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BACKGROUND INFORMATION


The new study, Foundations for Success: Case Studies of How Urban School Systems Improve Student Achievement, chronicles how some of the nation’s fastest improving urban school systems are simultaneously raising overall academic performance and reducing achievement gaps among students of different racial groups.


Foundations for Success looks at the similarities among urban school systems that are boosting performance citywide – rather than in pockets of schools – and contrasts their practices with systems that have not seen major gains yet.


The exploratory findings provide new evidence that indicate districtwide approaches, stable leadership, and data-driven accountability can effectively boost student achievement.


Researchers studied four urban school districts identified by the Council and an external advisory group as having improved academic performance and reduced racial disparities in student achievement.  The report provides case studies of the Houston Independent School District, the Charlotte-Mecklenburg School District, the Sacramento City Unified School District and the Chancellor’s District in New York City.


“While there has been much research on what makes for an effective school, there is relatively little information on what makes an effective district and whether district-level changes could affect individual school performance,” says Council Executive Director Michael Casserly.  “This new research will help us understand how to provide all students with the opportunity to achieve new levels of academic success.”

Strategies for Success


Foundations for Success identified nine overarching similarities among all the districts that experienced improvement in academic performance.  They were:

· Stable leadership focused relentlessly on the goal of improving student achievement

· Measurable goals for the district and its individual schools with timetables for performance

· Accountability systems starting at the top that hold staff responsible for results

· Districtwide instructional coherence and sometimes prescriptive curriculum

· Districtwide professional development for teachers and staff on implementing the curriculum

· Systems for monitoring the implementation of reforms in the classroom

· Regular testing and detailed data to measure progress, assess weaknesses, and intervene before students fall behind

· Initiation of reforms in the elementary grades, working up to the middle and high schools

· Focus on the district’s lowest performing schools and groups

This study was conducted by the Council of the Great City Schools, a coalition representing the nation’s urban school systems and, Manpower Demonstration Research Corporation, a nonprofit, nonpartisan public policy research organization that seeks to enhance the effectiveness of social policies and programs through rigorous research.
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