring workers downtown, are not set up to serve students. Transportation is expensive for families with multiple

children or with young children whose parents need to ride with them. The combination of distance and cost impedes

attendance, particularly for secondary students, who have farther to travel, and teachers report that students sometimes

fail to attend for lack of bus fare. For those already disengaged, the added barriers may tip the scales toward dropping

out altogether. The mayor and chancellor should assess these considerations as they target additional schools for closure.

Charter schools. Another aspect of the reform platform is increased access to charter schools. As documented above,

the proportion of DCPS students served in charter schools was on the rise before Rhee arrived and continued to

increase during her time in office. However, while Rhee and Mayor Fenty had envisioned using their authority over

DCPS to reopen the closed public schools as charter schools, they did not do so. Rhee did turn over operations of

two high schools to New York-based charter operator Friends of Bedford: Dunbar High School in 2008 and Coolidge

High School in 2010. She also transferred management of Stanton Elementary School in Ward 8 to Philadelphia-based

charter organizer Scholar Academies in 2010 (Turque 2010b).

When the overhaul of Stanton was announced in June 2010, Washington Post education writer Bill Turque noted that

Stanton, along with five other schools to be “reconstituted” for failing to make “Adequate Yearly Progress” under No

Child Left Behind, “ha[d already] undergone waves of federally mandated improvement and restructuring… [yet four

of the six] had not met annual progress benchmarks for at least seven years” (Turque 2010a).

None of the three schools turned over to charter operators improved their performance under new charter management,

and, in fact, both high schools have since been reconstituted again for very poor performance. Coolidge High School

“took [a] significant tumble” in test scores under the first year of Bedford management, with math scores on the city’s

Comprehensive Assessment System (CAS) down 17 points and reading scores down 15 points from 2010 to 2011

(Lerner 2011). At Stanton Elementary, reading scores dipped from 13 percent proficient into the single digits after

Scholar Academies’ takeover, and “[o]nly 9 percent of the 135 Stanton students tested were proficient or better in math,

essentially unchanged from 2010” (Lerner 2011).

In December 2010, the Washington Post reported that Dunbar Senior High School “will get new administrators and

extra security this week to quell violence and disorder, two years after the school was placed under a private management

team by former chancellor Michelle A. Rhee” (Turque 2010b).25 LaTanya Cherry, president of the Dunbar parent-

teacher-student association (PTSA), was among those who called for the resignation of Bedford chief executive George

Leonard, whose autocratic approach and disdain for input was noted in the Post article.

At Bedford Academy [in New York City], he said, discipline included the automatic suspension of any male

student who cursed or disrespected a female. Leonard’s approach was also less than parent-friendly. According

to a New York Times profile, he once told an audience: “Just stay out of my way and let me create the scholar,

because you’re usually the problem. I’ll see you at graduation.” (Turque 2010b)
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Central office growth. In addition to pledging to improve teacher and principal effectiveness through replacement,

Rhee came into office vowing to pare down what she called the excessive size and inefficiency of DCPS central adminis-

tration (DeBonis 2007). While there are indications that the central office runs better in some respects, such as increased

responsiveness to parents and teachers, it has grown even larger than when Rhee arrived, and more expensive. Central

office total staff, which had increased 17 percent, from 535 full-time employees (FTEs) in 2003 to 626 in 2007, rose by

another 20 percent, to 775, by the time Rhee left in 2010 (Levy 2012b).26 And the number of central office employees

making $100,000 or more, which had grown from just 10 in 2003 to 35 in 2007, shot up to 99 by the time she left

(Levy 2012b).27

New York City: Merit pay failed while school reshuffling produced mixed results

In New York City, a large-scale merit pay experiment proved a failure, and the combination of closing “failing” schools

and opening new ones produced mixed results, with charters and new small schools potential, but controversial,

bright spots.

Test-based teacher evaluations. Unlike Washington, D.C., New York City has yet to formally employ student test

scores as a basis for firing individual teachers, though it has incorporated them into decisions about tenure, which

has been granted less frequently in the past few years (Fleisher 2012a). However, test scores have been used in other

decision-making processes, including both merit-based teacher bonuses and targeting schools for closure.

From 2007 to 2010, New York City spent $50 million on awards to teachers whose high-needs elementary, middle,

and high schools made strong progress in raising student test scores. In 2011, however, the city announced that it was

ending the program after a RAND study, commissioned by the city’s education department, confirmed “mounting evid-

ence that all those bonuses weren’t having much of an effect” (Sparks 2011). The Schoolwide Performance Bonus Pro-

gram (SPBP), a joint initiative of the New York City Department of Education and the city’s teachers’ union, explored

the use of bonus pay as a means to “motivate educators to change their practices to ones better able to improve stu-

dent achievement” (Marsh et al. 2011, xix). Although it avoided some of the pitfalls associated with merit bonuses for

individual teachers, the results disappointed officials who had backed the program. Specifically, SPBP did not improve

student achievement in any grade level, had no effects on school progress report scores, had mixed results in creating the

circumstances that foster success, and did not produce the intended effects on teachers’ reported attitudes and behaviors

(Marsh et al. 2011, xxvii).

In their discussion of potential explanations for the lack of impact, the researchers rejected the notion that the program

had too little time to produce effects, but they noted bumps in the implementation process that might have limited

the program’s impact. They also cite broad research findings indicating that “there could be a flaw in the underlying

theory of action of SPBP and school-based pay-for-performance programs more generally. As some have argued in the

past, motivation alone does not improve schools” (Marsh et al. 2011, xxviii). Finally, already high levels of pressure to

improve student test scores from other accountability systems likely made this one less potent.

School closures and new small schools. Student test scores have also been a measure used to target a school for closure

due to poor performance. During the period explored in this report, schools were labeled “persistently low-achieving”

if they posted low student test scores and/or graduation rates. The exact criteria were not always clear, however, as test

score or graduation rate increases in some schools slated for closure were much higher than those of the city’s schools
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overall (Cramer 2011). Some schools fought off closure only to be targeted again the following year. Under the state’s

No Child Left Behind waiver plan, the number of targeted schools in New York City has nearly doubled, with 123

“priority schools” now slated for closure by 2015 unless they dramatically improve their low graduation rates and test

scores (Cromidas and Decker 2012).

Between 2002 and early 2012, the New York City Department of Education closed 140 schools, “all of which served

the students with the highest needs” (Ansari 2012).28 About 15 percent of those were large, comprehensive public high

schools that were broken up into smaller, themed schools. Indeed, between 2003 and 2005, Bloomberg created 100

“new, small and academically rigorous” secondary schools across the city’s five boroughs (Goldstein 2010). (Bloomberg

and Klein also oversaw the establishment of roughly 100 new charter schools, as discussed in more detail later in this

section.) The small schools did not have space for all of the students from the closed high schools; many students went,

instead, to other, large comprehensive high schools.

The closures combined with the creation of new, smaller schools created decidedly mixed results as measured by high

school student outcomes. A 2005 New York Times analysis found the graduation and college readiness rates of students

in the smaller high schools “were no better and, in some cases, worse than those of larger schools” (Santos 2005). Recent

research found more positive impacts from newer small schools, but mixed outcomes for the city’s students and schools

overall, and raised questions about whether the small schools can be replicated citywide. A report by three New York

University professors found that newer small schools show much greater gains in achievement than their first-genera-

tion counterparts (Schwartz, Stiefel and Wiswall 2011). And a 2012 MDRC study funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates

Foundation, which compared students who won entrance through a lottery with those who did not, found strong pos-

itive outcomes for students who moved to the new, smaller schools (Bloom and Unterman 2012). These included a 10

percentage-point increase in the share of ninth-grade students on track to graduate (from 48.5 percent to 58.5 percent)

and a 7.6 percentage-point increase in college readiness in English, though no increase in math, as reflected in Regents

exam scores (Bloom and Unterman 2012, Table 1, 4). The MDRC report also found that the new smaller schools were

able to provide students with a unique set of resources.

[M]ost were founded with community partners who offer students relevant learning opportunities inside and

outside the classroom and provide school faculty with additional staffing support and resources during start-up.

For example, a law firm provides internships and embeds real-world examples in the curriculum for the Urban

Assembly School for Law & Justice; and the Urban Assembly New York Harbor School is growing one of the

largest oyster beds in the region.29 (Bloom and Unterman 2012, 2)

Extra staff and other resources also enabled the schools to focus on the intensive personal teacher-student interactions

that proponents of small schools see as likely contributors to those gains.

A less rigorous study conducted for the New York Daily News compared test scores for students in five poverty categories

in new versus older schools, rather than comparing those who did and did not win entrance in the small school lotteries.

The Daily News findings contradicted those of MDRC: “Of the 154 schools, nearly 60 percent were found to have

lower [reading test] passing rates than the average school in the respective poverty group” (Huffington Post 2012).

These discrepancies in student outcomes across two reports highlight the potential to manipulate state and city test

scores, and the need to interpret them cautiously. Because any test scores used to grade teachers or schools bring with
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them incentives to raise scores by teaching to the test, narrowing the curriculum, etc., they should always be assessed

skeptically. NAEP scores, which are unavailable for comparisons between types of schools, such as new and older

schools, or charters versus traditional public schools, are the only truly reliable basis for comparison.30 New York City

NAEP scores, and changes in them over this period, are discussed in “The reforms have not improved student out-

comes” section later in this report.

Let’s assume for a moment that the better outcomes in the smaller high schools reported in the MDRC study are reli-

able, and that the comparison employs equivalent student populations. The benefits reported in the MDRC report

would need to be assessed against the impact of the changes on the well-being of the majority of students, who are not

enrolled in the smaller schools. In particular, it is important to include any impact on students who moved to other,

perhaps not better, schools. As of 2007–2008, the new small schools served roughly one in five New York City high

school students; 239,000 of the 297,000 total attended other schools. As one analysis of the school closure and opening

policies notes, “[m]ost of the students who would have attended the closed high schools were not admitted to the small

schools that replaced them. Instead, most of these students were enrolled in other large comprehensive high schools,

which consequently became academically overwhelmed, making them additional targets for closure” (Urban Youth Col-

laborative 2011, 9).

A 2009 report by The Center for New York City Affairs assessed the broader, district-wide impacts of the small schools

and found that students who were not enrolled suffered real harm.

An analysis of 34 large high schools in Brooklyn, Manhattan and the Bronx (defined as those with more than

1,400 students in 2007–08) found that 26 saw their enrollments jump significantly as other high schools were

closed. Enrollment increases ranged from 150 to more than 1,100 students. Of these 26 schools, 19 saw their

attendance decline and 15 saw their graduation rates decline between the fall of 2002 and the spring of 2007.

Fourteen saw both attendance and graduation rates decline.31 (Hemphill and Nauer 2009, 35)

Critics of school closures contend not only that they are detrimental to students but that the mechanisms employed to

determine closures are unfair because they fail to account for inequities in school resources. Historically, a major source

of inequity has been the lack of qualified, experienced teachers in schools serving low-income students. A recent report

by the Schott Foundation for Public Education found that Community School Districts in New York City with higher

poverty rates had fewer experienced and highly educated teachers and less stable teaching staffs. As is true in low-income

districts across the country, this pattern results in the least qualified and experienced teachers serving students who have

the greatest needs. The report describes a pattern of “education redlining,” with resources, staffing, and opportunities

varying by race, income and neighborhood, and noted, too, that “[t]he teachers who are expected to perform miracles

are paid the least” (Holzman 2012, 11).

A 2011 report by the Urban Youth Collaborative assessing student outcomes among students in the high schools that

had completed phase-out since 2000 noted that “[t]he students who attended the 21 closed high schools, almost all of

whom were Black and Latino, had significantly higher needs and were much more academically under-prepared than

the students across the city’s school system,” as measured by eligibility for free lunch, English language learner status,

being over-age for grade (generally synonymous with having been held back in grade at least once), and being below
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“But for tens of thou-
sands of children who
live in the purgatory of
schools marked for
closing, boasts of an
education revolution
bring little comfort.”

grade level in reading and math (Urban Youth Collaborative 2011, 6). The evidence also showed that the closures were

seemingly intentional.

Instead of intervening aggressively to help the lowest performing schools improve, the DOE has consistently

neglected to provide the comprehensive guidance and supports that struggling schools need. Reports from the

NY State Education Department (SED) on 17 schools identified by the state as Persistently Low Achieving

(PLA) found that at least 14 of the schools were not provided the assistance from the DOE necessary to raise

student achievement. Furthermore, SED reviews of the 11 schools currently implementing the federal trans-

formation model found that the DOE had largely not met their commitment to guide and support the school

transformation plan. (Urban Youth Collaborative 2011, 7)

Unlike the process in some other cities, school closures in New York City are gradual, so students and teachers remain

in a school marked for closure for several years before it is closed. News reports over the past few years describing the

reactions of staff and students in schools targeted for closure depicted absorption of the highest-risk students from other

schools that had recently closed and rapid loss of staff and other resources. As early as 2007, in Canarsie High School in

south Brooklyn, targeted for closure, “teachers said that as other large high schools in southeast Brooklyn closed, Carn-

arsie became a dumping ground for struggling students. Administrators said the school became overcrowded, with not

enough resources” (Medina 2007).

Recently, Legacy High School for Integrated Studies in Manhattan gradually lost staff, electives, and afterschool pro-

grams as it shut down. The father of a 19-year-old special education student described the damage done to his daughter

when the school’s only social worker was excessed (Powell 2012b). As the reporter noted, “So far, officials have closed

140 schools, which they routinely describe as failing, and replaced them with smaller schools and charters, which they

routinely describe as making ‘historic gains.’ Perhaps this is so. But for tens of thousands of children who live in the

purgatory of schools marked for closing, boasts of an education revolution bring little comfort.”

Among those caught in the middle were likely the students in the 21 high

schools assessed by the Urban Youth Collaborative, where discharge and dro-

pout rates “skyrocketed” between the year a school was slated for closure and

the year it closed: from 25 percent to 70 percent at Taft High School, and

from 33 percent to 55 percent at Morris High School. Across all of the

schools, of 32,961 students who attended during those years, 5,612 dropped

out, 8,089 were still enrolled when the school closed, 9,668 were discharged,

and 9,592 graduated (Urban Youth Collaborative 2011, 6). See Figure C.

As illustrated in the top panel of Figure D, annual reports by New York City’s

Independent Budget Office (IBO) comparing high schools slated to be closed

with all high schools illustrate the challenges faced by the former, including substantially higher percentages of poor stu-

dents (77.1 percent versus 67.2 percent), black (40.4 percent versus 31.6 percent) and Hispanic (55.4 percent versus

39.2 percent) students, and over-age students (10.3 percent versus 6.1 percent) (IBO 2012b). One exception is English

language learners (ELL), who comprised nearly the same proportion in each type of school—13.7 percent in schools to

be closed, versus 12.2 percent overall.
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FIGURE C

Outcomes for 32,961 students at 21 NYC high schools closed since 2000

Note: This chart focuses on 21 high schools that had been phased out and closed and had reported full student outcome data between 2000, when the New York Depart-

ment of Education announced the first school closings, and June 2009, when the Urban Youth Collaborative launched its study. The outcomes show what happened to

the 32,961 students during the four years their school was being phased out.

Source: Authors’ analysis of Urban Youth Collaborative (2011, 6)

Dropped out: 5,612

Still enrolled: 8,089

Discharged: 9,668

Graduated: 9,592

School closures did not only affect high school students. There is substantial evidence that New York City schools tar-

geted for closure—both primary and secondary— were “set up” to fail, and that the closure process itself hurt students

enrolled in the schools. As the bottom panel of Figure D illustrates, while elementary and middle schools slated for

closure had fewer ELL and Hispanic students than the city average—8.4 percent versus 15.7 percent, and 31.1 percent

versus 40.7 percent, respectively—they had higher percentages of poor students (86.2 percent versus 78.1 percent), over

twice as many black students—63.2 percent versus 28.0 percent, and virtually no white students, just 2.0 percent com-

pared with the city average of 15.2 percent.

Like Rhee’s successor Henderson, Bloomberg has promised more school closures before he leaves office in 2013 (Epstein

2012). However, he experienced a setback in June 2012, when an arbitrator ruled against his plan to close 24 more

schools under the federal turnaround process, replacing half the staff and reopening the schools with new programs and

personnel (Baker 2012).

Charters and co-location. As stated earlier, Bloomberg and Klein oversaw the establishment of roughly 100 new charter

schools during their joint control of the city’s schools, often employing the controversial practice of “co-locating” new

charter schools in the same building as existing public schools.32 At an April 2012 city council hearing, Education

Committee Chair Robert Jackson testified that co-locations were disruptive to learning: “Problems can arise such as

Outcome Students

Dropped
out 5,612

Still
enrolled 8,089

Discharged 9,668

Graduated 9,592
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FIGURE D

Challenges confronting New York City schools, all schools vs. schools slated
for closure

Note: Over-age refers to students who are older than the expected age for that grade; normally this indicates that the student has been retained in grade one or more

times. Poor students are those who are eligible for free or reduced-price meals.

Source: Independent Budget Office (2012b)
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overcrowding, unsafe hallways, inadequate resources, friction over shared space, and a climate of mistrust and conflict”

(Cromidas 2012).

Observers also have raised concerns about inequities in resources for public schools sharing buildings with charter

schools. For example, critics claimed that students and teachers in Eva Moskowitz’s Success Academy Charter Schools

receive more resources, space, and favorable treatment than public school students and teachers sharing the building

(Powell 2012a). The merits of such claims are difficult to assess, given limited access to detailed data, and the greater

share of expensive students—very low-income students, English language learners, and those with other special needs,

in particular—in regular district schools than in charter schools. However, a 2010 report by New York City’s Independ-

ent Budget Office, which employed sophisticated methods to estimate per-pupil funding for students in three differ-

ent types of New York City schools (traditional public schools, charter schools located in public school buildings, and

charters located independently), found that charters co-located in public school buildings had the highest per-pupil

funding (Domanico and Smith 2011). It estimated the “value of the savings from co-locating for these charter schools

on facility, utility, and school safety costs” at $2,712 per pupil.

Moreover as another report, by two Rutgers University professors, found, the added funds were not distributed equit-

ably; there was no evidence that schools receiving facility “subsidies” had higher student needs, and thus costs (Baker

and Ferris 2011). But the real disparities appear to be far greater. The 2011 report discovered that large private dona-

tions greatly expanded the public-charter school funding gap. While funding, like other aspects of charter schools, var-

ies tremendously, the researchers found that a small cluster of charter schools had funding substantially higher than

the district average and that two—KIPP Academy and Opportunity Charter—spent over $25,000 per pupil. These

levels of spending were enabled by large grants from foundations such as the Bill & Melinda Gates and Walton Family

foundations.33 When comparisons were made between charter and nearby public schools that serve substantially more

low-income and special-needs students, the differences were stark. Per-pupil spending at the public A. Philip Randolph

school, $14,123, was comparable to nearby Harlem Link charter, $13,105, but the former serves a student body in

which 81 percent qualify for free lunch and 12 percent are English language learners versus 70 percent qualifying for

free lunch and just 1 percent ELL at Harlem Link. At Samuel Stern public school, where 86 percent of students qualify

for free lunch and 19 percent are ELL, per-pupil spending is $12,476. At nearby Harlem Day charter school, with 62

percent of students qualifying for free lunch and no ELL students, per-pupil spending was $19,632 (Baker and Ferris

2011, 24).

In May 2011, the United Federation of Teachers (UFT), the NAACP, and other organizations sued to stop school clos-

ings and the co-location of schools. The New York City Parents Union also filed a lawsuit, asserting that the NYC

education department “continues to push public school parents into a privately managed school system where many

charters perform worse than the public schools while failing to serve their fair share of students with special needs and

English Language Learners” (New York City Parents Union 2011). While the overall data on charter school enrollment

show that charter school students are more likely to be low-income and minority than their public school peers, regular

public schools serve the lowest-income students and the most-expensive students (English language learners and those

with special needs):

Charter and public schools serve virtually the same share of students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch (75.6

percent at charter schools versus 75 percent in district schools in 2010–2011), but district schools serve slightly
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more of the poorest students (67.6 percent versus 65.2 percent free lunch), and fewer reduced-price lunch stu-

dents (7.4 percent versus 10.4 percent) than do the city’s charter schools. Compared with district schools in the

same community school district (CSD), fewer than a third of charter schools have an equal-or-higher percentage of

subsidized-lunch-eligible students (Merriman et al. 2012, 25).

Citywide, charter schools serve a lower proportion of special-needs students (students with IEPs), 12.9 percent

versus 14.4 percent, with much larger gaps in the K-8 years in which the vast majority of charter schools operate.

This gap also holds regionally: 23 percent of charter schools are at or below the 10th percentile with respect to stu-

dents with IEPs in the same community school district (Merriman et al. 2012, 26–27).

The charter-public gap is much larger for English language learners; the city’s regular public schools serve nearly

three times as many ELLs—15 percent of the student body—as do the charter schools, where ELLs make up just

5.8 percent of the student body (Merriman et al. 2012, 28).

While they serve more African American students than comparable district schools, charter schools serve far fewer

Hispanic students than district schools in their CSD. Citywide, charter schools are 30.9 percent Hispanic, whereas

district schools are over 40 percent Hispanic, and 40 percent of charter schools are at or below the 10th percentile

in the same CSD in enrollment of Hispanic students (Merriman et al. 2012, 29).

Chicago: Neighborhood school replacement increased instability but not performance

Firing hiring, and rewarding teachers. During Duncan’s eight-year tenure, Chicago Public Schools laid off 1,300

teachers, citing budget shortages. CPS never provided teachers with the hearing required for due process, and in Octo-

ber, 2010, a group of teachers, including 749 who had tenure, won a discrimination suit against CPS. In a complaint

supported by University of Chicago research, the teachers alleged that they were being replaced with less experienced,

younger, and whiter teachers (de la Torre et al. 2012). U.S. District Judge David H. Coar held that CPS had violated

the rights of over 1,000 tenured Chicago teachers and ordered the district to work with the union to recall them. He

noted that most of the laid-off teachers had not received unsatisfactory reviews (Ahmed 2010).

This loss of teachers has been exacerbated by a high rate of teacher turnover that is especially problematic in schools

serving low-income minority students. According to a 2009 University of Chicago report on teacher instability in

Chicago, “these [seemingly average] one-year stability rates hide a sobering statistic—within five years, the typical CPS

school loses over half of its teachers. Many schools turn over half of their teaching staff every three years” (Allens-

worth, Ponisciak, and Mazzeo 2009, 1). In 100 mostly low-income minority schools, turnover was even higher, with

the schools losing one-fourth or more of their teachers annually. Because comparable data are unavailable for prior years

or for other urban districts, it is impossible to determine whether this represents an increase in the turnover rate during

Duncan’s tenure, or whether the rate is higher or lower than in other large city school systems.

At the same time, recognizing the sharp inequities in the distribution of qualified, effective teachers across lower- and

higher-income schools, Duncan employed a multifaceted strategy to improve the quality of the CPS teacher pool.

Changes included giving schools more capacity to hire earlier, in an effort to make them more competitive with their

suburban counterparts in attracting better teachers, and assessing which teacher-preparation programs were producing

the best teachers, so that CPS could recruit from them. An Arizona State University report also notes Duncan’s launch of

a marketing campaign to better brand CPS schools and new pipeline programs to attract strong new teachers, including
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the establishment of job fairs to bring together principals and prospective teachers, and offers of higher starting salaries

for those new teachers. These efforts appear to have paid off; while the state of Illinois overall had modest but sig-

nificant improvements in teacher qualifications, driven by improvements in the lowest-performing schools, Chicago’s

gains were much greater. According to the report, “On average, teacher qualifications in Chicago schools were more

than one standard deviation lower than they were in schools in all other locales,” but the sharp increase in scores among

Chicago’s schools “narrowed the gap in average teacher qualifications between Chicago schools and schools in non-

urban localities in Illinois by approximately 30% during the six-year period [from 2001–2006]” (DeAngelis, White,

and Presley 2010, 10–11).

So, unlike other policies implemented during Duncan’s tenure, these changes disproportionately benefited the city’s

highest-risk and neediest students.

In terms of teacher qualifications, Chicago schools showed noteworthy average improvements from 2001 to

2006 in all but its most economically-advantaged schools, none of which fell into the top quartile statewide.

Moreover, the improvements were greatest in its highest poverty and highest minority schools, which resulted in

a more equitable distribution of teacher qualifications across schools within Chicago itself. (DeAngelis, White,

and Presley 2010, 13)

This improvement was the result of both a 70 percent decline in the percentage of teachers lacking full certification

and a one-third standard deviation improvement in the average teacher ACT score. The researchers attributed these

improvements to a combination of national pressure under No Child Left Behind to place more highly qualified teach-

ers in low-income schools and classrooms, state-level efforts to make teaching in schools and on subjects with shortages

more attractive through alternative certification, higher standards for the state licensure exam, and Duncan’s Human

Capital Initiative. The latter, launched in 2001, consisted of three components: recruitment (particularly credited with

fostering improvement), district human resource operations, and talent management.34

A smaller teacher-improvement initiative championed by Duncan proved less successful. Though Chicago’s federally

funded merit-pay program was designed quite differently from that of New York City, it, too, had disappointing results.

The Chicago Teacher Advancement Project (Chicago TAP) placed less emphasis on bonuses and awarded smaller ones,

and it included a strong career ladder and teacher improvement component. Nevertheless, after two years, Chicago TAP

showed no effect on student test scores or teacher retention, the main objectives of the program (Glazerman and Seiful-

lah 2010). A final report on the program after four years also found no impact on student achievement, though there

was some increase in school-level teacher retention (Glazerman and Seifullah 2012).

School closures, selective magnets, and turnarounds. In 2004, Chicago Public Schools’ CEO Arne Duncan and Mayor

Richard Daley announced the Renaissance 2010 reform program, which had at its core a focus on closing “failing”

schools and replacing them with better schools, including charter and selective-enrollment magnet schools.35 (Later

in his tenure, Duncan continued to close schools but also shifted to a turnaround strategy for some schools, keeping

students in 11 troubled schools but changing the entire staff, including the principal and all teachers (Hill 2010)).36

While Duncan closed schools that CPS deemed “failing,” more recently, CPS has cited underenrollment as a reason to

close more schools in 2013–2014 (Caref et al. 2012). Research shows that these test-score-based closures exacerbated

instability and alienated parents, without improving overall student or school performance.
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From 2001 to 2008, CPS under Duncan’s leadership closed dozens of “failing” elementary and high schools and

replaced them with (nonunionized) charter, contract, performance, and military schools (Dillon 2009 and Lipman and

Gutstein 2011). A 2009 report from the Civic Committee of the Commercial Club of Chicago, a founder and leading

supporter of Renaissance 2010, concluded that the initiative had spurred little progress toward its stated goals: “Most of

Chicago’s students drop out or fail. The vast majority of Chicago’s elementary and high schools do not prepare their stu-

dents for success in college and beyond” (Civic Committee of the Commercial Club of Chicago 2009, 2). Researchers

from the Consortium for Chicago School Research (CCSR) at the University of Chicago confirmed this lack of pro-

gress. Their 2011 study found that most of the students who transferred to different schools as a result of the closures

did not improve their performance (Luppescu et al. 2011).
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An earlier CCSR study found that school closings under the Renaissance 2010 initiative had almost no effect on student

achievement because most elementary school students who were displaced by closing schools transferred from one low-

performing school to another. While there were very few high-performing schools to receive students, the “small num-

ber of students who transferred to academically strong receiving schools and found supportive teachers made significant

gains” (de la Torre and Gwynne 2009).37 The 2011 CCSR researchers also attributed some elementary school prob-

lems to the closing and opening of many schools under Duncan (Hood and Ahmed-Ullah 2011). Students experiencing

multiple closures and their schools were particularly negatively affected: “CPS transferred some students in the Mid-

south [area of the city] to as many as four schools in three years as the district closed one school after another. Receiving

schools were also destabilized by the influx of dislocated students” (Lipman and Gutstein 2011, 20).

Additionally, how, why, and where schools were closed and reopened has exacerbated existing gaps in student achieve-

ment. As in New York City, there have been allegations that Chicago schools closed for low performance were not

provided with the resources needed to succeed, and thus “set up for failure” (Lipman and Person 2007, 6). A Chicago

Teachers Union report, for example, noted that nine of the 10 CPS high schools with the lowest Educational Planning

and Assessment System (EPAS) scores were targeted for drastic action, despite the fact that “the test is given in Septem-

ber of students’ freshman year, [so] high schools have practically no impact on how students fare on the [test]” (Caref

et al. 2012, 11). (EPAS is a three-part system CPS employs to assess students’ college readiness. It uses ACT test scores,

which are a widely accepted benchmark.)

The report also pointed out that the schools targeted for drastic action were intensely poor (in all but one, over 90 per-

cent of students qualify for subsidized school meals) and overwhelmingly black (in all but one, the student body is over

95 percent African American). Yet no CPS policy seeks to ameliorate these root causes of low achievement, the report

noted (Caref et al. 2012, 11). Indeed, The CCSR report warned that high schools were being “saddled” with incoming

freshman classes “woefully unprepared” for the rigors of college preparatory work (Luppescu et al. 2011). Instead of

improving neighborhood schools, CPS has replaced them with charter schools, a key focus of Renaissance 2010, which

raised $47 million through 2009 for these new schools.

This pattern of school closings (correlated with race- and income-based achievement gaps) was accompanied by declin-

ing parental and public input in education policy decision-making. While the right balance between parent control and

input from other decision-makers is admittedly difficult to determine, the replacement of an elected school board with

one appointed by the mayor seems to have swung the pendulum too far toward outside input. As a 2011 report pro-

duced by the Collaborative for Equity and Justice in Education at the University of Illinois at Chicago asserted,

Chicago’s mayor-appointed board is comprised of elite decision-makers who are neither representative of the

student population of CPS nor directly accountable to the public. Board structures and processes severely limit

public input in decisions. The Board is composed primarily of corporate executives, while the district is 92

percent students of color and 86 percent low-income students whose communities have no role in school dis-

trict decisions. This is problematic because perspectives and knowledge of parents, educators, and students are

essential to good educational decision-making. It is evident that community members feel that the Board is

unresponsive to their input and concerns. Parents have felt it necessary to take extreme measures to be heard,

including candlelight vigils, marches, campouts in front of Board headquarters, a hunger strike, and a recent

43-day occupation of a school field house to get a long-needed school library. (Lipman and Gutstein 2011, 3)
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FIGURE E

Chicago Public Schools’ high school enrollment, white and non-poor students, overall
vs. in selective-enrollment magnet schools, 2010–2011

Note: Non-poor students are those who are not eligible for free or reduced-price lunch.

Source: Authors’ analysis of Lipman and Gutstein (2011)
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Most school closures were in gentrifying black and Hispanic neighborhoods, as demonstrated by the sharp increase in

housing prices in these neighborhoods (Lipman and Gutstein 2011, 21). At the same time, many of the new selective-

enrollment magnet schools were opened in neighborhoods that were either gentrifying or affluent. Because the new

schools did not admit all students from ones that were closed, however, the combination of closures and new school

openings left many students without a nearby option. Chicago’s eight selective-enrollment high schools are very limited

in their reach; only one in 10 CPS high school students attends them. Furthermore, they do not represent the CPS

student body. As Figure E shows, the CPS high school student body as a whole was 9.0 percent white and 14.0 percent

non-low-income in 2010–2011, while these selective high schools were 25.3 percent white and 43.5 percent non-low-

income (Lipman and Gutstein 2011, 13).

These data also demonstrate that, for the small number of low-income students who attend them, benefits of selective-

enrollment high schools include not only the enhanced curriculum and resources they provide, and the stronger teachers

they likely attract, but also a more integrated student body. Numerous studies have shown that this advantage, which

is very rare within CPS and most urban districts, benefits minority and low-income students in particular (Kahlenberg

2012; Rothstein and Santow 2012). The pertinent questions, then, include whether the selective schools serve a suffi-

ciently large number of students to make a real difference, and whether their addition has had negative impacts on the

district as a whole that counter the benefits they confer to the students who attend them.

Type CPS Selective

White 9% 25.3%

Non-poor 14% 43.5%
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As schools are closed, more students have to travel long distances to get to their new schools. Among charters that

opened under Renaissance 2010, the share of elementary school students who commute six miles or more increased

from 9 percent in 2004 to 13 percent in 2008; over the same period, the share of high-schoolers commuting that dis-

tance increased from 10 percent to 15 percent (Lipman and Gutstein 2011, 20). This change is partly to blame for

increasing youth violence and gang activity in Chicago neighborhoods, since closures disrupt “safe routes” and other

antiviolence strategies (Steinberg, Allensworth, and Johnson 2011). Indeed, community organizers and parents protest-

ing school closings warned the city that these shifts could lead to greater gang violence (Ryan 2012). In September

2009, a spike in violence at Fenger High School after students were transferred there from a school that was turned into

a selective-enrollment military academy led to the highly publicized death of a student.

Aware of the disruptions caused by the school closings, Duncan added a second strategy in 2006 to improve educational

opportunities for low-income students—comprehensive school turnarounds. He began to work with the principal of

one of the city’s high-performing selective-enrollment schools, Jones College Prep, to establish a network of low-per-

forming schools targeted for special assistance, specifically replacement of the entire staff followed by intensive training

(Hill 2010). This new network built on the work of the independent Academy for Urban School Leadership, established

in 2001. In addition to extensive training for new staff, Chicago’s Office of School Turnaround has provided “ongoing

management of the school … [and] ongoing and extensive technical assistance and coaching on the school level.” Initial

results include improved attendance in some schools, improved student behavior, and an increasing number of high

school students on track to graduate.38

Charter schools. Charter schools decreased segregation for some students, but, as in New York City, co-location proved

disruptive, and systemic costs were high.

While the overall composition of charter and traditional public school students is similar with respect to race and eth-

nicity, poverty, and school performance, black and Hispanic students experience greater racial diversity and thus less

segregation in charter schools than in traditional public schools. As discussed earlier, research shows that integrated

schools confer substantial benefits, especially for minority and low-income students. However, these benefits are also

conveyed by nonselective magnet schools. And magnets do not require the difficult application process, including par-

ent contracts and often long essays, that many charter schools use; as such, they do not “select out” the highest-needs

students (Caref et al. 2012). As discussed later in the section on student outcomes, magnets far outperform their charter

school counterparts among comparable student bodies.

Moreover, as in New York City, preferential treatment for some charter schools has negative impacts on other schools

and on the entire system. For example, because charter schools are allowed to decide where to operate, CPS forces neigh-

borhood schools to share facilities with a charter and sometimes a series of charters as charters move from one space to

another in search of the best option (Caref et al. 2012). Also, the city has paid to rehabilitate buildings deemed unusable

for students in neighborhood schools.

Charters also benefit from sweetheart facilities deals, often after a traditional public school has been closed

and the building turned over to a charter operator. CPS routinely leases buildings to charter operators for the

bargain-basement market rate of $1 per year. At least thirty-three charter campuses currently benefit from $1

leases. (Caref et al. 2012, 23)
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The bottom line: Highlighted reforms in the three cities produced upheaval,
overshadowing smaller promising programs

Students, parents, and teachers in all three cities experienced substantial churn as their neighborhood schools were

closed, experienced teachers were fired, new and often less experienced teachers replaced them, and students were forced

to take longer, sometimes dangerous routes to school.

Indeed, in Washington, D.C., teacher turnover was higher under Rhee and IMPACT than ever before, but apparently

not due largely to the elimination of bad teachers, but rather to an increase in voluntary exits by experienced teachers as

well as to their “excessing” and replacement by novices.
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The cumulative evidence suggests that districts seeking to substitute novices for experienced teachers, and to close

schools in order to save money or attain better outcomes, should be skeptical regarding promised gains and aware of the

substantial harms that can result.

School closures based on test-score-based labels of “failure” can decrease, rather than improve, odds of student and

school success. All three districts failed to protect their most at-risk students from the damage that can occur due to

school closures; those students experienced more upheaval and less support in the process and lost ground as a result.

For example, in both Washington, D.C., and Chicago, students ended up in schools that, on average, had lower test

scores than those they left. In all three cities, closures affected black and low-income students disproportionately, with

New York City’s neediest students suffering a gradual loss of staff and other resources as their schools were closed.

In all three cities, reformers worked to bring more middle-class students into their districts. However, the degree to

which schools grow more integrated, which would benefit minority and lower-income students, especially, remains to

be seen. Currently, the new students are largely clustered in a small group of charter and/or selective-enrollment schools.

Moreover, test score changes occurring amid shifting demographics must be interpreted with an even more skeptical eye

than usual. As discussed later, the small gains in NAEP scores in Washington, D.C., appear to have resulted largely from

new, higher-scoring students entering the system, rather than actual improvements occurring among existing students

of any racial or socioeconomic group.39

Charters, a core component of the reform agenda, have both positive and negative aspects, but they do not solve the

broad set of problems confronting low-income students, and to the extent that some charters are doing substantially

better, discovering how and why they are different is important.40 Like many of the small and magnet school benefits

however, some of the charter benefits may not be replicable. For example, using funding to extend school days and

provide enriching extracurricular activities may not be feasible in larger numbers or based on public school budgets.

Parent contracts and commitments cannot necessarily be rendered from most parents, nor are all parents capable of

providing the consistent support that benefits some charter school students disproportionately. None of this is to dis-

parage the real gains made by some charter school students, but rather, to caution that such benefits are unlikely to be

available to the broader student body and, particularly, to the minority of students with the greatest needs, very few of

whom are currently served by charters.

Of course the changes focused on here—test-score-based decisions on teachers and schools, closures of “failing” schools,

and expanded access to charters—were not the only ones made. But they drew most of the attention, leaving other,

much more promising policies without the resources to expand. In Chicago, for example, the Renaissance 2010 initi-

ative eclipsed and to some extent impeded the successes of other, often more effective, reforms, according to Barbara

Radner, who heads the Center for Urban Education at DePaul University.

There has been some good and some bad in Renaissance 2010, but overall it wasn’t the game changer that

people thought it would be. … In some ways it has been more harmful than good because all the attention,

all the funding, all the hope was directed at Ren10 (sic) to the detriment of other effective strategies CPS was

developing.” (Banchero, Germuska, and Little 2010)

One of these effective but overlooked strategies grew out of Arne Duncan’s recognition that the city was having a hard

time attracting the strong credentialed teachers that disadvantaged students particularly need. So he implemented a set
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of strategic recruitment and support policies. Researchers documented their success while Duncan was still CEO, yet

these policies have been absent in his federal efforts. Indeed, both Race to the Top and No Child Left Behind waivers

emphasize test-based strategies to evaluate those teachers already in schools, with a major goal of firing those deemed

“ineffective.” Teacher credentials are often dismissed as meaningless, with value-added scores seen as the proper metric.

In all three cities, the focus on the three main reforms appeared to divert attention from the need to address socioeco-

nomic factors that impede learning. With student eligibility rates for free or reduced-price meals of 67 percent in Wash-

ington, D.C., 72 percent in New York City, and 77 percent in Chicago in 2010, child poverty has been a significant

factor contributing to low student test scores and graduation rates in these three cities (NAF 2009–2010).41

As noted earlier, Klein and Rhee take a “no excuses” tone, dismissing this factor, but other reform leaders have acknow-

ledged the need to alleviate some poverty-related obstacles to learning. For example, at the American University forum

on education reform in 2012, Duncan noted that early childhood education was a high priority and a smart investment,

and Chicago Mayor Rahm Emanuel declared that “there is no greater investment than after-school programs, especially

at high school, for their safety and [students’] own personal development – athletic, academic or artistic” (American

University 2012). The other panelists, including Mayor Bloomberg, agreed. Yet these cities’ policy agendas largely side-

lined evidence-based strategies shown to have potential to narrow income-based opportunity gaps.42 These strategies

include the afterschool programs that Emanuel noted, which avert learning loss in out-of-school hours; early child-

hood education that improves school readiness; health clinics that reduce chronic absence; and full-service community

schools, which bring together these and other resources to address many opportunity gaps associated with growing up

poor. Yet, while Duncan did support community schools as CEO of CPS, his main emphasis was testing children who

had entered kindergarten already behind their better-off peers, and using the results of those scores to close schools,

among other policies.

Though evidence pointed to improvements for low-income DCPS third graders who had attended quality pre-K pro-

grams, Rhee did not mention that factor, but rather credited IMPACT and other reform components with any gains.

Indeed, among her early policy initiatives was one that impeded access to that program, contradicting the intent of the

expansion passed just before her arrival to make pre-K available to all students. Bloomberg’s 2012 budget, which called

for cutting afterschool and summer programs for more than 47,000 children, would have heralded the fifth straight year

that he cut child care and afterschool programs. Added to prior cuts, the budget would have resulted in 90,000 fewer

children having access to these programs than in 2009. A strong, organized advocacy campaign worked to avert these

cuts by focusing media and public attention to the issue and working with key city council members to restore the cuts,

at least temporarily (Ursula Helminski, personal communication 2012).43 While fiscal realities forced budget choices,

deep cuts to a relatively small line item suggest that afterschool was not truly seen as a high-priority investment.

The reforms have not improved student outcomes

The reforms have increased instability for students, teachers, and schools, with low-income communities bearing the

brunt. As noted, this was somewhat intentional; the reformers believed that schools were so bad that only real disruption

could change them enough to fix them, and this strategy inevitably led to churn. The fundamental question, then, is

whether this disruption brought about real improvements for the students. If so, then the reforms fulfilled their prom-

ise, though perhaps with the need to improve stability. As this section documents, however, the disruption seems to
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FIGURE F

District of Columbia Public Schools’ 4th-grade reading scores, by race and ethnicity,
NAEP, 2003–2011

Note: Graph shows scores for odd-numbered years; lines interpolate points in-between.

Source: Authors’ analysis of National Assessment of Educational Progress data (Levy 2012c)

have offered few gains for the low-income, minority, and other high-needs students that these policies sought to benefit.

Indeed, in many respects, predicted outcomes went in the opposite direction: Test scores increased less than in other

cities or in periods prior to the reforms, and already large achievement gaps grew.

Washington, D.C.: Race and income-based achievement gaps grew

Using DC Comprehensive Assessment System (DC CAS) data, Chancellor Rhee and Mayor Fenty claimed major gains

for all subgroups of students during their short control of DCPS from 2007 to 2010 (District of Columbia Public

Schools 2010). Reliable data from the National Assessment of Educational Progress, combined with a more careful

exploration by subgroup of the test score data they presented, shows that their claims were exaggerated, and that some

students most in need of a boost lost ground.

As illustrated in Figure F, average fourth-grade NAEP reading scores of white, Hispanic, and black students rose in the

four year period before Rhee came to Washington, D.C., but have since leveled off or reversed; since 2007, scores for

black students have been stagnant, while those for white and Hispanic students have declined slightly. This combina-

tion of changes has slightly narrowed the race-based gap, but, again, only because of stagnant or declining scores, not

gains (Levy 2012c).

Before and during Rhee’s tenure, eighth-grade reading scores declined among all student subgroups, as seen in Figure

G. White and Hispanic student scores dropped much more than black student scores, which shrank the black-white
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FIGURE G

District of Columbia Public Schools’ 8th-grade reading scores, by race and ethnicity,
NAEP, 2005–2011

Note: Graph shows scores for odd-numbered years; lines interpolate points in-between.

Source: DCPS National Assessment of Educational Progress data (Levy 2012c)

gap but enlarged the white-Hispanic gap. This contrasts sharply with large, urban districts overall, and with the nation

as a whole: At both of those levels, all three subgroups gained ground, with Hispanics gaining the most: six points from

2005 to 2011 both in large, urban districts (from 243 to 249) and nationally (245 to 251), closely followed by black

eighth-graders, who gained five points in large, urban districts (240 to 245) and six points nationally (242 to 248), and

whites gaining the least: three points in large, urban districts (270 to 273) and across the nation (269 to 272). As a res-

ult, gaps narrowed across the board (NCES 2005b and 2011b). (Throughout this report, DCPS NAEP scores are from

data from D.C. budget consultant Mary Levy, who includes both regular public school students’ and charter school

students’ scores in her calculations. We believe that these data are optimal, because they represent the vast majority of

DCPS students. However, they are not perfectly comparable with the NAEP data for large, urban districts, which come

from Trial Urban District Assessment reports, which do not always include charter school students’ scores. This does

not, however, change any trends or ultimate findings. For example, TUDA data for DCPS confirm DCPS students’

relative lack of gains compared with their peers in other cities, as shown in Figure G; indeed, TUDA data would have

shown a larger drop in scores for DCPS students. In the Appendix tables to this report, we present both TUDA and

Levy data for DCPS, compared with large, urban district data.)

One bright spot before and through Rhee’s tenure was a small increase in “proficiency”—those demonstrating skills

above the basic level—among black eighth-graders, from 8 percent in 2005 to 10 percent in 2011.44 Unfortunately, this

was accompanied by a much larger drop in proficiency for white students, from 77 percent to 63 percent, and a smaller

decrease, from 18 percent to 14 percent, for Hispanic students (Levy 2012c).
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FIGURE H

District of Columbia Public Schools’ 4th-grade math scores, by race and ethnicity,
NAEP, 2003–2011

Note: Graph shows scores for odd-numbered years; lines interpolate points in-between.

Source: DCPS National Assessment of Educational Progress data (Levy 2012c)

Math scores often rise more easily than reading scores, which proved to be the case in D.C. Public Schools, as demon-

strated in Figure H. Fourth-grade math scores improved among all student groups from 2003 to 2011; however, black

students gains were less than half their white peers’ gains, so the math gap among black and white fourth graders in

2011 was 60 points, up from 55 when Rhee took office in 2007, at which point the gap had been narrowing for several

years (Levy 2012c).45

In eighth grade, the gap in 2011 was nearly as large, 59 points, down substantially from 70 points in 2003. However,

the gap shrank only because black students lost substantially less ground (two points) than their white peers, whose

scores dropped by 13 points.46

As in reading, there was an increase in the share of students deemed “proficient” in math. Both white and black fourth-

grade students gained real ground though, again, black students made only half the gains of their white counterparts.

As a result, the gap widened, from 68 percent in 2007 to 73 percent in 2011. Among eighth-graders, both groups made

real gains between 2005 and 2011, though the gap stayed nearly the same (68 percent in 2005 versus 69 percent in

2011), and the percentage of black students who were considered proficient grew only from a miniscule 3 percent to 9

percent, still fewer than one in ten (Levy 2012c).

NAEP data enable researchers to track scores for students who are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, and thus

low-income, and compare those scores with students who are ineligible (not low-income). As shown in Figure I, the
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FIGURE I

District of Columbia Public Schools’ 4th-grade math scores, all and by income group,
NAEP, 2003–2011

Note: Low-income students are those who are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. Graph shows scores for odd-numbered years; lines interpolate points in-between.

Source: DCPS National Assessment of Educational Progress data (Levy 2012c)

gap in scores between these two groups of students—the income-based achievement gap—increased even more than

the gap across racial groups. The gap in NAEP math scores between low-income and non-low-income fourth-graders

grew from 21 points (200 for low-income versus 221 non-low-income) in 2003 to 39 points (211 low-income versus

250 non-low-income) in 2011. The gap was virtually unchanged in the four years before Rhee, when both groups saw

modest increases, but grew dramatically from 2007 to 2011, when low-income students gained five points, versus their

wealthier peers’ dramatic 21 points (Levy 2012c).

The gap between poor and non-poor eighth graders also increased substantially, although this was due to real

gains for both groups, with non-low-income students reaping double the increases of their low-income counterparts

(Levy 2012c).

Reading scores were, again, less promising: While non-low-income fourth graders posted real gains between 2007 and

2011, low-income students gained just one point, resulting in a gap, shown in Figure J, that grew from 32 to 46 points

in just four years.

Low-income eighth-graders also did not improve their reading, while their higher-income peers posted small gains, res-

ulting in a gap that grew more modestly, from 24 to 31 (Levy 2012c).

The average gains by DCPS students in both reading and math from 2007 to 2011, during a period of little or no

progress among low-income students, could be explained by disproportionate improvements in high-income students’
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FIGURE J

District of Columbia Public Schools’ 4th-grade reading scores, all and by income
group, NAEP, 2003–2011

Note: Low-income students are those who are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. Graph shows scores for odd-numbered years; lines interpolate points in-between.

Source: DCPS National Assessment of Educational Progress data (Levy 2012c)

schools. Another explanation is that, rather than gains among a (minority) group of higher-income students, DCPS

had an influx of new higher-scoring, higher-income students, who account for much of these gains. If so, then reforms

enacted under Rhee might not even account for the gains seen by those higher-income students. The data clearly affirm

this second explanation. In fourth grade, for example, overall math scores increased from 214 in 2007 to 222 in 2011,

or 3.7 percent. Among black students, who constitute the vast majority of the student body, however, the increase was

just 1.9 percent (from 208 to 212), and similarly small among Hispanics. Gains among white students, who constitute

a small minority of the student body, were no bigger (from 263 to 272, or 3.4 percent), so the only explanation is an

influx of higher-scoring (white and high-income) students. Fourth-grade reading scores make this even clearer: average

(scale) scores rose from 198 to 201, or by 1.5 percent. Among both white and Hispanic students, scores fell by 3 points

over the period, and they remained at 191 among black students. If two groups lost ground, and the majority was stag-

nant, only new students could account for the small overall gain.

While NAEP is the only truly reliable source of year-to-year comparable information, other tests that are not independ-

ently reliable but that illustrate differences along geographical lines reveal a similar pattern. Students in schools in wards

7 and 8 (the lowest-income wards in the city) trailed their Ward 3 peers (who live in the wealthiest area) in reading and

math pass rates by margins of 41 to 56 percentage points on the 2011 DC CAS exams. As Washington Post education

reporter Bill Turque wrote, this gap hadn’t budged:
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FIGURE K

Income-based 8th-grade reading test score gaps, 2005 and 2011, Washington, D.C.,
vs. other large urban and all districts

Note: The income-based gap is the difference between test scores of low-income students (those eligible for free or reduced-price lunch) and non-low-income students.

Source: National Center for Education Statistics (2005b and 2011b)
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[In] Ward 8 elementary schools … 28 percent of students read at proficiency level or better, down about 2 per-

centage points from 2010. That level is almost identical to the pass rate in 2007, when then-Mayor Adrian M.

Fenty (D) took control of the city school system. (Turque 2011b)

Ward 3 elementary schools had an 84 percent pass rate, for a gap of 56 points.

While the income-based gap in eighth-grade NAEP reading scores increased by just one point at the national level and

two points in other large, urban school districts from 2005 to 2011, it more than doubled in Washington, D.C., as

illustrated in Figure K.

After two years of declines between 2009 and 2011, citywide scores on the DC Comprehensive Assessment System

rose very slightly in 2012 for mathematics, but were flat for reading (Chandler and Brown 2012). And while charter

schools had slightly higher scores than public schools, their gains were smaller, and their reading proficiency rates fell

slightly. In 2012, these small gains left 46 percent of regular public school students and 55 percent of charter school

students proficient in math, and just 44 percent and 49 percent, respectively, proficient in reading (Mahaley 2012). The

reported scores were not broken down by race or income, which makes it impossible to assess impacts on subgroups

of students. Moreover, as discussed earlier, this report treats non-NAEP test scores as a less valid source of information,

given incentives to teach to tests and otherwise boost scores due to the high stakes attached to them. One interesting
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finding that was not subject to manipulation, however, was that, across ethnic and income groups, third-graders who

had participated in prekindergarten programs outscored their non-pre-K peers (Mahaley 2012).47

High school graduation rates in DCPS were decreasing before Rhee arrived. Between the 2001–2002 and 2007–2008

school years, the NCES-published “averaged freshman graduation rate”—the estimated percentage of ninth-graders who

graduated four years later—for DCPS dropped 12.4 percentage points, from 68.4 percent to 56 percent.48 This was

much lower than both the national average of 75 percent and large, urban district average of 65 percent in 2007–2008

(the latter of which was down four percentage points from 2001–2002). In other words, graduation rates dropped much

more sharply in the years preceding Rhee’s arrival in Washington, D.C., than in other large, urban districts. DCPS’s

graduation rate rose the first year of Rhee’s tenure (2008–2009) to 62.4 percent, but as more recent comparable data

are unavailable, neither the DCPS trend during her tenure nor comparisons to other districts can be assessed.49 While

these data have likely fluctuated due to changes in how they are calculated, and, as discussed below, graduation rates are
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FIGURE L

Average NAEP test score gains from 2003–2011 in 10 large, urban school districts

Note: The bars reflect test score gains from 2003 to 2011 averaged across reading and math for both fourth and eighth grades. The 10 large, urban districts shown are

those participating in the NAEP Trial Urban District Assessment (TUDA) in 2003. TUDA uses NAEP scores from a representative sample of students in large, urban districts

with high proportions of low-income and minority students. TUDA began in 2002 with six districts and had 21 as of 2011.

Source: Haimson 2012
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notoriously hard to use for valid city-to-city or year-to-year comparisons, the city’s graduation rate seems, at best, to be

returning to the low level of a decade ago, with no overall gains over the past 10 years.

New York City: Nine years of market-based reforms failed to improve test scores or
narrow achievement gaps

In March, 2012, Mayor Bloomberg repeated his claim that the achievement gap between white/Asian students and

black/Latino students in New York City public schools had been halved between 2003 and 2011 (American University

2012). Actually, averaged across state reading and math test scores in the fourth and eighth grades, the achievement gap

had stagnated; it was virtually identical in 2011 (25.8 percentage points or 0.73 of standard deviation) to its 2003 level

(26.2 percentage points or 0.74 of standard deviation), and not statistically significantly different.50 Indeed, Columbia

University professor Aaron Pallas, who calculated the actual size of the reduction in the gap (of 1 percent), pointed out,

“The careful reader will note that the mayor has thus overstated the cut in the achievement gap by a factor of 50” (Pallas

2012b).51 Another study that compared NAEP test score gains from 2003 to 2011 averaged across reading and math

in fourth and eighth grades found New York City to be second to last, ahead only of Cleveland, among the 10 TUDA

districts, as illustrated in Figure L, with a gain of only 4.3 points (Haimson 2012). The average large district gained 8.8

points over this period, with Atlanta gaining the most—15.3 points.52

School
district

Average
NAEP
test

score
gain

Atlanta 15.3

Boston 12.9

Los
Angeles 12.4

D.C. 10.9

Houston 10.4

San
Diego 10.3

Chicago 8.9

Large
urban
avg.

8.8

Charlotte 7.9

NYC 4.3

Cleveland 1
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The gap failed to shrink partly because white fourth-graders gained three times as much ground as their black peers

between 2005 and 2011, as shown in Figure M. Indeed, this gap grew by 6 percentage points during those years, versus

a slight decrease in the same gap in large, urban districts overall. The income-based gap for that age grew by even more,

also bucking both national and urban trends during the period.

Bloomberg made similarly exaggerated claims regarding the city’s public school students’ “proficiency” on state test

scores. When the New York State Department of Education recalibrated the scores, however, the gains vanished, and the

proportion of students passing the state reading test fell from 68.8 percent to 42.4 percent, and from “an astonishing

81.8 percent to a disappointing 54 percent in mathematics” (Ravitch 2010). Again, NAEP scores confirm unimpressive

gains. Between 2003 and 2011, average NAEP math scores in New York City public schools rose 8 points in fourth

grade and 6 points in eighth grade between 2003 and 2011, gains similar to those in the nation as a whole, and half

the size, at the eighth-grade level, of gains in other large, urban districts that did not engage in similar reforms (NCES

2011a).53

As Figure N illustrates, New York’s eighth-grade students improved at rates similar to those of their urban counterparts

in reading; between 2005 and 2011, the city’s white students gained just two points (versus three in large, urban districts

on average), while the city’s black students gained seven points (versus five in large, urban districts on average). These

gains slightly narrowed the black-white gap in the city, but not enough to counter growing gaps in other subjects

and grades.
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FIGURE M

New York City 4th-grade reading scores, by race, NAEP, 2005 and 2011

Note: Graph shows scores in 2005 and 2011; lines interpolate in-between years.

Source: National Center for Education Statistics (2005b and 2011b).

One definite bright spot in the New York City data come from graduation rates, which increased sharply under

Bloomberg and Klein’s leadership, according to data tracked by the city. While just under half (46.5 percent) of the

cohort of 2001 (class of 2005) graduated in four years, that share rose to just over 60 percent for the cohort of 2007

(class of 2011) (NYC DOE 2012). The most recent nationally collected data for New York City found similar gains,

though the different method of calculating national data produced a lower overall percentage: 56.9 percent of the class

of 2008 graduated, an increase of 11 percentage points from 46 percent for the class of 2005 (NCES 2005a and 2010a).

It is unclear, however, what impact, if any, the Bloomberg/Klein reforms had on graduation rates. The National Center

for Education Statistics tracks graduation rates for the 100 largest urban districts (some of which, such as Montgomery

County, Md., are not cities). The 11 percentage-point average increase in New York City’s high school graduation rate

from the classes of 2005 to 2008 is consistent with the 12 percentage-point increase in graduation rates for the 100

largest urban districts in the same period, and it still left New York City well below the 65 percent average class of 2008

graduation rate for those districts (NCES 2010b). It is also important to be aware of critical caveats pertinent generally

to claims regarding high school graduation rates. Due to differences in definitions, graduation requirements, and data

collection and calculation methods, such data are problematic, especially when used to make comparisons over time or

across states and districts. For example, New York includes GED completers in its definition of a high school graduate,

whereas the U.S. Department of Education does not, which is likely one factor in the difference between city and fed-

eral recorded rates. Researchers have also found that administrative data are often “jumpy” across the years for reasons

that they do not fully understand (Roy and Mishel 2008). Other issues include disproportionate “discharges” by race
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FIGURE N

New York City 8th-grade reading scores, by race, compared with large, urban district
average, 2005 and 2011

Note: Large, urban districts are those participating in the NAEP Trial Urban District Assessment (TUDA), which uses NAEP scores from a representative sample of students

in large, urban districts with high proportions of low-income and minority students. TUDA began in 2002 with six districts and had 21 as of 2011.

Source: National Center for Education Statistics (2005b and 2011b)
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that may inflate graduation rates by “pushing at risk students out of school” and not counting them as dropouts (Jen-

nings and Haimson 2009).

There is legitimate disagreement regarding the degree to which charter schools improve their students’ achievement, rel-

ative to comparable public schools. Two rigorous studies found substantially better outcomes for students who gained

admittance via lottery to city charter schools compared with outcomes for their peers who were not admitted. One, a

Stanford University Center for Research on Education Outcomes (CREDO) study of New York City charter schools

that employed “composite virtual” students from “competitor traditional public [feeder] schools” found benefits of

charter school attendance across almost all student groups, including low-income and minority students, both African

American and Hispanic (CREDO 2010, 2). However, two caveats apply to such findings. First, as described earlier,

NYC charter schools generally receive more funding than comparable public schools while serving fewer hard-to-teach

students. Second, as emphasized in this paper, state standardized test scores, the unit of measurement used in the

CREDO study, are easily manipulated. If charter schools focus more on test preparation than their peer neighborhood

public schools, this could account for some, even all, of the difference in test scores. Because NAEP scores for New York

City are not available by charter versus public school, as they are in Washington, D.C., and since the type of analysis

conducted by the Consortium on Chicago School Research (Luppescu et al. 2011) to alleviate some of the potential
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biases of Illinois state tests has not been done in New York City, these results must be interpreted through that skep-

tical lens.

The CREDO researchers themselves cautioned that it is also impossible to infer much from the finding that New York

City charter schools have no impact on students receiving special education services. Because the highest-needs students

are least likely to enroll in charter schools, and thus make up a relatively small share of the student body, any find-

ings are likely skewed in favor of charter school benefits; i.e., findings of equal impact may actually be masking poorer

outcomes for higher-needs students. The CREDO study found a similar lack of impact for English language learners.

Finally, students retained in grade did not benefit in reading from being in charter schools, and had poorer outcomes

than their public school counterparts in math.

The second of the studies to find benefits for charter school students, an earlier 2009 study funded by the National

Center on School Choice at Vanderbilt University, estimated that, “on average, a student who attended a charter school

for all of grades kindergarten to eight would close about 86 percent of the achievement gap in math and 66 percent

of the ‘Scarsdale-Harlem’ achievement gap in English” (Hoxby, Murarka, and Kang 2009, IV-I). It also reported that

students who attended charter high schools were roughly 7 percent more likely to earn a Regents diploma for each year

in that school, and that their Regents scores would be about 3 points higher for each year spent in the school (Hoxby,

Murarka, and Kang 2009). The impacts on students varied quite a bit across schools, enabling the researchers to assess

potential mechanisms driving student gains. Among the policies associated with charter school success were a longer

school year (two and a half weeks longer than regular public schools); more time devoted to English during the school

day (which is also longer than that of traditional public schools, by roughly 90 minutes); a small rewards/small penal-

ties disciplinary policy; teacher pay based in part on performance or duties; and a mission statement that emphasized

academic achievement versus other goals. Charter schools also differed from public schools in offering Saturday classes

that may be optional or mandatory, and the vast majority of charter school students attended schools that offer after-

school programs. Roughly half of charter schools employed parent contracts that set expectations regarding attendance,

on-time school arrival, homework, and other issues.

In his review of the study, however, economist Sean Reardon issued several caveats regarding these findings. These

include the misuse of test score data from a prior year that may render moot the purported randomization provided by

the lottery; inappropriate extrapolation of impacts that may overstate cumulative benefits; a weak standard for statistical

significance that suggests true differences where none may exist; and the omission of ineffective charter schools from

the distribution such that the range of effectiveness may be skewed. In general, “the results presented appear to overstate

the cumulative effect of attending a charter school” (Reardon 2009, 1).

The 2011 Rutgers report on funding disparities also called some of the reported charter school benefits into question.

Disputing the CREDO findings, the researchers asserted that,

controlling for a school’s [English Learner] enrollment, its free-lunch enrollment, its location and its enrollment

stability, NYC’s charters did not do better, and arguably did worse, in terms of their student’s (sic) test score out-

comes. Contrary to press accounts of NYC charter school success at raising student achievement, our analysis

found no statistically significant differences in charter versus non-charter school performance (level, not gain)
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for grades 4, 6 and 7, and charter school test performance lower than that of non-charter schools in grade 5.”

(Baker and Ferris 2011, 17)

However, their methodology appears to be less rigorous than that employed by the CREDO researchers, with compar-

isons of scores versus growth a potential weakness. In sum, there is fairly solid evidence that NYC charter schools confer

students an advantage in growth and/or proficiency, but this advantage is not as high as has been reported in previous

studies. Moreover, because they spend more money per student, while educating fewer hard-to-teach and expensive stu-

dents, relative to regular NYC public schools, this overall advantage in effectiveness is likely small.

Finally, assuming findings of slightly higher test scores and/or graduation rates among charter high school students are

valid, this doesn’t necessarily translate into the goal of college readiness emphasized by reformers: Only 10.2 percent of

2010–2011 charter school graduates were deemed “college ready” based on NYC Department of Education progress

reports, versus over twice as many, 26.9 percent, among regular district school graduates (Merriman et al. 2012, 21).

District students in non-charter schools were also slightly more likely to enroll in college (51.3 percent) compared with

their charter school peers (48.8 percent).54

As evidence of the importance it placed on college readiness, the city instituted school report cards, grading each school

from A to F, with A and B having “the highest percentage of students who took college-level courses, did not need

remediation classes upon graduation and went to college within four years of entering high school,” according to a New

York Times analysis. The gap between that goal and the city’s capacity to reach it via the reforms, or even to faithfully

report it, however, is evident; even among A schools (a few of which graduated the vast majority of their students),

only a small minority of students were “college-ready” (Santos 2011). Also, according to NYC DOE reports of schools’

“college and career readiness index,” “college readiness was much higher in what the DOE calls ‘traditional’ schools,

those that predate Mayor Bloomberg. In those schools, 30 percent of students graduated college ready, compared with

20 percent in the Bloomberg-era schools” (McAdoo 2012).55

Chicago: As achievement gaps grew, African American students fell further behind, and
college readiness remained disappointing

Although students made some progress in both reading and math during Arne Duncan’s 2001–2009 tenure as CEO of

Chicago Public Schools, the race-based achievement gap increased, with white students making slightly more progress

than Latino students, and black students falling behind all other groups (Luppescu et al. 2011). The Chicago Consor-

tium on School Research (CCSR), a respected institution that has studied reforms and outcomes in CPS for several

decades, employed a complex statistical process to translate the Illinois Standard Achievement Test (ISAT) data into

more consistent and reliable measures of changes in student achievement over time.56 CCSR found that, in elementary

and middle schools, in particular,

test scores for African American students improved at a much slower rate than those of other students. Average

scores for African American students improved slightly in math, while improving moderately among other stu-

dents. There were virtually no improvements in reading scores among African American students, while white

and Asian students showed modest improvements and Latino students showed slight improvements. (Luppescu

et al. 2011, 7)
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CCSR’s methods enabled researchers to gauge the impact of test-taking and stakes attached to it on instructional prac-

tices and learning. They noted, with respect to a decline in test scores at the point at which the district switched

tests, that

[t]he decline in scores in 2006 seems to be an artifact of the ways in which students were prepared for the

test. … [this decline] was driven by schools with many low-achieving students—schools that were at risk of

accountability sanctions based on students’ performance on the tests. These schools had strong incentives to

gear instruction specifically towards the content of the high-stakes test, and the types of questions asked on the

tests. When the district switched to a different test, students’ performance on the tests dropped. (Luppescu et

al. 2011, 24)

This confirms not only that test results tied to high stakes are unreliable measures, but that students in struggling schools

are likely losing out on real instruction as test preparation increasingly becomes the norm.

The researchers also noted that apparent test score gains were due to non-equivalent scoring on the ISAT rather than

real change, and that CPS student improvement was comparable to that of students across the state, a reality confirmed

by NAEP scores. Chicago trailed its large, urban district counterparts by about 10 points in fourth-grade math and

eight points in eighth-grade math in 2003, gaps that narrowed very slightly to nine and seven points, respectively, in

2009. In reading, however, the gaps grew a bit larger over that period, from six points to eight points in fourth grade

and from one point to three points in eighth grade (Luppescu et al. 2011, 30). Figures O and P show that improve-

ments in Chicago Public Schools’ fourth- and eighth-grade reading scores from 2003 to 2009 were not keeping pace

with gains in large, urban districts over that period, as measured by NAEP scores, and that this trend increased the gap

in performance between CPS and its large, urban school district counterparts.

A 2011 report by the Collaborative for Equity and Justice noted this consistent gap and lack of academic improvement:

“The only place Chicago significantly leads the Large Cities is in the percent of students Below-Basic in math (grade 4

and 8) and reading grade 4” (Lipman and Gutstein 2011, 14).

Indeed, a 2009 report by the Civic Committee of The Commercial Club of Chicago noted that the city’s schools had

made little progress since 2003, refuting President Obama’s 2008 assertion that elementary school test scores during

Duncan’s seven-year tenure had risen 29 percentage points, from 38 percent of students meeting the state standards in

2001 to 67 percent in 2008, and similar claims by Duncan.

As recently as January 2009, CPS distributed brochures showing that 8th grade reading scores improved from

55% of students meeting/exceeding standards in 2004 – to 76% in 2008. And 8th grade math scores improved

from 33% in 2004 to 70% in 2008. But these huge increases reflect changes in the [state] tests and testing pro-

cedures – not real student improvement. The reality is that most of Chicago’s students are still left far behind.

Real student performance appears to have gone up a little in Chicago elementary schools during the past few

years – and even those gains then dissipate in high school. (Civic Committee of the Commercial Club of

Chicago 2009, 2)

Adjusting for changes in tests and procedures, the Commercial Club study found that pass rates—the percent of ele-

mentary and middle school students at or above grade level—grew by only about 8 points between 2001 and 2008
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FIGURE O

Chicago Public Schools’ 4th-grade reading scores compared with large, urban
districts, NAEP, 2003 and 2009

Note: Large, urban districts are those participating in the NAEP Trial Urban District Assessment (TUDA), which uses NAEP scores from a representative sample of students

in large, urban districts with high proportions of low-income and minority students. Graph shows scores in 2003 and 2011; lines interpolate in-between years.

Source: Luppescu et al. (2011), Figure 13

(Civic Committee of the Commercial Club of Chicago, 10). In high schools, the increase was almost impercept-

ible—just a point and a half.

And to the extent that low-income and minority students made any gains, their concentration in lower-level skills raises

concern that those students remain unprepared to compete with better-off peers for schools, college, and jobs. Accord-

ing to the Collaborative for Equity and Justice report, “most of the gains for these students were in lower-level compu-

tation skills, rather than conceptual understanding, higher-order thinking, and problem-solving skills that would have

shown up in gains at the ‘Advanced’ level. That is, to the extent there are gains, low-income students of color are likely

acquiring very basic skills” (Lipman and Gutstein 2011, 17). The Consortium on Chicago School Research noted, too,

Chicago’s break with more positive national data.

The increase in the gap in reading and math scores between white and African American elementary grade stu-

dents in Chicago was quite different from national trends. On the national NAEP exam, fourth grade racial

gaps closed substantially over the course of [the three eras studied for this report] in both reading and math,

while eighth grade gaps were not consistently up or down. (Luppescu et al. 2011, 33)
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FIGURE P

Chicago Public Schools’ 8th-grade reading scores compared with large, urban
districts, NAEP, 2003 and 2009

Note: Large, urban districts are those participating in the NAEP Trial Urban District Assessment (TUDA), which uses NAEP scores from a representative sample of students

in large, urban districts with high proportions of low-income and minority students. Graph shows scores in 2003 and 2009; lines interpolate in-between years.

Source: Luppescu et al. (2011, Figure 13)

“The increase in the
gap in reading and
math scores between
white and African
American elementary
grade students in
Chicago was quite dif-
ferent from national
trends.”

Finally, different types of schools fared differently, with schools that served

largely African American students and those that started out with the weakest

reading and math scores gaining the least in both subjects during Duncan’s

tenure. This contrasted with the prior eras of (and different types of ) reforms

in Chicago, in which lower-performing schools made more progress relative

to their non-low-income counterparts (Luppescu et al. 2011, 36–39).57

As Figure Q indicates, to the extent the Duncan-era reforms produced any

gains, they accrued to Asian or white students; Latino students essentially

stagnated and black students lost ground.

Despite enrolling easier-to-serve students, Chicago’s charter schools seem to

perform no better than comparable city public schools. While multiple stud-

ies of the charters found somewhat different outcomes, with some finding

small gains for specific subgroups and others finding small losses, none showed dramatic improvements in student per-

formance.

Chicago charter school outcomes are mixed, overall showing roughly comparable performance to neighborhood

schools. On average, Chicago charter high schools served fewer English language learners and low-income

BROADER,  BOLDER APPROACH TO EDUCATION | APRIL  22,  2013 PAGE 57

http://www.boldapproach.org


FIGURE Q

Chicago Public Schools’ elementary/middle-school reading scores (ISAT), by race and
ethnicity, 2002 and 2009

Note: This figure represents changes to Illinois Standard Achievement Test (ISAT) data by the Consortium for Chicago School Research (CCSR), which employed complex

statistical analyses to adjust the raw ISAT data for changes in text content, scoring, and other inconsistencies, in order to enable viable year-to-year comparisons.

Source: Luppesco et al. (2011), Figure 17
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and special education students, and on average, Chicago charter schools replaced more than half of their staff

between 2008 and 2010. (Lipman and Gutstein 2011, 3)

Moreover, to the extent that some charter school students have done better, the gains, as in the city’s regular public

schools, have largely accrued to nonminority students.58

A RAND study published in 2009 noted a caveat to these findings: Charter schools operating for three years or less

were the poorest performing charter schools, and students lost more ground their first year in the charter, potentially

making small gains (as measured by test scores), depending on subject or year, in subsequent years. Overall, however,

the lack of distinction between charters and traditional public schools held (Booker et al. 2009).

Moreover, while the evidence shows that charter schools have no overall impact on district-wide student performance,

some studies suggest that they serve fewer high-needs students (Brown and Gutstein 2009, Caref et al. 2012). The

CREDO study that found benefits for low-income students in Chicago charter schools relative to comparable neigh-

borhood schools also found disadvantages in math for Hispanic students and in both reading and math for African

American and Hispanic students (Brown and Gutstein 2009; CREDO 2009b). Figure R compares how well Chicago’s

traditional public schools and charter schools serve high-needs students, as measured by the ”value-added” performance

score that CPS uses to determine whether a school is “failing” and should be closed. The value-added score measures

Race
group 2002 2009

Asian 231 238

White 230 235

Hispanic 219 220

Black 218 217
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FIGURE R

Chicago school percentile ranking on reading ‘value-added’ score, traditional public
vs. charter, by school subgroup, 2012

Note: In high-poverty schools, the share of students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch is higher than the district average of 85 percent. The "value-added" score

measures reading test score growth but with an attempt to control for demographic factors and prior achievement. Rankings show in which percentile school subgroups

fall in the distribution of scores across all CPS elementary schools.

Source: Caref et al. (2012, 21)
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reading or math test score growth and attempts to control for demographic factors and prior achievement. Schools are

ranked in order of their scores. The lower the school falls in the percentile ranking, the higher its risk of closure. By

looking at the value-added percentile ranking of the various subgroups of schools most likely slated for closure, the

figure depicts how well public schools slated for closure due to poor performance, as defined by the district, compare

with the charter schools likely to take their students (Caref et al. 2012).59 As Figure R illustrates, among the subgroups

of schools that are intensely segregated, have higher-than-district-average subsidized lunch rates, and are non-selective

magnet schools, public schools outperform charter schools.

As in New York City, Chicago’s high school graduation rates are a bright spot. The Chicago Public Schools’ graduation

rate increased from 53 percent in the 2002–2003 school year to 64 percent in 2007–2008 (NCES 2005a and 2010b). A

comprehensive analysis accounting for each subgroup’s initial rate (at the start of the era), discharges from schools, and

other factors that can impede interpreting graduation rates reliably found that rates rose for all subgroups of students

during the last decade. African American males gained the least, but still a substantial 15 percentage points between

1991 and 2004, compared with 20 points for Latino males and 25 points for white males (Luppescu et al. 2011,

56). The rise began during the 1990s, but increased dramatically during the past decade. Interestingly, however, the

increase was only marginally greater in the new schools opened under Duncan than in schools that had existed for 20

School type CPS Charter

Intensely
segregated 43 33

High-poverty 47 40

Random-lottery
enrollment 52 40
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years or more. Moreover, “[d]ropout rates at schools on probation—essentially all low-income students of color—have

increased” (Lipman and Gutstein 2011, 18).

Charter schools in Chicago also have higher high school graduation rates than regular public schools, though the dis-

crepancy may reflect a number of factors.60 A 2009 RAND study, which was funded by a consortium of foundations,

found that Chicago high school students in charter schools were 7 percent more likely to graduate and 11 percent

more likely to enroll in college than high school students in traditional public schools. Charter students also had higher

ACT scores in math and reading. However, the study’s authors cautioned that these findings applied only to students

in charter schools serving both middle and high school students.61 Moreover, black students transferred into charter

schools with significantly higher math and reading scores than black students remaining in traditional public schools,

making it difficult to determine how much the schools contributed to their higher scores (Booker et al. 2009).

After he realized that some charter schools were graduating students from high school at higher rates than were regular

CPS district schools, Duncan worked with Greg Darnieder, head of the newly-created CPS Office of College and

Careers, to establish the Department of Postsecondary Education and Student Development in 2003.62 This effort

incorporated several new initiatives to improve the transition from high school to college and career and increase the

number of low-income students enrolling in postsecondary education. These included “[h]olding principals account-

able for getting each student to fill out financial aid forms and apply to colleges, and giving high schools college coaches

to help students choose and follow through” (Karp 2012a). CPS developed a new website, which provides informa-

tion and guidance to students regarding high school choices and graduation requirements; provided career and college

choices, including career and technical information; and offered to pay for college and scholarship opportunities. The

program is credited with substantially increasing scholarships awarded to CPS graduates, from $147 million in 2011 to

nearly $276 million in 2012 (Karp 2012a). Unfortunately, the future of this promising initiative is in question; budget

cuts have sharply reduced the resources allotted to the department.63

Other positive trends during Duncan’s tenure included the 11 percent increase (from 58 percent to 69 percent) in the

share of students entering CPS high schools who take the ACT exam by their junior year, and the increase in average

ACT scores. While researchers found that an increase in the number of high-achieving students accounts for some of

the improvement, African American and Latino students’ scores also rose, albeit at a slower pace, leaving a larger gap.

ACT scores increased the most in selective-enrollment schools, second most in charter schools, and least in vocational

and general education schools, the latter of which represents by far the largest segment of CPS high schools (Luppescu

et al. 2011, 45).

Reports on “college readiness” among CPS students showcase the complexity of that subject. Duncan promoted college

readiness as a key goal for low-income and minority students. But, likely due partly to his own efforts to boost students’

access to higher-level courses, many took such courses without foundational skills, and the results look dismal. The

Consortium on Chicago School Research report notes that, “[while the growth is encouraging], scores remain below

district goals for college and career readiness. … At the current rate of increase, it would take another 17 years before

the average ACT score in Chicago reached [the district average goal established by Duncan of ] 20” (Luppescu et al.

2011, 44).
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The report cited several pieces of evidence that lack of college readiness remains a major concern across CPS, particularly

among black and Latino students. For example, the authors noted the gap between college preparatory high school

course completion rates of white/Asian students and black/Latino students. They also found that while “many more

students [took] college preparatory math and science courses [during this period], … there were no accompanying

improvements in college-going outcomes.” While the percentage of students who took and passed more than one

Advanced Placement (AP) class rose to 15 percent, only about one in three of those students passed the test needed for

college credit (Luppescu et al. 2011, 62). And while AP course pass rates increased among all groups, students’ incom-

ing achievement gaps were reflected in race-based differences in those pass rates, which in 2008–2009 ranged from just

over 10 percent among African Americans to 16 percent among Latinos, 30 percent among white students, and over 50

percent among Asians (Luppescu et al. 2011, Figure 38).

The Commercial Club of Chicago report also cited low college readiness rates as a problem.

The ACT tests results show the percentages of 11th graders who meet “college readiness” benchmarks (as estab-

lished by ACT) in math and science are tiny: 16% in math, and 9% in science; most of these are in Chicago’s

few “selective enrollment” schools. When one looks at the non-selective enrollment high schools—those which

serve the neighborhoods of Chicago–the percentage of 11th graders ready for college are even lower [than indic-

ated by overall numbers]: 6.4% in math, and 2.3% in science. In many high schools, not one 11th grader is

on track to succeed in a college-level math or science course. (Civic Committee of the Commercial Club of

Chicago 2009, 1)

In summary, while there have been small gains in Chicago Public Schools’ math scores, virtually all of those gains

accrued to higher-income, nonminority students. Among low-income students, test preparation also replaced more in-

depth instruction and enrichment that is critical for college, career, and life readiness. There were virtually no improve-

ments in reading, and African American students lost a bit of ground. High school graduation rates increased, though

less so for African American and male students than others, and no more in the new schools opened under Duncan than

in older ones. Finally, while ACT test-taking and scores increased, college- and career-readiness goals remain a distant

goal. Some of Duncan’s efforts to improve the odds for at-risk students in reaching college seem promising, but will

require less grandstanding and more patience than current Chicago and national reformers are demonstrating.

It is possible, for example, that these low college-readiness numbers in early years of a reform effort reflect a necessary

hurdle. Because Duncan was aware that minority students’ failure to take Advanced Placement courses hurt their

chances of enrolling in college, he promoted AP class-taking, knowing that less-prepared students might not, at least

initially, fare well, but that this was a necessary first step in remedying the gap. As discussed earlier, he also created a

new department to address some of the other barriers to low-income students’ successful completion of high school

and their smooth transition to college and careers. The lesson here is for policymakers to be patient: Improving such a

longstanding and complex problem as inadequate college readiness among groups of students who have lacked not only

higher-order, but foundational academic skills, requires multiple strategies unfolding across many years. Some indicat-

ors may even trend downward before they begin to improve.
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The reforms have not saved money

In the aftermath of the recession, states and school districts continue to struggle with fiscal crises that force difficult

choices regarding class size, the range of courses offered, teacher quality and experience, administrative capacity, and

various support services. In the midst of this, delivering quality education without harming at-risk students is a growing

challenge.

Cleveland, Detroit, and Philadelphia are among many cities asserting that they will save money by adopting a market-

oriented set of education reforms like those assessed in this paper.

While the reformers who led the three cities examined here did not claim such savings, their experiences are nonetheless

instructive. This section explores the budgetary trends in the three cities during the reform period and compares them

to budget trends across large urban districts generally—an assessment complicated by the fact that budgets in all three

cities rose substantially over much of the period of the reforms but then declined due to the recession and its aftermath.

An analysis of budget changes is relevant for additional reasons. First, school closures are often presented as cost-cutting

measures, but as this section shows, they do not inevitably save money, a reality that the many other districts planning

to close schools should take into account.

Second, while the level of spending on education is not the main predictor of student outcomes, it is reasonable to

expect that districts that increase spending more than others will reap larger-than-average gains for their students. If not,

policymakers would want to question the rationale for the spending, and to redirect it to more efficient uses, especially

in this time of fiscal constraints.

Third, new sources and types of spending—and conditions for their use—have attended these policy changes. As the

following analyses illustrate, the influx of foundation and corporate dollars into schools in all three cities raises critical

questions regarding how democratic is decision-making in these cities and how replicable are the reforms for other dis-

tricts considering similar policies.

Washington, D.C.: Increased spending without public and parental input produced
few benefits

In Washington, D.C., spending increased substantially, but through mechanisms that depressed public and parental

decision-making, and to unsustainable levels. Nonetheless, as shown earlier, benefits to students were hard to detect.

During the 2010 fiscal year, District of Columbia Public Schools spent $18,667 per student.64 This was second only

to New York City, which spent $19,597 per student. In comparison, the national per-pupil average for the 2010 fiscal

year was $10,615 (Dixon 2012). According to the most recent data available across the 100 largest public elementary

and secondary school districts, average per-pupil spending was $12,571 for the 2008–2009 school year (NCES 2010a).

DCPS per-student spending from all funding sources rose by 27 percent in real dollars, or $3,744, between 2007 and

2011. This increase occurred at a time when most other school districts were cutting budgets in response to the reces-

sion. Indeed, in 2011 the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities reported that, of 46 states for which state educa-

tion data could be compared, “37 [provided] less funding per student to local school districts than the year before, 30
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[provided] less than they did four years ago, 17 states [had] cut per-student funding by more than 10 percent from

pre-recession levels, [and four states had] reduced per-student funding by more than 20 percent” (Oliff and Leach-

man 2011).

Some of the increase was enabled by foundation grants ($20 million), increases in special congressional earmarks ($27

million), and federal entitlement grants ($6 million).65 In 2010, the Walton, Robertson, Laura and John Arnold, and

Broad foundations pledged an additional $64.5 million over three years on the condition that the money be used to

support salaries for excessed teachers not hired by other principals and for performance bonuses (DC Public Educa-

tion Fund 2010). Additional foundation supporters include the Bill & Melinda Gates, Carnegie, Dell, and CityBridge

foundations. The foundation money was slated to run out in 2012; it would need to be replaced if the merit pay it sup-

ported was to continue. When the 2010 contract with the Washington Teachers’ Union authorizing the IMPACT merit

pay program was approved, Rhee said that “savings and efficiencies achieved elsewhere in the schools system—such as

reductions in private special education tuition and transportation—could be used to help sustain the contract” (Turque

2012b). But that did not happen; instead, the costs have been passed down to individual schools, and 2012–2013 pro-

posed budget allocations included larger class sizes and cuts to positions such as special education coordinators.

Spending on research-backed, effective programs, especially for low-income students, can provide a substantial benefit.

However, the literature review above points to a lack of such evidentiary backing for these reform policies’ effectiveness.

And DCPS students’ meager gains, despite large spending increases, indicate that these policies are no more effective in

best-scenario real-life settings.

News media reports suggested that spending did not significantly improve outcomes in part because it did not go to the

right places. First, as discussed earlier, even as the district increased overall and per-pupil spending each year, Rhee cited

budget crises as the rationale for firing experienced teachers.

In a radio program in September 2011, budget expert Mary Levy decried what she characterized as an increasing lack

of accountability or transparency in the budget, and the apparent failure of the new dollars to go to schools, and

classrooms:

[The DCPS budget] had a $77 million increase this year and yet they cut spending in the local schools. We do

not know where that extra money is going, but they moved a number of functions out of central office accounts

and charged the schools for them, while cutting the schools’ per-pupil funding. So there’s a tremendous amount

of money some place, but I haven’t been able to find out where. (Levy 2011a)

Among the costs for services shifted from the central office to individual schools over this period, were funding for spe-

cial needs programs, social workers, high school ROTC instructors, and school psychologists, Levy said.66

Secondary school class sizes also increased, while librarians, special education coordinators, and school supplies and

materials were cut (Barry 2012). At Wilson High School, the Advanced Placement biology teacher died and was

replaced by a substitute who had never taught at the AP level.

In 2012, Washington Post education reporter Bill Turque criticized this lack of budget transparency in his report on the

fallout for schools as private foundation support for teacher merit pay ended: “Where the rest of the $64 million has
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gone is not clear. I’ve asked for clarification from DCPS. A District study at the time of the contract’s approval estimated

that without continued private help, the annual cost of supporting the 2010 contract [with merit-based bonuses built

in] was about $30 million” (Turque 2012b).

The foundations that helped initiate IMPACT-based merit bonuses stipulated in a letter that they could withdraw their

money if Rhee no longer led DCPS (DC Public Education Fund 2010).67 These conditions for private support raise

critical questions regarding who is making, and should make, key policy decision about DCPS schools, teachers, and

students, as well as the role of the taxpaying public in choosing the leader for the school system that they fund. Perhaps

more troubling, the letter links DCPS’s continued receipt of the funding through the three years to requirements that it

increase both student test scores and teacher retention (in essence, immediately).

Given the funding commitments were based on a belief that [these test-based methods for evaluating and mak-

ing decisions about teachers] will have a significant impact on the outcomes of your reform efforts, DCPS will

be required to report on key metrics and outcomes, such as student achievement growth and teacher retention.

In the case that the anticipated outcomes are not being realized, the third party funders reserve the right to

reconsider their support. (DC Public Education Fund 2010)

Moreover, closing underenrolled schools did not produce the budget savings Rhee had predicted. As noted above, Rhee

moved to close schools mainly as a savings strategy, but the initial estimate of under $10 million to close 23 schools in

2008 turned out to be wildly inaccurate. The final price tag was nearly $40 million, or quadruple the estimate (Gartner

2012a). Also as noted, some of the cost savings reported in the DCPS budget were really shifts of costs from DCPS

to families; families’ transportation costs, for example, some of which are not covered by the district, rise as students

commute longer to schools that are further away.

New York City: Reforms hinged on likely unsustainable spending increases

New York City has long been among the U.S. school districts with the highest per-pupil spending; it spent $19,597 per

pupil in 2010, the most recent year for which data are available (U.S. Census Bureau 2012, 104). During Bloomberg

and Klein’s control of the schools, spending increased at a far greater rate in New York City than it did, on average,

across the 100 largest U.S. school districts tracked by the National Center for Education Statistics. In real dollar terms,

New York City’s per-pupil education spending nearly doubled between the start of Bloomberg and Klein’s control of the

district (2002–2003) and the 2008–2009 school year. The city spent $11,361 per-child in real dollars in 2002–2003

and over $22,000 by 2008–2009. As Figure S illustrates, this increase far surpassed that of the other reform cities and

the 100 largest U.S. school districts overall (NCES 2010a).68 On average, including New York City (and the other two

reform cities studied here), per-pupil spending in large school districts rose from $7,923 in 2001 to $12,572, a 59 per-

cent increase.

As demonstrated earlier, the added spending has not translated into improved student outcomes. New York City has,

on average, achieved less than other large, urban districts whose students’ outcomes are reported, while outspending and

out-reforming them. Nonetheless, in April, 2012, Klein and Rhee announced that their StudentsFirst New York chapter

would spend $10 million a year for the next five years to sustain the reform model put in place by Mayor Bloomberg

after he leaves office following the 2013 mayoral election (Fleisher 2012b).
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FIGURE S

Increase in per-pupil spending, New York City vs. other reform cities and 100 largest
urban districts, from 2002–2003 to 2008–2009

Source: National Center for Education Statistics (2005a and 2010a)

$11,360

$13,042

$8,652
$7,923

$22,071

$20,029

$12,126 $12,572

2002–2003

2008–2009

New York D.C. Chicago 100 largest urban
0

5,000

10,000

15,000

20,000

$25,000

New York City has also benefited far more in absolute dollars than any other urban district from private donations to

its schools and education programs (Saltman 2010, 9).69 Under Mayor Bloomberg, the city created a Fund for Public

Schools, which is described as “dedicated to improving NYC’s public schools by attracting private investment in school

reform and encouraging greater involvement by all New Yorkers in the education of our children” (Fund for Public

Schools 2012). Four foundations, including the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, and two corporations have each

given $1 million or more, The Broad Foundation donated between half a million and a million dollars, another 19 for-

profit and nonprofit groups have given between $100,000 and $499,999 each, and dozens more have provided smaller

sums (Fund for Public Schools 2010). While reforms hew closely to the policy priorities of the larger donors, such as

the Gates and Broad foundations, the Independent Budget Office’s analysis illustrates how little total outside donations

account for in the system’s overall budget (IBO 2012a). Donors’ impact is thus hugely disproportionate, relative to that

of the taxpaying public.

Chicago: Spending increases mirrored those of other large cities, but donors’ policy
influence outstripped their funding

In the 2001–2002 school year, when Duncan began his tenure, per-pupil spending in Chicago was $8,652 in real dol-

lars. In the 2008–2009 school year, the last year of Duncan’s tenure, per-pupil spending in Chicago was $12,126, an

increase of 40 percent from 2001–2002. Unlike the other two districts studied, Chicago’s per-student spending toward
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the end of this period was more closely aligned with that of the average large U.S. school district. Likewise, Chicago’s

spending increase over this seven-year period was similar to that of the average large U.S. school district.

Nonetheless, the sharp increase in a relatively short period of time, during years when districts had much more money

than they do now—and the financial and political influence of corporate donors to Renaissance 2010 and related policy

reforms—raises the questions of whether the reforms are replicable in other cities, and of whether they are sustainable.

In Chicago, as in the other two cities studied, corporate philanthropists promoted many of the changes implemented,

even though their monetary contributions were negligible relative to the city’s school budget overall.70 As noted earlier,

the Civic Committee of the Commercial Club of Chicago helped to spearhead the Renaissance 2010 portfolio of

reforms: opening of new charter schools, school closures based on labels of “failure,” and the replacement of some closed

schools with new, selective magnet schools. And as in New York City, a small group of corporate philanthropists, from

both the for-profit and nonprofit sectors, created a board to shape school policy, in Chicago’s case, the Chicago Public

Education Fund.71 Heavily weighted with financial and banking sector executives, the fund describes its market-based

approach as follows:

The Chicago Public Education Fund applies principles of venture capital to make systemic improvements in

education, with a focus on talent and leadership in our schools. Our approach is further defining a burgeoning

field of private sector investment in public education and is being studied by America’s top business schools as

a model of innovation in philanthropy. More importantly, the venture capital model enables The Fund to stay

focused, and get results fast. (Chicago Public Education Fund 2012c)

The fund’s asserted intention of “get[ting] results fast” raises serious concerns: This goal appears to conflict with the

complex realities of improving outcomes in large, very low-income urban school districts, where longstanding challenges

to student success take time and patience to address. Demands for quick fixes can do much more harm than good.

Moreover, as noted earlier, the increase in spending went disproportionately to reform-oriented projects. Much of the

capital spending went to building new facilities and rehabilitating old ones for charters and selective schools. While

CPS spending on teacher and administrator salaries grew by a modest 10.6 percent between fiscal years 2004 and 2012,

annual spending for debt service increased by 52 percent, capital projects spending increased by 84 percent, and spend-

ing for charter schools increased by 624 percent (Caref et al. 2012).

Additionally, CPS has recently shifted from a policy of closing schools on the basis of failure to right-sizing the district

(and saving money) by shuttering schools labeled underutilized. However, “CPS has not reaped the benefits of closing

schools in the past. Of the 76 schools closed since 2001, the vast majority of them—nearly 80 percent—now house a

new school”72 (Karp 2012b).

A report by the Chicago Teachers’ Union raised doubts that schools labeled underutilized really are (Caref et al. 2012).

According to the authors, the school district reported a dramatic increase in excess capacity (from 65,000 surplus spots

for students in 2011 to more than 100,000 in 2012). In the same year that it closed neighborhood schools it said were

not needed, the district announced plans to “open another 60 charter schools over the next several years” (Caref et al.

2012, 13). CPS has the largest class sizes of any school districts in Illinois, so seats counted as excess in CPS wouldn’t

be considered so in many other school districts. As well, CPS ignores the different ways in which various classrooms
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might appropriately be used, which further inflates “underutilization” numbers by failing to build in space for necessary,

non-traditional classroom and school use:

It doesn’t matter if the room actually has 18 pre-K students or if it’s a self-contained special ed room with five

autistic students—those rooms have 12 and 25 empty seats, respectively. There’s no accounting for whether the

school has a gym or lunchroom or playground, or whether a classroom converted to a science lab can fit the

same number of bodies as a classroom full of desks. (Caref et al. 2012, 13)

With an initial assessment of underutilization that is so difficult to assess, calculating cost-savings, or their lack, is neces-

sarily challenging and, also, subject to manipulation on both sides.

The bottom line: More spending, bolstered by private donations, depressed democratic
input without helping students

Education spending and student outcomes are not closely correlated for a number of reasons. That said, policymakers

are reasonable to expect that substantial budget increases, especially in tight fiscal times, will improve outcomes for the

students they target. As detailed in this report, the data from these cities fail to demonstrate such improvements. The

low-income and minority students who were supposed to benefit the most from market-oriented reforms gained the

least and, in some cases, lost ground. It is not even clear that the added money was directed to at-risk students. Rather,

funds went to larger central offices at the expense of classrooms (as in Washington, D.C.) or to the small share of relat-

ively better-off students who attend charter schools, small schools, or selective magnet schools with more resources than

their neighborhood public school counterparts (as in New York City and Chicago). And even if the reforms had been

more effective, they could not easily be replicated in other districts, because they hinge in part on financial resources

that are no longer available.

Tight fiscal times also demand that schools focus on programs demonstrated to improve student achievement and nar-

row gaps. While smart investments can, and do, improve outcomes, one reason that education spending often fails to

deliver improvements is the failure of policymakers to follow the evidence. Low-income and minority students (and thus

their schools) need more support than their peers from wealthier families because they are less likely to have the family

supports and resources that foster learning. For example, studies show that low-income children reap the largest benefits

from quality early childhood education programs. Similarly, low-income students in the early grades seem to benefit

more than their wealthier peers from smaller class sizes. Other evidence-based investments include health care (such as

clinics in schools); nutritional supports such as those from Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) and the Supplemental

Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), and subsidized school meal programs. Afterschool and summer enrichment help

narrow income-based achievement gaps and boost low-income students’ performance. As illustrated above, however,

low-income students often lacked access to these critical supports; many were taught by less experienced teachers in

larger classrooms, had less engaging classroom experiences, and saw other supports reduced due to budget cuts.

Most states are unlikely to substantially increase their education budgets right now, but they can shift existing resources

from less effective initiatives to those above, which would produce a stronger return on investment. Even if they did

make the investment, however, they would be building on a shakier foundation. Due to the recession and to a focus on

reforms, in many districts, class sizes have increased, the teacher pool is less experienced, and pre-K and extracurricular

enrichment have been cut.
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Finally, the budget increases to fund the reforms in all three cities were driven, though not largely enabled, by private

donors’ contributions, often with substantial policy strings attached. Such funding raises important questions. First, are

programs and policies based on decisions by philanthropists and foundations scalable and sustainable, or will districts

face even greater ups and downs than the recession has brought? The example of Washington, D.C., suggests that this

can become a real problem, with donors promoting programs that they subsequently drop, and that are then sustained

by public dollars siphoned from other priorities. (Many districts may not be able to attract outside funding to begin

with.) Second, does the imperative to attract corporate backers stifle the public voice? The explicit goals of the privately

managed reform funds in all three cities suggest that there is real cause for concern. When school districts are couched

as “portfolios” for investment, is there space for the focus on civic engagement, social and emotional development, and

other critical aspects of education that society deems important? Growing teacher and parent backlash in New York,

Chicago, Philadelphia, and other cities highlight the need to reconsider whose voices should be front-and-center when

major changes are made.

Both academic and real-world evidence strongly counter the Chicago Fund’s goal, and the goal of venture capitalists

generally, of “get[ting] results fast.” As set out above, substantial, sustained improvements in high-poverty schools and

the students they serve require that those who understand education best are given the time, space, and resources to

address the root causes of problems comprehensively. It is not clear that increased private investment allows, let alone

promotes, such priorities.

Conclusion

Turning around a troubled school is a complex and difficult process, as Anthony Bryk and his colleagues discovered

in their in-depth study of Chicago reforms. Turning around many troubled schools in large, high-poverty districts is

even more complicated. Success is reflected not only in higher student test scores. It is reflected in teachers who are

motivated, supported, and work as a team; in a curriculum that is engaging, comprehensive, and hands-on; in parents

who are meaningfully involved in supporting their children’s achievement; and in schools that serve as integral parts of

their communities. Determining success thus requires measures that go far beyond test scores; achieving success requires

strategies that reflect those goals and measures.

While education leaders sometimes acknowledge these realities, current “reform” agendas at the federal level and among

high-profile advocacy groups do not reflect that recognition. Instead, education policy has been dominated in recent

years by a narrow set of market-oriented reforms, and success or failure correspondingly measured by a small set of

quantifiable metrics that tell only a slice of the story, often in a distorted manner. In Chicago, New York City, and

Washington, D.C., where the reforms played out most comprehensively, substantial gaps between the rhetoric and real-

ity of the market-oriented reform agenda are apparent.

Reformers did not deliver on their promises. Reformers asserted that their policy changes would improve academic

achievement, especially among low-income and minority students, and thus narrow achievement gaps. As the report

documents, the promised outcomes failed to materialize. Test scores increased no more than in other large, urban dis-

tricts that did not implement the same reforms, and, in most cases, increased less in the three cities’ districts. For

example, New York City had the second-smallest average test score gains among 10 large, low-income urban dis-

tricts studied.

BROADER,  BOLDER APPROACH TO EDUCATION | APRIL  22,  2013 PAGE 68

http://www.boldapproach.org


Reforms were framed as specifically targeting low-income and minority students. But these students made less progress

than similar students in other urban settings or than their counterparts in years before reforms were implemented. For

example, in Chicago, low-income, black, and Hispanic students gained virtually no ground—and in a few cases lost

ground— while their peers in other cities did increase their test scores.

To the extent that gains were made in the three cities, they tended to accrue to those students who were better off to

begin with. Thus, despite real gains in a few areas, gaps still widened, leaving at-risk students even less able to compete

with their higher-scoring, more affluent peers. In Washington, D.C., for example, race-based achievement gaps that

were already the country’s largest grew still bigger under Rhee.

Reformers made false claims. Reformers in all three cities proclaimed success, reporting higher test scores and smaller

achievement gaps. New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg claimed to have cut race-based achievement gaps in half

in less than a decade. As Chicago schools CEO, Arne Duncan said that Chicago’s students had risen from far below-

average to far above-average in their rates of “proficiency” in a similarly short period of time (President Obama has

repeated these assertions). In both New York City and Chicago, purported gains evaporated when proficiency standards

were recalibrated to reflect changes in the design of tests. And in Washington, D.C., initially positive test score trends

reversed when an investigation into widespread cheating began, and asserted gains disappeared when reliable data were

employed and subgroup differences assessed.

Four fundamental flaws in the reform agenda led to the unfulfilled promises. First, the promises are unrealistic. No

set of policies, no matter how effective, could raise test scores, especially for students confronting the multiple barriers

posed by poverty, or narrow achievement gaps to the extent predicted and claimed. High-quality early childhood educa-

tion programs, widely seen as one of the most cost-effective educational interventions available, can reduce the odds of

receiving special education services by 10 percentage points, and increase the odds of graduating from high school by an

estimated 11 percentage points (Lynch 2007).73 The most effective summer enrichment programs have been found to

reduce the odds of dropping out of high school by as much as 20 percent among very engaged participants (Heckman

and Sanger 2013).74 There is no basis to believe that other reforms can do more to close achievement gaps than quality

early childhood and summer enrichment programs, and the vast majority will do less.

Second, many aspects of the reform agenda are counterproductive; their practical impacts thwart some of their own

objectives. As discussed in this report, increasing the science, technology, and engineering components of STEM edu-

cation to produce more engineers and computer programmers is difficult when raising reading and math scores assume

such high priority, and thus crowd out other subjects. The same is true of the higher-order critical thinking and cre-

ativity required to forge productive workers and good citizens; attaching high stakes to tests that assess basic skills all

but guarantees that more complex learning falls by the wayside. Indeed, the Chicago Consortium on School Research

documents the replacement of real instruction with test preparation in low-income CPS schools in particular. Finally,

as scholars warned, and as the outcomes above illustrate, reliance on student test scores to evaluate teachers and schools

strongly dissuades the very teachers sought for struggling schools from working in them. The dearth of experienced

teachers in District of Columbia Public Schools, and the relative inexperience and lack of qualifications of teachers in

low-income and minority schools in districts across the country, point to the need to rethink both what constitutes

teacher quality and how to attain it.
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“These changes, while
politically popular, will
neither improve
schools nor increase
student learning;
rather, they will cause
tangible harm to stu-
dents and teachers
alike.”

Indeed, as eight New York State Teachers of the Year wrote in their letter to the state Board of Regents about the board’s

decision to evaluate teachers based on student standardized test scores:

These changes, while politically popular, will neither improve schools nor increase student learning; rather, they

will cause tangible harm to students and teachers alike. … We could quote the research of educational experts

like Diane Ravitch, Richard Rothstein and Jonathon Kozol as to why poverty and parental support affect test

scores significantly more than any curricular changes a school can provide. We could refer to myriad child psy-

chologists who have documented the deleterious effects of high-stakes testing on our nation’s youth. We could

call upon assessment experts who insist that standardized tests were not developed to evaluate teacher effective-

ness. And we could examine the last decade of educational results that followed No Child Left Behind: rampant

gaming of the system to provide the appearance of growth, narrowing of the curriculum, excessive teaching to

the test and virtually no change in the achievement gap. All of the above would lead the reasonable person to be

skeptical about using standardized tests as the engine for school reform. Worse yet, we fear that the competition

generated by this approach will reduce the collaboration necessary for true school improvement (Strauss 2011).

Third, the reforms have caused real harm to some students. Again, the

highest-risk students have suffered the most from the upheavals reforms have

produced. It is the students in under-resourced schools, who have lost literat-

ure and poetry to vocabulary drills and seen their curricula stripped of art,

music, and physical education to make room for increased test preparation,

who are most likely to see their schools shuttered when their test scores do not

rise quickly enough. These children face longer and potentially more danger-

ous commutes to school, the loss of a neighborhood hub, and, sometimes,

repeated disruptions of friendships and relationships with teachers.

Fourth, the market-oriented reforms implemented in these cities are no

match for the complex, poverty-related problems they seek to solve. This is

evident in the continued and, in some cases, expanded gaps between low- and

higher-income students and between minority students and their white coun-

terparts. As Bryk and his colleagues also found in their in-depth exploration of 20 years of Chicago school reform efforts,

poverty—at the child, family, and community levels—poses a major impediment to student and school success that

these narrow reforms fail to address (Bryk et al. 2010). As the findings in this report affirm, African American students

have long been concentrated in schools that have made the smallest achievement gains, a reality that is perpetuated by

“reforms” that fail to address the root causes of underachievement. According to CCSR research, schools serving com-

munities with little social capital have the hardest time improving: “Generally African Americans live in neighborhoods

that have fewer social resources for school improvement,” while “neighborhoods that have more resources bring them to

bear on the schools” (Karp 2011). It is hard to imagine a “no excuses” mantra holding up in schools serving what Bryk

calls “students living under extraordinary circumstances,” schools in which one in four children has a substantiated case

of abuse or neglect, where a typical classroom of 30 has teachers engaging with seven or eight such students every year

(Bryk et al. 2010, 176).
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These reforms should not serve as models for other districts. Cleveland, Detroit, Philadelphia, and the many other

cities that are implementing or considering market-oriented strategies have no reason to think that they will increase

student or school success by relying heavily on student test scores to evaluate teachers, principals, and schools; clos-

ing “failing” or underenrolled schools; or treating charter schools as a fix for “dropout factories.” Indeed, in Ohio and

Pennsylvania, it is already clear that charter schools perform significantly worse than comparable regular public schools,

so students would lose ground, rather than advance, by making that switch. Given the lack of excellent schools to receive

students whose neighborhood schools are shuttered, policymakers should not promise unrealistic improvements and

should assess very carefully predicted cost savings, which have failed to materialize in other districts.

The reforms may actually be costly. Charter schools tend to be smaller than regular district schools, and thus less cost-

efficient by that metric. Findings in these three cities suggest, too, that effective charters, such as those in New York

City, may cost more per pupil, and rely on private funding to close that gap. When the compositions of their student

bodies are considered, charters are substantially more expensive. Systemic disruptions when charters co-locate in regular

public school buildings, and when students awaiting acceptance move from public to charter schools after the school

year begins, can further increase the district’s total education budget. Merit-based teacher pay adds to the budget, espe-

cially if the assumption is that relatively small bonuses are insufficient to motivate changes in behavior. Moreover, to the

extent that philanthropic support has enabled some of these policies, other districts are unlikely to have access to such

substantial donor funds. Even in these three cities, some of the policies, such as DCPS salary increases, have already

proven hard to sustain, and other initiatives that rely on outside support, such as New York City’s small schools, do not

appear likely to increase in scale to serve a substantial share of the city’s students.

Mayoral control, touted as key to reformers’ success in these three cities, is no panacea. When employed wisely, may-

oral control of a school district can be used to bridge silos across departments and agencies, and to create a more holistic

system of student supports that complements in-school improvements. In these cities, however, it has led to substantial

opposition by parents who feel ignored and teachers who feel shut out of the reform process, but little noticeable boost

to students or schools.

Reform must be more realistic, patient, and multipronged if it is to achieve real, sustained change. Achievement

gaps have their root in opportunity gaps. Only by closing the latter can we begin to shrink the former. The promising

“nuggets” in each city illustrate this reality. New York’s small schools offer low-income students opportunities nor-

mally available only to those who are much wealthier. Chicago’s college- and career-readiness initiative provides low-

income and minority students with good advice about high school courses, scholarship opportunities, and the range of

post-secondary options, so that they, like their more affluent peers, can pursue schooling that leads to careers match-

ing their skills. The District of Columbia’s high-quality universal pre-K program employs a holistic, hands-on cur-

riculum designed to boost all aspects of children’s development—physical, mental, emotional, and cognitive—in ways

that mirror programs enjoyed by children of professional parents. Effective reform must recognize the huge impact of

community factors, leverage the community’s resources, and establish supports to compensate for gaps. Without such

supports, gaps in kindergarten readiness, physical and mental health, nutrition, and extracurricular enrichment oppor-

tunities will continue to thwart even the most effective reforms that stop at the classroom and school walls.

[There is] compelling evidence that school community factors can act as potent catalysts for the broad-based

organizational developments needed to improve student outcomes. The presence of community social capital
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facilitates the work of a school community at enhancing professional capacity, forging vital links to the parents,

creating a healthy climate for children, and strengthening instruction. Absent these social resources and con-

fronting dense community problems, while it is still possible for schools to improve, as a few did in Chicago,

the barriers appear almost insurmountable. (Bryk et al. 2010, 189–190)
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Appendix tables

T A B L E  A . 1

4th-grade NAEP reading scores in three cities compared with large urban and national averages, by race
and income, 2005 and 2011

2005 2011 2005 2011

White Black White Black Non-low-income Low-income* Non-low-income Low-income*

Washington, D.C.** 252 (252) 187 (186) 255 (255) 191 (191) 215 (216) 183 (183) 234 (234) 188 (188)

New York 226 206 235 209 230 210 242 214

Chicago 225 190 229 197 222 194 230 200

Large urban average 228 196 232 202 226 198 232 204

National average 228 199 230 205 230 203 234 207

* Students categorized as low-income are those eligible for free or reduced-price lunch under the National School Lunch Program.

** The scores in parentheses are from DC budget consultant Mary Levy’s NAEP data, which, unlike TUDA NAEP data, always include charter schools.

Note: Large, urban districts are those participating in the NAEP Trial Urban District Assessment (TUDA), which uses NAEP scores from a representative sample of students in large,

urban districts with high proportions of low-income and minority students. TUDA began in 2002 with six districts and had 21 as of 2011.

Source: National Center for Education Statistics (2005b, 2011b) and Levy (2012c)
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T A B L E  A . 2

4th-grade NAEP math scores in three cities compared with large urban and national averages, by race and
income, 2005 and 2011

2005 2011 2005 2011

White Black White Black Non-low-income Low-income* Non-low-income Low-income*

Washington, D.C.** 266 (266) 207 (206) 272 (272) 212 (212) 229 (229) 206 (204) 250 (250) 211 (211)

New York 245 222 248 226 243 228 253 233

Chicago 243 208 246 217 237 212 246 221

Large urban average 247 217 251 222 246 221 250 227

National average 246 220 249 224 248 225 252 229

* Students categorized as low-income are those eligible for free or reduced-price lunch under the National School Lunch Program.

** The scores in parentheses are from DC budget consultant Mary Levy’s NAEP data, which, unlike TUDA NAEP data, always include charter schools.

Note: Large, urban districts are those participating in the NAEP Trial Urban District Assessment (TUDA), which uses NAEP scores from a representative sample of students in large,

urban districts with high proportions of low-income and minority students. TUDA began in 2002 with six districts and had 21 as of 2011.

Source: National Center for Education Statistics (2005b, 2011b) and Levy (2012c)

T A B L E  A . 3

8th-grade NAEP reading scores in three cities compared with large urban and national averages, by race
and income, 2005 and 2011

2005 2011 2005 2011

White Black White Black Non-low-income Low-income* Non-low-income Low-income*

Washington, D.C.** 301 (303) 235 (233) 290 (290) 231 (231) 249 (250) 234 (232) 259 (259) 228 (228)

New York 269 241 271 248 266 249 267 253

Chicago 270 240 271 245 264 246 273 249

Large urban average 270 240 273 245 264 243 271 248

National average 269 242 274 249 270 247 275 251

* Students categorized as low income are those eligible for free or reduced-price lunch under the National School Lunch Program.

** The scores in parentheses are from DC budget consultant Mary Levy’s NAEP data, which, unlike TUDA NAEP data, always include charter schools.

Note: Large, urban districts are those participating in the NAEP Trial Urban District Assessment (TUDA), which uses NAEP scores from a representative sample of students in large,

urban districts with high proportions of low-income and minority students. TUDA began in 2002 with six districts and had 21 as of 2011.

Source: National Center for Education Statistics (2005b, 2011b) and Levy (2012c)
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T A B L E  A . 4

8th-grade NAEP math scores in three cities compared with large urban and national averages, by race and
income, 2005 and 2011

2005 2011 2005 2011

White Black White Black Non-low-income Low-income* Non-low-income Low-income*

Washington, D.C.** 317 (318) 241 (239) 322 (322) 249 (249) 261 (261) 241 (239) 278 (278) 246 (246)

New York 286 257 292 262 286 264 288 270

Chicago 281 245 296 260 275 254 289 267

Large urban average 288 250 295 261 282 256 293 266

National average 288 254 293 262 288 261 295 269

* Students categorized as low income are those eligible for free or reduced-price lunch under the National School Lunch Program.

** The scores in parentheses are from DC budget consultant Mary Levy’s NAEP data, which, unlike TUDA NAEP data, always include charter schools.

Note: Large, urban districts are those participating in the NAEP Trial Urban District Assessment (TUDA), which uses NAEP scores from a representative sample of students in large,

urban districts with high proportions of low-income and minority students. TUDA began in 2002 with six districts and had 21 as of 2011.

Source: National Center for Education Statistics (2005b, 2011b) and Levy (2012c)

BROADER,  BOLDER APPROACH TO EDUCATION | APRIL  22,  2013 PAGE 75

http://www.boldapproach.org


Endnotes
1. Both Cleveland and Detroit leaders make similar claims. Cleveland’s plan asserts that it can address its substantial budget deficit

without asking the state for more money, despite declining state support in recent years, because schools will garner more money

through improved efficiency: “The district will also identify ways to authorize the transfer of some locally generated tax revenues

to charter-operated Transformation Schools that are sponsored by or have agreements with the district. This shift in funding to

schools will incentivize schools to maintain excellence and grow enrollment; more pupils means more dollars. Schools will have

to attract and retain students, which will require an intense focus on customer service, school safety, enrichment offerings and

academic performance” (Jackson 2012, 10). Michigan Governor Rick Snyder’s website states that, “Across Michigan, eight

emergency financial managers are working to rescue cities and school districts from the brink of financial ruin—and they’re

succeeding. One of those great success stories is happening in the Detroit Public School System, where emergency financial

manager Roy Roberts has instituted reforms that have improved the quality of education for students in the district while also

saving money, balancing the budget, and sharing success with teachers and other employees” (Brownfield 2012).

2. Indeed, Mayor Bloomberg claimed that policy changes under his and Klein’s leadership had already narrowed by half New York

City’s race-based achievement gap.

3. VAM also have many other limitations, most prominent among them the difficulty of deciding how to evaluate teachers in

non-tested subjects and how to assess teachers in their first year, when no prior year scores are available to compare to the new

ones (VAM has been found to be especially unstable when only a single years’ worth of scores are employed, so some systems may

employ three years, rendering many new teachers ineligible).

4. As the seven most recent New York State teachers of the Year and the 1993 Teacher of the Year wrote to the state Board of

Regents, “It is with sadness, pain and frustration that we write this letter. We are deeply concerned about recent changes to the

State Education Department’s Annual Professional Performance Review system. These changes, while politically popular, will

neither improve schools nor increase student learning; rather, they will cause tangible harm to students and teachers alike. … To

illustrate the challenges of the new APPR system, we offer these stories from our schools: … Trudy is a veteran teacher. She

volunteered to teach a class of at-risk learners because she has the skills to do so. Her passing rate on the Regents exam will be

significantly lower than her peers teaching the stronger students. Under the new APPR, what motivation will teachers have to

take on the most challenging students?” (Peneston et al. 2011)

5. As the Fair Test blog authors wrote, “Widespread cheating is an inevitable consequence of overuses of high-stakes testing, as

predicted by renowned social scientist Donald Campbell. In 1976 he wrote in what is now called “Campbell’s Law, “The more

any quantitative social indicator is used for social decision-making, the more subject it will be to corruption pressures and the more apt it

will be to distort and corrupt the social processes it is intended to monitor. . . when test scores become the goal of the teaching process, they

both lose their value as indicators of educational status and distort the educational process in undesirable ways” (Wikipedia 2013).

6. In Chicago, the more comprehensive Teacher Advancement Program (TAP) not only provided (smaller) merit-based bonuses,

but opportunities for advancement, such as teacher mentors, that came with larger salary increases. Nonetheless, Mathematica’s

rigorous evaluation of the program’s first two years of implementation in 10 Chicago schools found no improvement in student

outcomes or better teacher retention rates (Glazerman and Seifullah 2010).

7. While “failing” and “underenrolled” schools often overlap, school reformers tend to cite either one or the other as the principal

rationale for targeting a school for closure.

8. The specific definition of a “failing” school varies from district to district, but is based heavily on student test scores. The same is

true of schools that are labeled “high-performing”—they have above-average, often very high, student test scores. The Broader

BROADER,  BOLDER APPROACH TO EDUCATION | APRIL  22,  2013 PAGE 76

http://www.boldapproach.org


Bolder Approach rejects the notion that a school’s effectiveness in educating its students can be judged solely, or mainly, on

student test scores, which are highly correlated with and contingent on student body income and other socioeconomic factors.

Indeed, in the vast majority of cases, “failing” schools serve highly disadvantaged student populations, while “high-achieving”

schools tend to serve higher-income and largely nonminority students. For the purposes of this paper, however, we use the terms

employed by the reformers, in keeping with other assumptions that reformers make.

9. The states (or representing cities) studied were Arkansas, Arizona, California, Colorado (Denver), the District of Columbia,

Florida, Georgia, Illinois (Chicago), Louisiana, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Missouri, New Mexico, North Carolina, Ohio,

and Texas.

10. While the charter school movement originally intended that teachers and other public school educators would test innovative

approaches as pilots and apply those approaches that produced the most benefit to public schools, the movement has largely shed

the real intent of shaping public schools and now poses charter schools as competitors with traditional public schools for

students. There are also individual charter schools or smaller groups of charter schools that are established by entrepreneurs,

groups of parents, teachers, and others.

11. “With some notable exceptions, Ohio’s charter schools are failing to produce higher academic achievement for the studies and

families. By most measures, [they] have performed worse than Ohio’s public schools … being twice as likely as comparable

schools in large urban districts to be ranked in Academic Emergency and half as likely to be ranked Effective.” (Dingerson

2009, 21)

12. Among the states studied, charter schools in Arizona, Florida, Georgia, Minnesota, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Texas performed

“significantly below” their public school counterparts, while charters in Arkansas, Colorado, Illinois, Indiana, Louisiana,

Missouri, and New York City performed significantly better. Charter schools in Washington, D.C., performed at roughly the

same level as their public school equivalents. Charters in some states performed better in reading, but worse in math. CREDO

noted problems with authorization and accountability across most states, and in Pennsylvania, while overall growth was much

lower in both subjects in charter schools, the variation across schools was huge.

13. Dingerson writes that, “Because fixed costs such as buses and heating do not go down, the disproportionate reduction in

teaching staff has increased class sizes, increased the numbers of teachers teaching outside their fields of expertise and decreased

the elective courses available in Ohio’s public schools,” p.34. In many cases, costs do decline—some bus routes can be eliminated,

or fewer classrooms cleaned, or even a school building shut down, but not nearly enough to replace the lost student funding.

14. “[D]istricts with comparatively few highly educated teachers have relatively high turnover rates for inexperienced teachers;

districts with comparatively many highly educated teachers have relatively low turnover rates for their inexperienced teachers,”

(Holzman 2012, 11).

15. Of course, if teacher quality improves with the replacement of old teachers, those disadvantages may be offset or even gone,

depending on the degree of improvement relative to the disruption to the teacher pool (and student body) from the loss of

teachers. The problem found in these three cities is that teachers fired were often not replaced by better teachers, which was

compounded by the voluntary departure of more experienced and qualified teachers, leading to a teaching force that was less

experienced, credentialed, and effective.

16. As discussed earlier, parallel agendas are being promoted by, among others, the groups StudentsFirst, Stand for Children,

50Can, Democrats for Education Reform, and the Republican governors of Florida, Michigan, Ohio, Michigan, New Jersey, and

Wisconsin.

17. When public schools closed, union teachers lost jobs while charter and contract schools hired nonunion teachers.
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18. More information on TUDA is available at http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/about/district.asp.

19. Note that “new teachers” indicate teachers who have just joined the profession, versus “new teacher hires,” who are new hires to

the district, but may be either new teachers, or experienced teachers who have moved into the district from a different one.

20. Levy’s data cites no reason for termination in 2008; categories such as “ineffective” or “licensure” are employed beginning in

2009, the year before IMPACT began.

21. Many of the DCPS data calculations in this paper come from Mary Levy, a school finance litigator and researcher, who has

studied DCPS data for over 30 years, primarily as the former director of the Public Education Reform Project of the Washington

Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights and Urban Affairs, and more recently as a budget consultant to the D.C. city council as

well as the district’s CFO and charter schools. Unlike in New York City and Chicago, no major academic institution has

developed such data or comparable reports, so this paper relies heavily on Levy’s calculations, with all original sources noted.

With respect to teacher turnover data, pre-Rhee means 2001–2007, and post-Rhee/mayoral takeover means 2008–2012.

Technically, the 2007–2008 year is a transition year, but for this purpose, it is counted in Mary Levy’s data as

post-mayoral takeover.

22. Rhee’s successor, Kaya Henderson, has indicated that, while she intends to continue many of the changes Rhee instituted, she

will reduce the amount of weight student test scores are accorded in IMPACT ratings (though the new system was anticipated to

result in an increased number of teacher eliminations).

23. “For example, key stakeholders, including D.C. Council members and parent groups, told us they were not given the

opportunity to provide input on DCPS’s initial proposals regarding school closures and consolidations, the establishment of

schools that spanned prekindergarten to grade 8, or the planning and early implementation of the new staffing model that placed

art, music, and physical education teachers at schools and which fundamentally changed the way funding is allocated across

DCPS. Lack of stakeholder involvement in such key decisions led stakeholders, including the D.C. Council and parents groups,

to voice concerns that DCPS was not operating in a transparent manner or obtaining input from stakeholders with experience

relevant to the District’s education system.”

24. An Illinois Facility Report, funded by the Walton Foundation, recommended the closure or turnover to charter managers of 38

D.C. public schools, on the basis of Tier III or Tier IV ratings, as determined by DCPS Comprehensive Assessment System test

score results.

25. “The complete contract terms were not disclosed, but D.C. school system procurement records show that Friends of Bedford

has received about $1.2 million in payments from the District since September 2009.”

26. These FTEs include staff in central administration, central instructional support, and central noninstructional support.

27. While data are not available to enable comparisons of those in the office prior to Rhee with those who made at least $100,000

at the time she left, a scan of the latter compiled by Mary Levy shows that some of the lower-paid central office staff making that

much were directors in the Office of the Chief Academic Officer and the Office of Data and Accountability. Some teachers,

teacher mentors, principals, and curriculum writers made slightly more. At higher pay levels, specialist/manager and analyst/

coordinators were paid in the $120,000–$140,000 range, with many directors in the mix. At the upper end of the scale,

instructional superintendents and high-ranking deputies earned between $140,000 and $170,000. Note that at every pay grade,

positions varied—the summary here represents an approximation of the range.

28. While Ansari does not specify, other reports indicate that closed schools disproportionately served students with special

education needs (self-contained classroom), English language learners (ELL), homeless, and overage students.
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29. According to the report (pp. 2–3), small schools of choice (SSCs) “received start-up funding from philanthropic organizations

plus technical assistance and policy support from the New York City Department of Education and intermediary organizations

that were often experienced in managing the launching of new schools. … The creation of SSCs was supported by a consortium

of funders, led by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the Carnegie Corporation of New York, and the Open Society

Institute.”

30. Beginning in 2009, results for charter schools are excluded from the TUDA results if they are not included in the school

district’s Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) report to the U.S. Department of Education (NCES 2011c).

31. It is not possible to determine whether these declines were within the range that could be expected, given the changing

demographics of the receiving schools, or whether they were larger than expected, and partly the negative result of student

mobility and upheaval. As noted, however, any overall assessment of the pros and cons of the new small schools must account for

impacts on the system overall.

32. The New York State Charter Schools Act of 1998 authorized the establishment of charter schools in New York, with the first

twelve operating in New York City in 2000–2001. As of 2009, 78 charter schools were operating in New York City, and 26 more

were scheduled to open in 2009 or 2010 (Hoxby, Murarka, and Kang 2009).

33. Such contributions are not easily calculable, so the researchers used a combination of IRS records and estimates of how

donations were distributed to estimate the totals they produce.

34. Out of concern that strong local control over principal hiring could lead to some very bad hires, Duncan also centralized this

process for some of the worst-performing schools, creating a principal pool from which Local School Councils (LSCs) were

forced to choose. The impact, if any, of this change is unclear.

35. Selective-enrollment in Chicago is based entirely on standardized test scores, employing a combination of citywide and

neighborhood socioeconomic status “tier” systems. As the CPS website explains, “For Selective Enrollment Elementary and High

Schools, the first 30% of available seats at each school are filled strictly according to the student scores—also referred to as the

“rank” score—the seats are filled by the top-scoring students. The remaining seats are equally distributed among the four tiers

and are filled by the highest-scoring students in each tier” (Chicago Public Schools 2013). Nonselective magnet schools prioritize

siblings of existing students and students who live closest to the school, with the remainder of seats filled by lottery, distributed

evenly across the four tiers.

36. Between 2001 and 2008, when Duncan was CEO of CPS, the Academy for Urban School Leadership instituted its

comprehensive turnaround model in 11 schools. The academy has since expanded its network to 14 more schools, for a total of

25 as of 2012 (AUSL 2012).

37. As in other assertions regarding low-performing or high-performing schools, this CCSR report uses test scores to measure

school performance, with the “strongest” receiving schools those in the top quartile on test scores, and the weakest ones those in

the bottom quartile.

38. The Academy for Urban School Leadership (AUSL) website’s FAQ (www.ausl-chicago.org/about-faq.html) states that “[s]teady,

positive improvements in achievement and attendance results are a hallmark of all 19 of the CPS schools managed by AUSL.”

39. It is possible that new, higher-scoring students also affected scores in New York City and Chicago. Given the size and relative

diversity of those two cities, however, such determinations are not possible here.

40. A corollary to this is the need for policymakers to get tougher on closing down charters that are doing worse than their public

school counterparts, failing to live up to commitments, or, in some cases, engaging in fraudulent behavior. As Dingerson
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documents, such problems are common in Ohio but often do not result in state action to protect parents and students. And as

the Fordham Foundation, a major proponent of increased access to charter schools, reported in Are Bad Schools Immortal? in

2010, closures of under-performing and otherwise unacceptable charters are rare, notwithstanding charter proponents’ and

authorizers’ promises to revoke failing charters’ licenses. (Stuit 2010).

41. New York’s 2010 rate is not available, so the 72 percent is for 2009.

42. Such strategies include but are not limited to quality early childhood education, such as pre-K and nurse home-visiting

programs; school-based health clinics; breakfast, afterschool, and summer nutrition support programs; parent engagement and

education sessions; reengagement programs; and quality afterschool and summer enrichment programs.

43. Ursula Helminski is vice president of external affairs for the Afterschool Alliance. The result of the coordinated campaign was a

budget deal that restored $150 million for child care and after-school programs, including new funds for several initiatives.

However, of the $150 million, only $41 million will be “baselined.” The majority of the funds, $109 million, are being provided

using council “discretionary” funding, which can only be allocated for a one-year period. As a result, these programs likely face a

similar last-minute fight for survival again in 2013.

44. While the term “proficiency” is often used to indicate a score cutoff or standard that the majority of students are expected to

reach, it was never intended that way by NAEP’s governing board.

45. The same pattern is seen with respect to the gap between white and Hispanic students; between 2003 and 2007 the gap

narrowed substantially, then widened again through 2011.

46. Among high school students, the white-Hispanic gap also grew slightly, rather than narrowing.

47. The only exception was special education students, among whom those who had participated in Pre-K scored lower in both

math and reading than their non-participant special education peers.

48. “Averaged freshman graduation rate (AFGR) is an estimate of the percentage of an entering freshman class graduating in four

years. For 2007–08, it equals the total number of high school diploma recipients in 2007–08 divided by the average membership

of the 8th-grade class in 2003–04, the 9th-grade class in 2004–05, and the 10th-grade class in 2005–06. Ungraded students were

allocated to individual grades proportional to each state’s enrollment in those grades.” (NCES 2010b, Table A12, FN4)

49. The source for data on local school districts is the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics,

Common Core of Data (CCD), Local Education Agency Universe Survey, Dropout and Completion Public-Use Data File, 2002-03

AND 2007–08, Version 1a. The source for data on states is the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education

Statistics, Common Core of Data (CCD), “The Averaged Freshman Graduation Rate for Public High Schools From the

Common Core of Data, School Years 2001–02 and 2002–03″ and U.S. Department of Education, National Center for

Education Statistics, Common Core of Data (CCD), “Public School Graduates and Dropouts From the Common Core of Data:

School Year 2007–08 and 2008–09,” Table 1.

50. The author explains why and how he converted what had begun as Standard Deviation differences into percentile change

differences: “Given the mayor’s penchant for reducing complex phenomena to a single number … I have summarized the

shrinkage in the achievement gap on the NAEP and New York State assessments as the percentage reduction in the gap. (For the

technically-minded, this involved calculating group differences in citywide standard-deviation units, weighted by the size of the

four racial/ethnic groups, for each grade and subject area, and then averaging those group differences, in both 2011 and 2003.

The ratio of the 2011 group difference to the 2003 group difference indicates the extent of the change in the achievement gap

over that eight-year period.)
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“So here it is: Looking across ELA and math scores on state exams for New York City students in grades three through eight in

2003, the achievement gap separating black and Latino students from white and Asian students was .74 of a standard deviation.

In 2011, the achievement gap was .73 of a standard deviation. This represents a 1 percent reduction in the magnitude of the

achievement gap. The careful reader will note that the mayor has thus overstated the cut in the achievement gap by a factor of

50.” (Pallas 2012b)

51. Pallas also noted that, when NAEP scores were used to assess the validity of the same claim, the gap grew by 3 percent.

52. Assessments of gains (or losses) in test scores could also take into account the starting point for a city or district as, of course,

those with higher starting scores have less room to grow. It is not possible, in this context, to compare starting NAEP scores of

every large city, or even a smaller subset of them, and such an analysis also requires more than simple comparison to be valid,

since many other factors should be taken into account. For the purposes of this report, the goal is to compare promised, and

asserted, gains, against those actually realized, so only these basic comparisons are employed.

53. Moreover, while scores continued to climb between 2009 and 2011 in the nation as a whole, and in the large urban school

districts, scores in New York City dropped slightly, though the decrease was not statistically significant.

54. These comparisons should be viewed within the context of the two sets of schools’ student bodies. On average, as described

earlier, district schools serve roughly the same proportion of students who qualify for meal subsidies, though more of them are

poor (eligible for free lunch), versus low-income (eligible for reduced-price lunch). District schools also serve more special needs

students, and likely substantially more of those with very high needs. Charter schools also serve many more African American

students, and fewer Hispanic, White, and Asian students than their regular district school counterparts (Merriman et al. 2012).

55. “Developed by the state two years ago, this indicator counts college ready students as those who scored at least 75 on the

English Regents and 80 on the math, or got at least 480 on their math and reading SATs” (McAdoo 2012).

56. Luppescu et al. (2011, 11.) explain: “The trends in student achievement displayed in this report frequently do not match the

publicly reported statistics. This does not mean that the statistics that are reported publicly are wrong. However, they are often

calculated in ways that are not comparable across the years. Decisions about how to produce indicators of student performance

change frequently in response to policies at the local, state, and federal levels. Often changes are made in an attempt to produce

more accurate indicators, but these changes make the indicators non-comparable to those produced in the past. In this report, we

make our own calculations from student-level data, so that student achievement can be compared in a fair way over time. …

There are five general issues that make it difficult to create fair comparisons across time in students’ test scores:

1) Changes in tests, standards, scoring, and test administration make scores non-comparable.

2) The most commonly used metric—the percent meeting standards—is imprecise and can be misleading.

3) The promotion policy instituted in Era 2 concentrates low-scoring students in certain grades and keeps the lowest-scoring

students’ scores in district averages for extra years.

4) The proportion of CPS students whose test scores were included in the publicly reported statistics has changed over time with

various policies.

5) The types of students entering Chicago schools have changed over time, and these demographic changes can affect district

achievement levels.

This chapter details the methods CCSR researchers used to address each of the five issues outlined above in order to make fair

comparisons over time. The complexity of the methodology underscores how difficult it is to gauge improvements in schools and
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districts when the statistics that are reported are affected by numerous decisions of policymakers, practitioners, and the makers of

assessments.” Note that, notwithstanding the rigorous methodology employed, the report still compares the results against

NAEP scores.

57. As the Consortium researchers document, Duncan’s tenure represented a third consecutive wave of (different) CPS reform

agendas over the past twenty years. The report not only documents trends between 2002 and 2009, when Duncan was CEO

(which it distinguishes as one of “innovation” for the many new schools opened), but compares those to trends between

1990–1995 (which it labels as the era of “decentralization” and 1996–2001 (when “accountability” emerged under Duncan’s

predecessor, Paul Vallas).

58. These studies include a 2009 CREDO study limited to CPS students in grades 3-8 (CREDO 2009b); a study conducted by the

RAND Corporation in 2008 (Booker et al. 2009); and Brown and Gutstein (2009).

59. The authors acknowledge the serious flaws with this methodology, but reason that, if CPS is going to use it for such serious

decisions as school closure, it seems fair to employ it to assess the claim that charters are outperforming comparable public

schools serving the highest-needs students.

60. This discrepancy could reflect the unreliability of standardized test scores as a measure of performance, in which case, more

weight should be placed on improvement in the graduation rate. However, since high school graduation rates can be

manipulated, and since NAEP scores show that CPS students who entered charter schools behind tended to gain less ground

than their higher-starting counterparts, putting more stock in improved graduation rates is also risky.

61. The RAND report noted that the existence of charter high schools that spanned primary and secondary grades “creates an

ambiguity in interpreting results: Any measured effects might be attributable to charter status or might be attributable to the

unconventional grade configuration that eliminates the transition between middle school and HS. Transitions to new schools

often have negative effects; charter schools might promote positive outcomes simply by eliminating a transition and adopting

6–12 or K–12 grade configurations. We cannot be sure about the causal mechanism producing any effects we measure.” (Booker

et al. 2009, 34)

62. Prior to helping Duncan develop CPS’s college- and career-readiness efforts, Darnidier was the executive director of the Steans

Family Foundation and also led the Cabrini-Green youth program, CYCLE.

63. “[I]t is unclear what the current CPS administration plans to do to keep the college enrollment numbers rising. The centralized

post-secondary office, which included specialists who worked with school teams, has now been whittled down to just a few

people. Some network offices have post-secondary specialists, but still [Liz] Monge-Pacheco [the post-secondary coach for the

Network for College Success] says people are wondering who will help organize college tours and help individual schools navigate

the process. ‘There is a loss of resources this year,’ she says. ‘CPS has put forth no plan on how they will support post-secondary

enrollment.’ As part of its effort to close a huge budget gap, the district office told schools that if they want to keep their college

coach, they will have to cover the cost completely with discretionary funds. Previously, central office chipped in.” (Karp 2012a)

64. All dollars are adjusted for inflation using the CPI-U-RS and 2008–2009 dollars.

65. Federal grants include the following: Reading is Fundamental ($24.8 million over 2008–2010), Save the Children Juvenile

Delinquency Prevention program (about $0.5 million over 2008–2010), and Teach for America ($2.6 million in 2008)

(LegiStorm 2012).

66. Levy noted that, although the ROTC mandate is unfunded, schools are forbidden to stop providing the service, so they have no

way to recoup that money.
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67. “Given that the successful implementation of the tentative agreement is dependent on effective leadership, the third party

funders reserve the right to reconsider their support for this initiative if there is a material change in DCPS’ leadership.”

68. One exception is Los Angeles, which increased spending at a rate even greater than that of New York City, thought it also

started out at a much lower place—roughly $8,000 per student.

69. Regarding private funding for market-based “portfolio district initiatives,” DePaul University professor Kenneth Saltman (2010)

notes, “The amounts available have been significant, by some accounts as high as $200 million in New York City, half that

amount in Chicago, and over $50 million in New Orleans.”

70. It is possible that these funds fall into discretionary funding. If so, they would constitute a more significant proportion than

they do of the budget overall.

71. The Chicago Public Education Fund’s collective investment so far of $50 million also resembles New York City’s private

contributions: The influence of the donors is disproportionate to their share of the school budget (Chicago Public Education

Fund 2012b). The fund emphasizes that this “small group of highly engaged and committed individuals… put a lot on the line,

and expect a lot in return” and that the board has “Great Power, Great Responsibility” (Chicago Public Education Fund 2012a).

72. Moreover, the article notes, while the purported reason for closing the school is underenrollment in that specific building, the

charter and magnet schools that replace them tend to house even fewer students, which makes the building even less

cost-effective by that measure. “[Executive director of the 21st Century Fund in Washington, DC Mary] Filardo points out that

charter operators often want to keep their student population small. That is true in Chicago. On average, charter elementary

schools have about 100 fewer students than neighborhood schools, and 21 of them have fewer than 350 students, according to

an analysis of CPS enrollment data.”

73. These statistics are based on studies of students who attended the Chicago Child-Parent Centers, compared with similar

children who did not. The odds of special education placement among program participants were reduced from 24.6 percent to

14.4 percent, and the odds of graduating from high school increased from 38.5 percent to 49.7 percent. It is noteworthy that the

students remained at very high risk, but the risk levels were significantly reduced; i.e., the program did not help them attain

anywhere near the status of their higher-income peers.

74. This is based on studies of LA’s Best, a highly effective summer and afterschool program in Los Angeles. Test score increases

from this program and others tend to be substantially lower than metrics like high school graduation and criminal activity, which

reflect gains across a range of domains and skillsets, rather than purely cognitive ones.
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