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Abstract

In this paper we examine the extent to which student achievement in literacy
improved across all elementary schoolsin District #2 during the 1997-98 school
year. We then move on to investigate the extent to which changes in student
achievement appear to be related to whether or not schools participated in the
Focused Literacy Network. Our findings indicate that, on average, all elementary
schools improved on most measures of literacy achievement collected in the
district, with larger average gainsin Reading than on Writing. These gains
occurred even though student performance in District #2 elementary schools was
already well above comparable schools in urban settings. Second, the thirteen
schools in the Focused Literacy Network made larger gainsin literacy
achievement than did the other schoolsin District #2. If continued in future
years, this trend would indicate that the work occurring in those schools is helping
to close the gap in performance between them and their more affluent and
advantaged counterparts. Finally, our results must be interpreted within the
context of substantial amounts of variation in student performance across District
#2 as awhole, aswell aswithin the designated sets of Focused Literacy subset.

Introduction

The rhetoric of high achievement sandards for al students has been in the air for sometime
now. In theory, the concept of “high standards for student achievement” is roundly endorsed by
parents, educators, and policy makers. In practice, however, the enactment of standards over the past
severd years has been problematic. Asincreasing numbers of states and school digtricts have created
or adopted high achievement standards and have begun to measure students with respect to those
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sandards, a question that skeptics have asked since the inception of the standards movement isbeing
raised with increasing urgency: How can we hold students accountable to higher standards without aso
holding digtricts, schools, and classroom teachers accountable for providing students with the
opportunity to meet those standards?

An equaly compelling and related concern revolves around the issue of equity. Students who
attend schools in high- poverty communities perform less adequately than their more affluent
counterparts on mog, if not al, existing measures of sudent performance. Most experts expect this
pattern to repesat asincreasing numbers of students begin to take more rigorous assessments tied to
higher standards. If, and when, scoresthat illustrate this expected performance gep are publicly
reported, many fear that the low scores of minority, poor, and limited English proficient sudents will be
interpreted as yet one more piece of evidence that these students cannot, nor should they be expected
to, reach high standards. If traditiond patterns of assumptions about low-achieving sudents prevall,
attention will not be devoted to exposing the opportunities for learning from which these sudents have
been sysematically excluded asit should.

The primary am of this paper isto provide aportrait of the kind of assistance that one urban
digrict is providing to sudents, teachers, and principas to help them to meet new and demanding
standards and to examine the impact that ass stance appears to be having on student achievement. Our
portrait isof New Y ork City’s Community School Digtrict #2, adigtrict which has invested heavily in
improving teeching and learning in literacy over the past 10 years. We are especidly interested in
examining the issues that surround how Didgtrict #2 identifies and provides assstance to low-achieving,
high- poverty elementary schools.

A key dement of Didrict #2's srategy of systemic improvement has been the phasing in of
ingtructiona change by content area. Shortly after Anthony Alvarado took over as superintendent in
1987, didtrict leaders chose to focus their efforts on literacy because of its overriding importancein a
digtrict characterized by extreme linguistic and ethnic diversity. Their primary drategy for achieving
system-wide improvement was to gradudly build and sustain an infrastructure of human expertise for
hel ping teachers to provide expert ingtruction. Thisinfrastructure is supported by a deeply ingrained
culture of professonalism (aso built up gradudly over many years) that encourages teachersto take
ongoing persond responsbility for continualy upgrading their own and others' knowledge and kills.
This culture of professonaism extends through the layers of school and didtrict adminigration such that
al professonalsin the digtrict are encouraged to see themsdlves as learners and as assstors of others
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learning in what Resnick has described as a series of nested learning communities (Resnick & Hall,
1998).

Within this culture of pervasive and continuous learning, arange of kinds of professond
development and teacher support can be identified and described. For example, the district supports
literacy ingtruction through regular professond development sessions geared to the experience level and
needs of teachers. Professond devel opers assigned to a school for an extended period of time observe
and co-teach in classrooms on aregular bass. Other forms of professona development include the
Professona Development Lab in which ateacher works alongside an experienced teacher for a number
of weeks and Intervidtations in which teachers from one school visit and observe teachers in another
school for a specific pedagogica purpose. The didtrict also attempts to support classroom teachers
with the infusion of additiond personnd for avariety of purposesincluding smal group reading
ingtruction and Reading Recovery for at-risk first graders.

Unlike many urban digricts in which professond development is not particularly cohesive, wdl-
coordinated, or integrated into day-to-day functioning of the system, Digtrict #2 has reconceptudized
professond development as a pervasive, ongoing, and integrated part of its administrative organization
(Alvarado, 1999). Assuch, their professiond development has been successful in influencing practice
on alarge scale throughout the didtrict in amanner that is both respongve to individua schools and
teachers needs and coordinated with digtrict gods. Ther efforts have paid off. Over the past ten years,
the didrict’s enrollment has steadily grown and, most important, student achievement has consistently
improved (Elmore & Burney, 1998).

Work with Low-Achieving Schools

The 45 schools which comprise Didtrict #2 are scattered geographicaly throughout Manhattan
from densdly populated, poor communities in Lower Manhattan's Chinatown and the West Sde's
Hel’ s Kitchen to extremely affluent areas on the Upper East Side. Given this extreme diversty, didrict
leaders have devel oped a keen gppreciation for the varying needs and performance levels of the
students and schools under their purview. Starting in the early- to mid-nineties, the digtrict began a
concerted effort to identify, assst, and monitor their neediest schoolsin the area of literacy. Based on
both quantitative achievement measures and their own persond observations of teaching practice and
student work, they targeted a group of e ementary schools—which became known as the Focused
Literacy Network—who had historicaly low achievement scoresin literacy, high-poverty levelsin the
student population and a significant proportion of students at-risk of falurein literacy. The didtrict then
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co-designed, with these e ementary schools, a system of support and oversight. The Focused Literacy
Network began with seven schools; by the 1997-98 school year the number had expanded to thirteen.

Fgures 1 and 2 illustrate the positioning of these thirteen schools rdlative to the remaining
thirteen e ementary schoolsin the digtrict for the 1997-98 school year. Asshown in Figure 1, student
performance on the Spring 1997 adminidration of the CTB provides a clear dividing line between the
Focused Literacy schools and al other dementary schools. The best- performing Focused Literacy
school had 65% of its students scoring a the 50" percentile or better, while among the rest of the
Didrict #2 lementary schools, the lowest- performer had 70% of is students scoring at or above the
50th percentile. Student performance in both groups, however, showed consderable variation. Within
the Focused Literacy schools, student performance ranged from 30% to 65% of their sudents scoring
at or above the 50™ percentile; within the rest of the dementary schools, performances ranged from
70% to nearly 95%. The schools participating in the Focused Literacy Network are low achieving by
Didtrict #2 standards, however, they are doing well in comparison to typica e ementary schools,
congdering that the lowest performing school has 30% of its students achieving at or above the 50"
percentile.
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Figure 1. Differences on 1997 CTB performance between Focused Literacy schools and other
elementary schools in Community School District #2

The next figure (Figure 2) illugtrates the socio-economic status of each of the schoolsin 1997 in
Digtrict #2 as measured by the percentage of students digible for free and reduced lunch. It suggests
that the sudents in the Focused Literacy schools endure levels of poverty smilar to those of urban
schools nationaly. With the exception of one school, dl the Focused Literacy schoolsfdl in the bottom
half of the SES digtribution for Didtrict #2 dementary schools. Moreover, as shown by the cluster of
dots at the top of the left column, twelve of the Focused Literacy schools have over 69% of ther
sudents qudifying for free and reduced lunch, while ten had more than 85% of the students qudify. In
contrast, eleven of the rest of Digtrict #2' s eementary schools had |ess than 35% of their students
qudifying for free and reduced lunch, seven had less than 25% qudify. Thus, the thirteen schools
Focused Literacy schools can be seen as a group facing asmilar chalenge—that of helping to develop
the literacy achievement of under- privileged and under- prepared students.
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Figure 2: Differencesin 1997 measures of SES between Focused Literacy schools and other
schools in Community School District #2

The chalenges faced by the Focused Literacy schools extend beyond the characteritics of their
student populations, however. Similar to most high-poverty schoolsin urban areas, Didtrict #2's
Focused Literacy schools often have a difficult time attracting and retaining strong teachers. Many of
these school s have undergone changes of leadership in recent years and the new principals endeavors
to improve their staff have led to a significant number of new and inexperienced teachers. Asaresullt,
Focused Literacy schools face the formidable task of improving literacy for achalenging and challenged
group of students with ateaching staff that often requires sgnificant amounts of support.

Support Provided to Focused Literacy Schools

It isdifficult to characterize the kind of support provided to Focused Literacy schools because it
is a odds with conventiond notions of “programmatic intervention.” In fact, Focused Literacy isnot a
program at al, but rather a network of schools who are dl focused on mesting the same set of
indructiona chalenges. While each of these schools receive smilar kinds of support and oversight,
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there are differencesin the actud programs and structures implemented within each school to meet their
literacy chalenges. Moreover, the specific recommendations and levels of support Digtrict #2
leadership provides varies based upon the needs of both the student and teaching populations within
each school. While the Network provides coherence in both goals of and strategies for ingtructional
improvement, the introduction of programs and structures in each school setting is necessarily unique.

Schoolsinvolved in the Focus Literacy Network receive a more intensive version of the
supports available to dl schoolsin the digrict. 1n this sense, the Focused Literacy “intervention” might
better be characterized by variaionsin leves of intengty rather than as differencesin the kind of support
provided. For example, Focused Literacy schools receive more funding to support additiona
professond development time for their teachers, including money to pay for substitutes so that teachers
can go to workshops and vigit the classrooms of experienced teachers. Whereas dl schools have
building-based staff devel opers, Focused Literacy schools generally are provided with enough
resources to permit them to hire more literacy staff devel opers than schools not so designated. Focused
Literacy schools dso receive extra funds for purchasing sets of booksto be used in literacy instruction.
Findly, the Digtrict #2 leadership sponsors regular meetings targeted specificdly for principas and staff
developers working at these schools to provide extra support for their efforts at helping teachers
improve tharr literacy indruction.

Focused Literacy schools aso recelve increased oversight from the digtrict. This occursin two
ways. All schools are vidted by Didrict #2 leadership. These vidtsinclude atour of the building in
which each classroom is visited, followed by a conversation with the principa about the status of
ingtruction and current plans for improvement. Known as “walkthroughs,” these vists are regarded asa
key dement of the didtrict’s program of |eadership development. During the visits, district leeders make
an objective assessment of ingructiona practice in light of both the school’ s written objectives and the
gods of the entire didrict, and they work with the principd to outline a specific plan of action to help
move the teachers toward meeting those goals. Repest vists ensure continuity and a sense of
accountability. Mogt schools are vidted once ayear. Focused Literacy schools may be visited up to
gx timesayed.

Second, Focused Literacy schools are asked to follow amore structured version of Didtrict
#2's Bdanced Literacy program. In the Baanced Literacy program, students interact with texts at
varying levels of chdlengein avariety of settings with different levels of support from the teecher. Itis
not arigid set of specifications gpplied uniformly across dl stuations. Insead it isa set of principles for
good literacy ingtruction that teachers and administrators interpret to meet the needs of their student
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populations (Stein, D’ Amico, & Israel, November, 1998). Didtrict #2 community members have
created a number of professond development supports for interpreting these principles. These include,
but are not limited to, a structured and codified version of the program aimed at supporting the needs of
at-risk students and providing teaching scaffolds for teachers learning about the program (Community
School Didrict #2, 1998; Stein & D’ Amico, June, 1998). Because of the high levels of both at-risk
students and inexperienced teachers in the Focused Literacy schools, district leadership encourages
them to follow the more structured verson of the Balanced Literacy program.

In sum, Digtrict #2's Focused Literacy Network can be seen as a system of support for schools
who traditionaly have had low scores on measures of literacy achievement, which exigswithin an
overdl| culture of high expectations. Their effortsin this regard are an attempt to defy the trend reveded
by a substantid body of empirica evidence that points to the strong relationship between poverty and
low achievement. Asistypicd of urban didricts, high levels of poverty in Digtrict #2 strongly corrdate
with low achievement (Harwell & Resnick, 1997). The Focused Literacy Network is an effort to
ameliorate the effects of poverty on achievement.

District #2's Response to the Demands of Standards

Didtrict #2 adopted the New Standards Performance Standards in English Language Arts and
Mathematics in the 1996-97 school year. Their reasons for adopting standards and their readiness for
dedling with the demands of a sandards-based approach most likely differed from the typica urban
digrict (Elmore & Burney, 1998; High Performance Learning Communities Project, 1998). Given that
the digtrict’ s students were dready performing better than students in most comparable didricts, the
introduction of new and more rigorous standards was viewed as an opportunity to “push the edge of
their own envelope’ abit further. Also, given didtrict leeders confidence in the system of professond
development and literacy ingtruction that was aready in place, they were not looking toward Standards
asthe main driver of their ingructiond reform strategy (as many less well-equipped districts sometimes
do). Rather, they adopted the NS Performance Standards as part of their continuing efforts for
improving ingruction. More specificaly, the digtrict saw performance standards as providing them with
the opportunity to compare their work with nationaly and internationaly benchmarked criteriaand asa
venue for degpening their focus on the assessment of student performance and needs as atool for
ingructiond planning (HPLC, 1998).

With the adoption of standards, didtrict leaders aso began to look criticdly at their effortsto
provide opportunities for their most chalenged students. Based on their deep-seated belief that all
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Digtrict #2 students could, should, and would meet the new, more rigorous stlandards, district leaders
began to look criticaly at the amount of ingtructiona time that was being provided throughout the
digrict. Along with professona developers, school principas, and teachers, they decided that many
sudents needed more time to master both the conventions of reading and strategies for meaningfully
interpreting text. 1dedly, the additiond time would not be a disconnected after-school program but
rather ameaningful continuation of the work with which students were dready engaged during the
school day. Didtrict educators aso fdt that the return on their investment of extraingructiond time
would be magnified if that indruction occurred in a setting that offered a smal ratio of teacher to
students.

To meet these needs, dl Didtrict #2 el ementary schools began an extended day program in the
winter of 1996-97. The program, which is taught by teachersin the school building, condsts of one
hour and fifteen minutes of additiond literacy ingtruction four days aweek to groups of 15 students or
less. Inagmilar vein, in the summer of 1997, an extended year program was developed to offer
selected sudents an additiona month of haf-day indruction in literacy. Both of these programs were
designed to follow the same philosophy of ingtruction and learning (i.e., the principles undergirding the
Badanced Literacy program) that form the backbone of instruction during the regular school day and
school year. In addition, considerable time and thought were devoted to the training of teachers and
decisgons surrounding the assgnment of students to teachers. (For example, in some cases, it was
decided that a student should remain with his previous year’ s teacher for the extended year program
and, in other cases, it was decided that a sudent should be assigned to his teacher for the following
year, thereby alowing the next year’ s teacher to get a head start on learning the student’ s needs.)

Standards and Focused Literacy Schools

All students and schoals in Digtrict #2 were expected to adopt and provide opportunities for
their Sudents to meet the new, high standards for sudent learning. Didtrict leaders felt that the most
potent response to the demands of the new standards--for dl schools--was a high-qudity ingructiond
program and the provision of time for sudents to progressto the levels of mastery required. Focused
Literacy schools received increased resources that dlowed them to expand the number of students who
can participate in the extended day and extended year programs. For example, starting in the 1997-98
school year, Focused Literacy schools were given sufficient resources to permit them to include dl
students scoring up to the 50" percentile on the CTB in the extended day program. Similarly, by 1998,
the extended year program was offered to al Focused-Literacy-school studentsin grades K-5 who
scored at or below the 50th percentile on the CTB. This contrasts with more severe constraints on the
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numbers of students who could participate in these programs (generdly imposed by grade-level or risk-
leve) in the ret of the didrict’s schools due to more limited funding.

In the remaining sections of this paper we examine the extent to which student achievement in
literacy improved across dl dementary schools in Didrict #2 during the 1997-98 school year (the first
year of the project on which change data were available for New Standards). We then move on to
investigate the extent to which changes in student achievement appear to be related to whether or not
schools participated in the Focused Literacy Network. Our findings indicate thet, on average, all
elementary schools improved on most measures of literacy achievement collected in the digtrict, with
larger average gains in Reading than on Writing. These gains occurred even though student performance
in Digtrict #2 elementary schools was aready well above comparable schoolsin urban settings.

Second, the thirteen schools in the Focused Literacy Network made larger gainsin literacy achievement
than did the other schoolsin Didtrict #2. If continued in future years, this trend would indicate thet the
work occurring in those schools is helping to close the gap in performance between them and their more
affluent and advantaged counterparts. Findly, our results must be interpreted within the context of
subgtantial amounts of variation in sudent performance across Didtrict #2 as awhole, as well aswithin
the designated sets of Focused Literacy subset. In the find section of this paper, we discuss the
implications of this variation for shaping the kinds of clams that can be made about  effective Strategies
for dosing the gap in Smilar urban settings.

Methods

Data Sources

Two kinds of datawere used in this paper: quantitative measures of literacy achievement and
interviews and conversations with District #2 educators about the history and composition of the
Focused Literacy Network. Literacy achievement was assessed using the Spring 1997 and Spring
1998 adminigtrations of both the Cdifornia Test of Basis Skills (CTB) and the New Standards
Reference Examination (NSRE). Didtrict #2 has relied on the CTB as a measure for assessing student
performance over a number of years. Didrict leaders have less of atrack record with the NSRE, having
only begun adminigtering it in May 1997. Nevertheess, adopting the NS Performance Standards and
their companion reference exam represents acommitment to “raising the bar” of expectations for their
students. Because both of these measures of literacy achievement are important to the didtrict, abeit in
different ways, both are used in this paper.
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The CTB isatraditiona standardized literacy test that dl 32 community school digtrictsin New
York City are required to administer to dementary students in grades three through five. The
eementary verson of the English Language Arts NSRE, which is desgned to be administered to fourth
grade students, is a performance and multiple choice on-demand assessment that is sysematicaly
referenced to the New Standards Performance Standards for English Language Arts (New Standards,
1997). New Standards scores are reported in clusters, and each student receives arating on each
cluster. Five scores are possible: Achieved the Standard with Honors, Achieved the Standard, Nearly
Achieved the Stand, Below the Standard, and L.ittle Evidence of Achievement. Students receive ratings
in the following four English Language Arts dlusters Basic Reading, Andysis and Interpretation, Writing
Conventions, and Writing Effectiveness.

The CTB was adminigtered to 85% of Didrict #2's sudents in grades three through fivein
1997 (n=5,642 students) and 87% in 1998 (n=5893). In both years, the vast mgority of registered
students who did not take the test were considered LEP exempt (13.5% in 1997 and 12% in 1998).
The average difference in the number of students tested per e ementary school between 1997 and 1998
was less than 25 students.

In contrast, the NSRE was administered to dl Digtrict #2 fourth grade students who attended
school on the days of its adminigration, including Limited English Proficient and Specid Education
students. In Spring 1998, atota of 2,148 fourth grade students were tested, with 1,993 completing the
English Language Arts standards clusters (93%)." These completion percentages are similar to those for
the Spring 1997 administration of the New Standards examsin Didrict #2 (Resnick & Harwell, 1998).
The difference in the number of students who completed the NSRE in 1997 versus 1998 was, on
average, less than four per schoal.

School performance on the NSRE (measured as percentage of students meeting or exceeding
the standard) and the CTB (measured as the percentage of students at or above the 50" percentile)
tend to corrdlate highly (see Table 1). In 1997, correlations between school performance onthe CTB
and that of any given English Language Arts cluster on the NSRE ranged from 0.81 (on Writing

! New Standards exams are typically administered over three days and only students completing all English Language
Arts clusters have scores reported for English Language Arts. The failure of some students to complete the New
Standards exams produced missing data (7% for English Language Arts) whose effects cannot be assessed since the
data are at the school level, and, therefore, information about student characteristicsis not available. Although it
cannot be assumed that the missing data are missing at random (e.g., students for whom scores are not reported may
be academically weaker students who deliberately avoided these exams, or may have higher than average absentee
rates), we believe it unlikely that the relatively small percentage of missing data seriously distorts our findings and
conclusions.
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Conventions) to 0.88 (on Basic Reading). In 1998, the corrdations were dightly lower, but still high,
ranging from 0.62 (on Writing Conventions) to 0.81 (on Reading Interpretation and Analyss).

CTB Scores
1997 1998
Basic Reading .88 73
Reading Analysis & Interpretation .88 81
Writing Conventions 8l .62
Writing Effectiveness .83 12

Table 1: Correlations between the CTB and the NSRE

Information regarding the Focused Literacy Network has been gathered over the course of a
two-year investigation of the district’ s content- driven gpproach to reform (Elmore & Burney, 1998;
Stein & D’Amico, 1998; Stein, D’ Amico, & Israel, 1998). In this paper, we draw upon this
information, aswell as a series of focused conversations with digtrict leeders that identified precise
dates, schools, and offerings associated with their Focused Literecy initictive.

Procedures of Analysis

Anayses were performed on the available data from the digtrict’ s 26 dementary schools about
which meaningful conclusions could be drawn. For the CTB scores in both years were available for 26
eementary schools. For the NSRE, data were available for both years from 24 schools—two schools
had scores missing in 1998,

Data are reported for Digtrict #2 as awhole as well as by average school performance. Digtrict
and school performance is described as the percentage of students who scored at or above the 50"
percentile on the CTB or who met or exceeded the standard on each of the NSRE measures (i.e.,
combining Achieved the Standard with Honors and Achieved the Standard performance retings).
Average school performanceis caculated by averaging the percentages for each school. Thus, schools
with small populations of students were given the same weight as schools with large populations. These
averages must be reviewed with some caution, as the number of students taking each of these examsin
both years varies. 1n 1998, the number of students taking the CTB ranged from 34 to 442 students
with amedian of 220 per school. Similarly, the number of students for whom NSRE scores were
reported ranged from 33 to 160, with a median of 83 per school. We believe that the numbers of
students per school is large enough to ensure that the percentages can be meaningfully interpreted if
done carefully. For example, in amedian eementary schoal (i.e., 83 students) 50% scoring at or above
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standard trandates to 42 students whereas in an elementary school with 160 students 50% scoring at or
above standard trandates to 80 students.

Changes in performance between 1997 and 1998 are reviewed for both the CTB and al four
ELA measures on the NSRE. For the CTB the percent of studentsin each school who scored at or
above the 50" percentile in 1997 is subtracted from those who scored at or above the 50" percentile
in 1998. For the NSRE, the percent of students for each ELA cluster who were a or above the
standard in 1997 and 1998 was identified and then the 1997 percentages were subtracted from the
1998 percentages. Since the NSRE is designed to be administered only to fourth- grade students and
hence the NS change scores have been computed on different cohorts of students from the 1997 and
1998 administrations? Because the CTB exam is administered across three grade levels, two-thirds of
the sudents taking the exam are (theoreticdly) the same across the two adminigrations. Findly, the
average performance of Focused Literacy schools both in 1997, 1998 and their changes between those
two years, is then compared to that of the other dementary school in Didtrict #2 on each of the literacy
achievement measures.

Results

Overall Improvements in Achievement Between 1997 and 1998
Improvements in the Performance of District #2 as a Whole

In the last decade Didtrict #2 has improved student achievement in literacy significantly. Once
sixteenth among the thirty-two NY C city school digtrictsin literacy achievement, they now are
consgtently ranked second (Elmore & Burney, 1997). Their overal performance in both 1997 and
1998 as compared to nationa scores on both the CTB and the NSRE emphasize this point. In 1997,
District #2 had 68.6% of its students score in the & or above the 50" percentile on the nationdly
normed CTB test, compared to 47.3% of the studentsin New Y ork City asawhole. 1n 1998 an even
larger proportion of Didtrict #2 students scored above the nationad average with 72.6% of them scoring
at or above the 50™ percentile. Smilarly, Table 3 shows that sudentsin Digtrict #2 outperformed the

2 Theinterpretability of the percent change values depends heavily on the similarity of characteristics of fourth-grade
classes in the schools across the two years, especially school-level SES. The results of applying hierarchical linear
modelsto student-level New Standards ELA scoresindicates that the effect of school-level SES on student
achievement was similar in 1997 and 1998, providing support for examining percent change values.
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rest of the students in the nation who took the NSRE in 1998° by between 11% (on Writing
Conventions) and 28% (on Reading Andysis and Interpretation).

1997 1998
New York City 47.3% 49.6%
District #2 68.6% 72.6%

Table 2: Number of students scoring in the 50th percentile on the 1997 and 1998 CTB testsin
District #2 as compared to New York City as a whole

District #2 National
1997 1998 1998
Basic Reading 57% 77% 56%
Reading Analysis and Interpretation 44% 57% 29%
Writing Conventions 46% 49% 38%
Writing Effectiveness 46% 45% 32%

Table 3: Percentage of fourth-grade District #2 students who met or exceeded standard in 1997
and 1998 compared to fourth graders who took the NSRE nationally.

Given these higher-than-average levels of performance—levels of performance that have been
built over many years—achieving new gains each school year becomes increasingly difficult.
Nevertheless, the performance of District #2 on both the NSRE and CTB improved from 1997 to
1998. The percent of students scoring at or above the 50th percentile on the CTB district-wide
increased by 4 percentage points, from 68.6% in 1997 to 72.6% in 1998 (see Table 2). The percent of
students scoring at or above standard on three of the four ELA clusters also improved (see Table 3).
Student performance improvements were particularly noteworthy on Basic Reading (from 57% to 77%
of the students meeting standard) and Andysis and Interpretation (from 44% to 57% of the students
meeting standard).

Improvements in School Performance on Average

The average school performance aso increased on the CTB, as did average school
performance on three out of four of the NSRE measures of literacy achievement (see Table 4).
Average school performance on the CTB increased 4.06 percentage points. The overdl average

*National figures on the number of students who met or exceeded the standard on the NSRE are not available for
1997.
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school increase in the number of students meeting or exceeding the standard in English Language Arts
on the NSRE at each school was 6.13%, with changes on the individua measures of the NSRE ranging
from a 16.91% improvement (Basic Reading) to a 5.37% drop (Writing Effectiveness). Table 4 and
Fgure 3 present thisinformation in tabular and graphica form.

Change in average school performance
on measures of literacy achievement
between 1997 and 1998
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Figure 3: Change in average school performance on
measur es of literacy achievement in 1997 and 1998.

Toward Closing the Gap In Literacy Achievement page 17
Stein, Harwell & D’Amico
HPLC Project February 15, 1999



1997 1998 Change

Basic Reading 56.63% | 73.54% 16.91%
Reading Analysis & Interpretation 4383% | 54.13% | 10.30%
Writing Conventions 43.42% | 46.08% 2.66%

Writing Effectiveness 4583% | 40.46% | -5.37%

Average change for ELA| = 6.13%

CTB 66.73% 70.79% | 4.06%

Table 4: Change in average school performance on
measures of literacy achievement in 1997 and 1998.

As noted earlier, these improvements, for both Didtrict #2 as awhole and in average school
performance, come on the hedls of a prior history of strong performance levels and subgtantia gains on
the CTB and high initid scores on the NSRE. The stronger gains on reading compared to writing
measures during the 1997-98 school year bear monitoring and, if continued, would suggest further
investigation. Didrict #2'sliteracy program includes afocus on writing as well as reading and a strong
impetus towards exploring links between writing and reading. However, the core of its literacy
philosophy is based upon reading and in particular on the ingtructional strategies and assessment
techniques which will help early and emergent readers become fluent readers. While this may explain
why the digtrict’s largest gains were on measures of basic reading understanding, more study over
longer periods of time would be needed to substantiate this claim.

Changes in the Performance of Focused Literacy schools Compared to Other Schools in District #2

Asagroup, the Focused Literacy Schools made greater gains on al measures of literacy
achievement than did the rest of the e ementary schoolsin Didrict #2. Table 5 provides summary
gatistics for the two groups of schools for the 1997 and 1998 New Standards and CTB performance,
measured in terms of the percent of students scoring at or above standard or at or above the 50"
percentile, and the difference in these percentages from 1997 to 1998. For example, for Basic Reading,
on average there was an increase of 20 percentage points in the number of students in the Focused
Literacy schools scored at or above standard in 1998 than in 1997. The rest of the elementary schools
increased by an average of 14.3 percentage points on this same cluster during the same time period.
The fina column shows the difference in change scores between the Focused Literacy and the rest of
the dementary schoolsin Didrict #2. 1t demongtrations that the Focused Literacy schools made grester
gains than the other elementary schools on dl achievement measures. On average, the Focused
Literacy Schools gained 5.7 more percent points than the rest of the e ementary schools on the NSRE
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measure of Basic Reading, gained 2.8 percentage points more on the Reading Analysis and

| nterpretation measure, gained 7.5 percentage points more on the Writing Conventions measure, lost
5.1 percentage points less on the Writing Effectiveness measure, and gained 2.5 percentage points more
on the CTB.

Difference

between FL

and Other

Focused Literacy Other schools Schools

1997 | 1998 | ‘98-97 || 1997 | 1998 | ‘98-'97 | 1998-1997
Basic Reading 41.8% | 62.7% 20 68.4% | 82.7% | 143 5.7
Reading Analysis & Interpretation | 27.4% | 40.5% | 118 | 56.6% | 65.6% 9 2.8
Writing Conventions 30.6% | 39.1% 6.7 52.8% | 52.0% -0.8 7.5
Writing Effectiveness 32% |321% | -26 | 55.2% |475% | -7.7 5.1
CTB 53.3% | 59.1% 58 [ 80.6% | 83.9% 3.3 25

Table 5:
Changes in measures of literacy achievement between 1997 and 1998
in Focused Literacy schools compared with other schoolsin Community School District #2

Overdl, then, sudentsin the Focused Literacy schools appear to have gained a amore rapid
pace than students in the other schoolsin Didtrict #2. These differences suggest that the additional
resources targeted for the Focused Literacy Schools and the extrawork being done in them are having
animpact. While the differences between these two groups are currently not datisticaly sgnificant, if
the trend continues over the next few years, claims may be warranted regarding a closing of the gap
between these poor, historically underachieving schools and their more affluent, high-performing
counterparts.

Discussion

The above results indicate that, overal, the Focused Literacy Schools made greater gains than
the rest of the schoolsin Didrict #2. A comprehensive understanding of these results, however, rests
upon an undergtanding of the manner in which variation—both statisticad and quditative—formsan
important context for our story line.
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Understanding Focused Literacy Performance With the Context of Variation

Thereisalarge degree of datigica variability in school performance acrossthe digtrict. This
variability isevident in levels of sudent performance, with some schools performing at much higher
absolute levels than others. It is aso evident in the degrees of improvement shown by different schools,
the focus of this paper. Although there was a generd increase in sudent achievement from 1997 to
1998, the magnitude of that increase varied substantially across the 26 eementary schools” In fact, the
degree of variability in performance gains between schools within the Focus Literacy Network is larger
than the variation between the Network schools and the rest of the dementary schoolsin Didtrict #2.
Comparisons of the thirteen Focused Literacy schools with the thirteen other schools must be made with
this variaility in mind.

Comparisons of these two groups dso must congder quditative forms of variation within each
group and qualitative smilarities between the Focused Literacy Network and the other e ementary
schools. While sharing the characteristics of high-poverty, historicaly low achievement, and increased
levels of support and oversight from the digtrict, the schools in Digtrict #2's Focused Literacy Network
dill differ from one another in powerful and important ways and should not be thought of asa
homogeneous group. These differences include the unique needs of particular schoals (e.g., aschool of
recently arrived immigrantsin Chinatown has different needs from a high- poverty school bordering
Spanish Harlem) and the shape of the specific interventions that are crafted to meet those needs. This
heterogenaty implies the need for future sudies of closing the gap in Digtrict #2 to include the
examination of individuad schools within the Focused Literacy Network in order to tease out their unique
challenges, the nature of the supports that are put into place to address those chalenges, and the related
student performance data.

Comparisons between these two groups aso must take into account the nature of the smilarities
between the support provided to Focused Literacy and other District #2 elementary schools. As stated
earlier, Focused Literacy is not adistinct program, but rather a network of schools who receive amore
intensve verson of the supports avalable to all schoolsinthedidrict. Thus, all schools receive school-
based professond development, all schools participate in intervidtations, sudentsin all schools have
some degree of access to extended day and extended year programs, all heads of school participate in
Principas Conferences and Principas Support Groups and so on. Focused Literacy schools should
be thought of as varying in levels of intengity, not kind, from other schoolsin Digtrict #2.

* For more information regarding between-school variability, the reader isreferred to Appendix A.
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Closing the Gap from a Systems Perspective

Thefindingsin this paper suggest the beginning of atrend which, if continued in future years,
would indicate that Didtrict #2's overdl strategy of sngling out at-risk schools for increased resources,
overdgght, and support is effective in closing the performance gap between advantaged and
disadvantaged students and schools. The heterogeneity of individua school needs and the supports
provided to ameliorate those needs make it impossible for this udy to detail the specific Srategies
being used in specific Focused Literacy schools. Nonetheless, it is possible to draw some conclusions
about what appear to be effective features of Didtrict #2's overd| strategy to identify, monitor, and
support at-risk schools. We propose that the district’s Strategy encompasses two important features:
goplication of the same generd principles of assstance across low-achieving and high performing
schools, and tailoring the specific supports provided to individua schools to suit the unique needs of that
school.

Application of similar principles

The didrict’s strategy for improving the learning and performance of students in low-achieving
schools has taken place againgt the backdrop of moving an entire digtrict toward higher achievement
standards; the supports received by the at-risk schools are based on the same set of principles that
govern the support of al schools. practice-based professond development; cultural norms of
continuous learning; and the integration of professona development and management. Moreover, the
principas and teachers in Focused Literacy schools are viewed as an integrd part of the overdl
community. By participating as full membersin the broader group of 26 dementary schools that
comprise Didtrict #2, teachers and principasin the Focused Literacy schools work side-by-sdewith
colleagues who are further along, thereby benefiting from participation in awider community that values
and modds high achievement for dl.

Tailoring of specific forms of assistance

While participation in the overdl Didtrict #2 community is guaranteed for dl schools, the degree
and kind of scaffolding that individua schools requirein order to participate differs.  Thisiswhere
knowing schools asindividua cases and tailoring strategies to each school’ s strengths and weaknesses
comesinto play. After digtrict leaders assess “where a school isat,” they work closely with the building
principa to design a specific series of gepsto raise the overdl ingtruction and learning environment for
teachers and sudents. Thisdesign isrevisited over time and modifications are made in an iterative
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process of design, testing, and redesign. While some common strategies may work in more than one
school, the success of each pecific schoal rdies upon a unique configuration of decisions, strategies,
and timing.

Conclusion

The am of this paper was two-fold: To provide aportrait of the kind of assistance that
Community School District #2 is providing to al schools—but especidly higtoricaly low-achieving
schools—to help them to meet new and rigorous standards; and to investigate the extent to which
changes in student achievement appear to be related to that assistance.

Our findings indicated that, on average, dl dementary schoolsin the district improved on most
measures of literacy achievement that were collected in the didtrict, with larger average gainsin Reading
than in Writing. These gains, coming on the hedls of dready high performances, point to the continuing
success of the digtrict’ s overdl systemic improvement strategy. In addition, the thirteen schools that
comprise the Focused Literacy Network made larger gainsin achievement than did the others schoolsin
the digrict, implying atrend thet, if continued, would point to the pecific success of the district’s
gpproach to identifying, monitoring, and assisting low- performing schools.
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Appendix A: Variation in School Performance

This gppendix presents information regarding the variation of performance exhibited across
Didrict #2's dementary schools for each of our five measures of literacy achievement. In Table A-1
below, the mean performance per school, standard deviation from this mean and the range of the scores
islisted for each measure in 1997, 1998 and the difference between 1997 and 1998.

Range Mean StdDev

CTB 1997 60.6 66.73 16.41
1998 58.9 70.79 16.02

Change 1998-97 23.5 4.06 6.19

Basic Reading 1997 65 56.63 18.06
1998 52 73.54 14.64

Change 1998-97 64 16.91 12.56

Reading Analysis & Interpretation 1997 73 43.83 19.98
1998 69 54.13 17.90

Change 1998-97 50 10.30 10.63

Writing Conventions 1997 63 43.42 16.76
1998 48 46.08 12.78

Change 1998-97 48 2.66 12.14

Writing Effectiveness 1997 56 45.83 14.95
1998 67 40.46 16.27

Change 1998-97 42 -5.37 11.88

Table A-1. Range of school performance on measures of literacy achievement
in 1997 and 1998

Table A-1 shows that Digtrict #2 schools varied widdy in their performance levelson dl five
messures of literacy achievement. In both 1997 and 1998, the widest variation in school performance
was on the NSRE measure of Reading Analysis and Interpretation In 1997, the scores ranged from 7%
at or above standard to 80% at or above standard, arange of 73 percentage points (mean = 43.83, SD
=19.98). In 1998 the range was dightly smaler, (mean = 54.13% of students met or exceeded the
standard, SD = 17.90, range = 69).

The measure which exhibited the least variation in school performance wasthe CTB in 1997
(mean=66.73% of students at or above the 50th percentile, SD=16.41, range=60.6), while in 1998 it
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was the NSRE measure of Writing Conventions (mean=46.08% of students met or exceeded the
dandard, SD=12.78, range=48). The measure exhibiting the widest variaion in performance change
between 1997 and 1998 was that of Basic Reading (mean=16.91 percentage point increase,
SD=12.56, range=64). The least variable measure between 1997 and 1998 was the CTB (mean=4.06
percentage point increase, SD=6.19, range=23.5).

FiguresA-1, A-2, A-3, A-4 and A-5 bdow show thisinformation in agraphical form. Each
graph illugtrates school performance on one of the five measures of literacy achievement used. In each
of these figures, each pair of bars represents the performance of one dementary school. The shaded
bar shows the school’ s performance in 1997 and the white bar, its performance in 1998. The gap
between these two bars for each school represents the change from 1997 to 1998.

In each graph the schools are ordered from lowest to highest based on their 1997 performance
on that measure. Thus, thefirgt pair of barsin Figure A-1 does not necessarily represent the same
school asthefirgt pair of barsin Figure A-2. Nonetheless, the Focused Literacy schoolstend to be
clustered on the left (Ilow scoring Sde) for most measures, especidly in 1997. The thirteen Focused
Literacy schools are the firg thirteen bars on Figure A-1, the graph of CTB performance. For the other
four graphs, eleven of the first thirteen schools are Focused Literacy schoals.

As can be seen by the differences between the gray and the white bars, some Focused Literacy
schools improved their performance enough in 1998, that if the graphs were sorted by the 1998 scores,
they would not bein the left (low scoring) haf. On the CTB, dl thirteen schools are among the bottom
fourteen scorersin 1998. Ten of the thirteen Focused Literacy schools are among the bottom thirteen
scorers on the NSRE measures of reading and eight are among the bottom thirteen scorers on the
NSRE measures of writing.
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Change in CTB scores from 1997 to 1998 in Elementary
Schools of Community School District #2
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igure A-1: Performance on the CTB; schools sorted by 1997 performance
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Change in New Standards Basic Reading scores from 1997 to
1998 in Elementary Schools of Community School District #2
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Figure A-2: Performance on the NSRE measure of Basic Reading;
schools sorted by 1997 performance
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Change in New Standardards Reading Interpretation and
Analysis Scores from 1997 to 1998 Elementary Schools of
Community School District #2
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Figure A-3: Performance on the NSRE measure of Reading Analysis and Inter pretation; schools
sorted by 1997 performance
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Change in New Standardards Writing Conventions Scores
from 1997 to 1998 in Elementary Schools of Community
School District #2
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Figure A-4: Performance on the NSRE measure of Writing Conventions;
schools sorted by 1997 performance

Toward Closing the Gap In Literacy Achievement page 29
Stein, Harwell & D’Amico

HPLC Project February 15, 1999



Change in Writing Effectiveness Scores from 1997 to 1998 in
Elementary Schools of Community School District #2
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Figure A-5: Performance on the NSRE measure of Writing Effectiveness,
schools sorted by 1997 performance
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