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No Excuses Campaign

The No Excuses campaign is a national effort organized by The Heri-
tage Foundation to mobilize public pressure on behalf of better educa-
tion for the poor. The No Excuses campaign brings together liberals, 
centrists, and conservatives who are committed to high academic 
achievement among children of all races, ethnic groups, and family 
incomes.

Participants in the No Excuses campaign may hold differing views 
about vouchers, the federal role in education, and other policy issues. 
But we agree that there is no excuse for the academic failure of most 
public schools serving poor children. All children can learn. Hundreds 
of public, private, and religious schools serving low-income children 
have proved it. Help us to shine a spotlight on their success and join us 
in demanding that failing schools meet their standard. 

No Excuses.
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Foreword

A tenured teacher recently came to my office and told me, 
“These children can’t learn. It’s cultural.” So, I looked at the 
lady, and I said, “You’re coming from 72nd Street, all the way 
up to Harlem, to tell me that children of color cannot learn?” I 
said to her, “You’ve got two choices. Either resign or I’m going 
to fire you.” And you know what, she left, quickly. Because I 
made her life miserable. I observed her every single day, and I 
told her she couldn’t teach, and she had to go. And she left. 
Good principals know the union contract. Good principals 
weed out ineffective teachers.

—Gregory Hodge, principal
Frederick Douglass Academy, Harlem

Aristotle said that we can demonstrate the possible by studying the 
actual. This remarkable book by Samuel Casey Carter shows what is 
possible in the education of low-income children.

 The failure of most public schools to teach poor children is a national 
tragedy and a national disgrace. Fifty-eight percent of low-income 4th 
graders cannot read, and 61 percent of low-income 8th graders cannot 
do basic math. The magnitude of this educational malpractice is stagger-
ing: Of the roughly 20 million low-income children in K–12 schools, 12 
million aren’t even learning the most elementary skills. These children 
have little hope of mastering the responsibilities of citizenship or the rig-
ors of global competition.

The message of this book is that there is no excuse for this tragedy. All 
children can learn. The principals and schools profiled in this book have 
overcome the bureaucratic and cultural obstacles that keep low-income 
children behind in most public schools. No Excuses schools have cre-
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ated a culture of achievement among children whom most public 
schools would condemn to a life of failure. 

Success stories such as these have been told before. The great econo-
mist Thomas Sowell was writing about high-performing inner-city 
schools more than twenty years ago. William Bennett publicized such 
schools when he was Secretary of Education under President Reagan, 
and Richard Riley, who occupies the same post under President Clinton, 
has done the same. The legendary math teacher Jaime Escalante, who 
turned Garfield High School in the barrios of East Los Angeles into one 
of the top-ten AP calculus programs in the country, even inspired a Hol-
lywood movie, Stand and Deliver.

But the reaction of the education establishment and its apologists has 
been to dismiss such achievement as a fluke—the work of extraordinary 
heroes whose performance cannot possibly be held as a national stan-
dard. As the New York Times Magazine put it in a recent cover story, enti-
tled “What No School Can Do”: “A child living in an inner city is in 
school for only so many hours. It’s the rest of the day—as well as the 
rest of the neighborhood—that’s the big influence, and the big prob-
lem.”

Casey Carter’s book drives a stake through this culture of defeatism. 
Educational excellence among low-income children can no longer be 
seen as the work of isolated superstars. Casey Carter found not one or 
two high-performing, high-poverty schools. He found twenty-one high-
performing, high-poverty schools that put the public school establish-
ment to shame. Their achievement is not an accident. Their success is 
the intended result of hard work, common sense teaching philosophies, 
and successful leadership strategies that can be replicated. One of the 
nation’s highest priorities should be to learn from the best practices of 
these high-performing schools and to insist that all schools serving low-
income children aspire to the No Excuses standard of excellence.

This study is not anti-public-school. It is, however, a damning indict-
ment of public education as currently structured. Most of the high-
achievement schools profiled in this book are public schools. But they 
have succeeded in spite of, not because of, the incentive structure and 
the culture of public education today. That incentive structure has to be 
completely overhauled, and the culture of excuses replaced by a culture 
of achievement, if No Excuses schools are to become the rule rather 
than the exception. 

This book does not lay out a public policy blueprint for reforming 
education of the poor. However, the achievements of the No Excuses 
principals do have a number of important policy implications that 
deserve to be explored more fully in later studies.
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Children of all races and income levels can meet 
high academic standards.

The schools profiled in this book hold all students, of all races and 
income levels, to high standards and expectations—and then make sure 
that all children succeed.

No Excuses principals reject the ideology of victimhood that domi-
nates most public discussion of race and academic achievement. They 
do not dumb down tests and courses for black and Hispanic children; 
instead they prove that children of all races and income levels can take 
tough courses and succeed. They recognize that some children may 
learn at different paces, but they make sure that all children master key 
subjects, especially reading, math, and fluency in the English language. 
They test constantly, for tests are the best way to determine whether 
each and every child is learning: the No Excuses principals see testing as 
an instrument of diagnosis, not of discrimination. Nor do they think 
that social promotion is any favor to children; they do not hesitate to 
require students to repeat grades, if necessary to master the material.

No Excuses principals hold teachers to the same high standards they 
hold students. Teachers who cannot achieve high performance among 
low-income students, even after training from master teachers, must 
look quickly for another job. 

Running a high-poverty school is one of the 
most important leadership positions in America. 

No single curriculum or teaching methodology is the secret to the 
success of the high-performing schools in this study. What they all have 
in common is excellent leadership. Almost every one of the No Excuses 
schools in this book created a culture of outstanding academic achieve-
ment within four to five years. Some were new schools that started from 
scratch. In most cases, they were low-performing schools that became 
high performers once the right leadership took over.

The high-performing principals in this study have a number of dis-
tinctive competencies. Many are superb at working with parents and 
enlisting their active support for the school’s mission. Many are skilled 
administrators and problem-solvers who stretch the dollars in their 
meager budgets and create happy, orderly environments in old worn-
down buildings. But above all what distinguishes the No Excuses princi-
pals is their skill in finding, training, and bringing out the best in teach-
ers. No Excuses schools are schools where good teachers thrive and 
develop into great teachers. 
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This suggests that the recruitment of excellent principals for high-
poverty schools is one of the best ways to expand opportunity for low-
income children. Finding the right principals, who in turn will find the 
right teachers, may be more important than reducing class size, mod-
ernizing school facilities, or any of the conventional nostrums for 
improving public education. 

To attract and keep great leaders may require paying them as great 
leaders. Principals who perform well, close to the standard set by No 
Excuses schools, should be generously rewarded. Large urban school 
systems could easily find funds for this purpose by reducing the size of 
their central administrations. Private philanthropists could also step in 
to reward and encourage exceptional leadership.

 Most principals of high-poverty schools do not come close to the 
standard set by No Excuses principals. They should be replaced. 

High achievement requires freedom. 
The high-performing principals in this study have enjoyed unusual 

freedom to make important decisions for their schools. They have hired 
and fired teachers. They have set their own budgets. In some cases they 
have chosen the curriculum. The charter-school principals in this study 
have been given this freedom explicitly in their charters. Private-school 
principals also have substantial decision-making power, subject to 
approval by their boards of trustees.

The public-school principals in this study have taken this freedom: 
They have found a way to free themselves from many of the personnel 
regulations, line-by-line budget requirements, and curricular mandates 
that hamstring most public-school principals. 

If we want to attract exceptional leaders to high-poverty schools, we 
have to free principals from micromanagement, and give them the free-
dom No Excuses principals have enjoyed. Principals can excel if they are 
given the opportunity to do their jobs as they see fit—while being held 
strictly accountable for academic achievement. There will be no excuse 
for student failure if principals are given both the freedom and the 
responsibility to make their schools successful.

 Education schools and teacher certification 
requirements need a complete overhaul.

 Teacher training is central to the effectiveness of the schools in this 
study. But most No Excuses principals say that current certification 
requirements bear little relation to quality teaching, and that education 
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schools are woefully inadequate in training teachers for low-income 
children. 

The principals in this study sharply criticize the teaching philosophies 
that have dominated education schools for the past generation. They 
reject whole language, whole math, developmentally-appropriate educa-
tion, and other teaching theories that deemphasize the acquisition of 
skills. They teach science, music, and history, not self-esteem. They say 
the best head start any poor child can have is rigorous instruction in 
reading and math, beginning in kindergarten.

The principals in this study also fault education schools for failing to 
study and learn from success. No Excuses schools have a superb track 
record of training teachers on site. But most of the high-performing, 
high-poverty schools profiled in this book have never been studied by 
leading education journals or teachers’ colleges. Business schools study 
successful business practice. Medical schools study successful medical 
practice. It’s time for education schools to study systematically the prin-
cipals and teachers who know how to improve the academic perfor-
mance of their students, regardless of their race or family background.

Parents eagerly send their children to 
high-performance schools. 

This study of high-performing principals does not speak directly to 
the desirability of school vouchers, tuition tax credits, or other propos-
als to increase parental choice and competition. The principals them-
selves come out on both sides of this issue. 

However, the experience of No Excuses principals shows that high-
performing schools would have nothing to fear and everything to gain 
from reform proposals that give parents more say about where to send 
their children. Parents are already clamoring to send their children to 
No Excuses schools. A number of schools in this study were neighbor-
hood public schools that were about to be closed because of insufficient 
enrollment; enrollment rose rapidly as soon as achievement soared. 
Long waiting lists have developed at the charter schools in this study, as 
well as the public schools where students can transfer within or across 
district lines. 

High achievement is also the recipe for voluntary racial and economic 
integration. White parents began sending their children to Portland Ele-
mentary in rural Arkansas as test scores of black students there rose dra-
matically. Middle-class parents started transferring their children to 
Morse Elementary in Cambridge, Massachusetts, as test scores of low-
income children rose rapidly. 
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  To increase choice for parents, especially in low-income neighbor-
hoods, will require more than opening up access to private schools. It 
also requires freeing up inner-city public schools so that they can com-
pete effectively for parents’ support. No Excuses schools already enjoy 
the freedom to be excellent, and they have won the enthusiastic com-
mitment of parents who want their children to succeed. Isn’t it time for 
the public education establishment to allow all parents the opportunity 
for their children to achieve?

Adam Meyerson
Vice President, Educational Affairs

The Heritage Foundation
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Introduction

America’s public schools have utterly failed the poor. Over half of 
low-income 4th graders cannot read with understanding.1 Almost two-
thirds of low-income 8th graders cannot multiply or divide two-digit 
numbers.2 At this rate, one out of four children in America go through 
school with no hope for the future. Apologists claim that the legacies of 
poverty, racism, and broken families cannot be overcome when it comes 
to educating our nation’s neediest. They are wrong.

This book documents the success of twenty-one schools that refuse to 
make poverty an excuse for academic failure. These No Excuses schools 
are familiar with the challenges of educating the poor—three-quarters 
or more of their students qualify for the federal lunch program. None-
theless, the schools studied here have building-wide median test scores 
above the 65th percentile on national academic achievement tests. 
Eleven of them score at or above the 80th percentile. By contrast, 
schools with similar numbers of poor children typically score below the 
35th percentile. 

Against the perennial claims of the education establishment that poor 
children are uneducable, these case studies highlight and celebrate the 
effective practices of low-income schools that work. Only by encourag-

Notes:
1. Patricia L. Donahue, et al., NAEP 1998 Reading Report Card for the Nation 

and the States, National Center for Educational Statistics (March 1999), p. 
81. This statistic represents the percentage of low-income 4th graders who 
scored below “basic” on the 1998 NAEP reading test. Low-income children 
are those who qualify for the free or reduced-price lunch in the federal 
school lunch program. 

2. “By the Numbers: The Urban Picture—Poverty and Achievement in Urban 
and Nonurban Districts,” Education Week, January 8, 1998, pp. 58-59. This 
statistic represents the percentage of low-income 8th graders who scored 
below “basic” on the 1996 NAEP math test.
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ing, rewarding, and imitating this kind of success will our schools pro-
vide the kind of opportunity that all children in a free society deserve. 

The schools highlighted here are a disparate but representative group. 
Three are charter schools. Three are private. One is religious. One is 
rural. Fifteen are public schools that draw the majority of their students 
from their local attendance zones—even if they hardly act like local 
public schools. They are just a sampling, but all in all, the stories told 
here represent the American experience of education north, south, east, 
and west—from the Bronx and Los Angeles to rural Arkansas.

For all their differences, these schools share certain traits and beliefs. 
Most notably, they all are led by strong principals who hold their stu-
dents and their teachers to the highest standards. Every single one of 
them believes that children of all races and income levels can meet high 
academic standards.

Some people maintain that these schools are statistical anomalies, or 
“outliers” as the social scientists call them. The layman would say that 
these school principals are heroes—charismatic leaders—whose 
achievement, while inspirational, is not instructive for improving the 
school system as a whole. 

The No Excuses principals are committed, innovative, and entrepre-
neurial individuals. Their efforts are extraordinary, often going beyond 
the call of duty. They and the schools they lead are exceptional and 
unique, it is true.

Yet, nothing these men and women do is beyond the reach of any 
school in the country. By studying the traits that these high-performing, 
high-poverty schools share, other schools can replicate their successes. 
They, too, can emulate the commitment, innovation, and entrepreneur-
ial spirit that drive this kind of success and inspire this level of achieve-
ment in others.

Seven Common Traits of High-Performing, 
High-Poverty Schools
1. Principals must be free.

Effective principals decide how to spend their money, whom to 
hire, and what to teach. Unless principals are free to establish their 
own curricula, seek out their own faculties, and teach as they see fit, 
their teaching will not be its best.

Without freedom, a school principal is powerless. Effective prin-
cipals either are given their freedom or take it for themselves. Princi-
pals whose schools develop a reputation for academic achievement 
usually are left alone; but in order to get there, great principals often 
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are mavericks who buck the system or low flyers who get the job 
done quietly.

Schools serving low-income children are often poorly funded. 
Even on shoestring budgets, effective principals make their schools 
work, but innovation and flexibility are the keys to their success. 
Unless principals are free to spend their budgets as they see fit, their 
schools will be compromised.

2. Principals use measurable goals to establish a culture of 
achievement.

High expectations are one thing—the relentless pursuit of excel-
lence is another. Tangible and unyielding goals are the focus of 
high-performing schools. Whether the goal is calculus by 12th 
grade, a fluently bilingual school, proficient musical performance 
for all, literacy at the earliest age, 100 percent attendance, or 100 
percent working above grade level, great schools set hard and fast 
goals that the whole school must strive to obtain.

High expectations mean nothing if they are compromised in the 
classroom. Once the principal sets a clear vision for the school, 
every teacher has to be held personally responsible for enforcing it.

Outstanding middle schools and high schools focus on college 
preparation. In order to make achievement the product, great 
schools make college the goal.

3. Master teachers bring out the best in a faculty.
Improving the quality of instruction is the only way to improve 

overall student achievement. Teacher quality is the single most 
accurate indicator of a student’s performance in school.3

Master teachers are the key to improved teacher quality. Master 
teachers often head peer evaluations, lead team teaching, devise 
internal assessment measures, and keep the mission of the school 
focused on academic achievement. Quality, not seniority, is the key.

Effective principals turn their schools into schools for teachers. 
They scour the country for the best teachers they can find and 
design their curriculum around the unique strengths and expertise 
of their staff. Master teachers help the faculty implement that 
curriculum.

Notes:
3. William L. Sanders and June C. Rivers, Cumulative and Residual Effects of 

Teachers on Future Student Academic Achievement, University of Tennessee 
Value-Added Research and Assessment Center, 1996, p. 6.



10

No Excuses: Lessons from 21 High-Performing, High-Poverty Schools

4. Rigorous and regular testing leads to continuous student 
achievement.

Modern-day reform jargon speaks of assessment and accountabil-
ity. Principals of high-performing schools speak of testing.

High expectations without a means of measurement are hollow. 
Testing is the diagnostic tool that best enforces a school’s goals. Reg-
ular testing at all levels and in all areas ensures that teaching and 
learning of the prescribed curriculum are taking place in every 
classroom. Mock tests usually are administered three or four times a 
year in preparation for the national exams.

Principals eliminate all excuses for failure by taking personal 
responsibility for the success of their children. As head of the 
instructional program, the principal does this best by personally 
monitoring the regular assessment of every child in the school. 
Teachers quickly learn that they too are tested each time they test 
their students.

5. Achievement is the key to discipline.
A command-and-control approach to discipline is limited by the 

number of guards you can hire. When self-discipline and order 
come from within, every extra person is part of the solution. 

When a school clearly teaches by example that self-control, self-
reliance, and self-esteem anchored in achievement are the means to 
success, that school’s own success inspires confidence, order, and 
discipline in its students.

Effective principals hope to create lasting opportunities with life-
long rewards for their students. Without apology, they allow the rig-
orous demands of achievement to show the way. Children need 
clear and conspicuous reasons to flee from error and run toward 
success. The demands of achievement provide both.

6. Principals work actively with parents to make the home a 
center of learning.

In high-poverty schools, a lack of parental involvement is often 
the first excuse for poor performance. Effective principals overcome 
this excuse by extending the mission of the school into the home.

Principals of high-performing schools establish contracts with par-
ents to support their children’s efforts to learn. In order to harness 
the benefits of parental support and motivation, effective principals 
teach parents to read to their children, check their homework, and 
ask after their assignments. In the end, however, each student, not a 
child’s parents, is held accountable for his or her own success.
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More than almost anything else, an outstanding school is a source 
of pride, a wellspring of joy, and a force for stability in an impover-
ished community. Great principals work with parents to make this 
happen.

7. Effort creates ability.
Time on task is the key to success in school. School is hard work, 

and great principals demand that their students work hard. 
Extended days, extended years, after-school programs, weekend 
programs, and summer school are all features of outstanding 
schools. None wastes time.

Effective principals eliminate social promotion. Students must 
fulfill very specific course requirements in order to advance either in 
class or on to the next grade level. No student is advanced without a 
clear demonstration of mastery.

Effective principals reject the notion that teaching is an 8 A.M. to 
3 P.M. job. They expect the same of their teachers.
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The seven traits that all high-performing, high-poverty schools have 
in common give rise to a number of common practices. Although each 
school solves its own problems in its own way, a certain number of “best 
practices” emerge, and deserve study. 

In particular, the effective practices of high-performing, high-poverty 
schools point out what needs to be changed in the way our schools 
involve their parents, train their teachers, test their students, teach their 
children, and spend their money. By focusing a clearer eye on these five 
areas—and by emulating those men and women who have brought 
excellence out of some of the worst conditions imaginable—we can gain 
valuable lessons for improving the performance of all schools in 
America.

PARENTAL ACCOUNTABILITY
Extending the mission of the school to the home

Today, a lack of parental involvement is often the first excuse for a 
school’s poor performance. But high-performing principals have found 
that where academic achievement is the norm, parental support is not 
far behind.

“All low-performing schools have one thing in common,” says Wilma 
Rimes, the principal who succeeded the legendary Thaddeus Lott at 
Wesley Elementary in Houston. “They allow too many things to disrupt 
classroom instruction. Well, parents can be the most disruptive of all. 
What you want is parents to help with a child’s learning.”

The point is that a school will not be improved simply by adding par-
ents to the mix. As Rimes suggests, a well-run school might even be hin-
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dered by them. Above all else, effective principals want parents who are 
personally invested in the education of their children.

“Public education—inner-city education—is marked by disenfran-
chised parents,” says Ernestine Sanders, the president of the Corner-
stone Schools Association, a collection of privately owned, Christ-
centered schools in Detroit. “The school has to bring about a transfor-
mation of attitude. A successful school is marked by parents committed 
to academic excellence.” It helps in Cornerstone’s case that parents have 
voluntarily chosen to send their children there, but sometimes even that 
is not enough. For Sanders, it is the school’s job to ensure strong parental 
commitment.

Principals of high-performing schools want parents who value educa-
tion and who will instill in their children the values that make for suc-
cess in the classroom. Many high-performing principals realize that 
these values are not firmly in place at home, so they establish contracts 
with parents to support their child’s efforts to learn. 

Many of the schools studied here use a written contract signed by par-
ents, teachers, and students alike. Most of these contracts:

• Outline the school’s mission and state the non-negotiables.
• Demand high academic achievement for all.
• Clearly explain the school’s expectations regarding:

—parental responsibilities.
—academic standards.
—conduct and misconduct.

• Outline the penalties for non-compliance.
• Command the assent of all signatories.

“We state our expectations and let the parents know that if these 
things are not met, their child will lose privileges,” says David Levin of 
the KIPP Academy in the Bronx. “If these things continue not to be met, 
the child will be asked to leave.” KIPP in the Bronx is a neighborhood 
school that cannot legally expel a student, but no one has yet called 
Levin’s bluff. Every parent knows there are five children on the KIPP 
waiting list for every child in the school. 

“The contract establishes our expectations,” Levin explains. “Parents 
want consistency. The contract does that. Parents get so many mixed 
messages from all the other schools. Our contract tells them that we 
hold everyone to the same high standard.” 

At the Cornerstone Schools in Detroit parents, teachers, and students 
sign what the schools call a “covenant.” “In the covenant we identify the 
things we’re responsible for,” says Sanders. In her experience, it keeps 
the school on track, but more importantly, it lets the parents know that 
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the school wants the parents to be close observers of its progress. “In the 
end, the covenant keeps the parents focused and the school focused,” 
she says. “It helps the parents to ask the right questions of us, and it 
keeps the school answering to its mission.”

KIPP, for example, has a no-fighting policy. Because of the contract, if 
a child fights at KIPP, he knows he may be suspended. “With that 
expectation in mind, we can talk to the student, we can talk to his par-
ents and work out what’s best for everyone,” Levin remarks. “It helps us 
protect our standards. It’s the ultimate guarantee of what we stand for.”4

After stating obligations and expectations through the contract, high-
performing schools give constant feedback to their families in other 
ways.

“Every school should have some means of updating parents weekly,” 
Levin notes. “At a bare minimum parents need to know about their 
child’s behavior, schoolwork, homework, and attendance.”

At KIPP, both in Houston and in the Bronx, the school keeps parents 
informed through its system of student “paychecks,” which also acts as a 
powerful motivator of enhanced student performance. Each week teach-
ers evaluate their students in ten specific areas of performance ranging 
from personal neatness to the quality of their prepared assignments. 
Awarding up to $2 in each area, teachers send the children home with a 
weekly paycheck worth $0 to $20, which acts as a quick report on that 
week’s activities. Once the check is endorsed with a parent’s signature it 
is redeemable at the school store for books, supplies, CDs and other 
goods, appropriately sold at hyper-inflated prices. A CD might cost over 
$100 in KIPP cash, for example. KIPP paychecks thus notify the parents 

Notes:
4. KIPP, Cornerstone, and many other high-performing schools studied in 

these pages emphasize policies and procedures reminiscent of practices 
long associated with the most effective Catholic schools. A clearly written 
handbook enforced by a no-nonsense contract is the best way to guarantee 
and gain from effective parental involvement, says Sister Helen Strueder, 
principal of Holy Angels School in Chicago, the largest black Catholic 
school in the country. At Holy Angels students are charged $1 for coming 
late to school and their parents are charged $15 if a child’s homework is 
consistently incomplete. “We want our parents to help their children—this 
is one way to get their attention,” she adds. “The change in society is the 
biggest problem we face,” Sister Helen remarks. “You cannot impact the 
child without impacting the family first.” All parents at Holy Angels agree 
to attend Mass every week, or monthly if they are non-Catholics; attend 
parent/teacher meetings each month; attend a year-long course in religious 
instruction; agree to the discipline code of the school; and agree to with-
draw their child from the school voluntarily if they violate the terms of this 
contract.
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of a child’s weekly progress and give every child, every week, another 
reason to excel. If ever a parent or a child has a question, teachers at 
KIPP are available 24 hours a day by toll-free numbers that ring to their 
personal cellphones.

“We want to set the students up for success,” says Michael Feinberg, 
the co-founder and director of the KIPP Academy in Houston. “Every-
thing they need they can buy at the school store with their paycheck 
money. There’s no excuse if they’re unprepared. And their parents are 
told exactly what their children need to work on.” Feinberg notes as an 
aside that the paychecks system also employs a number of students as 
bankers and accountants who learn further lessons in mathematics, eco-
nomics, proper business practice, and honesty.

At George Washington Elementary in Chicago, parents turn to the 
student handbook to a daily planner that shows—subject by subject—
how their child is moving through the curriculum. Subject assignments 
are recorded in the agenda every day. Craig Ergang, the principal at 
Washington, also mandates teacher contact with the parents every 
week. Every five weeks the school produces a mini-report card. And 
every ten weeks the school hosts an open house where the five-week 
notice is collected in person by the parents. If that isn’t enough contact, 
there is a homework hotline for every grade level, every day. 

High-performing principals teach parents to read to their children, 
check their homework, and ask after their assignments. Again, the focus 
has to be on academic achievement.

Many of the principals profiled in this book interview parents before 
the start of the school year. Others administer final exams to them at the 
year’s end. Gregory Hodge of the Frederick Douglass Academy in New 
York says a parent only has to take one exam to learn the importance of 
checking homework regularly. At Cornerstone, homework is assigned 
four days a week and must come back every day signed by a parent.

Strict parental accountability in the early years is one of the most 
effective tools at a principal’s disposal. High-performing principals tell 
parents of kindergartners months in advance what their child needs to 
know before school starts. For example, in June, Irwin Kurz used to give 
the parents of kindergartners at P.S. 161 in New York a copy of a test 
their children would take the following September. He then would go 
over the test and tell the parents how they could work with their chil-
dren to prepare for school over the summer. This one practice allowed 
Kurz to identify with some accuracy the level of learning that takes place 
in the home. For those who struggle, Kurz had one of his Title I early 
childhood teachers teach the parents what to do to assist their child’s 
effort in school. At George Washington Elementary, Ergang provides a 
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training session for the parents of preschoolers designed to encourage 
more effective learning in the home.

Where necessary, high-performing schools often provide or recom-
mend a literacy program for parents. For Vivian Dillihunt of Rozelle Ele-
mentary in Memphis, parental accountability is about two things: 
assisting students with their schoolwork and reinforcing the value of a 
child’s formal education. Her school holds parenting workshops to 
increase parental literacy and to improve parents’ ability to instruct their 
children at home. She and every high-performing principal in these 
pages say that parents of elementary school students should explicitly 
teach phonics in the home—a focus on reading at home is good for par-
ents and students alike.

A lack of parental involvement, however, is no excuse for a school’s 
poor performance. In the end, each student, not a child’s parents, must 
be held accountable for his own individual success. “We let our children 
understand that so many opportunities are available even if their parents 
can’t or won’t help,” says Hellen DeBerry, the former principal of Ear-
hart Elementary in Chicago. “We talk a lot about the future, about good 
role models, and about careers. A school environment of achievement 
itself removes many obstacles.” If a school fosters a clear culture of 
achievement, a parent need only reinforce the clear mission of the 
school. Effective parental participation, therefore, begins and ends with 
strong leadership in the school.

“Schools that are not performing well will never achieve parental sup-
port and do not deserve it either,” Levin concludes. “The only thing you 
can do to earn parents’ support is to educate their children.”

TEACHERS
What to look for, where to find them, 

how to hire, how to fire

The inadequate training of teachers is the single most debilitating 
force at work in American classrooms today. Overcoming this failure is 
perhaps the single greatest accomplishment of high-performing, high-
poverty schools.

“We need an entirely new teaching workforce,” says David Levin of 
the KIPP Academy in the South Bronx. “Teachers today are like green 
paint. It’s hard to get the blue out once the yellow has been mixed in. 
There are some great teachers out there, but they’ve been mixed among 
a bad element for too long.”
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Teachers at KIPP are in school during the week from 7:30 A.M. to 
5:00 P.M., four hours on Saturday, and for two months during the sum-
mer. Yet KIPP has no difficulty attracting good teachers. As Mike Wal-
lace reported in a recent episode of 60 Minutes, many teachers leave their 
posts in other public schools and come to KIPP precisely because they 
want to be a part of a school that works—no matter what the demands 
are. “We put in 60, 70, 80-hour weeks here,” says Josh Zoia, a science 
teacher at KIPP in New York. “I was doing that in my old school and it 
wasn’t working. I was driving myself crazy. Here you put those hours in 
and look what happens.”5

All high-performing schools make it their professional obligation to 
improve the daily course of instruction, because whatever else needs to 
happen to improve academic outcomes, teacher quality has to improve 
first. As William Sanders of the University of Tennessee has demon-
strated, teacher quality is the single most accurate indicator of a stu-
dent’s educational attainment.6

Echoing Levin’s earlier remark, high-performing principals maintain 
that, given today’s pool of candidates, we can only staff a fraction of our 
nation’s schools with people who are good enough to get the job done.7 
High-poverty schools have the hardest time of all attracting qualified 
teachers.8 

“Teachers who are themselves discipline problems, low-performing, 
or otherwise unhireable are willing to work in hostile conditions and for 
poor pay, not because they are missionaries—but because they are des-

Notes:
5. 60 Minutes, “KIPP,” September 19, 1999.
6. See William L. Sanders and June C. Rivers, Cumulative and Residual Effects 

of Teachers on Future Student Academic Achievement, University of Tennessee 
Value-Added Research and Assessment Center, 1996.

7. A good deal of recent research backs this claim. Among high-school stu-
dents who took the SAT in 1994-1995, those who intended to study edu-
cation in college scored lower on both the verbal and math sections than 
students expressing an interest in any other field. (Thomas D. Snyder, et 
al., Digest of Education Statistics 1997, U.S. Department of Education, 
p. 135.) In 1998 the mean SAT score for students who intended to major 
in education was 479 math and 485 verbal—32 and 20 points lower than 
all college-bound seniors. (Tyce Palmaffy, “Measuring the Teacher Quality 
Problem,” in Better Teachers, Better Schools, edited by Marci Kanstoroom 
and Chester E. Finn, Jr., Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, pp. 21-22.) 
According to another study, once in college, education majors were more 
likely to be in the bottom quartile and less likely to be in the top quartile 
than any other major. (Robin R. Henke, et al., Out of the Lecture Hall and 
into the Classroom: 1992-1993 College Graduates and Elementary/Secondary 
School Teaching, U.S. Department of Education, p. 58.)
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perate,” says Gregory Hodge of the Frederick Douglass Academy in Har-
lem. “You can see this wherever there are failing schools. The Board of 
Education in New York City selectively identified schools that it made 
dumping grounds based on geography and economics.” 

Ironically, good teachers are a rare commodity in great demand and 
yet no system is in place to supply that need or encourage a greater 
number of qualified applicants. Over the past thirty-five years the 
increased demand for teachers has actually diluted teacher quality, 
while the supply of qualified candidates has been undercut by the 
greater pay and prestige associated with other professions. 

Many of the principals included in this study blame much of this sys-
tem-wide failure on our nation’s schools of education. To begin with, 
the teacher certification process discourages many potential candidates 
and positively bars the admission of many others who might otherwise 
be attracted to teaching. But more importantly, the actual content of so 
much teacher training is not directed to improving teacher performance. 
“You ought to shut down many, many schools of education,” says 
Nancy Ichinaga of Bennett-Kew Elementary in Inglewood, California.

“Teachers coming from university teacher preparation programs do 
not know how to teach reading,” says Thaddeus Lott, the former princi-
pal of Wesley Elementary in Houston. “When a first-year teacher comes 
to Wesley Elementary it then becomes the responsibility of the adminis-
tration on the campus to train them. They must be taught what and how 
to teach. They must also learn how to manage a classroom. I have found 
that alternative teacher preparation programs, such as the Houston 
Independent School District Alternative Certification Program, produce 
much more competent and effective teachers,” he remarks.

Charter schools in many states are not required to hire people who 
pass through schools of education or who are state certified. In this 
environment, well-educated adults can enter into teaching without first 
dawdling in expensive programs unrelated to their daily assignments as 
teachers. Tom Williams of Healthy Start Academy in North Carolina has 
no certified teachers among his faculty; he trains them all himself. 
“Teachers who can’t make it are invited to leave around November,” he 

Notes:
8. Richard Ingersoll of the University of Georgia has studied teacher quality 

in America from a number of different angles. One representative finding: 
in high-poverty high schools, 43 percent of math teachers neither majored 
nor minored in a math-related field of study. That same statistic is 20 per-
centage points lower in wealthier districts. (Richard M. Ingersoll, “The 
Problem of Underqualified Teachers in American Secondary Schools,” Edu-
cational Researcher, March 1999.)
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says. Those who survive are paid $10,000 more than teachers in the 
local public schools and, what is more, are trained to produce results in 
the classroom.

Against this way of thinking, the education establishment is overly 
concerned with teacher credentials as opposed to teacher effectiveness. 
In policy arguments this is discussed as a focus on “inputs” (do teachers 
have the right diploma?) rather than “outcomes” (can their students 
make the grade?). For Tom Williams, this situation has created an 
industry that is perversely centered on the job stability of adults and not 
the learning of their students. “What you need is a teaching workforce 
willing to work for incentives. Good schools just can’t afford to hold on 
to bad teachers,” he concludes.

But good teachers are in short supply. Williams and other high-per-
forming principals find that they either have to scour the earth or take 
what teachers they can and train them themselves.

“You don’t just hire a teacher, you hire a particular skill set that you’re 
looking for,” says Gregory Hodge. “Teachers don’t come to the Freder-
ick Douglass Academy to retire. They come here to make a contribution. 
So I ask them: Will they make the time, will they sacrifice their other 
commitments, do they have the skills, do they bring the extra-curricular 
activities we need? If you really want quality, you simply have to keep 
interviewing until you find a match.”

Hodge says that he looks longer and harder for his teachers than any 
other principal in his district. “We spend approximately seven months a 
year trying to recruit teachers,” says Hodge. “I’ll interview 100 to 150 
teachers before I make a decision to hire.” Hellen DeBerry says that most 
principals, for whatever reason, simply do not look hard enough. She 
searched on the Internet, went to job fairs, posted openings at career 
counseling offices across the country, and hand-picked teachers 
throughout the system. By the time DeBerry had effected Chicago’s sin-
gle most successful turn-around effort at Earhart Elementary, she had 
replaced nearly the entire school staff.

High school principals have to look for a very particular skill set—
with a premium placed on expertise in a specific field. Among elemen-
tary and middle school principals, the number one thing they look for 
in a new teacher is desire—a love of learning and a love of children. In 
high-performing schools, where the culture of achievement is clearly 
articulated and the curriculum neatly mapped out, new teachers with 
these characteristics almost invariably succeed in their first year of 
teaching.

Without exception, high-performing principals consider themselves 
the instructional leaders of their schools. Principals or headmasters have 
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to be just that—the lead teacher—and primarily so they can find or 
train other teachers to imitate their success. “If you were not a good 
teacher yourself, then you don’t know what a good teacher looks like,” 
says Hellen DeBerry, “and you certainly won’t be a good principal if you 
can’t find good teachers.”

Irwin Kurz, the former principal of The Crown School, agrees and 
says that investing time in the interview process pays off. “A school is 
only as good as its staff, so you have to get the best available,” he says. 
“In the inner city, a lot of principals are happy just not to have lousy 
teachers. But you need great teachers if you want your school to go any-
where. You either have to find them or teach them yourself.”

Kurz’s point is reiterated by successful principals throughout the 
country. It is so hard to find teachers with the right skills, it is often a 
better bet to find people with the right attitude. “A good school can 
make good people into good teachers,” says Mary Kojes of P.S. 122. 
“You have to have a lot of other things in place—a clearly defined cur-
riculum for one—but you can shape good people into good teachers.”

Vivian Dillihunt agrees. “We don’t always get the best teachers,” says 
the Memphis, Tennessee, principal. “We take what we get and turn 
them into the best teachers through training, teamwork, and mentor-
ing.”

Like so many other high-performing principals, Dillihunt emphasizes 
the importance of teamwork for her teachers. For this reason, many 
high-performing principals select their new teachers by engaging their 
current staff in the interview process. Above all else this process identi-
fies the team players and promotes a positive working chemistry among 
the faculty.

Team teachers also work to move out those teachers who don’t have 
the vision or the commitment. “Bad teachers do not stay at Rozelle,” says 
Dillihunt, who has been the principal there for five years. “Peer pressure 
causes those who do not want to succeed to leave.” When a school’s cul-
ture reveals who fits and who doesn’t, outstanding principals say they 
have fewer fights with substandard teachers who are just trying to hold 
down a job.

Cooperation and teamwork may create a more collegial teaching envi-
ronment and weed out bad apples, but a pleasant experience for the fac-
ulty is not the primary objective of this coordinated effort. Teamwork, 
with a keen focus on master teachers, is the key to ongoing staff devel-
opment.

At P.S. 161, Irwin Kurz instituted a peer review system designed 
exclusively to share best practices within his building and to enhance 
the overall level of teaching in the classroom. Within this system, class-
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room teachers observe other classroom teachers at least three times a 
year. Kurz didn’t read the peer review files that resulted—they were 
strictly for the teachers’ internal use. At Frederick Douglass, new teach-
ers have to observe every teacher in the building each semester, regard-
less of discipline. Similar to the peer review at P.S. 161, twice a year at 
KIPP every teacher receives a written profile of other teachers’ observa-
tions. And every week a full-time staff developer visits every teacher. 

This last practice of having a full-time staff developer on board seems 
to be taking hold among high-performing schools. Although in many 
districts the staff developer acts as a front man for an endless array of 
disconnected prepackaged training programs, many high-performing 
schools turn to a single staff developer to guarantee a certain quality of 
training and to enforce a certain uniformity of practice. Among high-
performing elementary schools it is most common to see reading spe-
cialists act as full-time staff developers who enforce the school’s long-
term academic objectives. 

At other schools it is the principal who performs this job. For exam-
ple, at Marcus Garvey and at Marva Collins, two of the longest-running 
and most successful private efforts to educate low-income children, the 
founders of each school are still involved in the regular staff develop-
ment of their teachers. “Teaching inabilities are as prevalent as learning 
disabilities,” Marva Collins says. To this day, at both schools, it is the 
primary job of the principal to provide for and monitor the ongoing 
training of their teachers.

Above all else, high-performing schools use the hiring and firing of 
staff to communicate the ideals of their mission.

“In my final interview with the candidate, I lay down the law,” says 
Hodge. “As quickly as you’re hired, you can be fired. If you don’t per-
form—you’re gone.” At this point Hodge says certain candidates get 
squeamish and ask how they will be evaluated. “How will you evaluate 
your students? Through test scores,” Hodge replies. “That’s how I’ll eval-
uate you—through their test scores.”

“My success is that I minimize the miscreants,” says Hodge. “You can 
waste so much time getting rid of bad teachers it is better never to hire 
them.” Hodge notes that if a teacher is failing the school, it is the princi-
pal’s duty to try to improve that teacher’s performance. But sometimes, 
in order to protect the children, a teacher simply has to go.

All across the country it is simply too difficult and too costly to get rid 
of a bad teacher. Typically in this process the principal has to recom-
mend all firings to the superintendent who then recommends the same 
to the local school board. The district’s evaluation plan—usually first 
approved by the state—has to be carefully followed in order for a firing 
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to be successfully executed. All in all, four or five layers of decision-
making power separate the incompetent teacher from the final authority 
capable of removing him. 

Not surprisingly, many high-performing principals attribute some 
portion of their success to their ability to unload low-performing staff. 
Most of them say that their colleagues who can’t negotiate the subtleties 
of union contracts or who are unable to maintain detailed personnel 
files simply have to suffer teachers who they know are hurting their 
school.

James Coady, principal of Morse Elementary in Cambridge, Massa-
chusetts, recommends that all teachers be hired as “extended term sub-
stitutes” for the first year. In the event that a teacher is not a good fit 
with the school, the substitute teacher’s contract can be terminated 
without any interference from the union. But he finds that a loyal staff 
can best separate the wheat from the chaff. “The teachers will work 
together to move a bad teacher out,” Coady says.

Craig Ergang of George Washington Elementary in Chicago is quick 
to note that teachers need protection from power-hungry principals 
who might wreak havoc if teachers had no recourse to due process. But 
in his own school, performance is what matters. What does he do with 
someone who won’t respond to the usual incentives?

“Take the 8th grade teacher and stick him in kindergarten. He’ll find 
other opportunities,” he replies.

TESTING
Diagnosis is not discrimination

For years standardized achievement tests have been used as a neutral 
measurement of academic performance. Yet, throughout their history 
both the objectivity of these exams and their ability to assess meaningful 
differences in educational attainment have been called into question. If 
one race, class, or gender regularly outperforms others, the tests are said 
to have a disparate impact on certain groups, making the tests them-
selves discriminatory. Going a bit further, opponents of standardized 
tests even claim there is an inevitability to the results—rich children do 
well while the poor score poorly, for example—making the official use 
of these exams positively dangerous and their authoritative acceptance 
in accountability programs only a tool of further division. Still other 
critics object to what they derisively call “teaching to the test,” claiming 
that standardized tests are no test at all, but merely a gimmick that both 
feigns real achievement and stifles higher-order thinking.
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Almost without exception, the high-performing principals in this 
study strongly reject this view.

“If the achievement scores at the end of the year show bad results, 
that’s not the test’s fault. That shows lousy teaching,” says Tom Will-
iams, headmaster of Healthy Start Academy, a public charter school in 
Durham, North Carolina. “The point is what you do with the results, 
not the excuses you make to cover for them.”

Williams, like other supporters of standardized testing, says he values 
the test results because they enable him to benchmark his school’s 
yearly progress and compare his local program against a national stan-
dard. “We’re serious about the national exams because we want to pub-
licize our achievement,” Williams says decisively. For the second year in 
a row his elementary school, which is 99 percent black and 80 percent 
low-income, has had whole grade levels scoring in the nation’s top 1 
percent on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS). 

But to get these results, Williams says, a school has to stand behind 
the tests as a diagnostic tool that can effectively drive student achieve-
ment. For example, two years ago, Healthy Start’s 1st graders scored in 
the 48th percentile on the ITBS. In response to this unacceptable result, 
their teachers threw out their curriculum and focused exclusively on 
math and reading for the entire year. In 1999, the same children, now in 
the 2nd grade, scored in the 99th percentile in all subjects. 

Yet, across the country, national exams continue to spark violent 
opposition because the test scores from certain groups continue to show 
a hopeless lack of learning. Williams maintains that whatever racial dis-
parity might be present in the test scores is not due to the tests them-
selves. “Discrimination is in the teaching, not in the testing,” Williams 
says. “You either believe your children can learn—and you give the test 
to prove it—or you don’t.” He continues, “We understand the difficul-
ties our children deal with in the community and at home, but we refuse 
to victimize them further by making excuses for them.” 

In support of Williams’s point, anti-test prejudice is singularly absent 
from high-performing schools, regardless of their student make-up. “We 
take the national exams because I want my hand reaching out to all 50 
states,” says Ernest Smith, principal of Portland Elementary. “I want our 
children to know they can compete in Alaska as well as in Arkansas.”

Smith is the principal of a small rural school in the Mississippi Delta 
region of Arkansas that five years ago was providing a substandard edu-
cation to just about every child that walked through its doors. “Most of 
the children were reading two or three years below grade level, but the 
school had no idea how poorly it was doing,” Smith says candidly. 
“Now every teacher is aware of the national percentile ranking of every 
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one of her students. Needless to say, the difference shows.” Although 
they number only nine students, this year’s 6th graders—who have been 
at Portland the five years Smith has been at the helm—scored in the 
72nd percentile in reading and 84th in math.

“You hear this malarkey that the tests are designed for middle-class 
white kids,” Smith continues. “We don’t see that here.” Nearly eight out 
of ten children at Portland come from low-income families. Thirty-five 
percent of Portland students are black. 

According to many high-performing principals, the current trend to 
eliminate testing altogether, as an element in the national debate over 
affirmative action, is completely misguided. Although positive results on 
a national exam alone do not demonstrate a school’s complete worth, 
the diagnostic function of such testing is an essential element of any 
school’s planned success. More to the point, standardized tests should 
be just one aspect of a regular regime of rigorous testing.

“The more you test, the better the students do,” says David Levin of 
the KIPP Academy in the Bronx. “Regardless of what teaching style you 
use, there has to be a constant assessment in place that demonstrates 
real mastery of what you are teaching.”

High-performing principals all across the nation echo Levin’s com-
ment. “We believe in testing, because you need proof of a child’s mas-
tery,” says Nancy Ichinaga, principal of Bennett-Kew Elementary in 
Inglewood, California. “No test is perfect. True. No test reveals the 
whole child. True. But I just want to make the child literate and testing 
is a necessary part of that process.” 

If Ichinaga sounds slightly exasperated—she is. For over twenty-five 
years she has had to buck nearly every trend in elementary education in 
order to guarantee the success of her students. But the modern-day 
resistance to testing she condemns as positively anti-intellectual. “Every 
profession uses objective measures to determine effectiveness. Educators 
don’t like the results of their tests, so they condemn the measure. But 
only a poor workman quarrels with his tools.” 

And this comes from a woman who once had reason to quarrel with 
the results. When Nancy Ichinaga started at what was then Bennett Ele-
mentary in 1974, her school taken as a whole tested at the 3rd percentile 
on the state exam in reading. “I told my teachers, ‘Either all of our stu-
dents are retarded or you don’t know how to teach,’” she recounts. “But 
from that day on we learned to take responsibility for our students’ 
learning.” For over twenty years now, Ichinaga’s school has been among 
the highest performing in all of Los Angeles County. Regular assess-
ments, she says, are a key element to her school’s successful academic 
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record. “If you don’t test, you won’t know what to teach—it’s as simple 
as that,” she concludes.

Like Ichinaga, Ernest Smith has built his school around a regular rou-
tine of testing. “We believe that if the learner has not learned, the 
teacher has not taught,” Smith declares plainly. “All children, when 
placed at their appropriate instructional level, can learn. If a child is not 
successful in school, the teacher and administration must accept respon-
sibility for that failure and re-teaching must occur.” In other words, the 
instructional program itself has to be aligned with a sequence of assess-
ments that report on the regular progress of the students. At Portland 
Elementary, mastery tests are given every ten lessons, that is, every 
seven or eight days students can expect individual assessments in read-
ing, language, math, and spelling.

Portland’s emphasis on basic skills is another regular feature of high-
performing, high-poverty schools. And wherever basic skills are 
preached, rigorous and regular testing is invariably a part of the mix. 

“There’s no point trying to teach a child if you are above him or below 
him,” says Tom Williams of Healthy Start. Williams describes his school 
as a “diagnostic prescriptive school,” that is, his school provides a per-
sonalized educational program for each child based on a careful assess-
ment of that student’s individual needs. Once a child is properly placed 
in the school, frequent curriculum-based assessments track the child’s 
progress and accelerate his learning through the program based on his 
performance. Williams says it is through a regular regime of testing that 
difficulties of any kind are most easily identified, remediated, and cor-
rected. “We use tests to figure out the problems, fix them, and move 
on,” he says. And even when there aren’t problems testing keeps both the 
curriculum and the instructional level right on target.

Thaddeus Lott, the former principal of Wesley Elementary in Hous-
ton, says that school discipline can also be dramatically improved by 
keeping a close eye on test results. “Disruptive and disobedient children 
are either bored or frustrated,” he says. “The easiest way to maintain 
order in a school is to teach to everyone’s appropriate instructional level. 
But you just can’t do that without a data-driven approach to school 
management. You have to expect a lot and test a lot to get a lot.”

Interestingly, this same observation extends to some children who are 
inappropriately placed in special education classes. “Many children are 
not academically deficient but behaviorally deficient,” Lott says. “Unfor-
tunately, their behavior problems are never addressed and they wind up 
being non-readers and not succeeding. This can be avoided through 
better diagnosis. The same thing happens to some slow learners. They 
get labeled Special Ed., but a better school, with better diagnostic test-
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ing, would find their appropriate instructional level, and teach to it with 
greater success.”

Testing clearly has its limits. In particular, standardized tests serve 
very specific purposes that must not be overextended if they are to be 
used well. But high-performing principals say you cannot run an effec-
tive school if you are scared of test results. In short, a resistance to test-
ing reveals a fear of poor performance. “It’s just another excuse,” says Al 
Jessie of Cascade Elementary in Atlanta. “They say they know the chil-
dren will fail, so don’t test them. Fact is—they’re the ones who’ve failed.”

BASIC SKILLS
How progressive education has hurt 

low-income children most of all

Typically in America, the longer a child is in the public school system 
the worse he performs. As is well known in education circles, American 
12th graders now rank dead last among industrial nations in math and 
science.9 Regardless of race, class, or family background, we are losing 
too many children to school failure and low achievement.

According to many high-performing principals, much of this failure is 
the result of reckless educational theories that have nothing to do with 
the way children learn. “We were all terrible failures coming out of our 
teachers’ colleges,” says Nancy Ichinaga, “because the children didn’t 
behave the way we were told they should.”

In general, Ichinaga believes that child psychology has replaced basic 
skills and a therapeutic culture has replaced a culture of achievement. 
“They’re all Freudians!” she says, referring to the regnant educational 
theorists. “But a teacher is more of a scientist. You build from the inside 
out. Nothing is assumed in our method. We know what to look for and 
we check it off as we go. That’s why we believe in testing. We want 
proof.”

“Educators pour all of their energy into cognition studies, but they 
don’t know how students learn,” Ichinaga says. “They have all these 
great big Gestalt theories that don’t work. Human beings don’t learn that 
way. They learn in bits.” 

High-performing principals know that children need to be taught 
basic skills in a sequence that logically builds from the most elementary 
foundations to increasingly higher-order conceptual thinking. They 

Notes:
9. See http://www.heritage.org/issues/chap9.html.
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maintain that a misguided rejection of basic skills has caused much of 
the failure in our classrooms today. Instead of learning how to teach, 
teachers are taught how children learn. And yet, much of this develop-
mental psychology—when it is not fundamentally flawed—is of 
remarkably little use in the everyday task of teaching.

“Educators are all worried about how the whole child can fit into soci-
ety,” Ichinaga says. “The classroom should be like a family, they say. But 
they never talk about basic skills that need to be mastered or the proper 
sequence for teaching them most effectively.”

E.D. Hirsch, Jr., author of The Schools We Need and Why We Don’t 
Have Them and founder of the Core Knowledge Foundation, has already 
argued this point conclusively. Romantic notions of how children learn 
have skewed classroom instruction away from its proper grounding in 
the basic skills, which are the necessary preconditions of later learning. 
But Ichinaga and many other high-performing principals say that some-
thing even more virulent lies within this overall approach to teaching.

While the education establishment’s rejection of basic skills in favor 
of “life-long learning” or “higher-order problem solving” originated as 
an effort to raise educational standards to new heights, in practice it has 
become an excuse to cover for present-day failure. So long as clearly 
measurable educational goals are denounced in favor of such ambiguous 
intellectual aspirations, children will not learn what they need to know 
and teachers will not be accountable to the needs of their students.

“Nothing basic should be dropped for something new down the 
pike,” says Mary Kojes of P.S. 122. “Yes, I want our students to develop 
critical thinking, but they can’t without content first.” Or, as E.D. 
Hirsch, Jr. has put it so memorably: “There are no real-world examples 
of adults with information-age competencies who are functioning with a 
4th-grade vocabulary.”10

Only three high school programs appear in this study and all three of 
them grew out of their middle schools. High-performing principals say 
there are few excellent high schools serving low-income populations, 
primarily because basic skills are wanting in the grades below. In other 
words, high schools now have to remediate, because the earlier grades 
fail to educate. In high-performing high schools, however, basic skills 
are the gateway to the study of higher-order disciplines. 

The basic skill par excellence is reading. All of the high-performing 
elementary schools studied here make reading in kindergarten a pri-

Notes:
10. E.D. Hirsch, Jr., The Schools We Need and Why We Don’t Have Them (New 

York: Doubleday, 1996), p. 145.



29

Effective Practices

mary objective—regardless of family background or secondary lan-
guage. “I believe, and research supports, that when children are taught 
to read in kindergarten using a direct systematic approach, they are able 
to enter the 1st grade on the same level as their counterparts, no matter 
what their socioeconomic status,” says Thaddeus Lott. E.D. Hirsch, Jr. 
has taken this point one step further: “Every child reading at grade level 
by the end of 1st or 2nd grade would do more than any other single 
reform to improve the quality and equity of American schooling.”11 

Many educational theorists who stress a cognitive skills approach 
would disagree with this position. They promote a “child-centered” 
model intended to develop verbal skills based on a child’s own self-
directed process.12 For them, low-income children are often low-per-
forming because their normal cognitive experiences are insufficient. 
They maintain that poor children come to school with fewer language 
experiences and less verbal ability and so should not be expected to 
complete the same level of work, or at least not in the same period of 
time. Lott retorts, “Children should be able to read at the end of the year 
you first started teaching them to read.”

These same theorists have also pushed an affective skills model, in 
which the development of self-esteem is deemed essential to the acquisi-
tion of academic abilities. It is assumed that the child knows what is best 
for his personal growth and that he will not learn well unless he first 
feels good about his learning. By this way of thinking, a child grows into 
educational proficiency in a way that is “developmentally appropriate” 
for him. This model lets everyone off the hook. Not only does the 
teacher not have to teach, but also it is appropriate for certain children 
not to excel. 

Whole language is the best known myth that has emerged from this 
mistake.

“Education schools talk about what is ‘developmentally appropriate,’ 
but reading is not developmental or natural. Reading is learned,” say 
Nancy Ichinaga. According to Ichinaga, the end result of so much bogus 
educational theory is that children are knowingly left behind. And, if 
children fall behind when they are young, they necessarily fall further 
behind as time progresses, because reading is an ordered skill that 
builds on elementary components of previously learned material. 
“Adults with reading problems have the same difficulties as children 

Notes:
11. Ibid., p. 148.
12. Gary L. Adams and Siegfried Engelmann, Research on Direct Instruction: 25 

Years Beyond DISTAR (Seattle: Educational Achievement Systems, 1996), p. 
69.
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with reading problems,” she says. “Overcoming these problems is not a 
matter of outgrowing them.”

Low-income children often suffer the most from these useless fads. 
Shifted from one program to another in a series of interventions that are 
sometimes at odds with each other, low-income children aren’t taught 
as much as they are trial-tested. And, according to Tom Williams of 
Healthy Start Academy, many of these programs are just thrown at low-
income schools in a desperate effort to hide the fact that they are failing. 

Like many other high-performing principals, Williams knows what 
works and so he doesn’t seek refuge in new-fangled theories. But what 
he finds shameful is the effort to bury failure in a shell game of jargon 
and doublespeak, which claims to identify a child’s problem, but which 
is unequipped to improve his educational outcomes. “We don’t fail our 
students before they begin by calling them ‘at-risk,’” he says. “We teach 
them—however they come to us.”

“The trouble is,” says Irwin Kurz, the former principal of P.S. 161, 
“they’re always trying to teach these kids in a different way because 
they’re poor. Just teach them! They say they’re trying to anticipate their 
needs, but what they do is determine their failure.”

The soundest lesson that high-performing schools can teach is that all 
children require a basic set of skills in order to succeed in school. They 
need to listen attentively, speak persuasively, read with understanding, 
and write with command. Not all children acquire all of these skills 
solely in school, but they have to get them somewhere. As a result, 
higher-income children are often better able to withstand the inconsis-
tencies of an experimental education because their home life provides 
learning opportunities not generally available to low-income children. 
An emphasis on basic skills, however, can guarantee that all children get 
what they need to succeed, regardless of family background.

DOLLARS AND SENSE
What principals spend their money on and why

More than anything else low-performing schools are said to need 
more money. No matter how poor they may be, no high-performing 
schools make this excuse. In fact, the spending habits of the No Excuses 
schools can be highly instructive for those who need to make a little go a 
long way. 

“We ran KIPP from the first day like a business,” Michael Feinberg 
remarks. He adds that many charter schools in particular are struggling 
because they failed to institute the right business practices from the 
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start. Keen fiscal management is especially important in the charter 
school environment, he says, because under the current law no money 
is appropriated for capital expenses and the margin for error is so slim. 

KIPP operates on a break-even basis, spending $5,650 per child per 
year. Of this, the school has to raise $850 per child in private donations 
each year to cover its capital expenses and the cost of its many addi-
tional programs. This compares to the average per pupil expenditure of 
$5,672 in Houston and $5,482 statewide.13 It is important to note that 
KIPP does not spend less than most schools in Texas, but it does pro-
duce dramatically different results with no greater resources. Similarly, 
KIPP in New York is heavily dependent on private funding, but with no 
more money than its neighboring schools, KIPP’s record of achievement 
puts the others to shame.

The actual practices of the No Excuses schools are rather varied: some 
contract out non-instructional services, as they do at Healthy Start. 
Some develop creative lend/leasing policies with neighboring schools or 
other local institutions, as they do at Cornerstone. Still others seek out 
public/private partnerships, as is increasingly becoming the norm for 
many charter schools. But one thing is true of all high-performing prin-
cipals: they manage their money in an effort to improve student perfor-
mance. In all high-performing schools—public, private, and parochial—
student performance is the bottom line.

In general, effective principals spend their money on two things: their 
curricula and their teachers. Ironically, in the public school system, 
these are the two areas where the least spending flexibility is provided. 
Typically, materials for state-mandated curricula are supplied directly to 
the school and automatically billed against the school’s budget. Simi-
larly, teacher wages and compensation are dictated by union-negotiated 
collective bargaining agreements outside the local control of the school 
administration. For example, James Coady of the Morse School only has 
control over $29,000 within his school’s $3-million budget. All the 
same, high-performing principals manage to supercharge both the con-
tent and the delivery of instruction in their schools by the way they 
spend the money that is within their jurisdiction.

Spending on curriculum generally falls into two categories: added 
instructional support and additional instructional materials. Support 
comes in many kinds. Many high-performing schools, such as Corner-
stone and KIPP, have longer years and longer days. But most schools 

Notes:
13. Provided by the Houston Independent School District. 

See http://www.houstonisd.org.
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improve instruction by adding math, science, language arts, and history 
specialists who augment the curriculum, give it added features, broaden 
its content, and take it to a higher level. Among elementary and middle 
schools, reading specialists are the chief investment.

“I have always placed reading at the top of my list of financial priori-
ties at Wesley,” says Thaddeus Lott. For several years, Hellen DeBerry 
paid every adult at Earhart to teach reading. The P.E. instructor, the 
music teacher, the librarian, and everyone on the support staff learned 
to teach reading through DeBerry’s expert guidance and a few outside 
professional development seminars. “You don’t have to spend more 
money,” DeBerry notes, “you have to rearrange your priorities. At a cer-
tain time each day we asked everybody to drop everything and teach 
reading. We only had to pay for their time.”

Surprisingly, many high-performing, high-poverty schools have 
found that math and science can be done very well on the cheap. At 
Washington Elementary in Chicago, Craig Ergang combines his 7th and 
8th grade classes in a life sciences/physical sciences program that alter-
nates from year to year. At Earhart, also in Chicago, a rolling science lab 
that is stored in a closet moves from grade to grade. In elementary 
schools, a single math specialist, who moves from class to class support-
ing the regular teaching practices of the full-time classroom teachers, 
can make all the difference between a good and an outstanding math 
program. Alyson Barillari of Fourteenth Avenue in Newark explains, 
“For the price of one teacher, I can improve the teaching of everyone in 
the entire building.” In fact, Barillari has expanded this zone-defense 
approach to professional development to cover all disciplines. “No one 
needs to leave the building for staff development,” she adds.

Discussion of outside instructional support invariably raises the con-
tentious issue of class size reduction, but high-performing principals are 
of mixed opinion on the cost effectiveness of this approach to improving 
student performance. Hellen DeBerry’s experience at Earhart Elemen-
tary is a case in point: “In 1991 we had so few students, Chicago Public 
Schools was going to shut the school down. If class size were everything, 
we should have had terrific results. Every year since then our classes got 
bigger as our scores got better.” This being said, Craig Ergang, DeBerry’s 
colleague at a neighboring school, is quick to point out, “You can’t let 
children hide. I reduce class size as much as possible in the primary 
grades, especially in the reading groups.” Ergang’s experience is com-
mon to many principals in these pages. While he is willing to pay for 
small, homogeneous reading groups in the early grades, he still has 33 
and 32 children per class in grades 6 and 7. 
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Paying for outside instructional support, however, is most character-
istic of whole school reform models. The paid consultants who advised 
on the implementation of Direct Instruction at Portland Elementary are 
a good example of this. Interestingly, the most successful schools that 
incur this expense are usually able to train their own once the model has 
successfully taken root. Portland Elementary and Wesley Elementary, 
for example, are now sources of Direct Instruction teachers and teacher 
training for schools in their local regions. Likewise, Rozelle Elementary 
is a national demonstration site for the Modern Red Schoolhouse design.

No one is settling for the inequity of underfunded schools, but the 
lesson taught by high-performing principals is how to get the most out 
of marginal expenditures. “It’s not how much you have; it’s how you 
spend it,” says Mary Kojes. Tom Williams is a bit more explicit. “I never 
do anything myself that I can buy,” he says, “I buy transportation, I buy 
food service, I buy accounting. But I’ll tell you what I don’t spend my 
money on. I don’t spend my money on guidance counselors, psycholo-
gists, speech therapists, assistant principals or anyone else who does not 
deal directly with teaching the children.” When necessary, Williams 
contracts out these non-essential services and finds ways to fund them 
that do not tax his general operating budget. Necessary speech services, 
for example, are paid for by Medicare.

Many principals who spend their discretionary funds on curriculum 
say that high-powered supplements are the way to go. “Children need 
difficult reading to keep them above grade level,” says Craig Ergang. His 
school supplies this need through a modest learning center and a Junior 
Great Books program for the more advanced students in grades 2 
through 8. Although most high-poverty schools need several years or 
outside grants to pull the money together, for $15,000 a school can 
acquire an 800-book library of the best in contemporary children’s liter-
ature that is sufficient to meet the needs of all of its students. This is an 
essential investment for any school that hopes to improve educational 
outcomes. Even the poorest high-performing schools overflow with 
quality reading materials.

Music and the arts are also popular categories of discretionary spend-
ing. Craig Ergang maintains that any successful school has to invest in 
the arts. “Art is the key to success for so many students,” he says. “For 
low-income children it exposes them to so much they would never get 
elsewhere.” Ergang even pays his music teacher extra to assemble the 
band in the morning before school starts. At KIPP in New York, Rozelle 
in Memphis, and GAMP in Philadelphia, the arts comprise the largest 
component of the school’s spending on instruction.
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Principals who purchase additional instructional materials generally 
do so for two reasons: either they are forbidden to buy them through the 
usual funding channels, or they need them to execute alternative, accel-
erated, or advanced programs. 

“Reading Mastery has never been on the State of Texas approved text-
book list,” says Thaddeus Lott. “Reading Mastery materials are costly, but 
since reading is a priority, purchasing an effective reading program takes 
precedence.” Many principals even have to break the rules or otherwise 
devise creative accounting methods to purchase unapproved materials 
or additional materials not within their strict budgetary limits. The line-
item for janitorial supplies, for example, is sometimes used to buy 
added textbooks: the principals simply report to the Central Office that 
they purchased “paper products.”

This sad example makes an important point: in their own way, suc-
cessful public schools act like charter schools. But while fiscal autonomy 
is a hallmark of charter schools, high-performing public schools have to 
fight for their financial freedom. Sometimes this freedom comes at great 
personal sacrifice. “We spend on the curriculum as much as possible,” 
says Jim Coady of the Morse School. At Morse, the teachers know that 
the school receives $20,000 annually to reimburse substitute teachers. 
Whatever funds from this account that are not spent at the end of the 
year are reimbursed to the school for general use. As a result, teachers 
often come in sick so that the school can use the substitute teacher 
account to buy additional study materials for its Core Knowledge curric-
ulum. 

Consumable workbooks and advanced textbooks are often the most 
expensive of the supplementary materials. “Advanced Placement pro-
grams are expensive,” says Gregory Hodge. “I have to offer AP courses in 
spite of the Board of Education—and I have to cut corners—because I 
don’t receive any extra money for these added offerings. I think it’s a 
disgrace that I have to cut corners to offer a curriculum that is more 
demanding and sure to create more opportunities for my students.”

Principals are often forced to manipulate their budgets to their advan-
tage because their budgets are not suited to meet their needs. “The Cen-
tral Administration dictates our budget based on projected, not actual, 
demographics,” says Jim Coady. By this system, the Morse School is 
actually punished for being a popular school that attracts new families to 
the area.

More generally, low-income schools (which often serve itinerant pop-
ulations) are underfunded because they have high mobility rates, that is, 
large percentages of children who enter or leave the school in a given 
year. With many school budgets determined by October 1 or October 
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15 fiscal calendars, many schools are forced to make do with budgets 
that do not reflect the actual populations attending their schools by 
December. If, however, a certain level of funding followed the child to 
her school of choice, better schools would be better rewarded for their 
better performance. As these schools demonstrate, when low-income 
families are free to decide which schools they can attend, they go where 
the schooling is best.

Under the current laws guiding most public school districts, it is diffi-
cult for principals to tie their budgetary practice to teacher performance. 
Still, all of the schools in this study find ways of rewarding their teach-
ers. A 15-percent salary increase at KIPP offsets the longer day, for 
example; but at Healthy Start, $10,000 more annually is designed to 
attract and reward a higher-performing teacher. “Eighty percent of every 
dollar that comes into Healthy Start goes into teachers’ salaries,” says 
Tom Williams. Healthy Start provides superior health insurance for its 
teachers and contributes 8 percent of a teacher’s annual salary to indi-
vidually managed retirement accounts. At the end of the year, merit-
based bonuses range from $1,000 to $2,000 per teacher. “I have no 
trouble recruiting teachers,” says Williams. “One third of my staff are 
male teachers because they can raise a family on what I pay them.”

Where principals are not able to provide bonuses or performance 
pay, high-performing principals reward their teachers with individual 
staff development, whether through seminars, graduate study, or sab-
baticals. “My job is to provide the best conditions possible for my teach-
ers,” says Irwin Kurz, reiterating a line more often repeated by high-
performing principals than any other: “If they say they need it, I find a 
way to get it for them.”
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Ernest Smith 
Portland Elementary, Portland, AR

Nancy Ichinaga
Bennett-Kew Elementary, Inglewood, CA

Vanessa Beverly
Marcus Garvey School, Los Angeles, CA

Alfonso L. Jessie, Jr.
Cascade Elementary, Atlanta, GA

Cynthia Collins
Marva Collins Preparatory School, Chicago, IL

Hellen DeBerry
Earhart Elementary, Chicago, IL

Craig Ergang
George Washington Elementary, Chicago, IL

James Coady
Morse Elementary, Cambridge, MA



Ernestine Sanders
Cornerstone Schools Association, Detroit, MI

Patsy Burks
Owen Elementary, Detroit, MI

Ronald Williams
Newberry Elementary, Detroit, MI

Alyson Barillari
Fourteenth Avenue School, Newark, NJ

Irwin Kurz
P.S.161—The Crown School, Brooklyn, NY

Mary Kojes
P.S. 122—The Mamie Fay School, Long Island City, NY

Gregory Hodge
Frederick Douglass Academy, New York, NY

David Levin
KIPP Academy, Bronx, NY

Thomas E. Williams
Healthy Start Academy, Durham, NC

Angelo F. Milicia
Stephen Girard / GAMP, Philadelphia, PA

Vivian C. Dillihunt
Rozelle Elementary, Memphis, TN

Michael Feinberg
KIPP Academy, Houston, TX

Wilma B. Rimes
Wesley Elementary, Houston, TX
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cross the country, dozens of schools with high concentrations 
of low-income children are proving that poverty is not the 
cause of academic failure. All of the No Excuses schools have a 

building-wide median score at or above the 65th percentile on national 
achievement tests, even though 75 percent or more of their students 
qualify for the free or reduced-price lunch. By contrast, similar schools 
typically score below the 35th percentile. 

The schools studied here are not necessarily the best high-poverty 
schools in the country; neither were they chosen from a definitive sur-
vey of outstanding low-income schools. No definitive list of high-per-
forming, high-poverty schools can be assembled, because there is no 
single source for this kind of information. The annual surveys of Amer-
ica’s “best” schools are more suggestive than they are authoritative. This 
report is no different. 

Reliable test data are very hard to come by and are not necessarily 
comparable from year to year. Reporting procedures in different locales 
vary so greatly and achievement records are often presented so 
obscurely that it is difficult to identify real academic accomplishment. 
State tests are rarely comparable and so are of little use to a study of this 
kind. Finally, the many test exemptions associated with special educa-
tion students, limited English proficiency, a child’s housing status, and a 
myriad of other demographic considerations make it very difficult to 
identify a single body of students, in a single school, in a single year, 
who perform at a given level that can be said with certainty to be excel-
lent and deserving of further study.

Obviously, many other excellent schools are not mentioned here. For 
one, there are hundreds of charter schools recently established in low-
income areas that are doing well, but still have a way to go before 
becoming national success stories. There are also many magnet schools 
serving low-income children that also provide a first-rate education. But 
because magnets represent a form of public school choice, they are often 
far less residentially segregated than local public schools. Magnets 
hardly ever serve a student population that is disproportionately poor. 
There is an important lesson in this.

Several of the schools in this study experienced significant decreases 
in their percentage of low-income students after they improved academ-
ically. Their scores did not improve as a result of their poor students 
leaving. Rather, these case studies demonstrate that a high-performing 
school is attractive to all families regardless of race, income level, or 
family background. 

One of the biggest surprises of this study is that no Catholic schools 
are represented. For years research has consistently demonstrated that 

A
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inner-city Catholic schools outperform their local public school coun-
terparts.14 This report does not refute that finding; rather, the extraordi-
nary achievement of Catholic schools is very different than the success 
criterion established for this study. While there are, particularly in the 
younger grades (K-4), a large number of low-income Catholic school 
students scoring in the top 25 percent of the country, their schools do 
not have building-wide median test scores at or above the 65th percen-
tile or it is difficult to find reliable test data confirming their achieve-
ment.

A few things should be immediately apparent while reading these 
case studies. For one, these schools are different and their differences 
are clearly an important part of their strength. Secondly, the men and 
women who run these schools are the kinds of leaders and educational 
entrepreneurs that America needs more of, if we are to repair our system 
of education—especially for low-income children. And thirdly, the 
record of achievement established in these schools raises the bar on 
every school in the country that has more resources or is located in a less 
hostile environment.

In other words, these schools are a foretaste of what choice and com-
petition would bring to education in America. These case studies dem-
onstrate that given the freedom that they’ve long lost to bureaucracies, 
teachers’ unions, and a hopeless degree of regulation, our schools today 
possess the intelligence, the inventiveness, and the willpower to com-
pete. 

Notes:
14. Most recently see Kirk A. Johnson, Comparing Math Scores of Black Students 

in D.C.’s Public and Catholic Schools. The Heritage Foundation (No. 99-08), 
October 1999.
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Portland Elementary has a lesson to teach the 
entire nation. In the past three years more than 

60 groups of educators from 33 districts across four states have come to 
this school to learn from its methods. What they take away is a clear and 
concise lesson in the priority of basic skills.15

Located in a remote region of the Mississippi Delta farm country—
more than an hour-and-a-half drive from the nearest airport in Monroe, 
Louisiana—Portland is a rural town of fewer than 600 people who make 
their living working cotton fields, bean fields, and catfish farms. 

When Ernest Smith came to Portland five years ago, half of the stu-
dents in the 4th, 5th, and 6th grades were scoring two years or more 
below grade level. Today, 100 percent of the school is at grade level or 
above and improving 5 percentile points annually. In 1999 both the 1st 
and 2nd graders scored in the 78th percentile on the math portion of the 
Stanford-9. The 6th graders scored in the 72nd percentile in reading and 
84th in math.16

“I tell the school the 100th percentile is our goal,” says Smith.
With the desegregation of the public 

schools in 1970, white students in the 
surrounding area fled to private schools. 
Portland’s academic success is now 
reversing that trend. Now 65 percent of 
Portland Elementary is white, 100 per-
cent of the school-age children in its 
attendance zone are enrolled, and every month Smith gets more 
requests to transfer children to his school.

Direct Instruction has been a key element in this turnaround (see 
Appendix A). Known in the 1960s as DISTAR, Direct Instruction (DI) is 
a highly structured teaching method that has met with great success 
accelerating the learning of “at-risk” students. “DI has taught us that all 

Notes:
15. Stanford-9 Achievement Test, Spring 1999. Provided by Portland 

Elementary.
16. Ibid.

Portland Elementary
314 Highway 278 E
Portland, AR 71663
870.737.4333

Ernest 
Smith

Grades: PK-6
Students: 152
% Low-income: 77
Median Percentile in Reading: 59
Median Percentile in Math: 6615
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children, when placed at their appropriate instructional level, can 
learn,” says Smith. “We believe that, if the learner has not learned, the 
teacher has not taught.”

In this very specific form of teaching, students are placed in small 
homogeneous groups by skill level. If mastery is not achieved at each 
stage of study, the material is re-taught and re-tested until every child in 
the group is at mastery. In this scheme, the focus on testing is designed 
to assess minute degrees of skill level in order to drive further achieve-
ment. At Portland Elementary, mastery tests are given every ten lessons, 
that is, every seven or eight days students can expect individual assess-
ments in reading, language, math, and spelling.

Inspired in large part by Thaddeus Lott and the extraordinary success 
of Direct Instruction at Wesley Elementary in Houston, Smith and his 
teachers made a five-year commitment to J/P Associates, a consulting 
firm from New York that first trained the staff on DI’s fast-paced, call-
and-response, scripted approach to learning. After the initial training, 
coaches from J/P then came monthly to monitor all the teachers and cor-
rect their techniques where necessary. “The first year of the program is 
pretty tough on the teachers,” Smith admits, “but none would go back 
now.”

What thus began as a remediation program is now the center of Port-
land’s curriculum, providing the school with a clear academic focus, 
ongoing staff development, rigorous student assessment, and a culture 
of learning that is infecting the region with its success. About 30 schools 
have implemented DI after visiting Portland Elementary. Without 
adopting DI statewide, the entire state of Arkansas has recently imitated 
the Portland approach by concentrating on basic skills and by restricting 
its PK–2nd grade curriculum to reading, language, spelling, and math. 

“I’ve been 41 years in this business, 24 as a school principal, and the 
last five have been the best of my career,” Smith reminisces. “We’re so 
proud of these youngsters, I have no intention of retiring anytime soon.”
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When Nancy Ichinaga became principal of 
Andrew Bennett Elementary in 1974, 95 percent 

of the children in her school were illiterate. In only four years she raised 
the school-wide reading performance from the 3rd to the 50th percentile 
in the state of California. After that, achievement kept on climbing, and 
for 20 years her school has been one of the highest performers in all of 
Los Angeles County. A mastery of reading in kindergarten is one of the 
keys to her success. 17

“As elementary school teachers,” Ichinaga says, “our primary mission 
is to make children literate.” Ichinaga has stuck to the principles she and 
her staff agreed upon in 1974. They determined that they needed a good 
reading program that had a systematic decoding component. In addi-
tion, they needed a teaching method that would make all children 
accountable and responsible learners beginning in the earliest years.

Beginning in kindergarten, all children in her school are taught to 
read and write English and are promoted according to clearly defined 
standards of achievement per grade level. Even kindergartners are held 
back if they don’t meet the promotion requirement. “One of our most 
successful interventions has been to 
require kindergartners to know all the 
letter sounds and to be able to blend 
three letters to read words,” Ichinaga 
explains. The neediest kindergartners 
are given an extra year before 1st grade 
to guarantee from the beginning that 
promotion is tied to achievement. “These children generally become 
successful 1st graders the following year,” Ichinaga notes, “thereby pre-
venting any cycle of school failure from beginning.”

The school is now bringing additional firepower to kindergarten in 
the form of the Waterford Early Reading Program, a multi-media sup-

Notes:
17. Stanford-9 Achievement Test, Spring 1999. Provided by the California 

Department of Education, Standardized Testing and Reporting Program. 
See http://star.cde.ca.gov.
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plementary literacy program that claims to make up for 3,000 hours of 
pre-reading experiences that children need to become successful read-
ers. In its first trial year, the program seems to have advanced four out of 
six children who otherwise might have needed the extra year of kinder-
garten.

In 1986 Ichinaga organized her parents in support of her methods 
when she fought and prevailed against a state ruling that required 
whole-language reading instruction in all California schools. The State 
Curriculum Commission rejected reading programs like hers that had a 
systematic phonics component, thus forbidding her use of state funds to 
purchase these text books. Six weeks after her parents papered the com-
mission with protest letters, her texts were placed on the approval list.

Not even the building of the Century Freeway, which in 1992 forced 
Bennett to merge with the James Kew School, has stalled her school’s 
achievement. Although Bennett-Kew now draws many of its students 
from a part of urban Inglewood fraught with drugs, violence, and crime, 
Ichinaga is no less committed to her students’ success.

“We believe every child can learn,” she says. “You’ve already lost if 
you begin making excuses, so our school culture is different. Here it’s 
simple: If you have a complaint, give me a solution.”

Bilingual education has also been a point of contention. Although 50 
percent of her school is Hispanic and a full 30 percent have limited 
English proficiency, none is segregated to a bilingual program. Her 
school is allowed to do this because of an “achievement-based excuse” 
that Ichinaga gained from the State Department of Education. Yet, this 
waiver did not come easily.

In 1993 a state compliance team learned that Ichinaga’s school was in 
violation of the state’s bilingual mandates and threatened to withdraw 
the school’s Title I funding. After three years of filing for exemptions, 
Ichinaga finally received a waiver based on her school’s high test scores 
and the English fluency of her students. Without interruption, Tongan, 
Thai, and Spanish language students have been taught exclusively in 
English at Bennett-Kew and accelerated based on their individual abili-
ties. California’s recently passed Proposition 227 has lifted the bilingual 
constraint allowing the practice at Bennett-Kew to be the norm through-
out the state.

For years Bennett-Kew students have also been district leaders in 
math. All students learn math concepts that are typically well above 
their grade level. This year the 3rd graders averaged in the 84th percen-
tile on the Stanford-9.18 All math instruction rigorously follows a 
monthly schedule that is enforced through regular unit tests. The results 
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of these tests allow teachers to regroup and re-teach the students based 
on their individual mastery of the concepts.

Ichinaga believes that grade-level team teaching is one of the keys to 
success. In this way the teachers work together to improve each other’s 
skills and master teachers are close at hand to refine a younger teacher’s 
implementation of the curriculum. Referring to her explicit phonics and 
math curricula, Ichinaga says, “We want experts in Open Court, experts 
in Saxon math. We talk about the details of implementation all the 
time.” 

When a specific grade level is not working cohesively, Ichinaga per-
sonally works with the team and gives them extra time to put their pro-
gram back on track. “Out of this forum, teacher leaders naturally arise,” 
she notes. Already she has sent three of her teachers off to principalships 
in other schools and believes another three or four future principals are 
currently among her staff. Professional satisfaction is another clear bene-
fit of her methods. Sixteen teachers now on staff either have children in 
the school or did in the past. Ichinaga even sent two of her grandchil-
dren to the school. Two teachers and four aides are alumni. The average 
teacher tenure at Bennett-Kew is sixteen years.

In addition to the regular curriculum, in grades 2 through 5 a gifted 
and talented program offers certain students enrichment activities 
including: research projects, science presentations, art, poetry, music, 
dance, and leadership training. Ichinaga says, “We’d gladly put our top 
25 percent against any in the country.” But that’s not the point. These 
elite students are successful because her mission is to secure the success 
of the entire school. “We believe that all students at every level can be 
successful in a common, comprehensive, academically oriented curricu-
lum. We believe this irrespective of primary language or ethnic back-
ground.” 

And she puts her money where her mouth is. After the 1998 Stan-
ford-9 results showed a falling off in 4th-grade reading, Ichinaga 
directed most of her discretionary funds into that class and personally 
pulled fifteen students for specialized instruction. In one year the 4th 
grade class average in both reading and math rose 14 percentile 
points.19 “We believe all children can learn. And they do.”

Notes:
18. Stanford-9 Achievement Test, Spring 1999. Provided by the California 

Department of Education, Standardized Testing and Reporting Program.
19. Stanford-9 Achievement Test, Spring 1999. These gains show a year over 

year improvement for the grade level; they do not reflect the gains achieved 
by a single set of students in a year’s time.
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Founded in 1975 by Anyim Palmer, Marcus 
Garvey is a private school with a strong Afro-

centric curriculum that drives most students to score two years or more 
above grade level. In 1999, three 7th graders went on to attend West Los 
Angeles Junior College after they tested at the post-secondary level in all 
subjects.

“Our curriculum consists of the basic subjects: reading, writing, and 
spelling, for example, as well as more advanced material, especially in 
math and science,” says Vanessa Beverly, now in her third year as the 
school’s executive director. “But we try to attack each subject from its 
Afro-centric origin. In particular, we stress the African origins of math 
and science.” At Garvey, most students do math that is advanced for 
their age: pre-schoolers add and subtract two-digit numbers; four-year-
olds know their multiplication tables; 4th graders routinely study ele-
mentary algebra; students in the 9th and 10th grades often take calcu-
lus.20

“Our children don’t see enough African-Americans in textbooks and 
that tends to alienate them from school as a whole,” Beverly explains. 
“We tell them that if their ancestors did it 
thousands of years ago, there is no reason 
why they can’t do it today.” In general, 
children are successful at Garvey because 
the curriculum encourages them to reset 
their personal expectations to a higher 
plane. All students study English, Spanish, 
and Swahili. The kindergartners are typically able to recite dialogues in 
both foreign languages.

School founder Palmer was a former high school administrator, pub-
lic school teacher, and college professor who was frustrated by the pub-
lic school system’s abandonment of the inner-city black child. He 

Notes:
20. Wide-Ranging Aptitude Test, Spring 1997. Provided by the Marcus Garvey 

School. The school no longer administers norm-referenced exams. This is 
the most recent date for which test data are available.
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323.294.1154

Vanessa 
Beverly

Grades: PK-12
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% Low-income: 75
Median Percentile in Reading: 80 
Median Percentile in Math: 8220
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founded the school with $20,000 of his own money. “I guarantee you 
that any parent can do a better job teaching children than the public 
schools can,” says Palmer. “If we can freely admit that public schools 
have not and will not truly educate our children, then it is important 
that we take our money and create our own institutions.” Palmer is now 
a staunch supporter of school choice and competition in education.

“In a competitive environment, nobody would send their children to 
the schools we have today,” says Palmer. “Why would I buy a bar of 
soap with no cleansing power? Similarly, why should I send my chil-
dren to a school that only produces illiteracy? It’s criminal that poor 
black children are forced to go to a failed school just because it’s down 
the street.”

Marcus Garvey is located in the Crenshaw district of south central Los 
Angeles. While most of its students hail from south central, some drive 
30 or 40 miles each way to come to school. “Our children come from 
low-income or lower middle-income families who struggle to make edu-
cation a priority,” says Beverly. An education at Marcus Garvey costs 
$492 a month for the elementary grades and $508 for high school. Par-
ents can also pay weekly or bi-weekly if that helps them meet the bills. 
This year the Children’s Scholarship Fund sent 67 new children to the 
school.

Most parents of Garvey students, however, cannot afford to send their 
children to the school for a complete education. Instead, some just 
come for a year or two to get a foundation that their local schools have 
failed to provide. As a result, the school has to meet the needs of stu-
dents with dramatically different levels of mastery at each grade level. 
Each class—but particularly the new children—is grouped into begin-
ning, intermediate, and advanced sections. The object for the teachers at 
each grade level is to merge the three groups into one. With more chil-
dren coming to the school in their later years, this challenge is becoming 
harder to meet. This year’s 6th grade, for example, has new students 
who are non-readers as well as children reading at the high school and 
post-high school level. 

Beverly, who was a teacher for 15 years in the school before becoming 
executive director, says the school is successful because of its teachers 
and that the teachers are successful because the school builds that 
capacity into them. “We don’t want teachers with previous training,” 
Palmer adds. “We want them trained in the Marcus Garvey method.” 
The school has its own mandatory teacher training program that lasts 
about six months throughout the year. Palmer still teaches the African 
history component in this program so essential to the school’s Afro-cen-
tric identity. 
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Both Beverly and Palmer stress that teachers at Garvey have to teach 
beyond their own skill set and often past their personal skill level. Moti-
vation is the key to the method. Specialists, such as the math and sci-
ence teacher who also teaches African history, rotate through the 
classrooms assisting the general classroom teachers. All throughout the 
year new teachers observe the master teachers to improve their in-class 
performance.

Marcus Garvey, for whom the school is named, was an American 
born in Jamaica who founded the Universal Negro Improvement Associ-
ation, an organization that grew to over two million members at its 
height in the 1920s. Palmer says Garvey was a man who never gave up 
and who believed in his people. He was a worker, not an intellectual: he 
was a man who made things happen. 

Garvey makes the perfect patron for this school, Palmer says, because 
through hard work and a dedication to improving the lives of blacks, his 
school faculty is making great things happen for their students. Now he 
wants to see two million more teachers like them.
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Cascade Elementary is a local public school that 
serves a 99-percent black population, 80 percent 

of whom come from low-income families. Although the school is 
located in the upscale middle-class neighborhood of Cascade Heights—
a part of Atlanta famous for its powerful residents including senators, 
judges, college presidents, and even baseball great Hank Aaron—most 
of its students come from the local housing project not far from the 
school. 21

Regardless of where they come from, children at Cascade excel. In 
1999, the 1st graders, for example, scored in the 92nd percentile in math 
and 98th in reading on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills. And the higher 
scores are not only in the lower grades. The 5th graders scored in the 
82nd percentile in reading and 74th in math.22 The year before, accord-
ing to one study, Cascade ranked 7th out of the 1,064 elementary 
schools in all of Georgia.23

Cascade is a turnaround story. Only four years ago, before Alfonso 
Jessie came to Cascade from West Atlanta Elementary, the 5th graders 
were scoring in the 44th percentile in reading and 37th in math.24 In just 
one year, Jessie had already turned 
around West Atlanta, but the surround-
ing area was too poor to keep the school 
open. Eventually, Jessie came to Cas-
cade to replace Dubose Thomas, the 
school’s principal who had suddenly 
died.

“What we do is not rocket science,” says Jessie, who has been in the 
school system now for 34 years. “In my school, our children are the only 

Notes:
21. Iowa Test of Basic Skills, Spring 1999. Provided by Cascade Elementary.
22. Ibid.
23. The 1998 Georgia Elementary Report Card for Parents, Georgia Public Policy 

Foundation.
24. Iowa Test of Basic Skills, Spring 1996. Georgia Public Education Report 

Card. Provided by the Georgia Department of Education, Office of 
Research, Evaluation, and Testing. See http://168.29.251.13.
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ones in the universe. We figure out what they need to know, and then 
we teach them until they have those skills.” This is the three-part 
sequence of Jessie’s formula for success: immediate personal attention, 
testing, and basic skills.

“Once a child knows you believe in him, he can compete anywhere in 
the world,” says Jessie. “You have to get to know the child. You have to 
get to know the family. You have to spend some Saturdays with them. 
Then you can get to skill building.” Jessie admits that this level of com-
mitment can be daunting, but a few devices can cover a lot of ground in 
short order. 

Cascade, for example, sends a contract home to parents obligating 
them to go over homework questions and to have their children in bed 
by 9 P.M. In this way children learn from their parents that school is a 
priority. In a similar vein, Jessie explains to parents at the beginning of 
the year that if their children misbehave in school, they will be person-
ally escorted to their parents’ place of work. Not surprisingly, Cascade 
has almost no discipline problems. To provide even further support, 
Jessie organized a corps of retired teachers, business owners, and other 
professionals from the area to visit the children in school and provide 
one-on-one tutoring. “School should be a place where positive role 
models abound,” says Jessie. Every year he looks to expand this mentor-
ing program.

A child’s education at Cascade is tailored to his individual needs. At 
the beginning of the year, mornings are set aside for diagnostic testing 
until each student’s portfolio of needs is determined. Throughout the 
year the children are then tracked by skill level and taught new material 
as they demonstrate mastery. The mastery of basic skills is the goal; reg-
ular assessment is the means.

“Children need constant encouragement,” Jessie remarks, “[b]ut our 
encouragement has to be directed at learning.” Cascade’s regular testing 
regime provides the target objectives that the children need to inspire 
their increased performance. “We find every opportunity we can to say 
something positive, but we make sure that we are reinforcing their skill 
level by doing so.” 

“One problem in a large system is that decisions are made too far 
from the classroom,” says Jessie. Cascade doesn’t have this problem. 
Jessie trains his teachers himself and teaches several demonstration 
classes a day. “If I’m in the classroom, my teachers won’t have any prob-
lems finding me or getting what they need,” he points out.
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The Marva Collins School was founded in 1975 
as Westside Preparatory, a one-room school-

house for ten students where, in the words of its founder, “No child 
would be allowed to fail.” The school has recently moved to southside 
Chicago and has plans to expand to 500 students. With another school 
in Ohio, two in Wisconsin, and a teacher training program that has 
instructed more than a half million teachers, Marva Collins and her 
methods are a force to be reckoned with.25 

When asked what is the primary cause of student failure, without a 
moment’s hesitation, Marva Collins replies: “Bad teachers. Teaching 
inabilities are as prevalent as learning disabilities.” 

Marva Collins tolerates no excuse for failure from her teachers, 
because she believes that the teacher alone limits a student’s drive for 
excellence. “Any teacher can fail a student. But that’s no sign of power. 
When a student fails, the teacher also fails. Teachers need to believe that 
every child can learn.”

Teacher training forms the center of this school’s daily life. Following 
Marva Collins’ own personal commitment to lifelong learning, all of her 
teachers continually refine their craft in 
the classroom. Her daughter, Cynthia 
Collins, one of the original ten pupils at 
Westside Prep and now the headmis-
tress of the school, heads up the 
school’s ongoing staff development. 
Under her guidance, new teachers are 
assigned apprenticeships in the classrooms of master teachers who indi-
vidually tutor them, both on the job and over the summer. In this way 
Collins maintains the continuity and integrity of her mother’s no-non-
sense, back-to-basics curriculum that is centered on phonics and mem-
orization for the younger students, and higher-level reasoning and 
literary analysis for the older ones. 

Notes:
25. Iowa Test of Basic Skills, Spring 1999. Provided by Marva Collins 

Preparatory School.
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“Teachers are a dime a dozen. Good teachers are rare,” Cynthia Col-
lins remarks. “We find dedicated individuals to embrace the methodol-
ogy. Once they believe that all children can learn, it’s only a matter of 
hard work.”

And hard work it is. Neither the school day nor the school year is 
extended at Marva Collins, but every minute of class time is spent on 
task. Swiftly taken through one exercise after another, students are pep-
pered with classical allusions at every turn and their teachers fully 
expect them to return the favor. Even among the youngest students, talk 
of Great Books fills the air. No matter what the subject or grade level, 
the children are expected to be persuasive in speech and equally effec-
tive on paper. 

Like the ongoing teacher training that keeps the faculty sharp in the 
classroom, student performance is also regularly monitored and refined 
through weekly tests in all subjects every Friday. The older students 
maintain written journals, which promotes an interdisciplinary 
approach to their studies and provides a portfolio of their progress 
across subject areas. Regular research papers, beginning in the earliest 
grades, support the more routine exercises and provide a further outlet 
for articulate written expression.

Collins’ teaching method, outlined in her latest book, Marva Collins’ 
Way, is now promoted nationally by her son, Patrick, another of her 
original pupils and a former principal of the school.
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Anyone who thinks that low-performing, under-
funded, poorly equipped elementary schools can’t be 

turned around has never met Hellen DeBerry. Over the course of her 
seven-year tenure as principal of Earhart Elementary in Calumet 
Heights, she made one of Chicago’s desperately poor inner-city schools 
into the envy of the suburbs.26

The Chicago public school system is, of course, still reeling from 
then-Secretary of Education William J. Bennett’s claim that it was “the 
worst in the nation.”27 As recently as 1996, even though significant 
improvements have been made since 
Bennett’s visit to the city, half of the chil-
dren were working below grade level in 
nearly 80 percent of Chicago’s schools.28

In the midst of this educational waste-
land, Earhart proves what is possible. 
Between 1991 and 1998, the number of 
children in the entire school scoring at or above the national average 
soared 52 percentage points in reading and 46 points in math.29 To take 
the 6th grade as but one example, during that same period, the class 

Notes:
26. Iowa Test of Basic Skills, Spring 1998. Provided by the Department of 

Research, Assessment and Quality Reviews, Office of Accountability, Chi-
cago Public Schools. See http://webdata.cps.k12.il.us/. These scores are for 
the last year that Hellen DeBerry was the principal of Earhart Elementary.

27. November 1987. See William J. Bennett, The De-Valuing of America (New 
York: Summit Books, 1992), p. 40.

28. Ron Wolk, “Strategies for Fixing Failing Public Schools,” Education Week, 
November 4, 1998, p. 44.

29. The educational research organization Designs for Change has prepared a 
complete report on improved reading achievement in the Chicago public 
school system for a slightly different period. Of the 111 schools that sub-
stantially increased the number of children reading at or above the national 
norm between 1990 and 1997, Earhart Elementary topped the list. See 
Designs for Change, “What Makes These Schools Stand Out,” October 
1997, pp. 5-11.
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national percentile ranking shot from 40th to 78th in reading and from 
27th to 85th in math.30

Earhart Elementary is housed in a tiny, one-floor, tan brick building 
on the far southside of Chicago. Although the school may use a random 
lottery to draw up to 50 percent of its children from beyond the neigh-
borhood, it is 99 percent black and 1 percent Hispanic. Eighty-two per-
cent of the children qualify for the free and reduced lunch program.31

In 1991, the Board of Education slated Earhart for closure. With only 
135 children enrolled, the school was so desperate for students that it 
advertised vacancies in the local post office and Pizza Hut. Earhart 
didn’t even have its own principal; it was a branch of Hoyne Elemen-
tary, which administered the school from a half-mile away.

Under the Chicago School Reform Act of 1988, branch schools were 
to be newly organized with their own local school councils responsible 
for selecting their own school principals. Luckily, Earhart had an active 
and interested council eagerly looking to take advantage of this greater 
independence, and set out to find a principal who could establish an 
Afro-centric school with a concentration in math and science.

Hellen DeBerry, a former teacher, reading specialist, and assistant 
principal at Paderewski Elementary, got the job. When she arrived, 
there was no reading program in kindergarten and no significant writing 
anywhere in the curriculum; most of the learning was of a mundane 
skill-based sort that could never lead to the advanced curriculum in 
math and science that the council had envisioned. In response, DeBerry 
quickly educated her council on the school’s specific needs and laid out 
a five-year plan to make Earhart the best school in Chicago.

First, she reestablished the school under the city’s “options for knowl-
edge” designation, which allows a school to draw from beyond its local 
neighborhood. Keeping the Afro-centric emphasis that the council 
wanted, DeBerry envisioned Earhart as a school for the humanities that 
would first address the language arts and then move on to improving its 
math, sciences, and social sciences until a full liberal arts curriculum 

Notes:
30. Iowa Test of Basic Skills, Spring 1998. Provided by Board of Education of 

the City of Chicago.
31. Provided by Board of Education of the City of Chicago. Earhart’s lottery 

does not significantly change the demographics of its student body, largely 
because the city’s school system is one of the most segregated in the coun-
try. In the entire Chicago system of 569 schools, 90 percent of the children 
are minority and 84 percent are low-income. See Paul G. Vallas, “Saving 
Public Schools,” Center for Educational Innovation, December 9, 1998, 
p. 1.
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was in place. “The Afro-centric program was a means to an end. It 
wasn’t the main focus,” DeBerry notes. “Our mission was to provide 
every child with the well-rounded education necessary to make a 
responsible citizen.” Reading became her top priority.

Her program concentrated not on reading methods, but on reading 
comprehension, and on developing classrooms that met the learning style 
of every student in the school. Phonics, memorization of sight-words, 
and literature-based approaches to reading were all brought together 
into a cohesive program that placed literacy at the center of school life.

DeBerry devoted an hour and a half each morning exclusively to read-
ing. During this reading period, she canceled all physical education, 
music, art, and library hours so that the entire support staff could assist 
with the program. Committed to ongoing and universal staff develop-
ment, DeBerry made sure that everyone in the school received sufficient 
training to teach the children how to read.

In line with DeBerry’s vision to make Earhart a school for the human-
ities, this emphasis on reading developed a love of literature in the chil-
dren. At Earhart, literature is emphasized in all subjects and provides a 
basis for an interdisciplinary approach to study so characteristic of 
excellent programs in the humanities. Grammar and basic essay compo-
sition lead quickly to higher-level research writing by the 2nd grade. 
Monthly oral presentations provide ample opportunities for public 
speaking. A Junior Great Books program, complete with literary semi-
nars, gives the children a sophisticated forum for the development of 
their higher-order thinking skills and the art of conversation.

DeBerry believes that, given standards of excellence, children will 
always exceed your expectations of them. “All of our children are 
expected to work above grade level and to learn for the sake of learn-
ing,” she says simply. “We instill a desire to overachieve. Give us an 
average child and we’ll make him an overachiever.” Last year’s 6th grade 
was reading To Kill a Mockingbird while another class was writing its 
own stage play based on the story of the slave ship Amistad.

In an environment marked by failure and plagued by excuses protect-
ing poor performance, DeBerry’s commitment to excellence is unequiv-
ocal. “Economic status has nothing to do with intellectual ability,” she 
declares flatly. “You have to set your standards regardless of constitu-
ency. Provide the free meals to those who need them, but keep your 
academic standards.”

DeBerry invited parents to school, both to enlist their support and to 
show them what they can do to help their children succeed in school. 
But she says that it is not wise to depend on it: “You can’t rely on paren-
tal involvement without it potentially becoming an excuse. Instead, we 
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make the child responsible. Here, children learn there are consequences 
for their actions.” The only alternative to this, DeBerry explains, is an 
instructional program weakened by a principal’s attention to secondary 
matters. “We let our children understand that so many opportunities are 
available even if their parents can’t or won’t help. We talk a lot about the 
future, about good role models, and about careers. A school environ-
ment of achievement itself removes many obstacles.”

Finding students is no longer a problem at Earhart; if anything, the 
school needs to find more space. The school has doubled in size since 
1991 and has plans to expand to 8th grade later this year. Confident that 
the school was firmly rooted in a tradition of excellence and could stand 
on its own, DeBerry left the principal’s office in 1998. She now works 
for the Chicago public school system as a troubleshooter helping to turn 
around other schools.32 Earhart’s new principal is Patricia Walsh.

Notes:
32. Hellen DeBerry can now be reached at 312.945.3811.
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George Washington Elementary is a local public 
school on the east side of Chicago, not far away 

from Earhart Elementary. Although located in a neighborhood that 
houses immigrant families of Eastern European and Middle Eastern 
backgrounds, the area surrounding the school is predominantly His-
panic. Seventy-three percent of the children in the school today are His-
panic, most of whom come from hard-working blue collar Mexican and 
Puerto Rican families.33

For a few years now Washington has enjoyed a growing reputation 
for excellence. From 1991 to 1997 Washington’s school-wide reading 
scores improved more than any school in Chicago, except Earhart. In 
that same time period, the school’s combined reading and math scores 
improved more than 85 percent of all Chicago schools.34 Although 
these gains are relative to the past performance of many struggling 
schools, some of Washington’s achieve-
ments can compete with any school in 
the land. This year’s 3rd graders, for 
example, scored in the 92nd percentile 
on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills in 
math.35 

“We have a good school,” says Craig 
Ergang, now in his second year in the principal’s office. “Families move 
into the neighborhood because they are attracted to the school and they 
know we don’t select our students, as some magnet schools in the city 
are able to do.”

Notes:
33. Iowa Test of Basic Skills, Spring 1999. Provided by the Department of 

Research, Assessment and Quality Reviews, Office of Accountability, Chi-
cago Public Schools. See http://webdata.cps.k12.il.us/.

34. Designs for Change, “What Makes These Schools Stand Out,” October 
1997, p. 179.

35. Iowa Test of Basic Skills, Spring 1999. Provided by the Department of 
Research, Assessment and Quality Reviews, Office of Accountability, Chi-
cago Public Schools. 
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But Ergang admits that the popularity of his school is a mixed bless-
ing. Under the current funding formula, his projected school budget is 
based on the number of school-age children in the school’s previous 
year attendance report, and not on the actual number of children in his 
building. Due to the shared housing arrangements common to this and 
many other low-income areas, Washington often has more students 
than were demographically projected. Families from outside the neigh-
borhood also falsify their addresses to send their children to a better 
school. This year Washington will have nearly 100 more students than 
originally projected by the school system.

“With whatever we’re given, we focus our time, money, and effort on 
the individual needs of the children,” says Ergang. Of the school’s $2.5 
million budget, some $350,000 is supplemental money used entirely for 
improved instruction. In particular, this money pays for three instruc-
tional assistants who diagnose the needs of students for specialized 
tutoring. The rest of the money is used to pay for writing, art, and music 
teachers and to fund three positions in overcrowded classes.

Twenty-six years ago, Ergang left his career as a supervisor in the trust 
department at Continental Bank. After he had to fire several graduates of 
the Chicago public school system who couldn’t function at a high 
school level, he decided to become a teacher and do something about it 
himself. He first came to Washington Elementary fourteen years ago as a 
reading resource trainer responsible for the in-house staff development 
of his fellow teachers. As a result of Ergang’s influence, specialized 
instruction in reading and writing is now a hallmark of everyone’s edu-
cation at Washington.

“Reading and writing go together,” Ergang remarks. “One of the sur-
est ways to improve instruction across the board is to work on them as a 
whole.” A dedicated language arts instructor teaches all students in 
grades 1 through 6 a specific course in narrative, persuasive, and expos-
itory writing. “Writing as a process is taught uniformly throughout the 
building,” he continues. And because his students are well-instructed on 
how to write, they are freed up to focus more on content. “Despite our 
large percentage of second language students—Spanish, Urdu, and 
Serbo-Croatian are all represented—I have one of the best writing pro-
grams in the country,” says Ergang. By way of proof, this school year 91 
percent of 3rd graders met or exceeded state performance standards in 
writing. One hundred percent of 5th graders and 92 percent of 8th grad-
ers did the same.36

Ergang also spends his money on the arts. Washington has a very suc-
cessful fine arts program for all grades, kindergarten through 8th, that, 
among others, has attracted the financial support of the Illinois Arts 
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Council. Even without such support, Ergang maintains that any success-
ful school has to invest in the arts. “Art is the key to success for so many 
students,” he remarks. “For low-income children it exposes them to so 
much they would never get elsewhere.” The same is true of music. 
“There is a big correlation between musical proficiency and increased 
reading ability,” he says. Students in grades 5 through 8 can play in the 
school band. Ergang pays his music teacher extra to assemble the band 
in the morning before school starts. 

As far as staffing is concerned, Ergang says that a successful school 
attracts talented people who are willing to work hard to keep it that 
way. His teachers come early and stay late; the school’s parents are 
equally loyal and hardworking. 

A parent-run bilingual council is an especially important element of 
Washington’s success. In Chicago, schools have three years to main-
stream children into an all-English curriculum. Because Washington 
does not receive funding to maintain a child’s second language through-
out the school and because the parents want their children to be fluent 
in English, the bilingual council reinforces Ergang’s insistence on 
English proficiency for all his students. “We prefer English as a Second 
Language over a pullout program in Spanish wherever possible,” he 
notes, because it is the fastest and most effective way to make English 
the primary in-class language for everyone.

In the early grades, Washington emphasizes a traditional reading pro-
gram of explicit phonics supported by a strong literature component. 
Almost every child at Washington is a reader by the end of kindergar-
ten. “If you can read in Spanish, you can read in English,” Ergang says 
forcefully. “Language acquisition leads to language transfer and we use 
that to our advantage when we can.” 

Notes:
36. Illinois Standards Achievement Test, September 1999. Provided by Wash-

ington Elementary.
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Six years ago, so many students in Cambridge were 
drawn off to magnet schools in the Boston area that 

Morse was on the verge of closing. At the parents’ request, James Coady 
introduced a comprehensive change to the curriculum installing Core 
Knowledge (see Appendix A) in all grades and at all levels. 3738

“Our parents were convinced that a drastic solution was required if 
retaining the school was to be justified,” Coady says of the decision to 
bring in the Core Knowledge Foundation and rework the school’s cur-
riculum. “We had a little difficulty in the beginning getting the staff on 
board—two teachers left—but that was a good thing in the end.” 

The parents at Morse were in fact instrumental in getting the new cur-
riculum adopted. “Some at Central Administration [of Cambridge Pub-
lic Schools] were adamantly opposed to Core Knowledge,” Coady 
recalls. “They’re influenced by the Harvard School of Education. They 
didn’t want anything to do with a classical curriculum.” The parents 
lobbied the local school board to approve their proposal. The superin-
tendent supported the school’s request. Until the bitter end, however, 
Coady says his superintendent was pressured by the local schools of 
education not to accept his school’s wishes. 
And sometimes the attacks became per-
sonal. “I didn’t realize that I was being 
called a racist for bringing Core Knowledge 
to the school,” Coady remarks bluntly. 
“Some went so far as to call me a Nazi. But 
neither race nor poverty is the real issue 
here. Success is determined by a good curriculum and a good staff.”

Morse is now the highest performing elementary school in Cam-
bridge. Last year’s 6th graders, for example, scored in the 71st percentile 

Notes:
37. All of the schools included in the study have student populations that are 

75 percent or more low-income. Morse is now reporting a low-income 
population significantly less than 75 percent. This reduction directly fol-
lowed on the improved academic performance of the school.

38. California Achievement Test-5, Spring 1998. Provided by the Morse 
School.
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in reading and 93rd in math. Eighty-five percent of the 8th graders 
passed the city-wide algebra exam in 1998, down from 92 percent the 
year before.39 Although only 50 percent of the children at Morse offi-
cially sign up for the lunch program, nearly seven out of ten come from 
low-income families, many of whom are first-generation immigrants. 
Twenty-five percent of the children are Korean, 8 percent are Hispanic, 
and 27 percent are black.

Coady largely credits the school’s success to Core Knowledge, a com-
prehensive, culturally integrated curriculum, that builds a child’s 
knowledge step by step in all disciplines through all grades in a coordi-
nated sequence. The curriculum maintains that this solid foundation of 
knowledge is both the necessary prerequisite and the natural spring-
board to more critical and creative thinking. Its opponents say that it is 
too rigid, doctrinaire, and Euro-centric. 

“The curriculum guarantees that all our students receive a rich, var-
ied, and cohesive course of studies,” Coady replies. “It’s hard to argue 
with our results.”

Although the Core Knowledge Foundation was brought in to help 
with the transition to the new program, Coady says the curriculum is so 
specific that outside teacher training is hardly necessary. Implementing 
the program, he says, is very easy and is particularly well-suited for new 
teachers who might want more direction or who might find added com-
fort in the level of detail that it provides.40

Character education—specifically emphasizing the classical virtues—
is another critical feature of the Morse curriculum. Using the Core Vir-
tues resource guide published by the Link Institute, a non-profit Silicon 
Valley-based educational research organization, teachers at Morse plan a 
monthly, literature-based study of the virtues that is taught grade by 
grade in a three-year cycle.41 In the first year, in the month of Decem-
ber, for example, each grade level incorporates the study of “generosity” 
into its preparations for the holiday season. The next year, “generosity” 
is refined to a reflection on “charity.” And then, in the third year at the 
same time, the whole school focuses on “compassion.” Like many other 
high-performing schools, Morse has found that the explicit study and 
discussion of character is central to the school’s mission of shaping 
informed and responsible citizens. 

Notes:
39. School Improvement Plan 1999-2000, Morse School for Cambridge Public 

Schools. Provided by the Morse School.
40. See http://www.coreknowledge.org.
41. See http://www.linkinstitute.org.
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Coady strongly believes that regular testing is also critical. At Morse, 
teachers work in clusters and regularly share test results with their col-
leagues in order to drive achievement higher. Coady has found that 
using a carefully sequenced curriculum keyed to specific learning objec-
tives such as Core Knowledge makes this kind of regular assessment 
that much easier. In April and May students prepare for the national 
exams. The results of mock tests are returned immediately and addi-
tional coursework is assigned where it is needed. A summer program is 
all but mandatory for students who require extra help. 

 “Those who need help get it, and get help that works,” Coady says. 
“But it takes a hard-working staff.” Homework sessions are held after 
school two days a week. Although they can leave at 2:45 P.M., many 
teachers are at the school from 7:30 in the morning to 5 at night.

Without a doubt, the new regime is working. Now students from the 
surrounding magnets are coming to Morse. Since Coady introduced the 
new program, the percentage of low-income students has dropped, 
demonstrating the economic stability that often comes with academic 
achievement. “When parents are given good choices, they take them,” 
says Coady. “The higher-income families bring a lot to the school. 
Everyone benefits.”
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Founded in 1991 in response to a challenge issued 
by Catholic archbishop Adam Cardinal Maida to 
provide better educational opportunities for the 

children of Detroit, the first of these “Christ-centered” schools was up 
and running less than a year after it was first conceived. Since then, Cor-
nerstone has blossomed into a privately owned mini-school district of 
three elementary schools and one middle school providing outstanding 
education to some of Detroit’s poorest children. With its rolling admis-
sions policy, Cornerstone tries to accept all interested students regard-
less of skill level or special needs. The schools are nearly 100 percent 
black.42

A Cornerstone education follows an academically rigorous, liberal 
arts curriculum deeply infused with character education to make what 
Ernestine Sanders, the president and CEO of the Cornerstone Schools 
Association, calls “an education where 
knowledge is centered in truth.”

A clear record of achievement is in the 
making. Although the national percen-
tile ranking of all four schools in math 
does not compare to their achievement 
in reading, this year’s 8th graders scored 
in the 66th percentile. As for reading, Cornerstone’s scores are especially 
impressive in the earliest years, with the kindergartners and the 1st grad-
ers scoring in the 82nd and 76th percentiles, respectively.43

To get these results, the schools emphasize real learning beginning 
with the youngest children. A pre-school program centered on phonics 

Notes:
42. Stanford-9 Achievement Test, Spring 1998. Provided by the Cornerstone 

Schools Association. Although the school-wide test scores for 1999 do not 
meet the strict criteria for inclusion in this study, they are a strong indica-
tion of the school’s continual improvement. The median percentile rank-
ings in math and reading on the Stanford-9 Achievement Test for Spring 
1999 were the 58th and 63rd percentiles, respectively.

43. Stanford-9 Achievement Test, Spring 1999. Provided by the Cornerstone 
Schools Association.
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instruction and number awareness identifies the children with the great-
est needs and provides them with the intensive instruction necessary to 
prepare them for success at Cornerstone.44 Foreign language is studied 
every year at Cornerstone beginning in kindergarten.

Providing extra time in the classroom promotes Cornerstone’s suc-
cess.45 An eleven-month school year extends to the second week in July. 
For students requiring still more help, or for parents with busy work 
schedules, supervised study hall is available every day from 7 to 8 in the 
morning and from 3 to 6 in the afternoon. Teachers are also provided 
with extra time each month to develop their lesson plans, attend work-
shops, and observe outside teaching methods.

Cornerstone emphasizes both the moral and academic development 
of the child. As Ernestine Sanders says, “At his core, a citizen is not a 
good citizen without virtue, without integrity, without honor, without a 
love for the other. Cornerstone in its humble way wants every child to 
leave us with what it takes to be a functioning member of our world.” By 
design, a Cornerstone education works in concert with a child’s family 
and community to make good American citizens.

The greatest hallmark of this outreach to the home is the signed “cov-
enant” that each parent makes with the school. More than a written con-
tract, the covenant is a bond that, as Sanders says, is “rooted in God’s 
love for every person” and that commits each parent to cultivating the 
spiritual, social, and academic excellence of the child. At Cornerstone, 
the success of its students is the joint mission of the children, their par-
ents, and the school working as one.

Cornerstone also demonstrates how old resources can be made new. 
One campus in Detroit, leased from the archdiocese, reinvigorated an 
unoccupied building on the site of the Sacred Heart seminary. Two oth-
ers are housed in the former Lutheran School for the Deaf, a massive 
residential facility from a bygone era that is now completely renovated 

Notes:
44. A trial pilot program before the start of 1997 reveals an achievement gap of 

between 20 and 30 points between students in the 1st grade who partici-
pated in the pre-school program and those who did not. Subsequent 
results show the continuing positive effect that pre-school has had on the 
later class work of the participating students. See Cornerstone Schools 1997 
Annual Report, p. 14.

45. Cornerstone has been recognized for its effective use of time to help stu-
dents meet high academic standards. See National Education Commission 
on Time and Learning, Prisoners of Time: Schools and Programs Making Time 
Work for Students and Teachers (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Print-
ing Office, 1994).
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and equipped to accept the latest computer technology. The fourth cam-
pus operates in the basement of a Lutheran church.

The conversion of old facilities is one thing, but the key to Corner-
stone’s success is its people. Sanders and the whole Cornerstone family 
have brought together hundreds of business, industry, and community 
leaders who have a vested interest in making sure the children at Cor-
nerstone succeed. These “partners,” as they are called, fund the school 
through “partnerships,” each representing a $2,000 gift and a personal 
commitment to meet with the sponsored child four times a year. The 
goal is two partnerships per student. Over 500 partners are now in the 
program, with a 91-percent renewal rate year after year. Some have even 
sponsored a child’s education from kindergarten to 8th grade and are 
now starting over again sponsoring a different child. Some have part-
nered with as many as ten children at once.

The financial gifts go a long way toward funding the school’s mission, 
where the actual cost of an eleven-month Cornerstone education is 
$5,800 per student. Tuition is based on a “pay what you can” policy, 
with a full two-thirds of the school receiving some tuition assistance. 
The average tuition paid is $1,200; the maximum is $1,950. The lowest 
this year is $300. And even though this relatively modest amount is 
beyond the reach of many of the school’s families, because the school 
seeks to nurture a culture of responsibility and ownership, everybody 
must pay something.

Between the partnership program and its tuition policy, Cornerstone 
aims to teach its parents, partners, and students alike that the greatest 
gift in life is to give of one’s self to help another. In this way, Corner-
stone’s funding mechanism complements an idea both central to the 
school’s educational philosophy and critical to its mission of urban 
renewal: Change must come from within. “The biggest thing in inner-
city education is a transformation of attitude,” Sanders explains. “Urban 
settings have low expectations, dilapidated buildings, and deflated chil-
dren. Here we ask: What high expectations do you have for your own 
child? What are you willing to do to achieve those expectations? Corner-
stone can help make them a reality.”

The Cornerstone approach demonstrates to members of local com-
munities that they are the real shareholders in the future of these school 
children. Their partnerships with the students raise the standard of 
achievement to a higher level. Sanders says, “When you partner with 
people of talent and knowledge you raise the level of expectations and 
the level of what you can give your children.” Community partnerships 
at Cornerstone have led to the creation of a school agri-science garden 
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project, an enhanced computer network, and an on-site health clinic, 
complete with a resident physician.

Although the school has expanded its own operation successfully, 
Sanders hesitates to say that she has developed a model that can be rep-
licated elsewhere. “Cornerstone is not the answer to all things,” she says. 
“We focus on helping those who come to us. If we can help others, we 
are certainly willing to try.”
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Testing, testing, and more testing is leading to 
phenomenal success at Owen Elementary. Teach-

ers are grouped into testing teams so that all the 
stakeholders in the test results have a say in the test preparations. The 
4th grade teacher responsible for next year’s students, for example, 
actively works with the 3rd grade teacher preparing those children for 
their end-of-the-year exam. This team approach delivers extraordinary 
results. 46

In 1999, 94 percent of Owen 4th graders passed the state math exam 
compared with 49 percent of all 4th graders in Detroit.47 Eighty percent 
passed the reading exam.48 The school-wide results on the Metropoli-
tan-7 are even more impressive for a curriculum that is driven by the 
performance measures of a state exam. Last year’s 5th graders, for exam-
ple, posted a mean score at the 98th percentile in reading and 90th in 
math.49 The 1st and 3rd grades also had 
mean scores in both math and reading 
above the 85th percentile.50

“Some call this teaching to the test,” 
says Patsy Burks, the school’s principal 
for the past twelve years, “But the state 
exam prescribes what the children need 
to know and we adjust our annual calendar to meet those expectations.” 

As Burks explains it, Detroit Public Schools mandates her curriculum 
based on the State of Michigan’s Benchmarks, Goals, and Objectives. 
Although this framework is fairly rigid, each school may adapt and 
modify its curriculum to meet the needs of its students. Owen does not 

Notes:
46. Metropolitan Achievement Test-7, Spring 1999. Provided by Owen Ele-

mentary.
47. Michigan Educational Assessment Program, 1999. Provided by the Michi-

gan Department of Education. 
48. Ibid.
49. Metropolitan Achievement Test-7, Spring 1999. Provided by Owen Ele-

mentary.
50. Ibid.
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alter its curriculum, but instead focuses its attention on expert teaching 
practices. According to Burks, a simple motivator makes this kind of 
teaching possible. “People ask us: How do you do it?” Burks remarks. 
“You have to see it for yourself. Our teachers like teaching. Our teachers 
are happy here. A happy teacher can be a powerful force.”

In a similar vein, Burks is particularly proud of Owen’s carefully culti-
vated home-like environment, which has a positive effect on teachers 
and students alike. “We want a warm and loving environment to help 
raise the standards, not to lower them,” says Burks. “In order to be effec-
tive you have to make your school attractive. Our school is an oasis. The 
children learn well because they want to be here.” 

While so many high-income schools count on a child’s well-ordered 
life at home to supplement his learning in school, Owen’s focus on a 
nurturing setting is designed to support the high expectations of the 
classroom. “Our children come to school facing a lot of challenges. But 
it’s our job to make those challenges bring out their best. With the right 
support and incentives in place a challenge can become a source of 
strength and pride, rather than just a barrier to overcome,” Burks 
explains. “We teach the children that being smart is something earned 
through hard work. We don’t ask the children ‘How bad off are you?’ 
We say, ‘Find out how good you can be.’”

The whole staff works together to create an environment that Burks 
says is non-threatening to the parents, however demanding it is of the 
students. “We encourage parental involvement in less formal ways,” she 
says. School can be intimidating to some parents and so Burks and her 
staff make an effort to relieve that pressure by providing helpful services 
they might not receive elsewhere. The school circulates voter registra-
tion cards at election time, for example, and sometimes the parents 
receive the free lunch. “In this way we get to know them better, we get 
to know their children better, and they get some much needed help 
without the threat of social services coming into their home,” Burks 
says. In this way Owen becomes more of a home for its students, more 
of an institution that its parents will turn to, and a more effective school 
as a result.
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In 1998 four Detroit children were killed in a fire at 
their grandmother’s house while their mother was in 

the hospital giving birth to her sixth baby. Two of the children lost in 
the fire were Newberry students. The school was often cited in news 
reports as the glue that held this fragile community together.51

A beautiful middle-class neighborhood in the late ’60s, Newberry is 
now an extremely poor part of southwest Detroit on the far edge of the 
city’s empowerment zone. Most of the parents who send their children 
to Newberry don’t work. There are no 
stores of any kind for miles. The school 
is set among the vast, vacant lots and 
abandoned houses left in the wake of 
Detroit’s white flight to the suburbs.

In this bleak landscape, Newberry 
Elementary shines like a beacon of 
hope. In March 1998, the 4th grade class scored in the 80th percentile in 
reading and in the 82nd in math on the Metropolitan-7. Weaker scores 
in the 2nd and 3rd grades pulled down the school-wide median, but the 
1st graders scored in the 81st percentile in reading and in the 77th in 
math.52

“Our success follows on a single principle,” Williams says. “If a child 
can’t learn the way I teach, then I must learn to teach the way she 
learns.” 

All teachers at Newberry work in grade-level clusters and share per-
formance results and teaching tips with each other in order to accelerate 
student performance across disciplines. After last year’s disappointing 
test scores came in, for example, the 2nd grade teachers physically reor-
ganized the entire building to facilitate better communication among all 
grade-level teachers.

Notes:
51. Metropolitan Achievement Test-7, Spring 1998. Provided by Newberry 

Elementary.
52. Ibid.
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“I give my teachers whatever they need to get the job done and then 
hold them accountable for the results,” Williams says. “Administrators 
need to unleash their teachers’ talent. If you convince everyone in the 
staff to create a can-do atmosphere, it’s only a short step from figuring 
out how to get it done. But once you allow excuses in, it isn’t long before 
your teachers aim for nothing more than just fewer hassles.”

Four days a week for two hours a day Newberry teachers run a volun-
tary after-school program in reading and math. The results are stunning. 
In 1999, 77 percent of the 5th graders passed the state writing exam; the 
year before 91 percent passed. In 1999, 90 percent of the 4th graders 
passed the state math exam.53 For those who require even more help, 
Newberry hosts a Summer Learning Academy.

Newberry is a disciplined school. But, as science teacher Walter 
Smith points out, class discipline does not come easily for its students 
and teachers: “Education begins and ends with the family. In order to 
educate an unsteady child, we first have to overcome a crisis in the 
home. For some that’s an excuse. Here there’s no excuse making, but as 
teachers we have to know that we are also doing the work of parents.” 
Smith comes to school by 7:20 each morning to give himself almost an 
hour and a half to prepare for the day. He spends his afternoons super-
vising voluntary lab projects. “We don’t just keep them busy,” says 
Smith. “We’re giving them an opportunity.”

This kind of dedication pays off. In 1998, 83 percent of the 5th grad-
ers at Newberry passed the state science exam in a state where 40 per-
cent passing is the norm.54

Notes:
53. Michigan Educational Assessment Program, 1999. Provided by the 

Michigan Department of Education.
54. Michigan Educational Assessment Program, 1998. Provided by the 

Michigan Department of Education.
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Operated for years as a regular local public ele-
mentary and middle school (K-8), Fourteenth Ave-

nue began serving handicapped children bused-in from all over the city 
once the neighborhood deteriorated and the local population declined. 
Fourteenth Avenue is now a balanced regular and special education ele-
mentary school (K-4) that serves the broadest range of disabilities. 55

This year, of the 210 children in the school, 76 are special education 
students spread out over nine classes, both self-contained and main-
streamed with regular education students. The self-contained classes are 
reserved for children who are multiply handicapped, pervasively dis-
turbed, or mentally retarded.56 Otherwise, children with special needs 
share resource teachers in classrooms alongside their peers in the regu-
lar educational program. The end result is that every student at Four-
teenth Avenue benefits from the resources and the expertise made 
available through the special education program. The school has strict 
academic growth standards for all chil-
dren regardless of disability, regardless of 
family background. Ninety-nine percent 
of the students are black. Ninety-eight 
percent come from low-income families.

Although it is more difficult to quan-
tify succinctly the academic achievement 
of the special education students, the results in the regular education 
program are phenomenal.

Notes:
55. Stanford-9 Achievement Test, Spring 1998. Provided by Fourteenth Ave-

nue School. These results reflect the regular education scores for grades 2 
and 3. No special education students are included.

56. Fourteenth Avenue serves children of all needs including: the neurologi-
cally impaired and those with traumatic brain injury; the emotionally dis-
turbed; the trainable mentally retarded; and the autistic. Wherever 
possible, Fourteenth Avenue tries to include these children in at least some 
of the activities of the regular education students.

Fourteenth Avenue School
186 Fourteenth Avenue
Newark, NJ 07103
973.733.6940

Alyson 
Barillari

Grades: K-4
Students: 210
% Low-income: 98
Median Percentile in Reading: 90
Median Percentile in Math: 9555
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For the past several years the regular education students have posted 
mean scores above the 90th percentile on the Stanford-9 achievement 
test. In 1998, the 2nd grade had a mean score in the 94th percentile for 
both reading and math, while the 3rd graders came in at the 86th and 
95th percentiles, respectively. For accountability purposes, the 4th grade 
is assessed using the state-mandated elementary proficiency assessment 
(ESPA), which is not a norm-referenced exam. In 1999, of the 51 
schools in the district with 4th graders, Fourteenth Avenue was first in 
math and ninth in language arts. The special education students at 
Fourteenth Avenue are only required to take the Stanford Diagnostic 
test, but all are expected to demonstrate regular academic gains on their 
functioning levels from year to year.

It is the school’s emphasis on testing and assessment that fosters its 
culture of excellence. “We work backwards,” says Barillari. “Based on 
the Core Curriculum Content Standards expected at each grade level, 
we work in class accordingly. From kindergarten—from day one—we 
tell them what tests they are taking this year and what tests they will 
take next.” When children don’t perform well, Barillari looks carefully at 
the results and the teaching that caused it. “Is there a pattern to the 
assessment? Did they do poorly in all areas or only in some?” she asks. 
“You then identify the teacher with the best results and get that teacher 
to teach the others.” 

Barillari is quick to note that such a system, when well managed, will 
not intimidate the staff, but only encourage further achievement. “You 
have to find everyone’s strengths and weaknesses. Everyone will have 
something to add. We concentrate on assessment so much that it 
becomes a reward mechanism. We use it as a vehicle to prove how good 
we are.”

Master teaching is what sets Fourteenth Avenue apart. “No one needs 
to leave the building for staff development,” Barillari continues. “I have a 
staff of veterans who teach each other.” For example, four years ago Bar-
illari found a parochial school teacher at the Newark job fair who clearly 
had skills that could benefit the entire staff. Now that teacher runs a 
math lab at all grade levels in tandem with the developmental teachers 
who team-teach every day alongside the regular classroom teachers. 
This arrangement not only brings continuity to the math program, but it 
also builds added teaching expertise into the faculty and allows the 
developmental teachers to focus on content. Whereas in many schools 
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the regular classroom teacher is unqualified to teach certain disciplines 
and is only further distracted by the needs of certain students, at Four-
teenth Avenue all the teaching resources available are concentrated on 
raising the academic proficiency of all students in all subject areas.
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When principal Irwin Kurz first came to Crown 
thirteen years ago, its scores sat in the bottom 
quartile of District 17 in Brooklyn.57Now they 

proudly stand as the best in the district and rank 40th out 674 elemen-
tary schools in all of New York City.58

Although they have to pack their students 35 to a classroom, the 
teachers at Crown make neither class size nor anything else an excuse 
for poor performance. Kurz says, “It’s a lot of garbage that poor kids 
can’t succeed.” Nearly every child at Crown qualifies for the free or 
reduced-price lunch.

Set in Crown Heights, an area of Brooklyn rightly proud of its Carib-
bean influences, but working hard to overcome the turmoil of its recent 
riots, the Crown School is a neighborhood public school serving poor 
minority children. Ninety-one percent of its students are black; 8 per-
cent are Hispanic. 

From the outside you could never tell that you were looking at one of 
the best schools around.Inside its doors the signs of accomplishment are 
everywhere. In stark contrast to the world around it, Crown is a study in 
success that promotes achievement at every 
turn. Every square inch of hallway groans 
under the weight of student projects, pre-
sentations, book reports, and the certifi-
cates of excellence they have received. “The 
physical plant has to show the kids that 
you care about them,” Kurz remarks. The 
sparkling corridors shimmer with waxed floor reflections of the lights 
overhead and the awards that line the walls.

Crown is a shamelessly proud institution that looks and feels like a 
private school from the moment you cross the threshold. Even the 

Notes:
57. California Test of Basic Skills and California Achievement Test-5, Spring 

1998. Provided by P.S. 161 for grades 3-8.
58. April 1999. Provided by the New York City Board of Education, Division 

of Assessment and Accountability, Test Analysis Unit.

P.S. 161—
The Crown School
330 Crown Street
Brooklyn, NY 11225
718.756.3100

Irwin 
Kurz

Grades: K-8
Students: 1,342
% Low-income: 98
Median Percentile in Reading: 71
Median Percentile in Math: 7857
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plaid-uniformed students sport navy sweaters with an ornate Crown 
insignia emblazoned on the chest. “It’s pretentious, but I want it that 
way,” Kurz says with a wry smile. “We’re trying to make a very special 
school for these children.”

The school is clearly the product of Kurz design. Its order, efficiency, 
and calm self-assurance are all a reflection of the man who put them in 
place. Yet Kurz maintains that nothing at Crown is unobtainable else-
where. “High expectations aren’t enough,” he says. “You have to intend 
on actually getting the job done. If you really intend on doing it, it will 
happen.” When Kurz instituted the school uniforms, for example, he 
simply sent out a letter notifying the parents where to pick them up. 

Kurz gets to work by 6:15 each morning and is able to eliminate 
many of that day’s problems before anyone else even knows they exist. 
“It’s the easiest way to build morale in a school,” he says. “If you solve 
the little problems, they’ll trust you with the big picture.” 

As a reflection of this thinking, Kurz makes sure that success comes 
early and often to his students. Children who don’t succeed in the earli-
est years are quick to believe that they are ill-equipped for school. In 
response, Kurz established literacy in kindergarten as a hallmark of his 
program. “If we let them, children will attribute any failure in school to 
a lack of natural ability,” Kurz says. “Here we teach them that hard work 
creates ability.” More than 80 percent of Crown’s kindergartners can 
read.

Blouke Carus, former president of Open Court Publishing, says 
Crown is the best Open Court school in the country. Much more than 
the school’s implementation of the Open Court phonics curriculum 
makes this so. Irwin Kurz has figured out how to develop the reading 
habit.

Classrooms literally overflow with books. Kindergartners who can 
read and older students who write five book reports each year are 
awarded a certificate that is hung on the wall and a button they can wear 
on their uniform. They are the members of the Principal’s Reading Club. 
A monthly newspaper of student book reviews called By-Lines keeps the 
school abuzz with book talk. A weekly book sale is the center of school 
life. Over 2,600 books were sold in the two days before Christmas—
with thousands more sold throughout the year. All books are sold, at a 
loss, for $1 each—fund-raisers cover the balance. Student advertising 
executives and inventory clerks earn bookstore pay to buy their own 
books in exchange for their work promoting and running the store. The 
bookstore is a tabletop.

In 1996 Kurz added a selective middle school called the Crown 
School of Law and Journalism.59 Now the 6th grade at Crown has the 
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second highest reading scores in all of New York State.60 Taken 
together, the 6th, 7th, and 8th grades in 1998 scored in the 93rd percen-
tile in reading and in the 96th in math.61 In 1998, the entire 8th grade 
passed the New York State algebra Regents exam—84 percent with dis-
tinction.62 

As Kurz is quick to explain, success at Crown is primarily the work of 
a well-integrated staff. In all grade levels children are assigned to a single 
teacher for all instruction, but the improvement of instruction is a col-
lective responsibility shared by the entire faculty. Kurz instituted a sys-
tem of peer evaluation where teachers on the same grade level observe 
each other solely to improve each other’s teaching. The sense of profes-
sionalism among the staff is palpable.

Kurz is himself a teacher turned principal, who understands that 
teachers must be free to adapt their styles to the needs of their students. 
He believes that only the individual teacher knows what is best for her 
classroom and that real teacher autonomy and respect for individual 
teaching style are necessary to bring it out. The wide variety in class-
room layout, decoration, and design shows a vibrant practice at work. 
But it is Kurz’s job to supply his teachers with whatever they need to 
improve their instruction, even if that means finding funds for outside 
seminars or additional supplies. This commitment to his teachers makes 
for low teacher turnover: The average tenure at the school is fifteen 
years.

In exchange, Kurz expects results. Testing is the key to Crown’s inter-
nal assessment. Mock tests in reading and mathematics are administered 
in December, January, and March. Teachers receive the results immedi-
ately and then tutor the children based on an exact portfolio of individ-
ual needs. Within two or three days students requiring remediation are 
assigned to one of the 26 paraprofessional tutors on staff. Kurz is the test 
hawk behind this data-driven approach. “You have to set clear and mea-

Notes:
59. Grades PK-5 at Crown average 215 students each. The Crown School of 

Law and Journalism accepts the best applicants from the same neighbor-
hood: grades 6-8 average 55 students each. 

60. Randal C. Archibold, “The Top Schools,” The New York Times, April 11, 
1999, sec. 1, p. 34. See Separate and Unequal: The Reading Gap in New 
York’s Elementary Schools. The Public Policy Institute of New York State, p. 
44.

61. California Test of Basic Skills and California Achievement Test-5, Spring 
1998. Provided by the New York City Board of Education, Division of 
Assessment and Accountability.

62. New York City Board of Education 1997-1998 Annual School Report, “P.S. 161 
- The Crown School,” p. 6. See http://207.127.202.63.



77

The No Excuses Schools

surable objectives for everyone,” Kurz notes. “I don’t know what other 
people use. We use tests.” Of the 100 students who received tutoring 
after one such recent mock test—50 children in reading and 50 in 
math—99 passed when test day came around.

With genuine humility, Kurz says his job doesn’t amount to much: he 
might set the goal, but it is for the others to reach it. He says quite 
frankly, “My teachers do all the work.”63

Notes:
63. In September 1999, Kurz was made the Brooklyn Regional Instructional 

Superintendent for the Chancellor’s District. The Chancellor’s District 
(District 85) is comprised of schools in Brooklyn, Manhattan, Queens, and 
the Bronx that grossly underperformed on the state and city assessments in 
reading and math. Kurz is now directly responsible for the 15 District 85 
schools located in Brooklyn. He can be reached at M.S. 391 on 
718.221.0701.
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P.S. 122 is a local public school in Queens that also 
houses a district-wide gifted and talented program 

in grades 6-8. Starting this year, a strand of students in grades 1 through 
5 will participate in a Core Knowledge magnet program that will draw 
its students from all 25 schools in District 30. The idea is to let the mag-
net and gifted programs set the pace for the whole school.64

Reflecting the population of its surrounding neighborhood, the 
school is 32 percent Hispanic; 21 percent Asian, Indian, or Pacific 
Islander; and 10 percent black. The remaining population of whites is 
largely made up of immigrant children of Greek, Italian, and Eastern 
European descent. More than seven out of ten children at P.S. 122 come 
from low-income families, but neither family background nor primary 
language is a barrier to achievement at this school.

Overall, P.S. 122 ranks 38th in math and 48th in reading out of more 
than 1,000 elementary and middle schools in New York City. Last year’s 
3rd graders scored in the 80th percentile in math and the 68th percentile 
in reading. The middle school results are even more impressive. The 6th 
graders had mean scores in the 96th percentile in math and 93rd in read-
ing.65 One hundred percent of all three 6th 
grade classes tested at the highest level in 
reading on the California Test of Basic 
Skills—the highest reading scores in all of 
New York State.66

“This is like a Title I school, only we 
don’t get Title I funding,” says principal 
Mary Kojes, referring to the federal formula grant program. Kojes, now 
in her third year as principal, adds, “Some parents don’t fill out the 
forms for the free lunch because of language problems or out of embar-

Notes:
64. California Test of Basic Skills and California Achievement Test-5, Spring 

1999. Provided by the New York City Board of Education, Division of 
Assessment and Accountability.

65. Ibid.
66. Randal C. Archibold, “The Top Schools,” The New York Times, April 11, 

1999, sec. 1, p. 34.

P.S. 122—The Mamie 
Fay School
21-21 Ditmars Boulevard
Long Island City, NY 11105
718.721.6410

Grades: K-8
Students: 1,230
% Low-income: 73
Median Percentile in Reading: 77
Median Percentile in Math: 8264

Mary 
Kojes
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rassment.” Although only 20 percent of the students are officially classi-
fied as having limited English proficiency, more than 40 percent come 
from homes where English is the second language. Mary Kojes is herself 
a first-generation immigrant who came to America from Greece when 
she was five years old. While many schools with fewer new immigrants 
blame poor reading scores on their second-language students, Kojes sees 
a unique opportunity for excellence.

“Foreign children can push the academics upward,” she says. “Immi-
grant children and their parents are looking to make a better life and 
they know that education is the way to move up. In our school they 
bring the others with them.” During a tour of the school, a small 4th 
grade girl in traditional Indian garb reads aloud a fable for discussion 
with her classmates. “Many of us don’t take advantage of what’s here 
unless we learn from others that this opportunity isn’t available the 
world over,” Kojes adds.

Ninety-five percent of all students who graduate from P.S. 122 go to 
Townsend, Bronx Science, Stuyvesant, or Brooklyn Tech: four of the 
highest-ranking high schools in New York and among the very best in 
the country. However, only a third of all the students who come to P.S. 
122 for elementary school eventually graduate, because grades 6 
through 8 represent a more selective program. 

A former assistant principal of ten years, a district staff developer, and 
math instructor, Kojes came to P.S. 122 with a plan to build on its suc-
cess and increase the academic rigor of all grades and in all subjects. 
“This is a very traditional school,” Kojes remarks. “My predecessor was 
the principal here for 23 years and gave the school a strong foundation.” 
With the basic skills in place, Kojes figured the school was ready for the 
next step.

Kojes’s goal is to get P.S. 122 among the top ten in the city. “I want a 
school-wide average in the 90s in math and in the 80s in reading,” she 
says flatly. “My focus is on our regular school. That’s where we can 
make the biggest difference. The children in grades 6 through 8 will 
make it no matter what. Our assignment now is to learn from their suc-
cess and drive the achievement of the whole school upwards.”

“You can’t make a difference as an autocrat and you can’t do it alone,” 
she adds. “You have to do it in steps and as a team.” Like so many other 
high-performing principals, she made reading the priority and she made 
sure that the curriculum clearly defined what should be taught at each 
grade level. 

“Not all teachers are created equal,” Kojes says candidly. Kojes pairs 
her new teachers with more experienced teachers to learn how they 
manage a classroom, work with parents, and shape daily lessons from 
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the defined curriculum. The end result of this ongoing staff develop-
ment is improved teaching. 

“The curriculum states the objectives,” Kojes explains. “But an objec-
tive has to be turned into an aim that speaks to a very specific skill.” 
This is what her teachers teach each other to do. There are any number 
of ways to teach any one skill, but the skills themselves are very specific 
and have to be developed in a specific sequence. More than anything 
else this fact has merited Kojes’s increased respect for the Core Knowl-
edge curriculum and the need for clear assessment.

“You can’t do your own thing in the classroom and then expect a 
child to return anything valuable,” Kojes remarks. “If children do well 
on your tests and bomb out on the national exams there is something 
wrong with what you’re teaching. But if you’re testing all along and 
assessing them according to the standards for that grade you should not 
be surprised at the end of the year during the final exam.” 
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Maverick school principal Lorraine Monroe estab-
lished the Frederick Douglass Academy in 1991 on 

the site of a failed middle school in central Harlem to prove that low-
income, inner-city minority children could match any standard of 
achievement in the land.67 She was right.68

Within a few years of FDA’s founding, its high school Regents scores 
in English, U.S. history, and pre-calculus rivaled those of New York 
exam school powerhouses Stuyvesant and Bronx Science. In 1998, 93 
percent of FDA students who took the U.S. History Regents passed, 
compared with 58 percent across the city. Similar scores were made in 
English and pre-calculus with passing rates of 88 percent and 87 per-
cent, respectively. In the Global History Regents–a two-year survey 
course of world civilizations considered by many the most challenging 
New York State exam–95 percent of 166 FDA students passed, com-
pared with the citywide average of 54 
percent.69

Even after a slight decline the year 
before, in 1998 the middle school test 
scores ranked 12th out of 235 in New 
York City, 32 percentage points higher 
than the city average in reading and 26 
points higher in math.70

Gregory Hodge took over from Lorraine Monroe in 1996 and is com-
mitted to extending Monroe’s vision of educational opportunity. His 

Notes:
67. See Lorraine Monroe, Nothing’s Impossible: Leadership Lessons from Inside 

and Outside the Classroom. New York: Public Affairs, 1997.
68. California Test of Basic Skills and California Achievement Test-5, Spring 

1998, for grades 7-8 only. Grades 9-12 at FDA take the New York Regents, 
which are not nationally normed. Provided by New York City Board of 
Education, Division of Assessment and Accountability.

69. Overview of Examination Results and Related Statistics for the 1997-1998 
School Year, “Frederick Douglass Academy.” Provided by Office of Educa-
tional Technology of the Office of the Chief Executive for School Programs 
and Support Services.

Frederick Douglass 
Academy
2581 Adam Clayton 
Powell, Jr., Blvd.
New York, NY 10039
212.491.4107

Gregory 
Hodge

Grades: 7-12
Students: 1,030
% Low-Income: 80
Median Percentile in Reading: 73
Median Percentile in Math: 8168
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goal is a full scholarship to college for every graduate. College prepara-
tion at FDA now begins in the 7th grade. A required program in test 
preparation, post-secondary research writing, and college counseling 
keeps the children focused on their collegiate future. Students are even 
required to make a certain number of college visits each year, again, 
beginning in the 7th grade.

The program is working. The school will graduate its largest class of 
123 students this year, sending them to Yale, Princeton, Cornell, Dart-
mouth, Duke, Tufts, Amherst, and the best of the traditionally black col-
leges, including Morehouse, Lincoln, Morris Brown, and Xavier.

The intersection of 149th Street and 7th Avenue used to be a proud 
center of black America. Stylishly dressed professionals strolled the bou-
levard on their way to the in-vogue theaters that produced the jazz 
greats of the be-bop era and the poetry of the Harlem Renaissance. 
Langston Hughes was a teacher here. Now the embattled bunker of a 
school squats above the noise of the Lenox terminal subway station with 
only the grime of a full-service car wash across the street to keep it com-
pany. Yet, amid this scene, pride is alive in Harlem.

In a hurry to get to class on time, the students pour through the front 
doors of the Academy, inspecting their uniforms in the lobby mirrors as 
they pass by. Hodge pulls a few aside to say hello and then sends them 
off as they pass muster. Overhead, they are greeted by a mural of Fred-
erick Douglass and a single line from the self-educated slave turned abo-
litionist: “Without struggle, there is no progress.”

“That’s what we’re about,” says Hodge. “Without an education these 
children are slaves to the world they live in. With real learning, there’s 
no end to what they might do.”

Frederick Douglass is a local public school of choice that draws 80 
percent of its students from Harlem’s District 5, with the rest accepted 
on the basis of an interview and two written recommendations. A reflec-
tion of the local neighborhood, the student body is 79 percent black, 20 
percent Hispanic, and 1 percent Asian or white.71 Hodge makes an 

Notes:
70. Provided by Frederick Douglass Academy based on New York Board of 

Regents report on the Manhattan Superintendency for 1997-1998. Eighty-
two percent of the middle school were above passing in reading compared 
to the citywide average of 49.6 percent passing; 88.9 percent of the middle 
school were above passing in math compared with the citywide average of 
63.1 percent passing.

71. Overview of Statistics and Performance Results for the 1997-1998 School Year, 
“Frederick Douglass Academy.” Provided by Office of Educational Tech-
nology of the Office of the Chief Executive for School Programs and Sup-
port Services.
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effort to open his doors to all students, but you have to choose FDA. “If 
you’re not interested in hard work, then FDA’s not for you,” Hodge 
remarks candidly. “It’s pretty self-selecting.”

To establish the disciplined and orderly environment that character-
izes FDA, Monroe drew up the school’s now-famous “12 non-negotia-
bles” and insisted on a school uniform. Ranging from the banal (“gum 
chewing and candy are prohibited”) to the hortatory (“learn to disagree 
without being disagreeable”), the non-negotiables clearly dictate that 
school is a place where respect for one’s self, one’s associates, and every-
one’s property is a prerequisite for academic success. Parents agree to 
enforce their child’s commitment both to the non-negotiables and to the 
rigors of a college preparatory education. The school is permitted to dis-
miss students who fail to comply. As for the uniforms, Monroe has said 
memorably that they get “the children to focus on what’s in their heads, 
not on their backs.”72

Like his predecessor Monroe, Hodge believes that discipline emerges 
from a clearly defined school culture focused on academics. He has 
recently introduced a student creed based on one from Morehouse Col-
lege. According to this creed, “The community of scholars at FDA is 
dedicated to personal and academic excellence.” The students call this 
school-wide commitment to excellence and exemplary behavior “being 
Academy.” As Hodge says, “The world around them openly rejects their 
commitment to excellence. That’s why we expect them to be Academy 
twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. No exceptions.”

Hodge wants to set his students up for success. If he had the funding, 
he would keep the school open from 6:30 A.M. to 10:00 P.M. every day. 
“By giving students a safe place you may be able to increase perfor-
mance. We do everything we can to help, but we place the burden on 
them to get the job done,” Hodge says. For now, the school is open from 
7:30 A.M. to 8 P.M. weekdays and from 9 A.M. to 4 P.M. on Saturdays for 
SAT preparation, AP calculus, AP physics, AP English, and other aca-
demic subjects.

Despite extraordinarily limited resources, no activity goes wanting at 
FDA. A mandatory year of music theory and technique for every child in 
the school yields a string orchestra, a pop ensemble, and a variety of jazz 
combos. The school also fields nineteen sports teams including a fenc-
ing club.

Notes:
72. Dana Parnell, “From a Brokendown School to a Prestigious Harlem Acad-

emy,” Manufacturer’s Association of Northwest Pennsylvania Business Report, 
November 1997, p. 7.
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According to Hodge, you won’t get improved performance unless you 
expect the highest level of performance across the board: “You have to 
demand more of your students while providing them with the structure 
to meet those demands. The more difficult the curriculum, the greater 
the likelihood your students will be successful.” He insists upon the 
same high standards for his teachers.

Among a population of students the education establishment would 
earmark for failure, Hodge speaks only of success. He demands that 
everyone on his staff do the same. “Everyone—students, teachers, par-
ents, and the surrounding community—all believe that FDA can pro-
duce scholars,” he says, “and we have.” Teachers have to buy into the 
school culture that Hodge has created or they won’t last long. “The 
whole school is focused on college. Every student is going to college. 
Every teacher is teaching a future college graduate. If you don’t believe 
that, then I don’t believe you’re welcome here.”
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After working with Michael Feinberg to found the 
Knowledge Is Power Program (KIPP) in Houston, 

David Levin successfully transplanted the innovative educational for-
mula to the South Bronx. The former Teach for America teacher 
founded KIPP in New York in 1995. The school is now the highest per-
forming middle school program in the five districts that comprise the 
Bronx. A neighborhood school that is 45 percent black and 55 percent 
Hispanic, KIPP is housed in the same building and draws from the same 
population as I.S. 151, the lowest-performing school in the district. 73

If you go looking for KIPP Academy you’ll have a hard time finding it. 
No signs anywhere announce its whereabouts except the signature ban-
ner “There are no shortcuts!” that hangs outside the fourth floor wing 
that the school shares with a citywide special education program. Con-
founding matters still more, KIPP’s test scores are kept aggregated with 
even another school, P.S. 156, making it 
impossible to find through the official 
channels. “This arrangement is what 
allows us to exist,” Levin concedes. “Call 
it a price on our independence.” And a 
heavy price it is—KIPP only receives 
money from the Board of Education for faculty salaries; the rest of its 
funding Levin has to raise independently.

Even with these constraints on Levin’s program, the school’s record of 
achievement is astounding. The average reading score for students who 
have gone to KIPP for two years is in the 64th percentile. After three 
years that average skyrockets to the 78th percentile.74 As for math, in 

Notes:
73. California Test of Basic Skills and California Achievement Test-5, Spring 

1998. Provided by KIPP Academy.
74. These multi-year results are provided by KIPP Academy based on the Cali-

fornia Test of Basic Skills administered by the New York City Board of 
Education from 1996-1998. These gains cannot be easily verified by the 
New York City Board of Education because 5th grade KIPP results are not 
disaggregated from the test scores of P.S. 156.

KIPP Academy
250 East 156, Room 418
Bronx, NY 10451
718.665.3555

David 
Levin

Grades: 5-8
Students: 223
% Low-income: 95
Median Percentile in Reading: 69
Median Percentile in Math: 8173
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1998 the 6th and 7th graders ranked in the 81st and 85th percentiles, 
respectively.75

Because KIPP operates in the midst of another school almost hostile 
to its rigors and discipline, daily life brings about some unusual juxtapo-
sitions. At lunch on any given day, children from the same neighbor-
hood, eating the same food, at the same time, in the same room are a 
portrait in contrast. On one side of the room the KIPP students, all but 
two in attendance, are seated in order and eat while they talk in quiet, 
conversational tones. On the other side of the room, chaos is breaking 
out. Although a full third of the local school students are missing, lunch 
monitors scream at the children through bull horns, desperately trying 
to maintain control.

Because of its radically different setting, KIPP in New York has made 
significant departures in style from its sister school in Houston (see p. 
93). The achievement of both schools, however, is clearly the result of 
dedicated teaching and instructional innovation. KIPP’s phenomenal 
success in mathematics, for example, is the work of Frank Corcoran, 
who came with Levin from Houston to found the new academy. No 
textbook on the market today teaches math concepts in the sequence 
they are taught at KIPP. 

And then there’s the music.
Outside of academics, the string orchestra is the centerpiece of KIPP 

in New York. In the past few years the orchestra’s reputation for excel-
lence has helped the school raise over $70,000 to outfit its students with 
violas, violins, cellos, basses, and an array of percussion instruments. 
Everyone in the school studies music. Everyone plays in the orchestra. 
For Levin, the decision to stress music was simple. In music, concentra-
tion, dedication, and teamwork give rise to beauty and harmony. Music 
reveals the path to success.

KIPP demonstrates what is possible. But both Feinberg in Texas and 
Levin in New York believe that to replicate KIPP on a national scale, 
they would require a pool of educators that does not exist today. “In two 
communities that have nothing in common but a group of children 
abandoned by the establishment, we have opened schools that work,” 
says Levin. “But what we do isn’t easy. First, we need to find a way to 
make this level of commitment the standard. Then we need to make it 
attractive, livable, and affordable for teachers.”

Notes:
75. California Achievement Test-5, Spring 1998. Provided by the New York 

City Board of Education Division of Assessment and Accountability.
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A former assistant district superintendent in New 
York, Tom Williams opened his charter school in 

July 1997 with 135 students. The school was designed to serve needy 
minority children who qualify for many social services. The school has 
more than tripled in size in two years. Ninety-nine percent of Healthy 
Start students are black. Eighty percent qualify for the free or reduced-
price lunch. Seventy-five percent come from single-parent homes. But 
academics remains the sole focus of its principal. “We’re a school, not a 
welfare program,” Williams says without apology. “We’re not all things 
to all people. We’re teachers for children who need us.” At Healthy 
Start, Williams says achievement is the name of the game.76

Last year, for example, the 1st grade scored in the 48th percentile. In 
response, the 1st grade teachers threw out their curriculum and focused 
exclusively on math and reading. This year’s class, now in the 2nd grade, 
scored in the 99th percentile in all sub-
jects. Last year’s 2nd grade scored in the 
71st percentile. Not happy with that 
result, the grade-level teachers also made 
some changes. This year’s class, now 3rd 
graders, scored in the 81st percentile on 
the total battery.77

Williams describes Healthy Start as a diagnostic prescriptive school. 
Testing is at the center of school life, because testing drives achieve-
ment. All children are first tracked according to their abilities based on 
the results of a threefold assessment: the Riverside 3Rs diagnostic test, 
the IBM/McGraw-Hill reading exam, and the Saxon math assessment. 
With those results in hand, educators at Healthy Start develop a Person-
alized Education Program for each student. Five parent conferences a 
year and five report cards track each child according to a portfolio of 
needs based on the results of the Iowa Test of Basic Skills.

Notes:
76. Iowa Test of Basic Skills, Spring 1999. Provided by Healthy Start Academy.
77. Ibid.

Healthy Start Academy
515 Dowd Street
Durham, NC 27701
919.956.5599

Thomas E. 
Williams

Grades: K-4 
Students: 430
% Low-income: 80
Median Percentile in Reading: 88
Median Percentile in Math: 9176 
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“It’s one of our primary goals to prove that we can educate our chil-
dren at a much higher level for less than what the state charges,” Will-
iams says. Healthy Start receives $3,400 per child from the state and 
$1,890 per child from the county. Despite its large population of low-
income students, the school only receives $60,000 in Title I funds and 
purposely does not seek federal grant money. The school is housed in a 
75-year-old building that was close to uninhabitable when classes 
opened. Through keen fiscal management, Williams has already plowed 
$100,000 into refurbishing his building.

Williams invests most of his time and money in his staff. He person-
ally trains all 25 of his teachers and every morning at 7:30 he meets with 
a different grade-level teaching team for its weekly conference. The 
school is open for eleven months, July to June, with only a two-week 
break for Christmas.

“We can pay our teachers more because it’s not getting siphoned off 
by a central office,” Williams says. Teachers at Healthy Start receive 
$31,000 for starters and $35,000 if they have a master’s degree. By con-
trast, public schools in the region pay $22,000 for first-year teachers. 
Healthy Start also contributes an additional 8 percent of a teacher’s 
annual salary to individually managed retirement accounts. At the end 
of the year, merit-based bonuses range from $1,000 to $2,000 per 
teacher. “All of this compares to the public schools taking 6 percent from 
their teachers,” Williams retorts.

In July 1999 Williams opened Research Triangle Academy, a K-4 
school for 150 children, which has the capacity to grow to 800 students 
in three years. Williams also plans to open four or five more schools 
under his direction with individual principals to run them locally. 
“We’ll give you the best service in the state for the lowest price in town. 
Boy, are we going to make some people angry,” he chuckles.
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Named after the nineteenth-century shipping mag-
nate and philanthropist Stephen Girard, this local 

neighborhood elementary school (K-4) of almost 700 children is 
attached to a gifted music and humanities program for grades 5 through 
12 that draws from all over the city. The Girard Academic Music Pro-
gram, or GAMP as it is known, serves approximately 250 students in the 
middle school and another 250 at the high school level. Although 
admission to GAMP is based on certain performance requirements and 
the number of openings available, more than 80 percent of all the chil-
dren in the two schools come from low-income families. 78

Angelo Milicia, now in his fourth year as the principal of the com-
bined school, says that the upper school’s emphasis on the arts has an 
excellent effect on the whole school’s academic achievement. “All of our 
programs are instructional in nature and support the academic goals of 
the school,” Milicia explains. “Often-
times students of low-income families 
lack a rich background of experiences. 
Here they get active teaching and learn-
ing environments that fill the void and 
are culturally rich.” His scores prove it. 
This year the middle school brought in 
the best results. The 7th grade scored in the 78th percentile in reading 
and the 70th in math, while the 8th graders scored in the 81st and 77th 
percentiles, respectively.79

Although students can study music for up to eight years in the mag-
net program, GAMP is not a performing arts school. Four years of music 
theory is required of everyone, but proficiency on a musical instrument 
is not. However rich the musical offerings might be, the academic pro-
gram at GAMP follows a college preparatory curriculum that encourages 

Notes:
78. Stanford-9 Achievement Test, Spring 1999. Provided by the School Dis-

trict of Philadelphia Office of Assessment. These scores are only for grades 
7, 8, 10, and 11: the grades tested for local accountability purposes.

79. Ibid.

Stephen Girard/GAMP
18th Street and Snyder Ave.
Philadelphia, PA 19145
215.952.8554

Angelo F. 
Milicia

Grades: K-12
Students: 1,186
% Low-income: 82
Median Percentile in Reading: 66
Median Percentile in Math: 6378
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a wide choice of study in the liberal arts. But the expectations are also 
very clearly spelled out. In the high school, four years of English, math, 
science, and social science and two years of either Spanish or Italian are 
compulsory for graduation. Most seniors take Advanced Placement 
courses in American history and music theory. Every senior takes either 
calculus or pre-calculus. All go to college.

“These kids need to have a desire to come here,” says Milicia. “But 
they don’t always come fully proficient. Desire and aptitude are more 
important.” Because of the school’s interest in performance, the students 
understand that they must be able to demonstrate what they have 
learned. In the classical liberal tradition, this leads to a “talkative” and 
intellectual environment that puts a premium on good conversation and 
higher-order thinking skills. “Unlike most schools, the longer they’re 
here, the better off they do,” Milicia notes. Last year, the 60 children in 
the graduating class received over $1.5 million in scholarships.

Girard/GAMP is small by Philadelphia standards, but Milicia believes 
that even smaller is better. In order to provide the most individual 
instruction possible, he organized the school vertically into multiple 
grade-level clusters (K-4, 5-8, 9-12), or “learning communities,” of 120 
to 130 children each. “Success across the board is a tall order, but small 
learning communities can make it a reality,” says Milicia. Teachers in 
these clusters are also grouped together into instructional support teams 
that improve each other’s teaching and accelerate the learning of stu-
dents from year to year. 

Like so many other high-performing principals, Milicia puts a pre-
mium on testing: “Assessment drives instruction. If the kids aren’t tested 
regularly, how are we to know what they need? And standards drive 
assessment. If we don’t know where they’re going, how will we get them 
there?”

For the past 26 years, Milicia has worked as a teacher and principal in 
high-poverty schools. The failure of most low-income schools, he says, 
is a simple failure to encourage achievement. “I was originally a teacher 
of children in the projects,” he recalls. “The experienced teachers 
thought the kids were animals. I was told they couldn’t be taught. But 
through drill and practice, they learned, and they learned to be success-
ful.” Before coming to Girard/GAMP, Milicia was the principal of 
Andrew Jackson, another low-income school in Philadelphia, which was 
ranked second out of 44 in the district when he left. 

Milicia maintains that in many schools children fall through the 
cracks because no one is held personally responsible for their success. 
He says, “Here, I’m responsible.”
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Memphis City Schools is the largest school system 
in the state of Tennessee and the 20th largest met-

ropolitan school system in the United States. Eighty-two percent of all 
the public school children in the city come from low-income families. 
The median percentile ranking of its 166 schools combined is below the 
35th percentile in reading.80 Yet, amid these dire numbers, in a part of 
south Memphis called Annesdale, an elementary school for the creative 
and performing arts is turning hard work and innovation into real 
opportunity for hundreds of children.81

In 1994 Memphis School Superintendent Gerry House decided that 
every school in the system would adopt one of eighteen whole-school 
reform models that met the specific needs of its local community. 
Rozelle Elementary, a neighborhood school that is 99 percent black and 
88 percent low-income, was one of the first 35 schools to enter the pro-
gram. After merging the school’s creative 
and performing arts curriculum with the 
Modern Red Schoolhouse reform model 
(see Appendix A), principal Vivian Dilli-
hunt quickly established Rozelle’s repu-
tation for excellence. In 1998, the 3rd 
and 4th grades, for example, scored at or 
above the 80th percentile on the language portion of the Terra Nova 
achievement test.82

Dillihunt says that Rozelle’s success stems from two things: its teach-
ers and their teaching.

When she arrived in 1994, Dillihunt instituted a comprehensive pro-
fessional development program centered on instructional strategies, cur-
riculum preparation, and teaching to standards. “We don’t always get 
the best teachers,” says Dillihunt, a former instructional supervisor. “We 

Notes:
80. 21st Century Schools Report Card, Memphis City 1997. Provided by the Ten-

nessee Department of Education, Research and Evaluation Office.
81. TCAP Achievement Test (Terra Nova), Spring 1998. Provided by Memphis 

City Schools, Office of Research and Evaluation.
82. Ibid.

Rozelle Elementary
993 Roland Street
Memphis, TN 38114
901.722.4612

Vivian C. 
Dillihunt

Grades: K-6
Students: 507
% Low-income: 88
Median Percentile in Language: 70
Median Percentile in Math: 5581
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take what we get and turn them into the best teachers through training, 
teamwork, and mentoring.” 

At Rozelle, all teachers work in teams to meet the goals of the school. 
Not only does this teamwork help maintain consistency across the 
school’s Core Knowledge curriculum, but it also keeps the school 
focused on achievement. “No one is allowed to fail unless they want to 
fail,” says Dillihunt. Teamwork, in fact, extends to all aspects of the pro-
gram. Because the teachers at Rozelle are responsible for the design and 
implementation of the school’s curriculum, they are also directly 
involved in determining how the school’s funds are spent. According to 
Dillihunt, this is one of the most important freedoms of site-based man-
agement models, because it invites a new degree of care and concern 
that comes primarily with ownership. And in order to maintain this 
cooperative environment among the faculty, teachers at Rozelle partici-
pate in the interview process and “buy into the new teachers,” as Dilli-
hunt says.

“What we teach can be taught to any children anywhere,” says Dilli-
hunt. In addition to the basic skills emphasized in the Core Knowledge 
curriculum, children at Rozelle can study dance, art, creative writing, 
and music at the primary and intermediate levels. While this emphasis 
on the arts helps to create both an intellectually charged and nurturing 
environment, which Dillihunt says is beneficial to the education of all 
children, again, she attributes the quality of the environment to her 
teachers. “All of my teachers have a love for children and a desire to 
teach,” she says. While this may not be true of some schools, it is a pre-
requisite at Rozelle. “Bad teachers do not stay at Rozelle,” Dillihunt says. 
“Teachers work together in every phase of our program. Peer pressure 
causes those who do not want to succeed to leave.”
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“There are no shortcuts.” This simple motto is the 
heart of the KIPP Academy in Houston. Nine-and-

a-half hour days, class on Saturday, school during the summer, and 
more than two hours of homework each night are all non-negotiable. 
KIPP teaches that if you want to succeed in life, then you have to work 
hard in school. And KIPP delivers on its promise. 83

For the past four years, 5th graders—who typically come to KIPP with 
50-percent passing rates on the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills—
have jumped to over 90 percent passing in both math and reading in 
their first year at the school.84 After a student’s first year, KIPP has virtu-
ally a 100 percent passing rate in all grades and all disciplines, making it 
the highest performing of the 38 middle schools in the Houston Inde-
pendent School District. Many of its students are the children of immi-
grant workers who come from the Gulfton area of southwest Houston. 
Almost the entire school qualifies for the 
free or reduced-price lunch; 90 percent 
are Hispanic.

Michael Feinberg and David Levin 
(now principal of KIPP Academy in the 
Bronx) were two Teach for America 
teachers whose success with their middle 
school students in Houston was compromised after the children left 
their classrooms. Like so many poor urban children, their students were 
prey to drugs, gangs, and a cycle of despair. In order to break that cycle, 
Feinberg and Levin made college the goal. In 1994 they started the 

Notes:
83. Stanford-9 Achievement Test, December 1998. Provided by KIPP Acad-

emy.
84. Provided by KIPP Academy based on the Texas Education Agency Aca-

demic Excellence Indicator System. These gains vary from year to year 
depending on the incoming students’ prior rates of progress. The 1998 6th 
grade class, for example, had a passing rate of 35 and 33 percent on math 
and reading as incoming 5th graders. The next year, that same class had 93 
and 92 percent passing rates. In 1998, 100 percent of the class passed in 
math and 97 percent in reading.

KIPP Academy
7120 Beechnut
Houston, TX 77074
713.541.2561

Michael 
Feinberg

Grades: 5-9
Students: 270
% Low-income: 95
Median Percentile in Reading: 61
Median Percentile in Math: 8183
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Knowledge Is Power Program (KIPP) out of a single classroom in Garcia 
Elementary as an academically rigorous college preparatory program for 
5th graders. Now a charter school that has plans to establish other 
schools under its direction, KIPP is located on a campus of twelve trail-
ers parked just beyond the baseball fields of Houston Baptist University.

Time on task is sacred at KIPP. “If you’re off the bus, you’re working,” 
says Feinberg, the no-nonsense director of the school whose boyish grin 
clashes oddly with his shaven head and six-foot-four frame. His charm 
is equally disarming; he is clearly liked by his students. Casually uni-
formed children wearing tee-shirts indicating their class year wave to 
him as they hustle from trailer to trailer cycling through the various dis-
ciplines of the school’s liberal arts curriculum. “What year are you going 
to college?” Feinberg calls out to the 5th graders around him. In unison 
they cry at the top of their lungs, “2006!”

All told, KIPPsters spend 67 percent more time in the classroom than 
the average public school student.85 Each morning students receive a 
worksheet of math, logic, and word problems for them to solve in the 
free minutes that appear throughout the day. “We wanted the kids to do 
something while we checked their work, so we came up with the work-
sheets,” Feinberg explains. “It’s all a work in progress. You have to come 
up with ways to meet your needs and constantly improve your teaching. 
We’re every bit a school for teachers as we are a school for students.”

Before founding KIPP, Feinberg and Levin scoured the country for 
the best teaching practices available, hoping that by studying success 
they could best replicate it. The work of Rafe Esquith, the 1992 Disney 
Teacher of the Year, has been so inspirational to Feinberg and Levin that 
KIPP still underwrites the travel costs of any teacher who wishes to visit 
him at Hobart Elementary in Los Angeles. As another example, the spec-
tacular gains that KIPP students make in their first year is in part the 
result of a dynamic teaching method that Feinberg and Levin learned 
from Harriet Ball, a teacher from Houston. Singing songs choreographed 
with movements to aid their memorization, the children quickly learn 
the math and language concepts they need to catch up with their peers. 
“We then take that success and make it a way of life,” Feinberg remarks. 

Feinberg maintains, however, that no one teaching method is respon-
sible for the school’s achievement. Rather, the whole KIPP framework is 
built around maximizing teaching time and teacher accountability. 

Notes:
85. This figure assumes the average public middle school student is in class 

180 days a year from 8 A.M. to 3 P.M. with a half-hour break for lunch and 
another for recess.
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Teachers are free to teach as they see fit, but they are personally 
accountable to the director of the school for the individual progress of 
their students. “We put no limits on what teachers can do here,” Fein-
berg says. “But their signed commitment to excellence makes them mor-
ally and contractually obligated to see that their students succeed. They 
know they have to teach until the kids get it.” 

KIPP students, parents, and teachers all sign a commitment “to do 
whatever it takes to learn.” Teachers carry cellphones with toll-free 
numbers and are on call 24 hours a day to answer any concerns their 
students might have. “Ten calls a night might sound like a drag,” says 
Feinberg, “but everyone goes to bed ready for school the next day.” 

Between the signed contract and the rigorous expectations of the pro-
gram, Feinberg believes that his parents have made a deal with him. “I 
can go to them if I need help with their children. In exchange, they can 
come to me if they need help keeping the roof over their heads.” KIPP 
faculty regularly visit students in their homes and—when necessary—
teach parents the importance of checking their children’s homework, 
reading with them, and supporting their college aspirations. And yes, 
the school also holds workshops on home ownership.

Success in the classroom at KIPP is now coming home to benefit its 
families in very tangible ways. Last year’s 8th grade class—the first class 
of youngsters to go through the school from start to finish—received 
over $1 million in scholarships to attend the schools of their choice.
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Mabel B. Wesley Elementary, named after a former 
slave girl turned school principal and educational 
advocate, is one of the longest running success sto-

ries documented in these pages. Despite fierce political opposition, 
accusations of cheating, and blatant attempts to compromise the school, 
for more than 20 years this charter elementary has been among the best 
in Houston. Located in a very poor part of the city called Acres Homes, 
Wesley is approximately 92 percent black, 7 percent Hispanic, and 1 
percent white. The school’s record of achievement has gained a national 
reputation including, most recently, the attention of the Oprah Winfrey 
Show.86

In 1998, 100 percent of the 3rd graders passed the reading portion of 
the Texas state assessment test. In the 5th grade, 97 percent passed in 
reading and 94 percent passed in math.87 On the national exams the 
results are also impressive. Last year the kindergarten and the 1st grade 
scored in the 80th percentile in reading. 
Almost half of the 5th grade scored in the 
top quartile in the nation in math.88 This 
level of excellence was not always so.

When Thaddeus S. Lott became principal 
at Wesley in 1975, most of the students 
read several years below grade level, many 
were non-readers, even many 6th graders were completely illiterate. In 
response, Lott installed a school-wide Direct Instruction (DI) language 
arts curriculum and soon after implemented direct instruction programs 
for all subject areas. By 1979, students in the 3rd, 4th, and 5th grades 
were performing almost two years ahead of the pre-DI students. By 

Notes:
86. Stanford-9 Achievement Test, Spring 1999. Provided by Wesley 

Elementary.
87. Texas Assessment of Academic Skills, 1998. Provided by the Texas 

Education Agency Academic Excellence Indicator System. See 
http://www.tea.state.tx.us.

88. Stanford-9 Achievement Test, Spring 1999. Provided by Wesley 
Elementary.

Mabel B. Wesley Elementary
800 Dillard Street
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1986, almost the entire school was scoring two years above grade 
level.89 “It’s a myth that if you’re born in a poor community and your 
skin is a certain color that you can’t achieve on a higher level,” says Lott.

“There are several keys to our success,” says Wilma Rimes, who 
became the principal of Wesley five years ago. “A research-based curric-
ulum, ongoing teacher training, and an administration that accepts no 
excuses for student failure are all a part of it. Although our academic 
standards reflect the state’s desired outcomes, merely passing is not 
acceptable to us. Our standard is based on the highest expectations for 
everyone, no matter what their socio-economic circumstances.”

All instruction at Wesley is clearly and explicitly taught. Rimes says 
this simple fact, and the school’s emphasis on reading, accounts for 
most of its success. “While many other schools changed programs as 
educational fads shifted, we stayed with and perfected our program. 
We’re down to the fine tuning while a nation of teachers can’t teach 
reading.” Rimes stresses the importance of language acquisition and 
development, in particular: phonics in pre-kindergarten and kindergar-
ten, explicit instruction in sound/spelling correspondence, systematic 
teaching of regular sound/spelling relationships, and a strong literature 
component to teach comprehension. 

For many years, Wesley did not receive the support of the central dis-
trict administration. Rimes explains, “Various efforts were made to stop 
the success of the school’s teaching methods, which were neither ‘whole 
language’ nor ‘developmentally appropriate.’ But ‘developmentally 
appropriate’ [to central administration] only means a black child has no 
business learning how to read.” In more recent years Wesley has 
received significant support from Rod Paige, the first black superinten-
dent of the Houston Independent School District.

The irony, says Rimes, is that today a school can become a center of 
learning simply by demanding basic skills. Through incentive programs 
encouraging all kinds of outside reading, most Wesley students have 
mastered the basic skills in reading by the end of kindergarten. Almost 
half of the 2nd graders read at a 4th-grade level, can subtract seven-digit 
numbers, and proofread a paragraph for grammar, spelling, and capital-
ization. “The teachers’ colleges are to blame for so much school failure,” 
Rimes says. “If they would just teach teaching methods, more schools 
could get these results.”

Notes:
89. Gary L. Adams and Siegfried Engelmann, Research on Direct Instruction: 25 

Years Beyond DISTAR. (Seattle: Educational Achievement Systems, 1996), 
p. 100.
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Approximately 65 percent of Wesley’s teachers have fewer than five 
years of experience. On-site coaching and continuous teacher training 
makes it possible for even the newest teachers to be highly effective. 
Rimes and her assistant principal observe classes daily, looking for the 
specific skills their teachers need to develop. Throughout the year indi-
vidualized training is provided, based on the needs of each teacher, and 
the test results of her students. “Everything here is data driven,” says 
Rimes. “Teacher performance will remain the same year after year if you 
do not customize a teacher’s training to meet her specific weaknesses or 
needs.” 

Most alumni from Wesley go on to the magnet schools in Houston or 
to the city’s most prestigious private academies such as Kinkaid and the 
John Cooper School. As for the teachers, the success of the school is its 
own reward and makes for a loyal, passionate, and dedicated staff. 
Because Wesley teachers are actively recruited by other schools and dis-
tricts, some teachers choose to take their talents elsewhere. But as Rimes 
says proudly, “If you teach at Wesley a few years, you can write your 
ticket anywhere.”
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Appendix A
Educational Reform Models

CCCCoooorrrre e e e KKKKnnnnoooowwwwlllleeeeddddggggeeee:::: is an elementary and middle school program that 
insists upon a solid, specific, shared core curriculum in order to help 
children establish strong foundations in all the basic skills across all 
subject areas. Starting in kindergarten, students learn basic facts in vari-
ous subjects including: language arts, history, geography, math, science, 
and the fine arts. Teachers at each grade level are expected to follow the 
same curriculum in order to establish a core understanding of each sub-
ject and to guarantee a mastery of the principal facts and skills required 
to participate in each successive grade. The sequence that Core Knowl-
edge specifies was chosen from extensive research into the content and 
structure of the highest-performing elementary school systems around 
the world.

Developed by E.D. Hirsch, Jr., a professor of English literature at the 
University of Virginia, the program was first commercially available in 
1990. Ten years later, the program is now offered in 950 school systems 
in 46 states. Hirsch subsequently founded the Core Knowledge Founda-
tion, a non-profit organization that researches curricula and develops 
learning materials that aid and extend the offerings of the program.

Many disadvantaged children have exceptional difficulty learning to 
read and write. Extensive research has found that many of these chil-
dren lack a basic core of knowledge that enables them to attach new 
information to what they already know. Core Knowledge is particularly 
appealing to low-income schools for two primary reasons: 1) Most low-
income children are not exposed to many learning opportunities outside 
of the classroom. Because of the depth and range of its academic offer-
ings, Core Knowledge supplements this need and helps all children gain 
a better understanding of the world around them. 2) Low-income 
schools often have a high mobility rate, that is, a large percentage of the 
children enter or leave the school in a single year. With different schools 
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teaching different material in an arbitrary context and sequence, high 
mobility rates quickly lead to large learning gaps. Like any other com-
mon curriculum, Core Knowledge is designed to insure that each grade 
in every school is taught the same material in the same sequence. When 
children transfer, their education remains uninterrupted.

The first three years of Core Knowledge include a minimum of five 
days of training and three site visits for $15,000 per year for a school 
with up to 25 staff members. Schools are charged a one-time materials 
fee of $50 per student. The Core Knowledge Foundation encourages 
schools to budget between $200 and $500 per teacher to purchase addi-
tional resources for the classroom. 

DDDDiiiirrrreeeecccct t t t IIIInnnnssssttttrrrruuuuccccttttiiiioooonnnn:::: is a highly structured, highly interactive instructional 
approach designed to accelerate the learning of all students. Through 
scripted lesson plans that are delivered in rapid sequence to small 
groups of children grouped by performance level, Direct Instruction 
(DI) aims to move all students through the curriculum at the fastest pos-
sible pace while guaranteeing mastery at every level.

Formerly called Direct Instruction System for Teaching and Remedia-
tion (DISTAR), DI was first developed by Siegfried Engelmann thirty 
years ago. In the late ’60s, Project Follow Through—one of the nation’s 
largest educational experiments that tested nine different school models 
over the course of eight years as a part of President Johnson’s War on 
Poverty—found Direct Instruction the most successful in driving stu-
dent achievement.

Instead of creating their own lesson plans, DI teachers follow exact 
scripts when teaching. According to the Association for Direct Instruc-
tion, scripted lessons increase the learning efficiency of a class. The 
scripted lessons are a result of extensive empirical investigation into the 
design and delivery of instruction and are revised based on specific stu-
dent errors taken from field tests. Students who progress faster than the 
rest of the group are identified and further accelerated based on their 
rates of progress. Students who progress more slowly are also identified, 
grouped together, and instructed in a way that provides opportunity for 
faster learning at their skill level.

Schools can implement Direct Instruction for one or all subjects. Sev-
eral commercial providers are available. These providers also offer on-
site teacher training. First year reading, for example, for a school with 
400 students and eighteen teachers can cost $78,000 or $195 per stu-
dent. This total includes an estimated $38,000 for materials and 
$40,000 for training. Schools can also install the program with no out-
side support. Schools have to purchase required curriculum materials as 
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well as presentation books that provide instructions for monitoring stu-
dent progress. Materials are published by SRA/McGraw Hill and can be 
used however the school chooses. High-performing schools recommend 
using outside help in the start-up phase.

MMMMooooddddeeeerrrrn n n n RRRReeeed d d d SSSScccchhhhoooooooollllhhhhoooouuuusssseeee:::: is a whole school reform model that aids 
higher achievement among students by streamlining instruction and by 
deploying school resources specifically to meet the academic needs of 
students. In this model, site-based management promotes school auton-
omy and puts the school’s management in the service of improved 
instruction. Like the schoolhouse of old, the model shares across all 
schools a common set of academic standards. It is modern in its use of 
time, diversity of teaching techniques, and deployment of technology.

Developed by the Hudson Institute and sponsored by New American 
Schools, Modern Red Schoolhouse began entering schools in 1993. Six 
tenets form the basis of the design. 1) Standards and Assessment. 
Schools need to set standards in core academic subjects with an empha-
sis on high levels of academic achievement for all students. 2) Culture. 
Students should also have the discipline of mind and character to be 
contributing members of a democratic society. 3) Organization. Schools 
are free to organize instruction and deploy resources as they see fit, so 
long as they are held accountable through regular testing of student 
progress. 4) Accountability. Decentralized decision making requires 
clear expectations and accountability for meeting those expectations. 5) 
Technology. All students must be familiar with today’s computer and 
telecommunications technology. 6) Choice. Schools should be places 
where students and staff members choose to belong. 

Modern Red Schoolhouse requires students to master their subjects 
before they progress to the next level. Instead of 12 grades, this model 
separates children into three divisions:  primary, intermediate, and 
upper. The developers recommend using the Core Knowledge curricu-
lum, but under this reform model teachers have the freedom to use 
other curricula or their own innovative teaching methods whenever 
they wish.

 The first-year cost of implementing Modern Red Schoolhouse is 
$215,000. This cost includes training, technical assistance, and the cost 
of technology. After that, an average school of 500 students can expect 
to pay $60,000 to $80,000 per year for three years of implementation. 
For this fee, each year schools receive 30 days of training and consult-
ing.

SSSSuuuucccccccceeeesssss s s s ffffoooor r r r AAAAllllllll:::: is a program that is designed to ensure that every child 
learns how to read. Developed by Robert Slavin and Nancy Madden at 
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Johns Hopkins University, the program is geared for students of urban 
areas who are “at-risk” for school failure. First piloted in 1987, the pro-
gram is now installed in over 1,100 schools nationwide. Although Suc-
cess for All is designed just for reading, its sister program, Roots and 
Wings, expands to other subject areas. 

Success for All begins by teaching pre-kindergarten and kindergarten 
students oral language skills. To become more familiar with stories and 
words, students listen, retell, and act out stories. According to the devel-
opers, this allows the young students to recognize common words and 
to become aware of the different sounds that make a given word. Read-
ing groups are a key feature that require all students, usually up to the 
4th grade, to read for 90 minutes each day. Students are grouped by 
their reading performance level. Curriculum-based assessments are 
administered every eight weeks. Students who fall behind receive spe-
cialized tutoring for 20 minutes each day from a certified tutor. High-
performing students are regrouped with other students who have dem-
onstrated a similar level of mastery.

A program facilitator at each school is needed to oversee the details of 
implementation. In addition, the facilitator is a liaison between the staff 
and the family. Help from the family is essential to students developing 
reading skills. As part of the Success for All program, a family support 
team is set up that consists of the facilitator, parents, counselors, princi-
pal, and other school staff.

According to the Success for All Foundation, implementing this pro-
gram for the first year costs on average $75,000. The second year costs 
$26,000 and $20,000 for the third. These costs include training, materi-
als, follow-up visits, and other services. Cost can vary depending on the 
size of the school and the resources available. 

RRRRooooooootttts s s s aaaand nd nd nd WWWWiiiinnnnggggssss: : : : Developed by Robert Slavin and Nancy Madden of 
Johns Hopkins University, Roots and Wings was created to be used in 
conjunction with Success for All. Roots and Wings first seeks to ensure 
that every child will successfully complete elementary school. Secondly 
it endeavors to “engage students in activities so that they can learn the 
usefulness and interconnectedness of all knowledge.” Two major parts 
of its curriculum are “MathWings” and “WorldLab,” which emphasize 
student-led, collective learning exercises. Roots and Wings uses the Suc-
cess for All reading curriculum, which provides extensive instruction, 
continual assessment, and special tutoring in reading.
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Portraits of Six Benchmark Schools: Diverse Approaches 
to Improving Student Performance
Gordon Cawelti
Educational Research Service (1999)
69 pages

These case studies, prepared by one of the most respected names in 
the business, are exceedingly well done and a welcome addition to the 
study of schools that serve low-income children.

 Cawelti’s research begins with a simple question: “Are there schools 
that are getting good results even though they serve kids who are tough 
to teach”? Like No Excuses, Cawelti concludes: “All students can learn, 
provided that we give them the right educational environment.”

The six schools profiled in this study are: Frederick Douglass Acad-
emy (New York, NY), Carl C. Waitz Elementary (Mission, TX), Exeter 
High School (Ajax, Ontario), James Madison Elementary (Pittsburgh, 
PA), Clay Elementary (Clay, WV), and Dodge-Edison Elementary 
(Wichita, KS). 

Relying upon classroom observations and interviews with administra-
tors, teachers, students, and parents, Cawelti identifies five characteris-
tics—common to all six of the schools—that contribute to their 
academic growth and success:
• A focus on clear standards and improving results
• Teamwork helps ensure accountability
• The principal is a strong educational leader
• Teachers are deeply committed to helping all students achieve
• Multiple changes are made to improve the instructional life of stu-

dents
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Dispelling the Myth: High-Poverty Schools Exceeding Expectations
The Education Trust (1999)
102 pages

“Somewhere along the line,” writes Kati Haycock, president of the 
Education Trust, “someone decided that poor children couldn’t learn, 
or, at least, not at a very high level. And everyone fell in line.” Dispelling 
the Myth presents survey data on 366 schools from 21 states that chal-
lenge this widespread prejudice.

With cooperation from the Council of Chief State School Officers and 
funding from the U.S. Department of Education, the Education Trust 
“constructed and administered a survey of 1,200 schools that had been 
identified by the states as their top scoring and/or most improving 
schools with poverty levels over 50 percent.” Researchers then probed 
for common lessons that might benefit low-performing schools serving 
large populations of low-income children.

In summary, this report makes the following suggestions:
• Use state standards extensively to design curriculum and instruc-

tion, assess student work, and evaluate teachers.
• Increase instructional time in reading and math in order to help stu-

dents meet standards.
• Devote a larger proportion of funds to support professional devel-

opment focused on changing instructional practice.
• Implement comprehensive systems to monitor individual student 

progress and provide extra support to students as soon as it is 
needed.

• Focus efforts to involve parents on helping students meet standards.
• Have state or district accountability systems in place that have real 

consequences for adults in the schools.

Beating the Odds: High-Achieving Elementary Schools in 
High-Poverty Neighborhoods
Noreen Connell, Nancy Mendelow, Deborah Tyson
Educational Priorities Panel (1999)
94 pages

Of 669 New York City public elementary schools ranked in 1997 
according to standardized test results, 261 served high-poverty commu-
nities, and 53 of these high-poverty schools performed “far above aver-
age” academically. Beating the Odds is a comprehensive discussion of 
local and system-wide reform recommendations based on practices 
culled from 14 of these 53 schools.
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The research objective of Beating the Odds, commissioned by a coali-
tion of local community and church organizations, was to “document 
practices that resulted in sustained high performance in neighborhoods 
where poorly functioning or mediocre schools are the norm.”

Most of the policy recommendations made in this report concern 
funding disparities or are otherwise financial in nature. At the end, the 
report calls for an evaluation of current hiring procedures and practices 
to see whether they support a merit promotion system.

Hope for Urban Education
Joe Johnson
The Charles A. Dana Center, University of Texas at Austin (1999)
155 pages

In this series of case studies, Joe Johnson profiles nine high-perform-
ing, low-income schools in order to identify their effective practices. The 
nine schools are: Baskin Elementary (San Antonio, TX); Goodale Ele-
mentary (Detroit, MI); Lora B. Peck Elementary (Houston, TX); Center-
ville Elementary (East St. Louis, IL); Burgess Elementary (Atlanta, GA); 
James Ward Elementary (Chicago, IL); Baldwin Elementary (Boston, 
MA); Hawley Environmental (Milwaukee, WI); and Gladys Noon Spell-
man Elementary (Cheverly, MD).90 

For each, Johnson provides the enrollment, attendance rate, grade 
span, ethnic breakdown, percentage of students with limited English 
proficiency, and percentage of students qualifying for free and reduced 
price lunches. Johnson also lists “key programs” said to be responsible, 
at least in part, for the schools’ success. Canady Scheduling, Links to 
Literacy, Move-It Math, and Success for All are representative examples. 

Each case study begins with a description of the school’s atmosphere 
and physical plant. After that, the actual findings are largely reported in 
the form of teacher and administrator quotations. Although these case 
studies provide a wealth of interesting and useful data, Johnson offers 
little analysis beyond his concluding paragraphs entitled “Reflections of 
the Researchers.” As a result, the reader is left to determine for himself 
the best practices common among these exemplary schools. What is 
more, the thematic subheadings differ from study to study making it 
hard to compare the schools and even harder to conclude what practices 
can be successfully interchanged. 

These analytical shortcomings notwithstanding, Johnson’s research 
provides powerful evidence that there is no excuse for the failure of 

Notes:
90. See http://starcenter.org/pdf/urbaned.pdf.
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most public schools to teach poor children. By implementing proven 
and effective practices, Johnson argues, schools can successfully educate 
all children. 

Turning Around Low-Performing Schools: 
A Guide for State and Local Leaders
U.S. Department of Education (1998)
68 pages

Produced by presidential directive, this guide recommends the fol-
lowing strategies for turning around low-performing schools: 
• Raise academic standards.
• Promote accountability.
• Keep schools safe and free of drugs.
• Provide students with extra help when needed.
• Increase parental and community involvement.
• Recruit, prepare, and provide continuing training to teachers.
• Reward excellence in teaching.

The first section, aptly titled “Raising the Stakes,” advocates setting 
high standards and holding schools and students accountable to them. 
The second and third sections, “Focus on Learning” and “Building 
School Capacity,” further discuss strategies for improving student per-
formance. Such strategies include improving curriculum and classroom 
instruction; building leadership, trust and ownership; and using perfor-
mance data to drive continuous improvement. The final section explores 
intervention strategies, and school reconstitution in particular. 

Although this report is supposedly based on the experience of several 
high-performing schools cited as case studies, its practical recommenda-
tions remain vague throughout. As a result, its suggestions are never 
formed into plans for action. The section devoted to reconstitution is 
particularly irresolute.

The bibliography represents a very good sampling of relevant 
research from 1991 to the present.

Raising Student Achievement: A Resource Guide 
for Redesigning Low-Performing Schools
American Federation of Teachers (1997)
174 pages

To improve low-performing schools, this guide advocates policies 
which:
• Are grounded in high academic standards.
• Enforce high standards of behavior.
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• Use criteria for the identification of low-performing schools that are 
clear and understood by all stakeholders.

• Address the particular needs of the individual school.
• Are backed by solid research.
• Involve staff and provide them with the professional development, 

time, and resources they will need to be effective.
Raising Student Achievement is divided into four sections. The first 

describes the reform efforts of three AFT affiliates in Dade County, New 
York City, and San Francisco. The second and third offer guidelines for 
implementing change and profile research-based programs proven to 
raise student achievement. The fourth reproduces contract language 
from agreements negotiated by AFT affiliates that maintain “the delicate 
balance between the need for dramatic improvement and the rights of 
school staff affected by change.”

Successful Texas Schoolwide Programs
Laura Klein, Joseph Johnson, and Mary Ragland
The Charles A. Dana Center, University of Texas at Austin (1997)
18 pages

Klein, Johnson, and Ragland, with financial backing from the U.S. 
Department of Education, suggest that “there is good reason to be hope-
ful about the education of students who attend public schools in poor 
communities.” Indeed, “schools where almost all students live in low-
income situations can be schools in which almost all students achieve 
high levels of academic success.”

These researchers identified over 50 high-performing, high-poverty 
schools in Texas that met the following criteria: 1) over 60 percent of 
students received free or reduced-price lunches, 2) the school received 
Title I funds and implemented schoolwide Title I programs, and 3) at 
least 70 percent of students passed the reading and mathematics sec-
tions of the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS).

This is a valuable study that might have been significantly improved 
by a tighter focus on the specific practices of the schools profiled. 
Although its general findings are well presented, the reader longs for 
more detail. Because of resource limitations, only 26 schools were 
included in the final survey. Those schools are: Adams Elementary 
(Cleburne), Apple Springs Elementary (Apple Springs), Boys Ranch 
High (Boys Ranch), T.A. Brown Elementary (Austin), Kate Burgess Ele-
mentary (Wichita Falls), C.F. Carr Elementary (Dallas), Cisco Elemen-
tary (Cisco), East Side Elementary (San Felipe-Del Rio), El Magnet at 
Zavala Elementary (Ector County), A.G. Hilliard Elementary (North 
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Forest), Hueco Elementary (Socorro), R.L. Isaacs Elementary (Houston), 
Lamar Elementary (Corpus Christi), Los Fresnos Intermediate (Los Fres-
nos), Leo Marcell Elementary (Mission), Nixon-Smiley Middle (Nixon-
Smiley), Lucille Pearson Elementary (Mission), L.R. Pietzsch Elementary 
(Beaumont), Sagamore Hill Elementary (Fort Worth), E.J. Scott Elemen-
tary (Houston), Annie Sims Elementary (Mount Pleasant), Springlake 
Junior High (Springlake-Earth), Sunrise Elementary (Amarillo), Three 
Way School (Three Way), West Avenue Elementary (North East), and 
George C. Wolffarth Elementary (Lubbock).

Schools That Work: Educating Disadvantaged Children
William J. Bennett
U.S. Department of Education (1987)
90 pages

Schools That Work is the best report of its kind. Packed with helpful 
examples and practical insights, this no-nonsense guide to real educa-
tion reform unequivocally proclaims, “the notion that poverty and bad 
schools are inevitably linked is a prescription for inaction. It is a self-ful-
filling prophecy of despair and it is flat out-wrong.” Although much of 
its data is outdated today, Schools That Work offers the best bibliography 
of research available through 1986.

Appropriately, Bennett champions education reform within the larger 
context of social reform. Better educated youth, he argues, are better cit-
izens and far less likely later to find themselves on welfare or in jail. 

Citing positive reform efforts in 23 schools, Schools That Work departs 
slightly from the typical case-study methodology. Instead of profiling 
the schools themselves, this report makes 16 recommendations for 
improving the educational outcomes of low-income children while cit-
ing a representative policy or program from one of the 23 outstanding 
schools. 

The 16 recommendations are:
• Mobilize students, staff, and parents around a vision of a school in 

which all students can achieve.
• Create an orderly and safe school environment by setting high stan-

dards for discipline and attendance.
• Help students acquire the habits and attitudes necessary for 

progress in school and in later life.
• Provide a challenging academic curriculum.
• Tailor instructional strategies to the needs of disadvantaged chil-

dren.
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• Help students with limited English proficiency become proficient 
and comfortable in the English language—speaking, reading, and 
writing—as soon as possible.

• Focus early childhood programs on disadvantaged children to 
increase their chances for success.

• Reach out to help parents take part in educating their children.
• Instill in children the values they need to progress in school and 

throughout life.
• Demand the best from children and show this concern by supervis-

ing children’s progress.
• Get involved with the schools and with children’s education outside 

school
• Invest in the education and future success of disadvantaged chil-

dren.
• Ensure that education reforms make a difference for disadvantaged 

students.
• Give local school officials sufficient authority to act quickly, deci-

sively, and creatively to improve schools, and hold them account-
able for results.

• Assess the results of school practices, paying special attention to the 
impact of reform on disadvantaged students.

• Support improved education for disadvantaged students through 
supplementary and compensatory programs, leadership, and 
research.
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Adler, Mortimer J. The Paideia Proposal. New York: Macmillan Publish-
ing Co., 1982.

This short little manifesto is perhaps the most succinct statement 
to date outlining why we have public schools, what they are to 
teach, and how we can properly reform them. If we are to improve 
the opportunities of our youth, the prospects of our economy, and 
the viability of our democratic institutions, then we must believe 
that all children are truly educable and deserving of the very best 
schooling available.

American Institutes for Research. An Educators’ Guide to Schoolwide 
Reform. Virginia:Educational Research Service, 1999.

This guide, assembled by the American Institutes for Research in 
association with the American Federation of Teachers, National 
Educators Association, National Association of Elementary School 
Principals, and the National Association of Secondary School Princi-
pals, provides some much-needed hard data on various school 
reform strategies. Designed to help educators decide which methods 
best meet the needs of their local schools, this is an admirable effort 
that should gain wide circulation for its clear presentation and ease 
of use. Among the 24 schoolwide reform approaches that it pre-
sents, only eight have demonstrated ‘strong’ or ‘promising’ evidence 
of positive effects on student achievement. 

Burtless, Gary, ed. Does Money Matter? Washington, DC: The Brookings 
Institution, 1996. 

This compilation of essays examines whether spending disparities 
between schools affect student performance or a student’s future 
earning potential. The various studies report conflicting findings on 
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the effects of school spending on student outcomes: Although 
school spending is found to have no significant impact on student 
achievement while a student is in school, higher levels of spending 
are said to have a beneficial effect on future earnings. 

Mathews, Jay. Escalante. New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1988.
Jaime Escalante’s extraordinary teaching career illustrates that 

low-income, inner-city, minority students can succeed at the high-
est levels in school when an outstanding teacher drives their 
achievement. Through his brilliant teaching techniques and single-
minded commitment to academic excellence, Escalante made a 
national powerhouse out of a defunct mathematics program at 
Garfield High in East Los Angeles. In 1987, Garfield’s Advanced 
Placement Calculus Program was ranked among the top ten in the 
United States. 

Mayer, Susan E. What Money Can’t Buy. Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1997.

Contradicting both her personal politics and earlier social 
research, Mayer’s book represents a revolutionary assessment of the 
relationship between parental income and the life chances of chil-
dren. Although additional parental income does improve a child’s 
chances for success, Mayer demonstrates that parental income is not 
as important to children’s outcomes as many social scientists have 
previously thought. Parental characteristics that employers value 
such as honesty, diligence, and reliability also improve children’s 
life chances, independent of their effect on parents’ income. In par-
ticular, her work speaks volumes to policies and procedures that 
would try to improve educational outcomes simply through reallo-
cating financial resources.

Monroe, Lorraine. Nothing’s Impossible. New York: Public Affairs, 1997. 
Lorraine Monroe, founder of the Frederick Douglass Academy in 

Harlem, recounts the tremendous dedication and innovative teach-
ing that made her school one of the most dramatic turn-around sto-
ries in the history of urban education. Recalling examples from her 
own educational formation, Monroe outlines the essential elements 
of a successful school in what she calls her “Monroe Doctrine.” 
These observations, coupled with her more specific advice for 
administrators, provide an excellent introduction to that same no-
nonsense approach to basic schooling that made Frederick Douglass 
a success story.
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Ravitch, Diane and Joseph P. Viteritti, eds. New Schools for a New Cen-
tury. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1997. 

This compilation of essays on school reform examines a number 
of institutional problems facing American, inner-city schools today. 
Two essays in particular are deserving of special attention: 
• “Successful School-Based Management,” by Priscilla Wohlstet-

ter, Susan Albers Mohrman, and Peter J. Robertson, discusses 
whole-school reform methods as a remedy for ineffective, 
bureaucratic school systems. School-Based Management pro-
motes change in the governance of school districts by decentral-
izing the nuclear administration. When teachers, parents, and 
school administrators have more control over the allocation of 
school resources, the authors argue, they are more likely to 
meet the immediate needs of their schoolchildren.

• “Somebody’s Children,” by Diane Ravitch, maintains that law 
makers and school officials must uphold genuine ideals of plu-
ralism, equality, and excellence in education if successful 
schools are going to be available to all Americans. Ravitch 
argues for a means-tested choice program that would allow low-
income students to attend better, smaller, and more autono-
mous schools. 

Schlechty, Phillip C. Inventing Better Schools. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass 
Publishers, 1997.

Schlechty’s study is a thoughtful handbook to school reform that 
focuses on the practical problems of implementing large-scale 
reforms into the everyday workings of a school. It is one thing to 
want high standards and rigorous assessments, it is another thing to 
bring them about. This book can help educators through that tran-
sition. Schlechty’s focus on the student as a “customer of knowledge 
work” might not appeal to all, but it effectively communicates his 
vision of schooling as a service industry that stands much to gain 
from an increased attention to customer satisfaction. Ironically, he is 
not an advocate of privatizing schools. Through strategic plan-
ning—establishing a mission that provides an explicit course of 
action for the future—Schlechty maintains that our existing systems 
can bring about their own local reforms.

Stringfield, Sam, Steven Ross, and Lana Smith, eds. Bold Plans for School 
Restructuring. New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1996. 

This book documents the first three years of the New American 
Schools Development Corporation, a consortium of national devel-
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opment teams that created nine of the most popular whole school 
reform models. Two of the programs highlighted in the book are 
Modern Red Schoolhouse and Roots and Wings.

Suskind, Ron. A Hope in the Unseen: An American Odyssey from the Inner 
City to the Ivy League. New York: Broadway Books, 1998.

This is the story of Cedric Jennings, a black youth from a single-
parent, low-income home in Washington, D.C., who overcomes the 
anti-intellectual, gang-driven culture of his high school and enters 
Brown University on an academic scholarship. Suskind’s reporting 
provides a rich, if at times disturbing, account of the many social, 
cultural, and academic hurdles that Jennings has to face even after 
he gains admission to Brown. In order for higher education to offer 
real opportunity and improved future prospects, so this story seems 
to argue, even our best efforts at the secondary level have to be 
much improved.
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The findings reported here are not the product of formal scientific 
research. Neither were the schools selected for this study chosen from a 
comprehensive survey of high-performing schools. At first, prospective 
schools were drawn from recommendations made by the Department of 
Education Blue Ribbon Schools Program. From this it was quickly 
determined that the schools recognized by that program rarely achieve 
the level of academic accomplishment required by this study. And 
because there is no single source that reports on the poverty and perfor-
mance of all schools nationwide, a new approach was required.

After consulting with state education chiefs, their offices of assess-
ment, state and local think tanks, teachers’ unions, not-for-profit organi-
zations supporting research in elementary and secondary education, 
family foundations providing financial support to outstanding high-
poverty schools, educational consultants, and research organizations 
developing intervention programs for “at-risk” students, a list of just 
over 400 prospective schools was assembled.

A detailed review of this list led to125 schools with very high concen-
trations of low-income students and a certain reputation for academic 
excellence. 

From this secondary list, 21 schools were chosen to appear in this 
book. Not all of the schools originally selected wanted to participate. 
Still others were positively forbidden to be included. For others it was 
impossible to verify their achievement scores or the verification process 
itself revealed a record of achievement not worth reporting. In the end, 
the 21 schools included in this study were chosen because they repre-
sent a broad cross-section of American schools that provide an out-
standing education to their students regardless of race, income level, or 
family background. Except where noted, all of the schools studied here 
have a building-wide average on national academic achievement tests at 
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or above the 66th percentile, even though 75 percent or more of their 
students qualify for the free or reduced-price lunch.

The principals from this final list of 21 schools were then interviewed 
and asked to provide recent test score data; background information on 
the history, policies, and procedures of their school; and any other 
material that might explain the specific practices that account for the 
academic achievement of their students. Finally, site visits and personal 
interviews with the principals, teachers, students, and parents of chil-
dren in these schools made up the last body of materials incorporated 
into this study.

Low-income is the term most often used throughout the course of this 
study to describe the parents of children who are poor. For the pur-
poses of this report, children identified as low-income come from 
families ranging from below the poverty level to 185 percent of that 
threshold. Children from these families qualify for the National 
School Lunch Program.

A given family’s poverty level is determined by the age of the 
householder and the number of related children under 18 years. 
The poverty threshold established by the U.S. Census Bureau in 
1997 for a family of four people was $16,400. More than one in 
every five children, or 14.5 million, live in poverty.

Children from families with incomes at or below 130 percent of 
the poverty level (or $21,385 for a family of four) are eligible for 
free meals at school. Because of their high concentrations of low-
income children, many schools in this study provide both free 
breakfast and free lunch for their students. Children of families 
between 130 percent and 185 percent of the poverty level (up to 
$30,433 for a family of four) are eligible for reduced-price meals.

Percent Low-income reflects the number of children in a school who 
qualify for either the free or reduced lunch through the National 
School Lunch Program. For schools that do not participate in the 
program, this number is estimated by the schools based on the same 
criteria explained above.

Title I is a formula grant program that provides federal funds to state 
educational agencies and local school districts to support high-pov-
erty schools.
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