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Preface

The District of Columbia has struggled for decades to improve its
public education system. The school system’s problems in many ways re-
flect its context: a city whose history has been characterized by sometimes
stark racial and class divides. The District is not part of any state, and,
for a variety of legal and historical reasons, the U.S. Congress has control
over many aspects of its affairs and budget. The city’s schools have been
governed differently and with more volatility than any other urban district:
17 different management structures have been tried since 1804.

The most recent change, in 2007, was surely the most dramatic. The
enactment of the Public Education Reform Amendment Act (PERAA),
gave primary control of the schools to the mayor and a mayor-appointed
chancellor, and instituted a host of major changes to management and gov-
ernance. The authors of PERAA recognized the importance of obtaining a
clear, objective, politically independent, and accurate picture of the schools’
progress as these reforms were pursued; and they recognized the complexity
of the technical challenges associated with designing and implementing an
evaluation that could yield that sort of information.

The city council, under the leadership of Chairman Vincent C. Gray
(who has since been elected mayor and has supported this project through-
out) approached the National Research Council (NRC) of the National
Academies to carry out this charge. Assembling an expert panel required
special attention to local, national, and other demographic factors; exper-
tise in the myriad relevant research fields that inevitably must be included
in a comprehensive effort; political and ideological balance; and, given the

vii
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ambitious timeline, sufficient prior experience among participants to ensure
efficiency in deliberations and the preparation of a final report.

Perhaps most important was the decision about just how ambitious to
allow the first phase of this initiative to become. Following negotiations
with the DC government, the Committee on the Independent Evaluation of
DC Public Schools was charged to develop a plan for the multiyear evalu-
ation of DC’s public school system; identify available data and assess its
quality and utility; consider preliminary indicators; and engage with a wide
cross-section of local stakeholder groups to explore the feasibility and scope
of the next phases of an evaluation. In accepting this unusual assignment,
the NRC recognized that there is no well-established model for evaluating
the progress of school reform, and that reform in an urban district is a
moving target. Understanding a school district’s progress—and isolating
the effects of a complex policy—entails answering an array of questions
large and small.

The committee spent much of its time deepening its understanding
of the unique features of Washington, DC, and its public school system,
examining research and key parts of a large literature on school reform,
conferring widely with experienced educators and evaluators, and identify-
ing the most essential elements to be included in a sustainable and robust
system of evaluation. In the course of this phase of the initiative, and based
on careful study and deliberations, the committee developed preliminary
impressions of DC schools under PERAA, which reinforced the committee’s
position that sound policy and practice will, indeed, necessitate more than
“impressions.” The fragility of inferences that are derived from first looks
at data is our principal rationale for designing and advocating a rigorous
long-term program. The main output of this first phase, then, is a frame-
work for such a program.

We hope the report opens and facilitates new dialogue about the cur-
rent and future prospects for infusing in the city’s ongoing school reform
efforts the best that scientific evidence can offer, and that this dialogue will
reverberate in other cities confronting the challenge of improving their
children’s educational opportunities.

This study could not have happened without the support and contribu-
tions of many people. In addition to the basic financial support provided
by the Government of the District of Columbia, for which we are grateful,
we acknowledge the U.S. National Science Foundation for its contribu-
tion of an important planning grant. We also acknowledge grants from
the CityBridge Foundation, the Spencer Foundation, the Philip L. Graham
Fund, the Kimsey Foundation, the World Bank, and the Diane and Norman
Bernstein Foundation. Michael Gewirz and Debbi Yogodzinski provided
much needed moral support and were instrumental in facilitating connec-
tions to leading business figures in the city, without whose support the
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prospects for a successful initiative would have been questionable. These
organizations and individuals sensed the potential for this venture, and we
are extremely grateful.

We are also grateful for the assistance of many other individuals,
too numerous to name here. Many city officials, private citizens, business
executives, parents, teachers, principals, and others made presentations
to the committee, met with staff and individual members, and supplied
information and materials. A group of accomplished researchers; DC Gov-
ernment officials; civic, business, and labor leaders; parents; experienced
evaluators; and others participated in a critically important planning con-
ference that helped shape—and contain—the parameters of our initiative.

We thank Brenda Turnbull of Policy Associates Inc. who developed
a thoughtful background paper on education indicators. The committee
is also very grateful to Sol and Diane Pelavin, emeriti president and vice
president of the American Institutes for Research, for donating the time,
wisdom, and service of Natalia Pane, who served as a visiting scholar for
the study. We benefited greatly from the assistance of two National Acad-
emies Mirzayan Fellows, Jeremy Flattau and Christina Maranto, and a very
capable summer intern, Jessica Schibler. A special thank you goes to the
NRC staff who supported every aspect of this ambitious study, Michael
J. Feuer, executive director of NRC’s Division of Behavioral and Social
Sciences and Education (until August 2010); Patricia Morison, director of
DBASSE’s Office of Communications and Reports; Jean Moon, scholar;
Laudan Aron, study director (until December 2010); Alexandra Beatty,
senior program officer; and Kelly Iverson, senior program assistant. Finally,
we thank our fellow committee members who volunteered their valuable
time and intellectual efforts. Without their critical expertise and guidance,
this report would not have been possible.

This report has been reviewed in draft form by individuals chosen for
their diverse perspectives and technical expertise, in accordance with pro-
cedures approved by the NRC’s Report Review Committee. The purpose
of this independent review is to provide candid and critical comments that
will assist the institution in making its published report as sound as possible
and to ensure that the report meets institutional standards for objectivity,
evidence, and responsiveness to the study charge. The review comments
and draft manuscript remain confidential to protect the integrity of the
deliberative process.

We thank the following individuals for their review of this report:
Richard A. Berman, Licas.net; Lawrence D. Bobo, Department of African
and African American Studies, Harvard University; Mark Dynarski,
Pemberton Research, East Windsor, New Jersey; Robert E. Floden, Institute
for Research on Teaching and Learning, College of Education, Michigan
State University; Margaret E. Goertz, Graduate School of Education, Uni-
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versity of Pennsylvania; Jane Hannaway, Education Policy Center, Urban
Institute; Ernest R. House, School of Education, University of Colorado;
Alan J. Ingram, Springfield Public Schools; Robert L. Johnson, Adolescent
and Young Adult Medicine, University of Medicine and Dentistry of New
Jersey-New Jersey Medical School; Richard C. Larson, Center for Engi-
neering Systems Fundamentals, Learning International Networks Consor-
tium, Massachusetts Institute of Technology; Robert Rothman, Alliance
for Excellent Education, Washington, DC; Allan Sessoms, University of the
District of Columbia; William T. Trent, Department of Educational Policy
Studies, College of Education, University of Illinois.

Although the reviewers listed above have provided many constructive
comments and suggestions, they were not asked to endorse the conclusions
or recommendations nor did they see the final draft of the report before
its release. The review of this report was overseen by Adam Gamoran,
Wisconsin Center for Education Research, University of Wisconsin, and
Caswell A. Evans, College of Dentistry, University of Illinois at Chicago.
Appointed by the NRC, they were responsible for making certain that an
independent examination of this report was carried out in accordance with
institutional procedures and that all review comments were carefully con-
sidered. Responsibility for the final content of this report rests entirely with
the authoring committee and the institution.

Christopher Edley, Jr., Cochair
Robert M. Hauser, Cochair
Committee on the Independent
Evaluation of DC Public Schools
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Summary

In 2007, the District of Columbia made a bold change in the way it
governs public education with the goal of shaking up the system and bring-
ing new energy to efforts to improve outcomes for students. The Public
Education Reform Amendment Act (PERAA) shifted control of the city’s
public schools from an elected school board to the mayor, created a new
state department of education, created the position of chancellor, and made
other significant management changes. PERAA also mandated an indepen-
dent, comprehensive, 5-year evaluation to determine “whether sufficient
progress in public education has been achieved to warrant continuation of
the provisions and requirements of this act or whether a new law, and a new
system of education, should be enacted by the District government. . . .”

To plan that evaluation, the Committee on the Independent Evaluation
of DC Schools was convened by the National Research Council in response
to a request from the City Council of the District of Columbia. The commit-
tee was asked not to conduct the evaluation, but to provide initial guidance
on the focus and structure of the required evaluation. The work included
identifying available data and assessing its quality and utility; developing
a preliminary set of indicators; engaging with various stakeholder groups,
including civic leaders, parents, researchers, and national and local reform
experts; and exploring the desirability, feasibility, and scope of the optional
next phases of the evaluation.

This report documents the committee’s plan for the evaluation. It lays
out a plan for a comprehensive, long-term program of evaluation that is
designed not only to examine short-term effects of the changes made under
PERAA, but also to provide the District with a structure for continuous,
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2 EVALUATING THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA’S PUBLIC SCHOOLS

independent monitoring of important features of its school system. The
plan is based on the committee’s review of preliminary data and on its
conclusion that first impressions of the implementation of PERAA and its
effects, though informative, are not sufficient as a basis for decisions about
PERAA or continued improvement of the city’s education system.

The committee agreed on several basic assumptions and goals that
have guided our work. First, although many U.S. cities have undertaken
significant reforms to change their schools and researchers have examined
what they have done, there is no established model for evaluating a district
involved in reform—or, for that matter, any district. Second, school dis-
tricts are judged primarily on the academic achievement of their students,
but achievement depends on how effectively a school district accomplishes
its many responsibilities and pursues many valued educational outcomes.
Third, we interpreted PERAA’s requirement for an evaluation broadly: to
establish for the residents and leaders of DC a sustainable ongoing program
of evaluation that provides reliable information they can use to improve
the school system continuously, regardless of future political or person-
nel changes. Last, the committee approached the most challenging part
of its charge—to explore the effects of the reform legislation itself—by
distinguishing among the intent of the reform, as articulated in the law; its
implementation, that is, the actions taken by the DC Public Schools (DCPS)
and other responsible city agencies; and its effects on student learning and
other valued outcomes.

CONTEXT

PERAA is the latest in a long line of changes in the way the city’s public
schools are governed. Since 1804, there have been 17 different governance
and administrative structures, and PERAA was the second new approach
since 2000. Many of these changes were responses to concerns about stu-
dents’ academic performance, the quality of the schools and the teachers,
and an ineffective central bureaucracy, as well as the perception that many
DC residents were indifferent to the persistent problems.

The city’s education problems have been intensified by a history of
segregation, and the city continues to struggle with many challenges related
to race, poverty, and geography. Those challenges include inequitable distri-
bution of resources and supports to schools in the lowest-income sections
of the city, which are largely black, tensions over demographic shifts that
change the character of neighborhoods, and a strong charter school move-
ment. They have made reform efforts more urgent while complicating the
city’s response to them.

Another factor in DC has been the city’s distinctive political status as
a small geographic area under the jurisdiction of the federal government.

Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.
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Because DC is not part of any state and elected its first mayor and city coun-
cil only in 1973, it does not have a long tradition of self-governance. The
U.S. Congress retains considerable authority over its affairs and budget.

PERAA was a response in part to these historical circumstances, but
it was also spurred by impressions of the effectiveness of reforms in other
urban districts facing at least somewhat similar economic, social, and his-
torical challenges. Districts in Boston, Chicago, Cincinnati, Minneapolis,
and New York City (among others) have focused on the alignment of
content and performance standards with curricula, instruction, and other
aspects of the school system. They have used data to guide their decisions,
emphasizing such goals as improved professional development for teachers
and principals; more frequent formative assessments; and the develop-
ment of a culture of learning and collaboration among teachers. These
approaches are widely used and are supported by some promising evidence,
but the research literature is not yet settled enough to provide firm guidance
on best practices for district reform or evaluation.

Some districts have also focused on the governance of schools, and
a few (e.g., Boston, Chicago, Cleveland, and New York City) have given
their mayors control over the public schools. Such reforms are designed to
“jolt” the system by changing dysfunctional institutional relationships and
giving leaders new lines of authority and accountability. Evaluation of these
governance reforms is critical to knowing what really works and what does
not, but few cities have made this a priority, so there are neither clear exem-
plars nor substantial evidence to guide the District as it implements PERAA.

IMPLEMENTATION OF PERAA

The District of Columbia has made many changes called for in PERAA.
Thoroughly documenting the city’s efforts will be a critical component of
the comprehensive evaluation the law requires, and until this is done, no
firm conclusions should be drawn about how well the city has implemented
PERAA and fulfilled its intentions. As a first step, however, we offer an
outline of the city’s response to PERAA.

The new structures mandated in PERAA have largely been put into
place. The mayor now has responsibility for most key aspects of the school
system, including appointment of a chancellor who establishes educational
priorities, adopts curricula and assessments, and ensures that the schools
are appropriately staffed and managed. Also in place are the Department
of Education, the Deputy Mayor for Education, the Office of the State
Superintendent of Education (OSSE), the State Board of Education, and
the Public Charter School Board. Not currently in place are the Office of
Ombudsman for Public Education (a position that had been filled but was
later eliminated) and the comprehensive data system.
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DCPS has also adopted strategies to meet the goals of PERAA. Among
them are efforts intended to improve the quality of teachers, principals,
and administrators, including a new system for evaluating teacher perfor-
mance; a new teaching and learning framework, which describes the specific
instructional practices the district has identified as most likely to promote
student learning; and improvements to school facilities.

FIRST IMPRESSIONS OF THE DC SCHOOL SYSTEM UNDER PERAA

Student Achievement

Public attention frequently is focused on fluctuations in student achieve-
ment scores, in DC as in the rest of the nation. First impressions offer a
mixed picture: in general, scores on the District of Columbia Comprehen-
sive Assessment System (DC CAS) have continued on an upward trajectory
(which began before PERAA was enacted), and they have flattened slightly
during the most recent 2 school years. However, definitive conclusions
about PERAA’s effects cannot be drawn from these preliminary results for
three major reasons:

1. The DC CAS is designed to measure students’ mastery of specific
academic skills, but determining whether and how the changes
in district policies or strategies have contributed to those skills
requires additional empirical evidence: the scores themselves do
not provide evidence about what accounts for them.

2. The available scores are averaged across the entire student popu-
lation, and do not provide information on the status or progress
of specific groups: some may be making sharp gains while others
are not.

3. Because DC is a highly mobile district and the student population
changes every year, score fluctuations may be the result of changes
in the characteristics of the students taking the test, rather than
improvements or declines in students’ knowledge and skills.

Thus, in order to draw any conclusions about the effect of PERAA on
student achievement as measured by DC CAS, further study of patterns for
types of schools, individual schools, grade levels, neighborhoods, wards,
and population subgroups is needed, and this should include longitudinal
studies of cohorts of students within the District.

Scores from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
provide independent information about achievement trends in all 50 states
and DC, and these results also suggest that, in general, DC students’ per-
formance has been improving. However, as with the DC CAS scores, more
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study is needed to understand the reasons for trends. Like DC CAS, NAEP
does not account for changes in the demographics of the population, so it
is not possible to tell from these scores alone whether the improvements are
the result of demographic shifts rather than changes in educational policies,
programs, or practices.

School Quality and Operations

Like any district, DC is responsible for setting high expectations for all
students and providing them with the instruction and resources necessary
to meet them. Test scores only provide evidence, partial at that, about one
aspect of the system. A school system’s responsibilities are more compli-
cated, and can be categorized in five broad areas:

quality of personnel (teachers, principals, and others),
quality of classroom teaching and learning,

capacity to serve vulnerable children and youth,

promotion of family and community engagement, and
quality and equity of operations, management, and facilities.

Sk whhe

The District seems to have made changes in these areas, but a compre-
hensive evaluation would be needed to determine whether, how, and where
conditions are improving. The District is already collecting data on many
of these functions, and a first step in the evaluation will be to systematically
assess these measures, determine which will be useful for the evaluation
program, and identify priorities for new data collection—a task that was
beyond the resources of this committee.

FROM IMPRESSIONS TO EVIDENCE: AN EVALUATION PLAN

RECOMMENDATION 1 We recommend that the District of
Columbia establish an evaluation program that includes long-term
monitoring and public reporting of key indicators as well as a port-
folio of in-depth studies of high-priority issues. The indicator system
should provide long-term trend data to track how well the programs
and structure of the city’s public schools are working, the quality and
implementation of key strategies undertaken to improve education,
the conditions for student learning, and the capacity of the system
to attain valued outcomes. The in-depth studies should build on in-
dicator data. Both types of analysis should answer specific questions
about each of the primary aspects of public education for which the
District is responsible: personnel (teachers, principals, and others);
classroom teaching and learning; vulnerable children and youth; fam-
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ily and community engagement; and operations, management, and
facilities.

Figure S-1 depicts our proposed evaluation framework. It begins with
the goals the district has set for itself, as shown in the horizontal box that
appears at the top of the figure. The logic of this framework reflects the
point that passing a law does not automatically result in increased stu-
dent learning, reduced achievement gaps, increased graduation rates, or
other valued outcomes. To achieve these outcomes, the new structures and
relationships that PERAA mandated have to be established and working
as intended; school system leaders have to have implemented strategies
that are likely to be effective; those strategies have to be well implemented;
and the conditions for student learning—such as the quality of school
staff and instruction—have to have improved.

In addition to the elements of reform, the evaluation has to cover the
broad areas of the school district’s responsibility: see the shaded hori-
zontal stripes that cut across the elements of reform in Figure S-2. In this
elaboration of Figure S-1, the elements of reform and the broad evaluation
questions pertaining to them are depicted in the vertical boxes, and the sub-
stantive areas of responsibility are depicted with shaded horizontal bands.
This framework is designed to guide the evaluation so that it is compre-
hensive: even if resources limit the specific analyses that can be undertaken
at a given time, use of the framework will ensure that the most important
aspects of the system are examined.

The framework is a depiction of the primary components of reform and
of the district’s responsibilities. The basic questions to be asked under each
of the four elements and across the five areas of responsibility will need to
be answered using many different study designs, data collection methods,
and types of analysis. Thus, the evaluation framework provides a guide
to the kinds of information that are needed to fully inform policy makers
and the public. The indicators—which should be developed in conjunction
with OSSE and DCPS and members of the community—should provide
long-term disaggregated trend data to track how well district roles and
structures are working, the quality and implementation of key strategies
undertaken to improve education, the conditions for student learning, and
valued outcomes. The in-depth studies should draw from the indicators, as
well as other data, to provide detailed answers to specific questions about
key aspects of public education in the District.

It will be critical to establish stable indicators as soon as possible, sup-
plementing and refining those the District is already collecting as needed;
however, the program of focused evaluation studies will evolve over time
as changes in the city’s policies, challenges, and circumstances require.
Many empirical questions are subsumed in the elements of reform and
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the broad categories of district responsibility. The evaluators will look
to District leaders and other members of the community to establish the
priorities and available resources that will guide the choice of specific
indicators and studies, and the long-term indicator system will build on
data collection efforts already in place in the District. The evaluation needs
to engage the perspectives, concerns, and needs of all who are part of and
care about the system: students (and youth who are disconnected from
school), families, educators, administrators, and the community. The key
evaluation questions, the data used to answer them, and how these answers
are shared and used need to be designed with the concerns and goals of the
community in mind.

RECOMMENDATION 2 The Office of the Mayor of the District of
Columbia should produce an annual report to the city on the status
of the public schools, drawing on information produced by the Dis-
trict of Columbia Public Schools and other education agencies and by
the independent evaluation program that includes

e summary and analysis of trends in regularly collected indicators,
e summary of key points from in-depth studies of target issues, and
e an appendix with complete data and analysis.

Building and maintaining a high-quality indicator system, designing
studies that address pressing issues, and presenting and disseminating find-
ings so that all stakeholders can act on them will require deliberate and
skillful management. An independent evaluation program that is an on-
going source of objective information and analysis will be an invaluable
resource for the city under changing political circumstances. To make such
a program work, the District of Columbia will need to engage potential
research partners and funders in planning and developing an infrastructure
for ongoing independent evaluation of the city’s public schools.

Urban districts face some of the most difficult challenges in U.S. public
education, and many have pursued ambitious reforms. Valuable lessons
have begun to emerge from their experiences; systematically evaluating
these efforts and their effects is a critical part of education reform. Objec-
tive evidence derived from multiple sources of data is a tool for monitoring
progress and guiding continuous improvement in a city’s schools—and also
for ensuring that their benefits can be sustained and replicated in other
districts. It is our hope that this model will be of use to districts around
the country.
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Introduction

THE CITY AND ITS SCHOOLS

The nation’s capital is a small city with big challenges. Home to the
government of the richest and most powerful country on earth, the District
of Columbia has a population of about 600,000 (excluding its ever widen-
ing suburban ring), which makes it roughly comparable in size to Boston
and about 1/13th the size of New York City.! The fiscal 2010 operating
budget for the city government was about $10 billion, and it employs more
than 32,000 full-time staff.

Washington is a diverse city. Over half the residents are black, and
almost one in five speaks a language other than English in the home. It
is home to the nation’s largest concentration of college-educated blacks,
and black residents hold prominent leadership positions in corporations,
universities, and federal, state, and municipal government agencies. How-
ever, blacks also make up the largest group of economically disadvantaged
residents in the city.

Although median household income and the share of residents who
are college educated are higher than national averages, poverty rates are
also higher (17 percent compared to 13 percent nationally), and there is
large variation in economic well-being by neighborhood. The city includes
neighborhoods that have been impoverished for decades, extremely afflu-
ent sections similar to the most well-to-do suburbs of nearby Maryland

1The city of Washington, District of Columbia, is commonly referred to as Washington, the
District, or simply DC, and we use all three names in this report. Where the word district is
not capitalized, we are using it to refer to school districts in general.

11
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and Virginia, and many in between. The most affluent section (the city’s
Ward 3) has a median household income that is almost 200 percent of the
citywide average; in contrast, the poorest neighborhoods have incomes that
are 37 percent below the citywide average. The phrases “east of the river”
(the Anacostia) and “west of the park” (Rock Creek Park) are understood
by DC residents as euphemisms for the city’s enduring race and class divide,
a divide mirrored in the city’s public schools.

The city’s most significant political peculiarity is that it was designated
in the U.S. Constitution (Article One, Section 8) as a district under the
jurisdiction of the federal government and is not part of any state. Until
1973, the city had no independent governing authority, with virtually all
municipal functions under the control of the U.S. Congress. In that year
the Home Rule Act granted the District limited governance authority, but
Congress still retains considerable authority over its affairs and budget, and
the city’s elected Representative to Congress does not have a vote in that
body. This situation has long been a flash point for DC residents, and many
car owners have license plates with the slogan “taxation without represen-
tation,” to echo Patrick Henry’s famous phrase about tyranny.

The public policy arena under the purview of the DC government that
is most fraught, most politically contested, and most socially complex is
education. The city has a relatively small public school system, with about
45,000 students enrolled in traditional elementary and secondary schools
and another 28,000 in public charter schools.? Formally segregated until
1954, the schools serve a city in which residential patterns continue to play
a prominent role in the politics of education. In the 2006-2007 school year,
for example, less than 33 percent of all white school-age children attended
DC public schools (including charter schools), while more than 90 percent
of all black and 88 percent of all Hispanic school-age children did so. Look-
ing at it another way, white children made up over 13 percent of the city’s
school-age population, but accounted for only 5 percent of all students in
public or charter schools.?

Reforms to the education system, then, inevitably evoke concerns about
neighborhood cohesion, gentrification, and the power of commercial and
economic development interests, as well as the potentially negative effects
that change may have on the city’s poor and minority populations.

Given the city’s uniquely complicated historical, political, and economic
history, the governance of the DC Public Schools (DCPS) has necessarily

2For contrast, New York City has more than 1 million children enrolled in public schools
and about 40,000 in charter schools.

3For 2006-2007 (the latest year for which complete data are available), 3,521 of 11,298
white school-age children were in public or charter schools, 57,706 of 63,861 black children,
and 7,130 of 8,017 Hispanic children (21st Century School Fund, Brookings Institution, and
Urban Institute, 2008).
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been significantly different from that of any other school district in the
country. Rather than being one of a number of school districts governed
by a state department of education, DCPS has been overseen by a changing
combination of entities and individuals, including Congress and local offi-
cials. As summarized by two experts who have studied the system closely
(Hannaway and Usdan, 2008, p. 116):

In recent years, the Board of Education (both appointed and elected), a
number of U.S. Senate and U.S. House of Representative committees, the
DC City Council, DC Financial Control Board, a state education office,
the mayor, the DC Chief Financial Officer, two charter school boards,
many superintendents (appointed by different authorities), and unions
have all played key roles in education policy making and school manage-
ment. At almost any point in time, overlapping areas of responsibility
provided all players with reason to blame each other when things went
wrong, and they left none of the players with sufficient power to demand
quality performance.

The school system is well known not only for its struggles with gover-
nance, but also for its students’ persistently low average achievement, and
particularly the achievement of poor and minority students. Although recent
data from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) show
modest gains in student achievement for some DC students between 2007
and 2009, the district’s average test performance historically has been poor,
contributing to the system’s dismal reputation for at least three decades.

Since state-by-state comparisons of student achievement on NAEP
first became available in the 1990s, DC schools have performed at the low
end of the scale; numerous reports prior to that time had also documented
DC students’ low average performance and other shortcomings. On the
District’s own assessments, average performance has fluctuated, although
there have been pockets of excellence. DCPS has frequently been publicly
criticized not only for its students’ low achievement, but also for its poor
financial management, dilapidated facilities, inadequate resources, and
other failings. Mounting frustration about the quality of the public schools
has led DC (like other cities confronting similar challenges) to approve 60
public charter schools, now serving roughly 28,000 students. Some local
activists have urged an even more dramatic change by supporting school
vouchers that can be used toward tuition costs at private schools (District of
Columbia Charter School Board, 2010). As this report goes to press, there
is a movement in the U.S. Congress to restore the city’s voucher program,
which was suspended in 2006.

It was in this context that the DC City Council passed the Public
Education Reform Amendment Act (PERAA) of 2007, which established
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mayoral control of the city’s public schools and a state department of
education and instituted other significant management changes (Office
of the Chief Financial Officer, 2007). PERAA also mandated an indepen-
dent, comprehensive, 5-year evaluation to determine “whether sufficient
progress in public education has been achieved to warrant continuation
of the provisions and requirements of this act or whether a new law, and
a new system of education, should be enacted by the District govern-
ment . ..” (p. 9).

THE COMMITTEE’S CHARGE AND ITS WORK

In response to PERAA’s requirement for an independent evaluation, the
DC City Council, with the concurrence and cooperation of the mayor,
the chancellor of DCPS, and the new State Superintendent of Education
(a position created by PERAA), turned to the National Research Council
(NRC) of the National Academies. This report, the first in what is expected
to be a series issued during the next 5 years, is the product of an expert
panel convened by the NRC in response to that request.

Although the design and oversight of an evaluation is an unusual
assignment for the NRC, which does not routinely conduct program evalu-
ations or address the circumstances of a single jurisdiction, the institution
recognized both the special circumstances motivating the request and the
extraordinary opportunity the initiative represents. The financial and moral
support of local business and civic leaders reinforced the NRC’s vision that
the initiative could provide a valuable contribution to the ongoing public
debate about public education in the District.

The committee’s charge for the first phase of the project was not to
conduct an evaluation but to design a potential multiyear, multiphase
evaluation of the District of Columbia Public Schools. The committee was
asked to identify available data and assess its quality and utility; develop
a preliminary set of indicators; engage with various stakeholder groups,
including researchers, national and local reform experts, and civic leaders;
and explore the desirability, feasibility, and scope of the optional next
phases of the initiative. The committee has aspired to provide as compre-
hensive a response as possible, and our interpretation of the charge is based
on a number of basic assumptions, shown in Box 1-1.

The committee addresses all aspects of its charge in this report, but we
do so with varying degrees of analytical depth as allowed by existing and
accessible information. Constraints of budget, time, and data availability
limited what we could accomplish. Indeed, our experience developing this
foundational evaluation plan demonstrated that answering complex ques-
tions about a rapidly changing urban school reform requires a sustainable
program that takes into account ongoing community input.
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BOX 1-1
Committee’s Assumptions

In carrying out its work and writing this report, the committee made four funda-
mental assumptions about an evaluation program. We believe that an evaluation
with these characteristics is applicable not only for the District of Columbia Public
Schools, but also for many other school districts.

1. Conscientious evaluation of a school district with an ambitious reform
program requires comprehensive thinking about its goals and its many
responsibilities to students, the education workforce, and the community.

2. Readily available quantitative data, such as standardized test scores, pro-
vide one source of valuable information for an evaluation, but they do not
substitute for a thorough examination of important questions about the
overall performance of a public school system. A significantly wider range
of information is required.

3. Although PERAA requires a specific evaluation, we interpret its purpose
more broadly: to establish for the residents and leaders of DC a sustainable
ongoing program of evaluation that provides reliable information they can
use to continually improve the school system.

4. Although much attention has been focused on the actions of the mayor
and chancellor who began the process of implementing PERAA, neither
the provisions of the law nor their actions are likely to provide the principal
explanations for all the changes in teaching, learning, and student progress.
Thus, an independent evaluation program, designed to provide stable,
ongoing information, is needed to track and analyze long-term, meaning-
ful changes in the system. It should be robust and resilient in order to
withstand whatever personnel and political changes may occur in the city
and the school system and provide a stable basis for evidence-informed
decision making.

We learned a great deal about the circumstances in the DC school sys-
tem from our review of preliminary data, but the committee had neither
the time nor the resources to conduct a thorough analysis of available data
or to collect new data. However, even a more systematic analysis of the
information that is available would likely not provide a sufficient basis for
conclusions about the effects of PERAA or about how well the system is
faring more generally. Moreover, even as this first report goes to press, the
situation in DC has changed significantly from when the committee first
met: although much attention was focused as this project began on the
decisions of the first mayor and chancellor who served under PERAA, both
offices have since changed hands.
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Thus, our focus was the development of a plan for a sustained, inde-
pendent evaluation program. We hope that this plan will be of use to other
districts but it was developed specifically for Washington, DC. Our report
begins with a review of the historical background and context in which
PERAA was enacted and a discussion of what we have learned about the
public education system in the city—all of which influenced our plan for
the evaluation.

Planning for the committee’s work began with a public meeting in July
2009, which approximately 80 people attended. Many spoke about what
they saw as the most important educational outcomes for DCPS. Perspec-
tives were offered by DC government officials (the chair of the city council,
the deputy mayor, the chancellor and the state superintendent all spoke), as
well as civic, business, and labor leaders, and DCPS parents. Expert input
was also obtained from education researchers and evaluators.

The committee was formally appointed in early 2010, and it held
three meetings that year, as well as a public forum through which we again
sought the views of stakeholders from across the city. At that forum, prin-
cipals and school administrators; teachers; charter school representatives;
special education providers; education providers for children and youth;
representatives of colleges, universities, and job training programs; stu-
dents; and parents were asked to discuss the education issues they viewed
as most important for the city.

We also commissioned two background papers and have sought input
from researchers, DCPS officials, national and local experts in education
reform, civic leaders, and members of the school community. On behalf of
the committee, staff attended DCPS hearings and community meetings. We
have also reviewed much of the published literature on recent reforms in the
District, as well as other relevant research on reforms elsewhere and have
examined available accounts of developments in the history of PERAA.

The primary result of the committee’s work is the design for a compre-
hensive and continuing program for evaluating the District’s schools. Our
recommended design is presented and discussed in Chapter 7. We note
the logic that leads us to this conclusion. In general terms we differentiate
among the intent of the reform (as articulated in the law), its implementa-
tion (actions taken by DCPS and the city government), and its effects (on
student learning and other valued outcomes). Though questions about the
reform’s effects on learning are perhaps the most important and the ones
with greatest long-term impact, they also require the most data, the most
rigorous analysis, and the most patience.

The structure of this report reflects that logic and those three elements.
We begin in the next two chapters with the background needed to under-
stand the District of Columbia’s schools and the intents underlying the pas-
sage of PERAA. Chapter 2 provides a brief overview of education reform
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nationally; Chapter 3 provides the historical context for PERAA. Chapter 4
describes the city’s response thus far (up to the end of 2010, when this
report went into final production) to the requirements of PERAA, focus-
ing on its implementation. The next two chapters provide a preliminary
look at the very limited evidence that is available about effects on learning
and other valued outcomes: Chapter 5 looks at student achievement, and
Chapter 6 considers a wide array of other issues that need to be consid-
ered in any evaluation. In both these chapters we offer the committee’s
cautions and caveats about how to interpret this kind of early evidence.
Chapter 7 presents the committee’s consensus regarding the fragility of
existing information as a basis for reaching summative judgments—positive
or negative—about the effectiveness of the reform, and our recommenda-
tion for a robust, sustainable, and independent program of evaluation and
research.
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Education Reform in the United States

The history of efforts to reform education is likely almost as long as the
history of schools and teaching, but the last few decades have been charac-
terized by particularly active reform efforts in the United States (see, e.g.,
Tyack and Cuban, 1995). Dire (if possibly exaggerated) warnings about
declining academic achievement in the 1980s (see, e.g., Cremin, 1990)
inspired a flowering of research as well as ongoing public dialogue about
ways to improve teaching and learning.

Standards-based reform—the establishment of rigorous content and
performance standards for what students should know and be able to do
and the alignment of curriculum, assessment, and other elements of the
system to those standards—has become an organizing principle for most
states’ and districts’ efforts to improve, as well as for federal programs and
policy, beginning with the Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994 (see,
e.g., Goertz, 2007; Hamilton, Stecher, and Yuan, 2008; Smith and O’Day,
1991; Zavadsky, 2009). The Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994 was
the first to focus on standards-based reform, though that approach prob-
ably came to most people’s attention when the 2001 No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) Act was passed. It is central to more recent initiatives, such as the
Race to the Top grant initiative.

Standards-based reform is an idea that has caught on more thoroughly
than perhaps any other single strategy in the history of U.S. public schools.
A combination of research, experience, and intuition about school gover-
nance and the prospects for systemic improvement have made it appealing
to educators and policy makers alike. They find it compelling because
it addresses concerns that a major obstacle to improvement is the frag-
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mented nature of school governance and the frayed connections among
major school functions—curriculum, instruction, assessment, and profes-
sional development. Standards-based reforms called for a more centralized
approach to a school system. Though it can be argued that the absence of
centralized authority has given U.S. schools an advantage in capacity to
innovate and to respond to the needs of a fast-growing and diverse popula-
tion (see, e.g., Cremin, 1990; Feuer, 2006), it is also clear that large num-
bers of students are still not meeting rigorous standards, at least as defined
by current national and international benchmarks.

At the core of the standards movement is the focus on holding states,
districts, and schools accountable for their students’ achievement—in part
by monitoring their performance using assessments aligned with rigorous
standards.! This kind of accountability entails a commitment that is rela-
tively new in the United States: to hold every student to high standards and
to provide every student with the curricula and instruction necessary to
meet them. Expectations for young people have evolved significantly over
the past 100 years. At the beginning of the 1900s, only about 10 percent
of students graduated from high school, yet by the second half of the cen-
tury the prevalent view was that all students should not only be expected
to graduate from high school, but also to aspire to college (see National
Research Council, 2001). The pattern of participation in education for the
second half of the 20th century was what has led some scholars to label it
as “the human capital century” (Goldin and Katz, 2008). It is worth not-
ing that this massive expansion in access began decades before any even
vaguely similar expansion was implemented in most European and Asian
democracies.

The idea that all students should be held to the same high standards
was put to the test as a growing body of achievement data—from both
the National Assessment of Educational Progress and state assessments—
documented the persistent disparity in academic performance among stu-
dents with different racial, ethnic, and socieconomic backgrounds. The legal
responses to these disparities have ranged from disputes over racial prefer-
ences in selection processes and the use of busing to desegregate schools
to numerous school finance lawsuits, such as Abbott v. Burke, in which
the New Jersey court ruled that the state had failed in its constitutional
obligation to provide a “thorough and efficient” education to students
in poor, urban school districts. The 1985 ruling led to a requirement that
the state implement a variety of reforms to ensure equitable distribution

IFor more information on Race to the Top, see http://osse.dc.gov/seo/frames.asp?doc=/seo/
lib/seo/cos/race_to_the_top/dc_rttt_section_vi_application.pdf [accessed November 2010]. For
discussions of content and performance standards and their influence on schools, see, among
others, Stecher and Vernez (2010) and Goertz and Duffy (2003).
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of educational resources among its districts and schools (Education Law
Center, 2010).

Jurisdictions in all parts of the country have struggled to develop
ways to truly hold all students to high standards while also meeting a
wide range of needs. Students with disabilities, students who are not flu-
ent in English, students who start school without having had high-quality
preschool preparation, students who are living in poverty or in struggling
families and neighborhoods—all require support if they are to learn to high
standards. The NCLB requirement to report disaggregated data on student
achievement further solidified the national commitment to understanding
and attempting to close the achievement gap, and it has codified into law
the pursuit of equity as a high-priority goal of public education.

REFORM IN URBAN DISTRICTS

Urban school districts, which frequently have high concentrations of
students at risk for school failure, are at the forefront in the challenge
of defining and ensuring equity, and many have also been pioneers in
school reform. Persistently low levels of achievement, struggles to recruit
and retain both effective teachers and principals and other leaders, and the
needs of families in high-poverty neighborhoods are among the challenges
that face these districts. Recent attention to seemingly chronic district-level
failings has highlighted the importance of considering the advantages of
district-level reforms. A focus on this level makes it possible to examine
governance structures, central office performance, and districtwide policies
and management—all of which make districts “potent sites and sources of
educational reform” (Hightower et al., 2002, p. 1).

Studies of district management of resources and personnel, as well as
case studies of the culture of school districts, have contributed to under-
standing of the important role of school districts in reform (see, e.g., Chait,
2009; Elmore, 2004; Loeb and Reininger, 2004; McLaughlin and Talbert,
2006; Moon, 2007; Murnane and Steele, 2007; Rivikin et al., 2005;
Spillane, 1998; Steele et al., 2010; Stotko et al., 2007; Wenglinsky, 2000).
Districts are also appealing to study because it is at this level that promis-
ing reforms can be brought to scale. Though districts are complex—and
each has its own characteristics and challenges—they also have the power
to implement more comprehensive reforms than are possible at the single-
school level. Since the reform movement took hold, districts have also
learned from one another, and they have explored a range of approaches
to building on the standards-based approach as they work to bring about
improvements in even the most challenged schools. The research that has
explored the strategies they have used has begun to identify factors that
have been effective.

Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.



A Plan for Evaluating the District of Columbia's Public Schools: From Impressions to Evidence

22 EVALUATING THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA’S PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Much of the research on district-level school reform consists of case
studies. For example, a study of three districts that worked with the Insti-
tute for Learning to implement systemic reforms? found that although the
districts’ experiences and results varied, they demonstrated the possibili-
ties for using data effectively to solve problems and make other valuable
changes (Marsh, 2002; Marsh et al., 2005).3 However, limited staff, time,
and money have constrained the progress these districts could make.

For example, a study of seven urban districts* that received grants from
the Pew Charitable Trusts to support implementation of standards-based
systemic reform concluded that high standards for students, assessments,
and accountability by themselves are not sufficient to produce signifi-
cant improvement (David and Shields, 2001). These elements have to be
accompanied by explicit guidance to teachers for implementing an equally
ambitious curriculum and by explicit expectations regarding instructional
practices.

Another study documented the paths taken by five urban districts’ that
have won the prestigious prize for urban education awarded by the Broad
Foundation (Zavadsky, 2009). To select its winners, the Broad Founda-
tion analyzes a range of district data, including student achievement re-
sults, graduations rates, and district management and performance data.®
The study found that the five winners shared a long-term commitment to
the reforms they adopted, and that all have “[clear definitions of] what
students are to know and be able to do; teachers who feel supported and
respected; and students who progress through seamless educational pro-
grams” (Zavadsky, 2009, p. xxi).

Another case study examined results for districts that pursued a “data-
driven reform model” developed by the Center for Data-Driven Reform
in Education (Slavin et al., 2010, p. 4), in which data are used to guide

2Systemic reform is a term used to describe one of the central aspects of standards-based
reform, the idea that all of the components of the public education system (e.g., instruction,
assessment, curriculum, professional development) must be thoughtfully planned so that they
are integrated and can work together. The term highlights the contrast between a comprehen-
sive, or systemic, approach and efforts to tackle one area of improvement at a time (O’Day
and Smith, 1993).

3For more information on the Institute for Learning, see http:/ifl.Irdc.pitt.edu/ifl/ [accessed
March 2011].

4The districts were Christina, Delaware; Community District 2, New York City; Fayette
County, Kentucky; Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; Portland, Oregon; San Diego, California; and
Yonkers, New York.

SThe districts were Aldine Independent School District, Texas; Boston, Massachusetts;
Garden Grove Unified School District, California; Long Beach Unified School District, Cali-
fornia; and Norfolk, Virginia.

%For more information on the foundation, see http://www.broadfoundation.org/ [accessed
March 2011].
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districts and schools in improving. The study concluded that the use of
data on student learning, students’ demographic characteristics, school pro-
cesses, and teacher perceptions allowed educators to identify problems and
use professional development, and other interventions to solve them. The
study also concluded that the collection and interpretation of data were not
sufficient to yield improvement—it was necessary for schools and districts
to follow up with specific actions designed to meet clearly defined goals.

In short, the literature on district reform suggests that a district can be
a strong agent for reform and that districts that have achieved improve-
ments share several attributes, such as those identified by Marsh (2002)
and Marsh et al. (2005)7:

e asystemwide approach in which policies and practices are aligned;

e strong support and professional development for both teachers and
administrators;

e clearly defined expectations for students and teachers, combined
with a strong emphasis on improvement; and

e reliance on data to support instructional decisions and for
accountability.

Boston, Chicago, Cincinnati, Minneapolis, and New York City are
all examples of districts that have adopted rigorous content and perfor-
mance standards and have aligned the curricula, instruction, and other
aspects of their systems to those standards (Elmore, 2004). They have used
data, including comprehensive student information management systems,
to guide their decisions and have emphasized professional development
for teachers and principals. They have relied on frequent formative assess-
ments.® They have also developed a culture of learning and collaboration
among teachers. But districts have taken very different routes even to mak-
ing these sorts of changes—and these differences reflect marked differences
in their circumstances.

MAYORAL CONTROL

Changing the way districts are governed, i.e., rethinking basic mana-
gerial and political structures, has long been a linchpin of reform. Policy
makers have assumed that new structures of authority at the top of the

7We emphasize that defining success or improvement for an entire district is not a straight-
forward task, an issue we discuss in Chapters 5-7.

8Formative assessments are those that are designed primarily to provide immediate feedback
to both teachers and students about what has been learned. They can be contrasted with
summative assessments, which are usually designed primarily to provide more generalized
information about student performance to administrators and policy makers.
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system will facilitate the improvements that are needed to raise student
achievement. Changes in governance structures alter institutional relation-
ships, establish new lines of authority and accountability, influence the way
resources are allocated, and shift patterns of influence over key policy and
programmatic decisions (March and Olsen, 1989, 1995; Mazzoni, 1991;
Meier, 2004). Such governance reforms focus on authority for decisions
about finances, personnel, and curriculum, as well as changes in lines of
accountability—who is accountable to whom for school operations and stu-
dent outcomes. Reformers who have used governance structures as instru-
ments of change believe that institutions can become calcified over time,
as those who benefit from them seek to preserve the status quo (see, e.g.,
Henig and Rich, 2004). Consequently, reform may require that school dis-
trict governance be “jolted” through new institutional rules and structures.

Mayoral control is one sort of jolt that has been tried in Boston,
Chicago, Cleveland, New York City, and now, Washington, DC. Each of
these cities has given the mayor increased formal authority over the school
system through the power to appoint school board members and, in some
cases, the district superintendent or chief executive officer of the school sys-
tem. In each case, the city has decided that centralized authority will allow
district leaders to better coordinate across units; recruit and manage person-
nel; impose tighter control over finances; and provide more equal learning
opportunities for students. These cities have hoped the new structures will
also solve problems associated with entrenched interest groups who gain
power through school board elections in which relatively few people vote.
Reformers believe that the lines of accountability will be clearer because
responsibility for the schools’ performance will ultimately rest with one
visible official with a broad-based electoral constituency.

Although the exact form that mayoral control has taken has varied
considerably, several managerial approaches have been common. In each
case, reformers have emphasized the use of data in decision making and
have structured accountability systems around measures of school and stu-
dent performance. The extent to which curricular decisions are centralized
or delegated to individual schools varies, but these systems share a focus
on the professional competence of the teaching force as a critical element,
and they stress the primacy of teachers in their reform strategies. Cities with
mayoral control have also sought to mobilize a constituency much wider
than those directly employed by or associated with the schools, so a whole
community will share a stake in the public schools (Henig and Rich, 2004;
Hess, 2008; Viteritti, 2009).

Researchers have begun to examine the effects of mayoral control.
Most recently, a study of nine cities that implemented new school gov-
ernance models was conducted by the Institute on Education Law and
Policy, Rutgers University. The study found that these approaches (which
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included mayoral control and other models) resulted in greater efficiency
and reduced corruption, and they also helped the cities gain significant
funding boosts through private philanthropy and federal support (Insti-
tute on Education Law and Policy, Rutgers University, 2010).” The study
also concluded that, while changes in governance may have a positive or
neutral effect on student achievement, governance is likely not the most
important factor in district change. A study of mayoral control in New
York City (Hill, 2011) also noted the importance of distinguishing between
a structural change in governance and the leadership approach with which
it is implemented. In general, these studies have shown that “structure is
not a solution; it is an enabler” (Viteritti, 2009, p. 9; see also Allen and
Mintrom, 2010; Carl, 2009; Henig and Rich, 2004). That is, altered politi-
cal arrangements can bring about important changes, such as new institu-
tional relationships and lines of authority and accountability, and new ways
of allocating resources. However, they do not, by themselves, bring about
educational improvements.

THE CONTEXT OF REFORM

Ideas about mayoral control, charter schools, vouchers, privatization
of instructional services through for-profit firms, and other managerial
innovations reflect the continuation of a long-standing American quest to
solve a fundamental dilemma: how to reconcile the nation’s democratic
ideals, its insistence on high academic standards, and its belief in the virtues
of economic efficiency and productivity. Simply stated, Americans have
never accepted the notion that high standards for all is, in any sense, an
oxymoron. As the preeminent historian of American education observed
(Cremin, 1990, p. 43):

[Tf there is a crisis in American schooling it is . . . the crisis inherent in
balancing [a] tremendous variety of demands Americans have made on
their schools and colleges—of crafting curricula that take account of the
needs of a modern society at the same time that they make provision for
the extraordinary diversity of America’s young people. . . .

In recent years, debates over access, efficiency, and inclusion have
become refocused as Americans struggle to understand and cope with an
increasingly complex global and domestic environment. Some people ask
whether schools will be valued as a public good and their legitimacy mea-
sured by their capacity to educate students according to the demands of

9The cities in the Rutgers study were Baltimore; Boston; Chicago; Cleveland; Detroit;
Hartford, Connecticut; New York; Philadelphia; and Washington, DC.
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informed and active citizenship. Others ask whether schools reflect a more
private definition and serve as training grounds for business, the labor
market, and the self-interest instincts of an advanced capitalist system.
Inevitably these questions evoke an especially sensitive question relevant
to reform in large cities: Can the political organization and control of
school systems be decoupled from the processes of urban neighborhood
revitalization?

For some observers of and participants in efforts to improve urban
schooling, “reform” brings a potentially unacceptable risk—exacerbating
the vulnerabilities of black, Hispanic/Latino, and poor students—especially
if the reform is accompanied by the gentrification of resource-poor neigh-
borhoods that are home to those students. According to one characteriza-
tion of this issue, developers use schools as the initial and critical site for
boosting urban real estate values. Middle- and upper-income, mostly white,
residents relocate to newly upgraded urban centers, and public housing is
often abandoned, pushing poor black and Hispanic/Latino residents out of
central cities (Fenwick, 2006).

In this scenario, school systems that serve high percentages of black,
Hispanic/Latino, and poor students face at least three particular challenges:
(1) from the perspective of real estate developers, central city schools are
situated near valuable underdeveloped land; (2) from the perspective of the
school district, these schools are underperforming and desperately need fis-
cal resources to address chronic deficiencies; and (3) from the perspective of
parents with students in those schools, frustration with the inadequacies
of the schools serving their children is at an all time high, and they are
desperate for change (Fenwick, 2006; Lipman and Haines, 2007).

There are conflicting views about these issues and the empirical evi-
dence regarding them is thin. However, the existence of the perception that
market-driven reforms may impose severe downside risks for some com-
munities is an important element in the complex politics of schools and
schooling. It is worth noting that although it has long been argued that
local control of public schools empowers parents and community residents,
this empowerment has rarely occurred in poor, black and Hispanic/Latino
communities (Henig et al., 1999). Some researchers suggest that political
insiders sometimes short circuit the intended benefits to schools and com-
munities, and that there is frequently a complicated racial dimension to
this scenario (Henig et al., 1999). Systemic reform has not garnered much
grassroots support or enthusiasm among lower- and middle-income black
parents whose children attend urban schools, who often view reform ini-
tiatives as uninformed by their community and disconnected from the best
interests of their children (Lipman and Haines, 2007; Vaught, 2009; Weil,
2009). These parents and community members often point to school clos-
ings as “proof” that school reform is not in their interests. Again, although
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there is no empirical evidence to support this claim, the perception can be
strong enough to influence even the best-intentioned reforms. As districts
pursue reform, they are eager to know what has worked well in other
places—and what accounts for the gains that are observed. Many districts
have seen periods of apparent progress followed by periods when improve-
ment seems to stall. Researchers have raised questions about the inferences
to be drawn from test scores—the most easily available measures of prog-
ress (see Chapter 5). And because districts have such broad responsibilities
they may make strong progress in one area—say, improving outcomes for
English language learners—while other problems, such as dropout rates,
remain unsolved.

Reformers operate in an intensely political atmosphere. Their actions
are scrutinized by a public that wants results. Tensions and suspicions
contribute to community distrust and inertia, more so when reform is
perceived as having been externally orchestrated and when its outcomes
are perceived to benefit new urban residents and to hurt poor, black,
and Hispanic/Latino residents. It would be naive to expect even the
most sophisticated system of research and evaluation to resolve all such
political and policy issues (Cartwright, 2007), but it would be even more
cynical to assume that good data and solid analysis cannot contribute
usefully to improved education for all children.
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The District of Columbia
and the Reform Act:
Historical Overview

Washington’s Public Education Reform Amendment Act (PERAA) of
2007, like other urban governance reforms, was a response to complex politi-
cal and historical circumstances, but four themes are particularly important
for understanding this new law: (1) the school system’s long experience with
expert scrutiny and institutional tinkering; (2) the continuing influence of
the city’s racial history and politics; (3) the effects of the city’s unique juris-
dictional relationship with the U.S. Congress; and (4) the school district’s
legacy of limited administrative capacity.

A HISTORY OF REFORM AND CRITICISM

PERAA is the latest in a long line of changes in the way the DC Public
School (DCPS) system is governed. Since 1804, there have been 17 different
governance and administrative structures, and PERAA was the second new
approach since 2000 (see Levy, 2004; Richards, 2000). There were many
changes through the 1900s, perhaps the most visible of which was the 1968
decision to make the local school board an elected body.

Two changes during the 1990s significantly altered authority patterns in
the city’s public schools. In 1995, the DC Public Charter School Board was
established, which led to rapid growth in the number of charter schools:
2 in 1996, 19 more in 1997, and 10 more in 1998 (Hart, 2000). In 1996,
the presidentially appointed DC Financial Responsibility and Management
Board (informally known as the Control Board) reduced the authority of
the elected school board and was given the authority to select the district
superintendent. In the first major change in this century, DC voters in 2000
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narrowly approved a referendum that allowed the mayor to appoint four of
the nine school board members. Then, in 2007, PERAA was enacted. Al-
though these 17 permutations in governance structures were implemented
over two centuries by very different decision-making processes and under
sharply contrasting political conditions, each can be viewed as an effort to
balance ideals of democratic accountability and representation with effi-
ciency goals.

Although the 2007 law was regarded as a dramatic change, school
administrators working under earlier governance arrangements attempted
some reform strategies similar to those being implemented under PERAA.
For example, in 2003, DCPS officials outlined a plan to give principals
greater autonomy in return for improved student performance (Archer,
2003). This initiative, implemented in partnership with the nonprofit New
Leaders for New Schools, was announced less than 2 years after another
initiative, the Principals’ Leadership Academy, was implemented to trans-
form principals into instructional leaders (Stricherz, 2001). One can infer
from subsequent reports on educational quality in DCPS that these initia-
tives did not live up to their proponents’ expectations. Nevertheless, it is
important to keep in mind that while some past governance structures may
have turned out to be ineffective, parts of their reform agendas mirrored
those being implemented under PERAA.

Virtually all of the changes were prompted in part by the publication of
myriad reports, commissioned by civic groups or other third parties, which
were critical of the public schools. Beginning with a report prepared by
Franklin Roosevelt’s Advisory Committee on Education in 1938, most docu-
mented the same problems: low student achievement on standardized tests;
the inability of the schools to retain students; and DCPS students’ low rates
of enrollment in postsecondary education, relative lack of success in obtain-
ing employment, and poor performance on the armed forces induction tests.

Three decades later, in April 1967, the Washington Post echoed what
scholarly analyses were documenting:

The collapse of public education in Washington is now evident. Reading
scores reported in this newspaper show that fully one-third of the city
schools’ pupils have fallen two years or more behind their proper grade
level. . . . The real question is whether the city is going to have public
schools, in any legitimate and useful sense, in the future. . . . Citizens,
Congress and President Johnson now have an urgent obligation to face the
truth that nothing at all will help, short of a massive reorganization of
the Washington School system. (as quoted in Diner, 1990, p. 127)

The reports continued for the next 40 years, along with congressional
hearings and media accounts documenting the failings of the District’s
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public schools, such as incompetent management and lack of fiscal over-
sight, unequal and inefficient distribution of resources to schools, student
discipline problems, and chronically low academic achievement. For exam-
ple, in a 2006 report funded by the Federal City Council,’ the Parthenon
Group summarized five other reports, issued between 1989 and 2006,
that consistently found student academic performance had worsened; no
significant progress had been made in improving the teacher workforce;
schools were hampered by an ineffective central bureaucracy; and the
broader Washington community seemed to be indifferent to these persistent
problems. On the eve of PERAA’s enactment, a Washington Post reporter
concluded that (Witt, 2007, para. 5):

The history of D.C. school reform is filled with fix-it plans hailed as silver
bullets and would-be saviors who are celebrated before being banished.
The constant churn of reform has been a big part of the schools’ troubles,
according to school officials, community activists, and others who have
watched the system for decades.

A good measure of the explanation for the District’s saga of continued
documentation of problems and shifting governance arrangements—with
little to show for either—may lie in the politics that emerged from its unique
dependence on congressional authority and the city’s racial history.

THE RACIAL HISTORY OF DC SCHOOLS

The first District school for black students was founded in 1807 by three
former slaves with support from private contributions. In 1862, Congress
mandated that all black and white children (aged 6-14) receive 3 months of
education each year and that 10 percent of the taxes collected on “Negro-
owned property” be used to support schools for black students (Richards,
2000). In 1874, what had been separate governing boards for black schools
and for white schools in Washington City, Georgetown, and Washington
County were consolidated into a single board with the requirement that
5 of its 19 members be black. Despite the consolidated board, the district
had two superintendents, one for the white and one for the black schools.
The District’s public schools remained segregated for the next 80 years, until
the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court decision.

Despite significant disparities in the resources available to black and
white schools, Washington had some of the highest quality black schools
in the country during the period of legal segregation. For example, Dunbar

IThe Federal City Council, established in 1954, is a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization
composed of and financed by 200 business, educational, professional, and civic leaders.
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(originally the M Street School), which was for many years the only high
school for black students, had an illustrious history of academic achieve-
ment. Its students earned higher scores, on average, than did the students at
two of the three District high schools for white students. Among Dunbar’s
graduates were the first blacks to graduate from the U.S. Military Academy
and the U.S. Naval Academy, the first black federal judge, the first black
general, the first black elected to the U.S. Senate since Reconstruction, and
the first black full professor at a major research university (Hundley, 1967).
Dunbar and other black schools were staffed by many teachers with excel-
lent credentials during this period. For example, four of Dunbar’s first eight
principals graduated from Oberlin College and two from Harvard University.
In the 1920s, its faculty included three teachers with PhDs. As Risen (2008,
p. 82) notes of this period:

Like many urban districts, Washington thrived because it could rely on
a class of educators—in this case, African Americans—who were mostly
kept out of other professions. But as barriers eroded in the 1950s and
1960s, experienced black teachers began leaving for better opportunities.

After the 1954 Brown decision, Washington differed from other southern
school districts in its quick and positive response: only 8 days after the ruling,
the appointed school board adopted a desegregation policy. However, that
policy did not substantially change the racial composition of schools that had
been part of the all-black system. Enrollment for these schools averaged
97 percent black students for each year between 1954 and 1960, and nearly
two-thirds of the schools that had been legally restricted to white students
before 1954 became predominantly black by 1960, as white families moved