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CLOSING THE ACHIEVEMENT GAP

STATE-LEVEL POLICY IMPLICATIONS FOR SECONDARY SCHOOLS

Thecdl for reform in secondary schoolsiswell documented in American education. 101918, The
Commission on the Reorganization of Secondary Education issued its landmark report, Cardinal
Principals of Secondary Education. Other sgnificant reform works have included The Sory of the
Eight Year Sudy: A Report of the Commission on the Relations of School and College, produced by
the Progressive Education Association (Aikin, 1942); Boyer's 1983 study, High School: A Report on
Secondary Education in America; and Horace's Compromise (Sizer, 1984).

Other landmark reports such as A Nation at Risk (National Gmmisson on Excdlence in
Education, 1983), Prisoners of Time (Nationd Education Commissonon Timeand Learning, 1994), and
Turning Points (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, 1989) havedl provided recommendations
for high school reform. More recently, the Nationa Association of Secondary School Principasissued
Breaking Ranks Il:  Strategies for Leading High School Reform (2004). As a sequel to the
groundbresking 1996 National Association of Secondary School Principals report, Breaking Ranks:
Changing an American Institution, the 2004 report provides a highly focused set of reform
recommendations for principas.

Despite thishigtory of searching for reform of secondary education, most of the federd and sate
reform initiatives over the past two decades have been focused at the elementary school and, to alesser
extent, middle schoal levels (Viadero, 2001). The same would seem to be true with the No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001.

Many continue to believe that America s high schools remain obsolete and outmoded and fail to
prepare students for post- secondary education and life beyond school. Cohen, Finn and Haycock (2004)
have suggested that, despiteincreased State expectationsfor high school graduation requirements, enhanced
standards and the addition of exit exams, Americas high schools continue to reflect an erawhen higher
education was an option for a select group of high school students and good jobs at decent wages were
available to motivated but unskilled labor.

The Condition of America’s High Schools

In September of 2004, gpproximatdy 3.5 million young people will have entered the ninth gradein
the United States. Five years later, more than 1 million will have dropped out and another 1.5 million will
graduate without the basic skills and qualifications necessary to prepare them for college, work and life
(Vander Ark, 2003).
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Despite acentury of calsfor high school reform, the list of shortcomingsislong. In the past two
decades, the United States has made sgnificant progress in improving e ementary education. The same
cannot be said for the country’ s secondary schools. Not only have high schoolsreceived less attention but
ther inherent complexity makes the achievement of meaningful reform much more chdlenging than other
components of the education system (Vander Ark, 2003).

High schoolshavefailed to respond to the changing needs of youth and to the changing demands of
society, the workplace and life. Significant systemic change has been rare and most improvements have
been focused on the marginsrather than on coreissues and problems. For avariety of reasons, it has been
eader tofocusreform effortsat the early childhood and dementary levels, gpparently assuming the needs of
America s high schoolswill resolve themsalves (McNeil, 2003). The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001
mandates that all students be proficient.

The failure of the high school as it rdates to changing economy and the nature of work, the
development of an educated and participatory citizenry and dimination of the achievement gep are well
documented. For example:

A college graduate earns 70% more than a high school graduate.

The unemployment rate for high school dropouts is four times the rate for college graduates.

Y oung people are less engaged in collective civic indtitutions than their parents or grandparents.
Voter turnout has been steadily declining since 1960, especialy among young people.

In 2000, 69% of U.S. studentswho had entered the 9" grade four years before graduated; thehigh
school graduation rate was 76% for white students, 79% for Asian students, 57% for Native
American sudents, 55% for African- American students and 53% for Higpanic students.

Too few students demondtrate strong skills in essential areas of reading and math, and African
American and Hispanic youth score Sgnificantly lower than their Asan and white counterparts.
The U.S. high school completion rate among 25 to 34 year-olds has dropped to ninth positionina
ranking of 32 indugtridized countries.

Almost half (46%) of students who enter post-secondary education and 64% of those entering
community colleges must complete one or more remedia courses.

U.S. 12" graders perform near the bottom of participating countries in math and science (Bill &
Médinda Gates Foundation, 2003).

A recent Manhattan Ingtitute for Policy Research study investigated college readiness rates in the
United States. The study used high school completion, completion of the minimum course work required
for college admission and achievement of an NAEP “basic” leve of achievement inreading to determinethe
collegereadinessleve of high school graduates. Findingsindicated only 32% of dl students, lessthan half
of those graduating and gpproximately one-third of al students beginning high schoal, leave high schoadl with
the minimum qualifications necessary to gpply for college. Compared to whiteand Asan sudents, African
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American and Hispanic graduates were found to be disproportionately inadequately prepared for college
(Greene & Forster, 2003).

Since 1998, Public Agenda has conducted an annud nationa survey of public school students,
teachers and parents, aong with employers and college professors. A recent assessment of these survey
responses reveds continuing dissatisfaction with the skills and attitudes of today’ s gradueting public high
school students. Most parents (67%), teachers (77%) and high school students (73%) believe that ahigh
school diplomameans atypica student has at least learned the basics. Employers and college professors
are less enthusiagtic about the achievement levels of high school graduates. More than one haf of the
employers (58%) and 68% of the college professors did not believe that a high school diploma was a
guarantee that the typical student had learned the basics (Johnson and Duffett, 2003).

More than half (59%) of employers reported that the high school graduates they saw were not
ready for thework force. Seventy-three percent described public high school graduates ashaving “fair” or
“poor” Kills in writing clearly, grammar and spdling. Six of ten employers characterized high school
graduates as having “far” or “poor” basic math skills (Johnson and Duffett, 2003).

Collegeprofessorsweresmilarly criticd of high school graduates. Lessthan haf (47%0) believethat
high school graduates they encounter are reedy for college. More than seven in tenrate public high school
graduates as having “far” or “poor” skillsinwriting dearly, grammar and Sodling. Sixty-fivepercent also
rate high school graduates as having “far” or “poor” basic math skills (Johnson and Duffett, 2003).

Confounding theissues surrounding thefailure of the country’ s high schoolstoimplement subdantia
changeisan apparent lack of consensusamong the generd public and other stakeholdersasto the purpose
of the 21% century high school. Thislack of ashared vision for high schools and consensus on the issues
and the need for change make reform a the secondary level an even more daunting challenge (McNell,
2003).

Developing a Climate for Reform at the State L evel

Higtoricdly, sates have had asignificant impact on high schools. They have an even greater rolein
developing a new vison for high schools. While most states have taken actions (e.g., adopted content
standards, revised graduation requirements, adopted state assessments, developed exit exams, €etc) to
reform the high school, few have developed initiatives to think sysematicdly how Sate policies and
practices would support the development of anew vison for high school (McNeil, 2003).

A recent sudy from the Aspen Program on Education looked at four Sates - Cdifornia, Maine,
Rhode Idand and Vermont - that have taken a systematic approach to rethinking what their high schools
should beand produce. Each of these states adopted similar strategies. Their reformsare standards- bessd
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and each appointed a state commission or task force charged with creating avision and recommending the
accompanying gods, principles, practices and policies needed to support the reform. Each date aso
crested an organizational foca point for the reform, focused resources from federal programs, pursued
foundation support, provided technical assstance, monitored results and invested modest amounts of state
funds (McNell, 2003).

McNeil (2003) identified severd sgnificant lessons for dates that have emerged from the
experiences of these four states. Initidly, building astrong case for reformis criticd.  Stakeholders need
srong, compelling reasons to change. Reform efforts must dso be based on aclear vison of what high
schools should be, and thevisonfor high schools should provide abasisfor thedignment or relignment of
gate policies. Providing technical assstancein building leadership capacity at the state, district, school and
classroom levels and improving classroom ingruction are aso critica in planning and implementing reform.
States should dso commit to providing additiona resources for at least three to five years to support the
reform initigtive. Findly, reform takes time and policy-makers need to be reditic about thetime required
for results.

McNell’ sfindingsregarding establishing aclimate for secondary school reform arereinforced by the
lessons learned from the High Schools That Work Project. Bottoms (2002) hasidentified aseries of key
conditions that influence efforts to improve secondary schools. These conditions for success include
rigorous high school graduation standards, technica assistance for low-performing schools acommitment to
and a focus on a comprehensive reform design, a focus on student achievement and a commitment to
increase the number of teacherswith deep subject matter knowledgewho can effectively engage sudentsin
learning.

A recent report from the Nationd High School Alliance (Harvey and Housman, 2004) provides
some additiond insght into what is needed to effect change in secondary schools.  Synthesizing the
conversations and content from a series of fal 2003 nationa conferences on high schoals, the report
identified severd key “levers’ that areimportant to facilitating indtitutiona changein America shigh schools
The need to conceptudize K - 12 and post- secondary education in aseamless manner and acommitmantto
preparing practicaly al students for college-level work were noted as important to secondary school
reform. The report went on to outline five other changes necessary for effective change. Firg, theneed to
improve teacher preparation and professional development is paramount. Second, there must be a
commitment from secondary education to ensure that al students can read at or above gradeleve. Third,
the high school drop-out rate must be reduced. Fourth, acommitment to pursue the promise of smaller,
more personalized learning environments for high schools must be demonstrated before true improvement

can be made. Findly, acommitment to revist existing Sandards is critical.

In articul ating the design for devel oping the 21% century high school, Cohen (2001) identifiesseverd
key principlesthat should be cons dered when contemplating high school reform. Theseprinciplesincludea
focus on cregting smal high schools'smdler learning communities, promoting diversity in organizationd
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structures, curriculum, pedagogy and use of time, and devel oping linkagesto post- sscondary education and
al avalable community resources.

Approachesto Reforming State Policies and Practices

The need for secondary school reform is clear, yet there is no genera consensus asto how this
reform should take place. A recent sudy by the Nationa High School Alliancefound two distinct views of
the reform processemerging. One model appearsto be more policy-oriented and manageriad in focusand
favors top-down solutions that are directed at forestalling economic disaster if they are not implemented.
Thismodd hasahigh public profile, relies on an analyss of economic trends and focuses on sandards and
assessment. The second reform mode emerging is more focused on resource equity for studentsthan for
sysems. Proponents of this approach drive to develop models of effective schools and are more
supportive of loca solutions than those prescribed from the nationa or state levels (Harvey and Housman,
2004).

The mandates of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 and the continued cal for improvement in
America’s high schools have aso spawned a number of whole-school approaches to reform. This
approach to schoolwide reform and the focus on “research-based” gpproacheswasfecilitated by theU. S.
Congressin 1994 when, for thefirst time, schoolswith student poverty rates aslow as 50% could use Title
| funds for improving the entire school. This modd received additiona support in 1997 when Congress
authorized an additiona $145 million per year to assist low-performing (mostly Title ) schoolsinrasing
student achievement by adopting “research-based, school-wide’ approaches (American Indtitute for
Research, 1999).

With so many school-wide reform modes available, it is often difficult to determine the most
effective drategy. In an effort to address this Stuation, the American Ingtitute for Research conducted a
comprehensve study of 24 widely recognized school-reform models. Of the high school reform modes
reviewed, only High Schools That Work (HSTW) wasfound to have*“srong evidence of postiveeffectson
student achievement.” Three other K - 12 mode s, Expeditionary Learning Outward Bound, Community for
Learning and the School Development Program were found to have* promising evidence of postive effects
on student achievement.” The study aso concluded that, in generd, the school-wide reform initiatives
provided little evidence of pogtive effects on student achievement resulting in an environment in which
policy-makers are making school reform decisions without the benefit of critica information (American
Ingtitute for Research, 1999).

An earlier report, All Over the Map: Sate Paliciesto Improve the High School (Martinez and
Bray, 2002), organized state policies concerning high schoolsinto three clugters. Thefirg cluster included
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policies specific to high schools and dealt with issues such as graduation, course creditsand diplomas. The
second group of state policies focused on policy options beyond the high school such as ensuring

opportunities to learn, funding and teacher certification. The third cluster of policies focused on issues
related to standards, assessments and accountability.

Harvey and Housman (2004) have identified four sgnificant factors that provide guidance for
secondary school reform. Thesefactors, or dimensions, emerged from an andysis of nationd policiesand
programs affecting high schools. These four dimensons included the dignment of sandards and
assessment, the preparation and continued development of educators, the importance of involving
knowledgeable“communities’ in the reform effort and the identification of bringing successful innovations*“to
scae”

Based on the findings from work with Cdifornia, Maine, Rhode Idand and Vermont, McNell

(2003) identified severd specific steps for states seeking reformin their high schools. Statesmust review
the status of their high schools and high school studentsin relation to stakeholders' perceptions regarding
high schools. A review of state policies and regulations must be undertaken. Once the review has been
completed, the policiesand regulations must be digned with anew vison and godsfor high schools. States
must identify resources to promote reform and create an organizational foca point to support the reform
initigtive.  Suffident time for reforms to develop must be provided and the results must be carefully
monitored.

Acknowledging the foundation that has been created as a result of the standards-based reform
initiatives, Cohen (2001) has proposed an gpproach to reform that is a combination of incrementa and
moreradicd srategies. He has grouped these strategiesinto actionsthat can be taken to accelerate current
reform practices, thosethat are focused on making mid-term correctionsin sate standards and graduation
requirements and those that are focused on bringing about some of the more fundamentd and transformative
changes that are needed to truly inditutiondize the reform initiatives.

Recommendationsfor accd erating current reform effortsinclude providing immediate ass stanceto
thelowest performing high schools, investing in capacity- building, providing incentivesfor cresting smdl high
schools/'smdl learning communitiesand stimulaing the cregtion of new school models. Recommendation for
mid-term corrections include creating a system of rigorous and digned standards, ensuring that sandards
and assessments are aligned and red-world, increasing academic rigor for al gudents and requiring
participation in community- based activities. Finally, Cohen (2001) suggeststhat states plan and pilot more
fundamental changes focused on capacity-building, usng performance contracts, replacing existing
governance and management structures and making the needed changesin certification, finance and other
areas.

Cohen (2001) identifiesthree overarching guiddinesfor state policy-makers. First, hesuggeststhat
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state and local partnerships are essentid to successful reform, as neither level can be successful without the
support and cooperation of the other. Second, a successful reform effort will require the use of both
“ingde-out” and “outdde-in” drategies. Third, Cohen believes tha effective reform is based upon a
balanced combination of both incrementa and radica change strategies.

Quedtions are ds0 being raised about the effectiveness of reform initiatives that have been widely
adopted. A recent study of Sx states that require students to pass a graduation exam to receive ahigh
school diploma concluded that most test questions reflected materid that students that sudy early intheir
high school careers, that required pass scoresreflected modest expectations and thet thetetsmeasureonly
afraction of the essertia knowledge and skills. The study also recommended that states should not lower
standards, should commit to improving ther tets over time and should focus on building more
comprehensive assessment systems (Do Graduation Tests Measure Up?, 2004).

One specific secondary school reform strategy that isgrowing in popularity nationdly isthe cregtion
of samal high schools or the reconfiguration of larger high schools into smal learning communities. Two
magor sources of funds for this effort have been the federa government’s Smadler Learning Communities
Program and the Gates Foundation, which has provided some $650 million for this effort snce 2000.
Severd dates and large school didricts are involved in state- and didtrict-wide strategies focused on
cregting smdler high schoolsand learning communities. TheNew Y ork City school system has committed
to an initiative focused on diminating the lowest- performing high schoolsand creating smdl schoolsintheir
place. Forty-two schools were opened in 2003 and plans call for the creation of 60 additiond small
schoolsin2004. Other large schoal didrictsincluding Batimore, Boston, Chicago and San Diego havedso
implemented initiatives focused on creating smaller high school learning environments (Hendrie, 2004).

Despitethisgrowthin the smdl high school movement and the avalability of both private andUnited
States Department of Education funding, severa issues remain unresolved. Results have been mixed, as
scaing-up smal school successes ischdlenging, the ability to sustain thereform over thelong termisbeing
debated and there is a lack of consensus in the reform community as to whether creating new smaller
schoalsor reconfiguring existing large schoolsinto smdler learning communitiesisthemost effective Srategy
(Hendrie, 2004).

Implementing Reform at the State L evel

Despitealack of consensusregarding the most effective mode for reforming the nation' ssecondary
schoals, the availableliterature does provide sufficient guidance for states seeking to movetheir secondary
schools into the 21% century. Thismode comprises severd distinct yet interrelated components. Thefirst
component involves afocus on establishing and supporting a climate for reform. The primary god of this
component isto involve dl relevant stakeholders in an assessment of the need for reform. The outcome
should be a srong and very publicly visble and compdling rationde for change. Cregting this supportive
climate for reform must dso include a redlistic acknowledgment about the time required for true reform.
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Although many states have enacted specific policiesdirected at high school reform, only afew have
formaly committed to a modd which systematicaly develops a new vison and gods for high schools.
Doing so isan essentid gep in any long-term reforminitiative. Thisnew vison for high schools, developed
within a climate that is supportive and committed to reform, then becomes the Seve through which al
ensuing policies, regulaions and practices must flow.

States that have committed to atrue systematic effort to reform their high schools should consider
cregtion of a state-leve task force or commission. Such agroup can become the vehicle for conducting a
comprehensive assessment of the status of high schools, creating the new vison and goalsand reviewing and
revisng exiging sate policies and regulations to ensure aignment with the new vision.

The availability of resources to support and sustain the reform effort isa critica component of al
reformmodes. Theresource question includesnot only the pursuit of new sources but theidentification and
refocusing of exigting resources.

Ensuring success of thereform initiative over thelong term requiresthe creation of anorganizationd
focd point respongble for the initigtive. Practicdly spesking, such an action formaly and vishbly
demondtrates a commitment to the initiative and provides an organizationd point for accountability.

A commitment to capacity-building is a theme in dmog dl of the current high schoal reform
initiatives, regardiess of their focus or gpproach. This capacity-building should be conceptudized in the
broadest senseto include teachers, administrators and other stakehol ders at the classroom, school, district
and gate levels.

Reated to this commitment to capacity-building is the need to provide technical assstance. This
assistance should be targeted and focused on improving classroom ingtruction and student achievement.
One drategy thet is being effectivdy used in some reform modds is the devdopment of pilot
projects/schools. Such an gpproach provides an opportunity to implement and eval uate specific dements of
reform initiatives a reduced cost and low politica risk. Such small-scdeeffortscan aso beinitiated fairly
quickly, thus providing some early concrete examples of state activity and commitment.
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Summary

The quest to reform secondary education in American education has along and rich history. The
current education climate with its focus on reform offers yet a new opportunity to transform secondary
education. States must assume a mgor role for this transformation effort to be successful. Preiminary
results from initiatives in severd dates suggest that states can make a difference.

Policy Implications for States

Involve stakeholders in creating a climate supportive of reform.

Conduct a comprehensive assessment of the satus of high schools and high school
students.

Systematicaly develop anew vison and goas for high schools.

Create a state-leve task force or commission.

Acknowledge that true reform takestime.

Pursue new sources of funding and refocus existing funding to develop and sugtain the
reform initigtive,

Creste an organizationd foca point for the initiative.

Plan and implement a capacity-building program for al stakeholders.

Provide targeted technical assistance.

Combine incrementd and radica change drategies.

Deveop pilot projects.

Cresate dtate, regiona and loca partnerships.
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