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Executive Summary

his report marks the third year of
I exploration by the Center on

Reinventing Public Education into the
way fast-improving schools in Washington
State work. In our first two reports,
Making Standards Work (1998) and Making
Standards Stick (2000), we reported that ele-
mentary and middle schools can make a
difference in raising student achievement
in the state’s new standards-based system.
This year, we turned our attention to high
schools. Using data from the tenth grade
Washington Assessment of Student Learning
(WASL), we selected and interviewed princi-
pals from 26 high schools across the state
that made greater gains than other schools
serving similar populations of students. To
provide a point of reference, we also inter-
viewed 13 “comparison” school principals
and conducted five site visits to talk to
teachers and students about their schools.

Our findings suggest that the differences
between improving and comparison high
schools are less stark than those we discov-
ered at the elementary and middle school
levels. We learned that many schools in our
sample, improving and comparison alike,
went beyond just “test preparation” to begin
to adjust their programs to match the new
state standards and tests. Every school
reviewed their curriculum and instruction to
make sure that students will be exposed to
the material and teaching methods that they
will encounter on the tenth grade WASL.
Nearly all schools (92%), as well, report that
they have increased their focus on improv-
ing students’ reading and writing skills, for
instance by training all teachers in “reading
across the curriculum” or by requiring stu-
dents to do more writing in all classes, not
just English or History. A small number

of schools went a step farther to identify
students who struggle in the core areas
tested on the WASL, and began providing
additional support through after-school pro-
grams or computer-assisted instruction.
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Nevertheless, while on the surface many
improving and comparison schools appear
to be taking similar paths to improvement,
improving schools stand out in several
important ways. They are, on the whole,
more focused in their approach, more deter-
mined to succeed, and more actively engag-
ing students and teachers in the challenge
of making standards work. These differ-
ences are manifested in the following ways.
Improving schools:

[ Pick a strategy for raising student
achievement and stick to it despite the
challenges and distractions they face.

[0 Embrace the new state expectations
and WASL as positive tools for bring-
ing about changes in their curricula,
instruction and programs.

[0 Make new expectations for students
count by building them into the exist-
ing structure of grades and course
credits.

[ Get in touch with individual students
by creating smaller learning commu-
nities and tapping into students’ opin-
ions about their schools.

[ Take responsibility for gaps in student
learning by pressing teachers to exam-
ine shortcomings in student achieve-
ment and keeping up the pressure
to improve, even when their districts
and communities seem satisfied with
their efforts.

Improving schools took one of three tacks to
accomplish their goals. We identified a very
small group of schools (only 2) that focused
primarily on preparing students for the

test itself. The majority of improving
schools (14 schools) capitalized on the new
standards and tests as a mechanism to focus
adult efforts to improve student learning

in more lasting ways. They emphasized

the importance of the test, but at the same




time began to make more lasting changes
to their curriculum, teaching methods,
expectations of students and teachers, and
their relationships with students.

One-third of the improving schools

(8 schools) in our sample took a slightly
different approach. They focused predom-
inantly on efforts identified in research

as “best practices” used by effective high
schools across the country (e.g. creating
smaller learning communities or increasing
the rigor of instruction for all students).
These schools did not ignore the advent of
the state standards and tests, but included
them as targets within an existing strategy
to improve. Our data show that these
schools made slightly greater gains in stu-
dent achievement than other improving
schools that focused primarily on the stan-
dards and tests. More inquiry is needed
to confirm the impact of these schools’
approaches, however, as the number of
schools involved was very small. (The
remaining two improving schools in our
sample were excluded from this portion of
our analysis due to incomplete information.)

While the news from high schools is prom-
ising, the challenges that many schools

face are even more daunting than those
reported by elementary and middle schools.
Principals in improving and comparison
high schools agree that there are four main
challenges they must overcome in order to
make deeper and more lasting changes in
their schools. They must:

1. Motivate students to take the WASL
and learning seriously.

2. Leverage teacher energy and skills to
improve their schools.

3. Close the significant gaps in some
students’ learning in a short period
of time.

4. Move forward in an environment
of uncertainty about the future of
school accountability in Washington
State.

While many improving schools made a
strong start in addressing these challenges,
most schools’ success in raising the level

of achievement of all students is far from
assured. Numerous principals and teachers
guestion their capacity to ensure all students
a realistic chance of passing all four sections
of the WASL and thus becoming eligible

for a Certificate of Mastery (currently envi-
sioned as a requirement for graduation start-
ing with the class of 2008). For some, itis a
matter of finding adequate time and energy
to get the job done. For others, it is more a
matter of increasing teachers’ and communi-
ties’ commitment to change. Some schools
are counting on the advent of the Certificate
of Mastery to boost student, parent and com-
munity motivation to improve, but many,
too, acknowledge that motivation alone will
not be enough to close the significant gaps in
learning that some students bring to school.
Some high schools are looking to state and
local leaders to help them access new ideas
on how to close those gaps, but at the same
time admit that some staff members are
unlikely to adopt those new strategies until
the consequences of not doing so are made
more clear.

Our findings are consistent with prior
research on the progress and challenges

of bringing about lasting improvements

in high schools and student achievement.
Experiences in states across the country sug-
gest most large-scale reform efforts fail to
affect more than a small number of teachers
and schools. Making more fundamental
changes that affect student learning in most
high schools will require new ways of work-
ing by teachers, students, principals, parents
and communities. State and local actors

can help schools go beyond surface level

Making Standards Meaningful: High School Reform Efforts In Washington State



changes to make standards meaningful by
keeping up the pressure to improve, while
also providing new incentives and opportu-
nities for high schools to reshape the way
teachers, schools and communities engage
students in challenging learning
experiences.
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Introduction

1209, education and policy leaders in

Washington State have focused on the
development of new standards for what stu-
dents should know and be able to do before
they graduate from high school. The inten-
tion of the standards-based reform effort
is to raise student achievement by setting
clear learning targets for students, judging
whether or not those targets are being hit,
and then holding schools accountable to
remedy the situation when students are not
succeeding.

S ince the 1993 adoption of House Bill

As the state moves into its ninth year

of efforts, the emphasis shifts from devel-
oping a set of learning standards and

tests, known respectively as the Essential
Academic Learning Requirements (EALRS)
and the Washington Assessment of Student
Learning (WASL), toward the question of
how schools and students will be held
accountable for student achievement in the
four areas (reading, writing, math and lis-
tening) identified thus far as “essential.”

At no level is this question more salient
than in high schools. Under current legisla-
tion, students in the graduating class of 2008
who pass all four sections of the tenth grade
WASL will receive a Certificate of Mastery
and will then be eligible for graduation.
Those students who do not pass will not be
eligible to graduate until they do. Beyond
that, however, state accountability plans are
not clear, and recent proposals to push

back or abolish the Certificate of Mastery
have increased the cloud of doubt about

the future. Nonetheless, most high schools
anticipate that their successes and failures
will be measured in new ways in the coming
years.

The reality is, however, that in the first

year of testing at the tenth grade level, only
21.9% of students statewide passed all four
sections of the WASL and would have been
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eligible to graduate under current plans.
This snapshot of what students know and
can do in the tenth grade suggests that there
is room for improvement in high schools
across the state, no matter how the state ulti-
mately defines its accountability plan.

The good news is that, in the first two
years of testing, some high schools made
strong gains in reading and math; stronger
in fact than schools serving similar pop-
ulations of students. Why is that so?

Is there anything different about these
schools that can explain their “fast-improv-
ing” nature? What can local, district

and state leaders learn from these schools’
approaches? Whether or not standards and
testing actually lead to lasting increases in
student achievement depends at least in
part on how high schools respond to the
challenges they face in making necessary
changes in their organization, attitudes and
strategies.

The purpose of this study is to explore

how some “fast-improving” high schools
think and act. While on the surface these
schools are not radically different from other
schools serving similar populations, their
approaches offer some valuable lessons for
school leaders looking to boost student
achievement and school success. They also
highlight ways in which policymakers can
create an environment conducive to rapid,
yet meaningful, improvements in learning
and test scores. Finally, the experiences of
these schools provide the public with a more
clear understanding of what it is going to
take to ensure that all students reach a high
level of achievement before they graduate
from high school.

This report builds on two prior studies con-
ducted by the University of Washington
and Partnership for Learning. Those stud-
ies, Making Standards Work and Making
Standards Stick, identified the strategies
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of fast-improving elementary and middle
schools in Washington State. This report is
presented in three parts. Part | provides
the backdrop for making standards mean-
ingful in high schools in Washington State,
giving a summary of school reform in the
state and offering a review of the literature
on the challenges and strategies for promot-
ing high student achievement. In this

part, we also discuss our study methodol-
ogy and sample of schools. Part Il sum-
marizes our findings. Part Ill discusses the
implications of our findings in light of the
uncertain future of “high stakes” reform in
Washington State and offers some recom-
mendations for how local, district and state
leaders might use the information provided
to help every high school student reach
his/her fullest potential.

Making Standards Meaningful: High School Reform Efforts In Washington State



Part One: Background

School reform
In Washington State

Over the past eight years, Washington State
has developed a set of Essential Academic
Learning Requirements (EALRs) and the
accompanying Washington Assessment of
Student Learning (WASL) in reading, writ-
ing, math and listening. Students at the
fourth grade began testing in spring 1997,
with seventh grade tests added in 1998.
Tenth graders took the tests for the first time
in 1999.

Under current legislation, the graduating
class of 2008 will be the first to experience
“high stakes” standards and tests. Students
who meet standard on the tenth grade
WASL in reading, writing, math and listen-
ing will receive a Certificate of Mastery and
will be eligible for graduation.! Meeting
standard on the science portion of the WASL
will become a graduation requirement in
2010.

At the time of this report, the state has yet
to confirm its plans for how it will use the
test data derived from the WASL to hold
schools accountable for increasing student
achievement. Two proposals debated in the
most recent legislative session differed in
the amount of time, resources, and flexibility
that struggling schools would be given to
demonstrate greater gains on the WASL.
Despite a great deal of debate, the legisla-
ture failed to adopt measures from either
the House or Senate packages.? At the same
time, they shelved proposals to postpone or
abolish the official start of the Certificate of

Mastery.?

In the meantime, the state has moved for-
ward in its articulation of other expectations
for high school students. The Washington
State Board of Education passed a resolution
requiring all graduates of public schools
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to complete a “Culminating Project” that
demonstrates their academic achievements
and progress as related to the state’s essen-
tial learning goals. Additionally, students
will need to complete a “High School +
Education Plan” that outlines goals for their
high school experience and for the first year
after they graduate. Embedded within these
new requirements is an expectation that
high schools introduce students to a “career
pathway” in order to sharpen their thinking
about their options for the future.

Whether or not these and other new expec-
tations for students and schools will lead

to long-term increases in student learning
remains to be seen. The availability of two
years of data from the tenth grade WASL
presents an important opportunity to exam-
ine how schools are trying to increase stu-
dent achievement in the new standards-
based environment. According to the test
data, over the two-year period some high
schools made greater gains on the WASL
than schools serving similar populations of
students. As the pressure mounts for high
schools to achieve significant improvements
in student learning, it is helpful to under-
stand the strategies used by these “fast-
improving” schools.

Characteristics of
“effective” high schools

As we look more carefully at the strategies
of high schools in Washington State, it is
helpful to understand what research tells
us more generally about high achieving
schools.

A U.S. Department of Education analysis

of the available research on school quality
identifies three elements most clearly related
to student learning: teachers, classrooms and
school context. The report contends that

11
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“school quality is enhanced when teachers
have high academic skills, teach in the

field in which they are trained, have more
than a few years of experience, and partici-
pate in high quality induction and profes-
sional development.” It also cites evidence
that students learn more in classrooms that
engage students in rigorous academic work.
According to the study, there is some evi-
dence that some students (particularly those
who are less advantaged or from a minority
racial group) benefit when classes are small.
Finally, the analysis finds good evidence

for the hypothesis that the way schools are
organized and run affects how much stu-
dents learn.

Numerous studies have identified character-
istics and strategies of “effective schools.”®
These schools have a sense of mission
around which they organize their efforts;
they press students to achieve at higher
levels than other schools serving similar
populations; and they cultivate a profes-
sional community where teachers collabo-
rate regularly to ensure students’ academic
and personal success.

More recently, there has also grown a

body of evidence on the value of smaller
learning communities at the high school
level. Traditionally, large comprehensive
high schools try to meet the needs of

all students by providing “something for
everyone.” According to some researchers,
however, individual students in these
schools can fail to get the adult attention
and support that they need to succeed.
Some research on small schools suggests
that these environments may create better
opportunities for students to connect with
each other, with adults, and with the
material they are studying, thereby reducing
the anonymity associated with large,
impersonal schools.”

There is still a great deal to be learned about
how schools can be more effective in a stan-
dards-based environment. Partnership for
Learning and the University of Washington
explored this issue in two previous studies,
Making Standards Work and Making
Standards Stick. These reports outlined
strategies that elementary and middle level
schools used to make better than expected
gains on the Washington Assessment of
Student Learning (WASL) in grades 4 and 7.

Findings from those reports emphasize how
improving elementary and middle level
schools acted as if their expectations for stu-
dent learning mattered. They focused on a
small number of school-wide goals, targeted
their resources to achieve those goals, identi-
fied and supported struggling students, and
involved parents and community members
in their efforts. Schools that succeeded in
sustaining their gains were relentless in their
emphasis on increasing student learning as a
goal above all else.

Challenges associated
with realizing change

While researchers do not agree on any single
set of factors that uniformly influence stu-
dent achievement, many agree that high
schools are complicated institutions that
resist change.® High schools face multiple
barriers that can impede their progress in
attempting to bring about needed changes.

High schools are traditionally organized

in a hierarchical and compartmentalized
way. Teachers are typically clustered in dis-
cipline-based departments, and frequently
only know and regularly talk to others who
teach the same subject or grade level. In
many cases, schools’ daily schedules pro-
vide teachers with few opportunities for
the kind of cross-grade or cross-discipline

Making Standards Meaningful: High School Reform Efforts In Washington State



collaboration that characterizes effective
organizations in other professional arenas.
Teachers’ training further reinforces these
distinctions as new teachers craft their area
of expertise and learn to respect each other’s
domain.

Furthermore, high schools are especially
bound by external expectations, in particular
to preserve those traditions that parents and
community leaders hold dear. Schools are
expected to be the same as they have always
been, if only to preserve adults’ memories of
what school was like in the past. In some
cases, students adopt these hallowed tradi-
tions as their own (e.g. a winning tradition
in sports), making them even more difficult
for school leaders to challenge. Finally, stu-
dents in high schools are more sophisticated
than their elementary and middle school
peers. While many students acknowledge
they would work harder if someone asked
them to do so, they also admit that they
often question the value of what adults are
asking them to do.” This makes high schools
dynamic places where students can more
directly influence the outcome of adult ini-
tiatives to affect change.

Methodology

In this study, we sought to understand what
fast-improving high schools are doing to
achieve dramatic gains in student learning
on the Washington Assessment of Student
Learning. Given prior research on elemen-
tary and middle schools, we wanted to know
if high schools employed similar strategies,
or if the challenges they faced were so dis-
tinct that they relied on different approaches
to increase their scores over the two-year
period.

Using data from the 1999 and 2000 WASL,
we used the following indicators to identify
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a pool of high schools that “beat their demo-
graphics:”

[l Percent change in proportion of stu-
dents meeting benchmarks in reading
and math

[ Percent change in the average reading
and math scale scores'® of students at
each school

[ Effect size!! between a school’s year 1
and year 2 mean test scores

The percent change in proportion meeting
standards was used because these propor-
tions are the results most often reported by
the media. Scale scores from each school
were used because they more accurately
reflect the increase in achievement of stu-
dents who made gains but did not reach

the state benchmarks. Finally, effect sizes
were used to standardize all scores, inde-
pendent of the first year’s scores. As a
result of this approach, we are confident that
the schools we identified made significantly
greater gains over the two-year period than
other schools with similar student popula-
tions.

From the schools that made significant
gains, we selected a sample of 30 schools,
all of which tested at least 50 students

each year. Included in the sample were
schools serving students from predomi-
nantly middle to high socio-economic back-
grounds, as well as schools with largely
poor and/or minority populations. Where
possible, we attempted to include schools
from each region of the state, serving a vari-
ety of student populations in urban, sub-
urban and rural settings. Next, we identi-
fied 16 “comparison” schools with similar
locations and student characteristics as

our “fast-improving” schools. Comparison
schools made small or no gains on the
WASL over the two-year period. For a more
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Figure 1.

Tenth grade math and reading scales rose more in improving schools than in other schools

across the state.

High schools’ effect scores based on changes in
geale scores from 1999 ko 20000

1.5 4

1000 -

St mdard devralions

complete description of our sample and
methods, see Appendix A.

Figure 1 uses our sample schools’ effect
scores (the change in average scale scores
standardized using a pooled standard devi-
ation) to illustrate how improving schools
made significantly greater gains than the
comparison schools (and all high schools
across the state) in reading and math scores
over the two-year span.

Of the 46 principals invited to participate

in the study, 39 completed a 30-45 minute
telephone interview with us, and 37 of those
completed a 17-page questionnaire about
their schools. We also conducted 5 fol-
low-up site visits to talk with teachers and
students about their school’s strategies for
improvement and their perspectives on the

state standards and assessments. We did so
in part to make sure our understandings of
the schools were based on multiple perspec-
tives, including but not limited to the per-
ceptions of the principal. The interviews and
site visits were conducted between January
and May 2001.

Our interviews, survey questions, and site
visits sought to elicit the following informa-
tion about each school:"?

[0 Elements of the school’s strategy to
raise student achievement

[ Challenges the school faces in raising
student achievement

O Principal, teacher and student atti-
tudes toward new state standards and
tests

Making Standards Meaningful: High School Reform Efforts In Washington State



[ Characteristics that might affect
student learning (e.g. size, teacher
qualifications, percentage of students
taking advanced courses, levels of
teacher collaboration, parental
involvement, etc.)

[0 Changes in key areas over the past
two years (e.g. funding, student com-
position, staff composition)

According to our data, our groups of
improving and comparison schools share
some common characteristics. On average,
they serve similar student populations, and
are similar in size, class size and teacher
qualifications.’* These factors do not appear
to explain the difference in student achieve-
ment gains identified above.

Furthermore, a great majority of schools in
our sample report that they are “more
focused” than they were prior to the WASL.
They talk about using their professional
development time to “get everyone on
board” with a few school-wide goals, espe-
cially in the areas of reading and writing.
Some schools are using data from the WASL
and other sources to identify their goals,
and are talking about how they are going to
better use their resources to help students
who are struggling. All of these steps reflect
the kinds of “good practices” identified in
prior reports on fast-improving elementary
and middle schools.

When we compare the group of improving
schools to the group of comparison schools,
however, important differences emerge. In
Part 11 of our report we will describe these
differences in greater detail.

Limitations of the study

This study provides valuable information
regarding the nature of “fast-improving”
high schools in Washington State. It also
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highlights some of the challenges faced by
many schools in our sample, improving and
comparison alike. Nevertheless, the infor-
mation has its limitations. First, our school
selection was based on the testing perfor-
mance of high schools over a very short
period of time. Based on findings from a
previous report, Making Standards Stick, it
would be unwise to assume that all of the
schools we have labeled “fast improving”
will continue to make such strong gains.
Nevertheless, our conclusions are still a
useful first cut at how high schools can
begin to ensure students a realistic chance to
succeed on the tenth grade WASL. Second,
our study is based solely on outcomes
related to the WASL. Future investigations
of student achievement gains might include
outcomes based on other assessments, such
as the 9th grade ITBS or SAT exams, to
strengthen our confidence that the data
reflect meaningful gains in students’ abili-
ties to read, write, communicate, compute,
and think.

The findings we share here reflect the expe-
riences of a sample of high schools, and
should not be viewed as the reality of all
schools across the state. While education
and community leaders can use this infor-
mation to take action to help more schools
achieve gains in student learning, the strat-
egies outlined should not be considered

a “checklist” to be implemented in every
school. The strategies that work in each
school will depend on the unique circum-
stances of that school.
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Part Two: Findings

findings in three sections. In Section I,

we present the ways in which improving
schools differ from the comparison schools
in our sample. While the two groups of
schools share some common characteristics
and strategies for raising student achieve-
ment, improving high schools pressed for-
ward with their plans with greater focus and
determination to succeed. They were more
likely than comparison schools to view the
new standards and tests as an opportunity
to improve, and they acted upon that belief.
In contrast to comparison schools, they took
steps to make the new state expectations
relevant to students and teachers, and they
pressed themselves to improve even when
there was no immediate pressure to do so.

I n this part, we summarize our major

In Section Il, we describe how improving
schools took one of three general approaches
to responding to the new state expectations.
While a very small group of schools focused
on “test preparation” alone, the majority of
improving schools used the new state stan-
dards and tests as a tool to focus adult and
student efforts to improve in a more lasting
way. Many prepared students for the test-
ing experiences, but at the same time began
to adjust their curriculum and instructional
practices to ensure more students will have
the knowledge and skills they need to meet
or exceed the state’s new standards. A
third group of schools, however, took a dif-
ferent approach. Rather than making the
standards and tests their primary emphasis,
these schools incorporated the new state
expectations into a strategy for raising stu-
dent achievement that focused on research-
based “best practices.” In this section,

we will show some preliminary evidence
that schools following this approach made
slightly greater gains in student achieve-
ment than other improving schools.

Despite these promising findings, our con-
versations with principals and teachers also
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revealed major challenges that both improv-
ing and comparison schools face in making
changes at their schools. Section Il presents
the four major challenges that principals and
teachers in most schools (improving and
comparison alike) agree limit their capacity
to make even greater gains in student
learning.

17
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Section I:

Improving schools move forward with their plans to raise student
achievement while many comparison schools get sidetracked.

When we compare the group of improving
schools to the group of comparison schools
several important distinctions emerge. First,
improving schools seem to be pursuing a
more clearly articulated, commonly under-
stood approach to raising student achieve-
ment. For some, this approach was already
in place before the new standards and tests
were adopted. More commonly, however,
improving schools capitalized on the new
state expectations as a way to focus their
efforts to improve. Second, most improving
schools forged ahead with their plans for
improvement, in spite of uncertainties about
the future of accountability in Washington
State. They did so primarily by taking seri-
ously the challenge to raise expectations,
and by making those expectations mean-
ingful to students and teachers. In the pro-
cess they began to address the serious chal-
lenges that many high schools face in bring-
ing about change. By contrast, many com-
parison schools admit that they struggled to
find a focus or got sidetracked along the
way. While they took some positive steps
to increase student learning and respond

to the new state expectations, their efforts
were limited by doubts about the direction
of state reform and a desire not to “disturb”
anyone in the process of making change.

Improving schools differ from comparison
schools in five important ways. They:

O Pick a strategy for raising student
achievement and stick to it despite the
challenges and distractions they face.

[0 Embrace the new state expectations
and WASL as positive tools for bring-
ing about changes in their curricula,
instruction and programs.

[0 Make new expectations for students
count by building them into the exist-
ing structure of grades and course
credits.

[ Get in touch with individual students
by creating smaller learning communi-
ties and tapping into students’ opin-
ions about their schools.

[ Take responsibility for gaps in student
learning by pressing teachers to exam-
ine shortcomings in student achieve-
ment and keeping up the pressure to
improve, even when their districts and
communities seem satisfied with their
efforts.

In this section, we will discuss these important
differences in how improving high schools
moved forward with their plans to improve
while many comparison schools did not.

Improving schools pick
a strategy and stick to it

Principals in many improving schools cred-
ited the new state standards and tests with
giving them a common framework around
which to organize their efforts as a school.
Some improving school principals said:

| think the WASL played a major role in...
causing us to focus because now we have
pretty specific goals that we must reach.
Before it was just a general education.
We had a general program and had some
pretty general goals. So, we weren’t as
specific as we needed to be.

[The WASL has] created a sense of urgency
that we’re here now and we’ve got to get
better; the other thing that I like about it
is that it’s created a common set of stan-
dards that all kids need to meet and so
when we talk about things that we do
in the building now that are not directly
WASL related, what we’re talking about
is a standards-based evidence - what tells
you that kids have gotten these skills? It’s
not just an intuitive thing.

Making Standards Meaningful: High School Reform Efforts In Washington State



While the new standards and tests offered a
framework, these schools actively worked to
create that focus as well. As this principal
explained, improving schools fought the ten-
dency to add more and more priorities to
their plate.

One of the things that the administra-
tors here have pushed is we pick the
things that we wanted to work on and
we phased them in: writing, reading and
math. Then we said - no more.

One principal described his school’s experi-
ence over the past nine years. After identify-
ing a need to improve the school’s climate,
the school staff agreed to focus their efforts
on making sure every student in the build-
ing would have a personal relationship with
at least one teacher in the school. With that
goal in mind, they adopted a block schedule,
allowing teachers longer class periods to get
to know and work with individual students.
The school decided to allow students more
flexibility in selecting their classes, in an
effort to mimic a college-like experience and
to increase students’ motivation to learn.
They also supported new student activities
and community service opportunities to pro-
mote a “sense of real family community
within the school.” In addition, the prin-
cipal began actively recruiting and hiring
gualified, “student-centered” teachers who
were committed to creating the kind of
school that he and others envisioned.

The school’s efforts have reaped some
rewards, but have not been without chal-
lenges. In annual satisfaction surveys
students overwhelmingly report that they
“have a teacher who cares about them.” But
at the same time, the principal acknowl-
edges that in some cases, some teachers may
have gone overboard to make students com-
fortable, at the expense of challenging them
intellectually. The principal admits that “we
are not challenging kids” in classes outside
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core classes like English and Math. Nev-
ertheless, the school’s efforts to improve
continue, with a new focus on translating
the strong teacher-student relationships into
deeper learning and greater student achieve-
ment.

By contrast, while most comparison schools
also had plans for increasing student
achievement, several acknowledged that
they struggled to find the focus needed

to pursue them aggressively. They saw
potential for greater focus but felt pressure
to meet the historic expectations of high
schools to provide something for everyone.

There’s are a lot of things that are good
for kids, but get in the way of what
we are trying to do...We [are] all about
socialization, we’re about activities, we’re
about athletics, we’re about band, we’re
about the whole kid. The other stuff gets
in the way of academics. It just does.
Frankly that’s just the way we choose to
do it, it works for us, and | don’t see that
changing anytime soon.

Some comparison principals acknowledged
that they had a hard time letting go of the
idea of being able to do everything. Others
admitted that they did not pursue their
improvement plans because they were dis-
tracted by other concerns.

It’s maybe because we are trying to teach
it all. It’s hard to let go of things you like
to teach.

We had a mold problem in our school...
My goal for this year was to do cross-
departmental things, but we did mold
instead.

Thus, while most improving schools pushed
forward with their plans for improvement,
many comparison schools got side-tracked
along the way.
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Improving schools embrace
new standards and tests
as valid and useful tools

Most improving school leaders view state
standards and tests as valuable tools for
improving upon their efforts to raise student
achievement. They see them as the best avail-
able mechanism for measuring whether stu-
dents have important skills and knowledge
in the key areas of reading, writing and
math. While improving school principals
acknowledge that the system is not perfect,
they do not dwell on those imperfections or
attempt to downplay the importance of the
test. These principals said:

We are very aware of the need to prepare
students in a way that’s appropriate for
the WASL. We believe the WASL is a
great way of assessing students, whether
the WASL is a great test or not, really
isn’t the issue. It’s the way the students
should be tested and that’s what we
intend to do in every single class. Every
single teacher is trying to give that
deep understanding, getting students
to understand and explain their knowl-
edge versus doing the standard multiple
choice, low level, factual material.

What calmed some of the irritation down
was once the teachers saw the EALRS
and the benchmarks and my argument to
each of the departments was - You guys
tell me what’s stupid about this? Which
of the benchmarks do you think are silly?
And, - Why would we ever want to teach
a kid that? Or why should a kid know
that? Well in general they are all pretty
good. Now you will get arguments with
folks about, - Now what a stupid prompt
that was for the writing — it’s too vague,
it’s not specific. So there has been some
criticism of the test itself, but to me [it]
is just a matter of ironing that out over

the next several years. The state needs to
begin to iron those things out.

Beyond just the information that the
WASL has, it’s set a tone in other areas
that says kids are going to have to be per-
forming and demonstrating their abili-
ties rather than [being evaluated on] just
a teacher judgment.

Figure 2 illustrates how improving school
principals were more likely to report positive
feelings towards the WASL than were princi-
pals of comparison schools.

Many comparison school principals, on the
other hand, convey deep doubts about the
validity and usefulness of the WASL, as

well as the overall direction of state reform.
Some acknowledge that while they support
the idea of standards and accountability,
they feel strongly that the test is overempha-
sized and that the system is setting some
students up for failure.

I’m not much of a fan of the WASL test
quite frankly. 1 am pleased that | am
retiring this year. | would not want to
be in public education in the span of time
from 2004 to 2006 because | think it will
do some nasty things to kids.

That leads me to my philosophical notion
of the test. | think it’s way over-empha-
sized. It’s forcing schools to gear them-
selves to a test, rather than it being a
monitoring of kids, it has become the
focal point of education. | continually
remind my staff that, although we have
to prepare kids for the test, the test isn’t
the most important thing that’s going on
in the kids’ lives with education.

These fears are widespread, even in some
improving schools. On the whole, however,
comparison school principals more fre-
guently report doubts about the potential for
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Figure 2.

Improving school principals report more positive feelings toward the WASL
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using the new standards and tests as a lever
for positive change in their schools. One
might argue that the doubts of some prin-
cipals are a result of, rather than a cause

of, their schools’ performance on the WASL.
However, while comparison schools did not
make as significant gains in reading and
math as improving schools, many of them
did make some gains. Several of these
schools also received positive feedback from
their districts or local press for their WASL
scores, making it unlikely that their perspec-
tives are the result of “sour grapes” due to
poor performance on the test.

Another possible explanation of the differ-
ences in attitude suggests a more complex
scenario. Some principals may feel more
positive about the usefulness of the WASL
because they are more optimistic about the
potential for improvement at their schools,
and thus they welcome the information that
the test may reveal. Indeed it may be that
some school’s successes in raising student
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achievement come not only from keeping a
positive attitude toward the test, but also
from maintaining a deeper belief in their
own capacity to identify and successfully
address significant shortcomings in their
efforts thus far. Further inquiry into school
leaders’ sense of efficacy is needed to better
understand the relationship between the
improving school principals’ attitudes and
their schools’ gains in student achievement.

Improving schools make
higher expectations count,
even if the WASL does not

Our earlier studies found that successful
elementary and middle schools “act as if
expectations matter.”'* They believe that
students will reach higher standards if they
are pressed by adults to do so. In the short
run, these elementary and middle schools
did not need to make their expectations
concrete (by setting exit standards or other
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mechanisms to hold students accountable)
because they could exhort greater effort by
asking students to try harder.

High school students, on the other hand,
often need to be convinced of the logic
behind adult exhortations. They demand
more information about the value of what
they are being asked to do. While they may
be enticed by sophisticated incentives (i.e.
rewards related to significant goals in their
lives such as graduating on time, going to
college or getting a good job), some studies
show they are also prone to expending the
least amount of effort necessary to accom-
plish their goals.'

Many principals in our study report that, in
the first years of testing, some students did
not take the WASL seriously because it was
not connected to their grades, credits, gradu-
ation status or post-high school prospects.
When faced with the challenge of student
apathy, improving schools were not content
to wait for the Certificate of Mastery to make
their higher expectations “count.” Instead,
these schools:

[1 Set a tone of seriousness around the
WASL.

[ Tied the WASL to something of mean-
ing to students.

[0 Made concrete their higher expecta-
tions for students.

Improving schools set a tone

of seriousness around the WASL

Improving schools acted as if the WASL
counted even when it did not yet have any
significant consequences attached (such as
the Certificate of Mastery). They believed
that adults could set a tone of seriousness
around the test and worked to convince stu-
dents of its importance.

My philosophy is that if the teachers take
it seriously, the kids will take it seri-
ously.

We used all the teachers in the school to
help proctor the exams and we let the kids
know this is really serious, so only they
(sophomores) would come in [to school
in] the morning and take the test.

I think the first time we did it (took the
WASL) the kids weren’t focused. We
didn’t do a good job of focusing them.
The test - there’s no payoff for these kids,
so we really have to sell it for them so
that they’ll do their best. And we have
kids who would not show up for the test
and of course that counts against us and
hurt us. Last year we had smaller test-
ing groups and we provided incentives.
We had raffles and gave different things
for kids to show up and make sure that
they were here.

Some principals reported that they went to
every tenth grade classroom to talk to stu-
dents about the new state standards and
tests. They encouraged students to do their
best not only because it was the right thing
to do, but also because the data could help
the school better target its efforts to help stu-
dents succeed in school. A few appealed to
students’ sense of pride by reminding them
that the scores would be in the local newspa-
per or by challenging them to do better than
a rival high school.

Improving schools tie
the WASL to something
of meaning to students

In the absence of a credible reward or sanc-
tion such as the Certificate of Mastery, many
schools struggled to make the test meaning-
ful to some students.
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One principal quipped:

If we can tie it to their driving, to their
driver’s license, | think we [will] see
higher scores.

Determined to make the WASL “count” even
when it did not, improving schools found
creative ways to tie the WASL to things that
they believe matter to students. Some of the
incentives improving schools experimented
with included:

O Indicate on student transcript if
student passes sections of the WASL

[0 Give course credit for taking each
section of the test

[ Give course credit for passing each
section of the WASL

1 Give a WASL-like assessment that
counts as a final exam

[0 Hold a luncheon for those who pass
all four sections of the test

These improving school principals
explained:

We try to make it important to them.
One way that we did that is we give
them a quarter of an elective credit for
each area of the WASL that they meet
standard. So, they could earn up to one
credit. For kids, that’s a big incentive
for them because truthfully before that,
5 days of testing meant nothing to them
because it isn’t on their transcript, it
isn’t something that is required for col-
lege, there was no incentive.

We also have a policy, and if a student
fails part of the WASL [math test], they
would have to take another half year of
math beyond the tenth grade.
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As a result of these efforts, improving
schools felt that they saw an increase in stu-
dents’ seriousness toward the test from one
year to the next.

We were impressed with our kids this
last year because we felt that for the most
part, they worked hard at the test.

In fact, it was interesting, when we got
the results of the sophomores’ test, ninth
graders complained - You guys blew the
socks off [the test]. Now we’re going to
have to try to match that.

Improving schools make
higher expectations concrete

Increasing student motivation to achieve to
higher standards is not solely a challenge
related to the WASL. Several improving
schools believe that for long-term improve-
ment to occur, they need to make those
higher expectations a regular part of stu-
dents’ daily lives. To do so, some schools
took action to embed their higher expecta-
tions into the existing system of grading,
course credits and graduation. For instance,
a handful of schools created new entrance
or exit criteria for required English or math
classes, thus trying to make sure students
master certain skills before moving into
their electives. Other schools required all
students to complete a rigorous academic
research paper or culminating project in
order to graduate. One school, confounded
by students’ efforts to “get by” with all D
grades, simply got rid of the grade. To pass
a class, students would have to do C-level
work. (The principal believes strongly that
C-level work has not just become D-level
work).

By making these changes, many improving
schools hoped that students (and teachers)
would be compelled to aim for these new
targets and, in time, gain more of the knowl-
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on the WASL. The following quotes from
principals in improving schools illustrate

dents more concrete:

And where as before, we had always
allowed students just to go on their
merry way in English. There was noth-
ing sequential about it. You could take
ninth grade English first semester, ninth
grade English second semester, say fail
one of those and still go on to tenth grade
English, just knowing that you‘d have
to make the ninth grade English up at
some other point. As we have looked at
our writing scores, both in our own local
district assessment and in our WASL
scores, it is clear that we have some real
needs in the area of writing and a couple
of traits in particular. So now that intro-
ductory ninth grade English class has a
number of writing standards in it and
you cannot leave that class until you
have finished those writing standards.

The other thing that’s a big emphasis
right now is to make sure that all kids are
at grade level in reading and math before
they get into what we call a credit course.
If [students] don’t test at grade level,
then we place them for one of their elec-
tives in an accelerated reader - enhanced
writing class for the full year. We’re
trying to bring up the skill level before
they get into a class that they are over
their head and then they will fail and
recycle through that class. We want to
be more proactive.

One of the reasons our math scores have
been higher [is] because we require an
extra year of math than the state. We
require 3 full terms which gives them
about a third to 40% more for all of our
kids, not just college bound kids. That
has helped a lot.

edge and skills they would need to succeed

how they made higher expectations for stu-

Improving schools moved beyond the notion
that higher expectations for students are
simply a state of mind. Their efforts to make
those expectations concrete suggest a more
serious commitment to making real changes
in their schools in order to ensure students
can reach the new targets being set. Very
few comparison schools, on the other hand,
seemed to build higher expectations into the
day-to-day lives of students and teachers.
While some emphasized the importance of
the test to students and others began to

tie the WASL to incentives and rewards, on
the whole, these schools were less likely to
have made concrete their intentions to hold
students accountable for reaching higher
standards.

Improving schools
get in touch with
individual students’
opinions and needs

Improving schools took steps to better
connect with students, and in the process,
hoped to find ways to motivate them to
achieve. Improving schools:

[ Created smaller learning communi-
ties for students and teachers to work
together.

[l Gathered and utilized data on stu-
dents’ opinions and needs.

Improving schools created
smaller learning communities

When we asked students in five schools
what mattered most to them about their
schools, many indicated that their relation-
ships with teachers were key. As these stu-
dents explained:

What matters most about this school is
the teachers that believe in us. Sometimes
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they probably expect too much, but only
because we can do better.

I love the easygoing relationships we, as
a smaller school, are able to have with our
teachers. It’s more fun to have a class
where | am able to joke around and feel
relaxed and | feel more motivated to suc-
ceed because | respect the teacher more.

The small classes make it so that the
teachers can have more time to answer
different questions. The teachers treat
the students as equals but when the
students prove that is not true, action is
taken.

Many of the schools that participated in
our study were small enough that teachers
and students knew each other personally,
allowing adults better opportunities to con-
nect with individual students. Among the
schools with more than 1000 students, how-
ever, improving schools were more likely
to have re-organized themselves to create
smaller learning communities in part to

try to promote more personal relationships
between students and teachers.

For some schools, this meant creating advi-
sories where students were assigned to meet
in small groups with the same teacher every
day from freshman through senior year.
Other schools re-organized their traditional
department and grade level configuration so
that teachers could team-up to provide inter-
disciplinary instruction to a smaller group of
students. Principals from these improving
schools explained:

We’re designing academies to kind of
reduce the scale of operation here. So
our academies are looking at integrated
cohesive curriculum for a cohort of kids
taught by a group of collaborative teach-
ers. We’ve done a lot of staff leadership
development to kind of help design these
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academies and to look ahead to the future
in terms of how we can operate as a large
school with smaller learning communi-
ties built into the system here.

For me it’s a matter of establishing rela-
tionships with kids. So, | spend a lot of
my time just touching base with each of
my mentor kids to see how they are doing
and see what kind of help | can provide
to them. It’s so no kid is anonymous in
this school and people will know the stu-
dents. That’s part of the personalization
program.

Ideally, these smaller learning communities
provide students and teachers more oppor-
tunities to connect, thereby giving teachers
better insight into how they can help stu-
dents succeed. While most schools in our
sample acknowledge the challenge they face
in getting some students engaged in learn-
ing, these improving schools attempted to
address that issue by creating new relation-
ships between teachers and students.

Improving schools
solicited students’ ideas
about their schools

Several improving schools attempted to get
more in touch with their students’ opinions
about what is working and what needs to
be improved at their school. They used sur-
veys; exit interviews or informal conversa-
tions to better connect with students’ opin-
ions on issues related to the WASL and
beyond. These principals said:

We’re doing a lot of research and survey
data gathering now and getting parent
and student input. | think that’s power-
ful when teachers hear from parents and
students that | don’t enjoy being in this
class or with this type of teaching - or,
| don’t see the connection of what I'm
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doing to what | want to do down the
road. That’s powerful stuff.

That was one of the things that we found
is that students don’t see any reason for
the stuff that they are doing and they
don’t see any value in it. They don’t feel
like they are learning anything. That
was one of the reasons they didn’t try
on the WASL two years ago. Well, what
we did once they took the WASL and the
ITED, when they got the data back, we
had them sit down with their own data
and prepare a personalized learning plan.
So, they analyzed their own data. They
figured out what areas were strengths
and what areas were weaknesses and then
they set goals to try to improve those
areas of weakness. It sounds great. The
kids again didn’t really buy into this too
much as high school students.

In the process, improving schools gained
some insight into the issues affecting stu-
dent learning, as well as some ideas on how
to increase students’ motivation to achieve
(some of which they admitted did not work).

While a few comparison schools report that
they took steps to better connect with stu-
dents, most did not. As these principals
explained, they talked about the challenge,
but had not done anything to address it thus
far. Some even wondered if they could do
anything to motivate reluctant students at
all. Comparison school principals said:

Principal: So, [l said to teachers] let’s
look at what we can do as an organiza-
tion to make things more motivating and
engaging for kids.

Researcher: Can you tell me a little about
what you have been doing so far?
Principal: We haven’t done a whole lot
this year, actually, specifically.

The kids that are motivated and into this
thing, will roll with this thing and they

will meet the standard, but the low kids
that education is not the priority, they’re
not here because of English and math,
they’re here because they have to be here.
They are going to struggle no matter
what we do, and we worry about that
because what’s going to happen to them
in 2006? The talk is they will just say
- why would | want to be in that small
group of 20%, 15% that isn’t going to
get my diploma. Why would | even be
here, and they may drop out. So, that’s
the discussion we’re having.

Improving schools
press themselves to
identify and close gaps
In student learning

Principals in improving and comparison
schools report that they must engage teach-
ers in the school reform process to see mea-
surable student achievement gains. Most
schools that we talked to had engaged teach-
ers in training on the EALRs, the format of
the WASL, and in some cases the scoring of
the test. Many schools also focused their
staff development on training teachers in
strategies for teaching reading and writing
across the curriculum.

Taking these steps was no small endeavor.
But improving schools pressed teachers to
go farther to take responsibility for closing
gaps in student learning. They did so in two
ways. Improving schools:

[0 Exposed weaknesses in student learn-
ing to highlight areas for improve-
ment.

[0 Kept up the pressure to improve.
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Improving schools exposed
weaknesses in student learning

Several improving schools report that while
analyzing test scores and other achievement
data, they also managed to raise the level

of concern among teachers for the students
in their charge. When teachers scrutinized
student achievement data carefully, they saw
more clearly the gaps in student learning
that needed to be filled. Rather than try to
rationalize those gaps or minimize the chal-
lenge, improving schools focused on how
they could improve. Some improving prin-
cipals said:

I know what we did and this was really
uncomfortable, but we felt like it needed
to be done. We took a look at the
grades that -let’s say the kids that failed
the WASL, we looked at their grades in
English; what teachers gave, how many
C’s, how many D’s. For the kids that
passed, we did the same thing and com-
pared their grades to the WASL score.
Even though there are other reasons why
kids fail a class, and we told them that,
[but] it created some anxiety in the
English department. [Teachers said] “Is
my curriculum what it should be? Is
what I’'m doing going to get them to this
standard?”

[Our junior research paper requirement]
exposed some really frightening deficien-
cies in what we thought [was] our edu-
cation here at this school. We still have
about 100 [research] papers out that
haven’t met standard and they have had
that assignment for 15 months. So |
would say Joe Public walking down the
street would think that most 17 and 18
year old students in our public schools
could write a 5 to 7 page paper to a stan-
dard. We’re discovering that [is] not
necessarily the case.
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We took their tenth grade WASL math
scores. We took the classes - the level
of class they had, plus the teacher they
had it from, and the grade they got, and
we went individually kid-by-kid with our
math department. And that took a little
work. | did all that. That raised some
accountability. One was because our
grades did not compare with our WASL
scores. We’ve found that we have infla-
tionary grading going on and that there
was not a true assessment. The assess-
ment, WASL assessment, grade assess-
ment were not matching.

Once these schools knew their weaknesses,
they were able to target their efforts to
improve. Some schools re-focused their
instruction to better develop all students’
reading, writing and math skills. Other tar-
geted their assistance by requiring students
performing below grade level to receive
additional instruction in those areas.

While some comparison schools pressed
teachers to examine gaps in students’ learn-
ing and to make changes based on that
information, most did not. Most commonly,
these principals acknowledge that without
the immediate pressure of the Certificate

of Mastery or another accountability mecha-
nism, there was not a sense of urgency to
press for change. While many improving
schools moved forward to proactively iden-
tify and address their shortcomings, com-
parison schools seemed to be waiting for
further clarity from the state. These com-
parison school principals said:

We are looking at actually maybe doing
some...remediation for kids who do not
meet the WASL [but] having only done
[the WASL] for 2 years, we are not real
sure on that, but we are looking at that.

So, we’ve already talked about what we’ll
need to do but it’s so far out there that
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it’s hard to get a high level of concern.
Right now there’s no point in doing it
because if | had a WASL remedial writ-
ing class no one would take it because
there’s no pressure to. And there’s no
way to get them to retake the test so that
you would know whether you did ever
meet the standards. It’s hard to do a lot
of planning. We’ve talked about what
types of courses we would need to gener-
ate and we feel we have the staff in place
that would be able to do that effectively,
but they’re not quite needed yet.

As far as the overall concerns, | need to
know what the plan is for the kids that
don’t pass. Will they get to retake it
in six months? Do they have to wait
until the next year at the same time and
retake? Will they get to retake it both
in their junior and senior years? What’s
the plan? Once we know the plan then
we can devise our plan to how we would
help get those kids to that level.

in year one pressed themselves to make
improvements in year two.

I don’t think our results indicate the
quality of our program, but people in [Xx
town] are fairly pleased with our results
because they look good relative to other
urban high schools. I’'m not real happy
with them because | came from a school
that scored much higher than this school,
and | know that the programs were com-
parable. So | guess my sense is that our
kids are under performing because they
don’t see the value in this exam.

Our concern is more internal. We have
a sense that we can do a lot better than
we have, but | think people on the outside
looking in would say it’s a pretty good
high school, we like it. Don’t change a
thing.

People are going to say - “Gee you're
really doing a good job. The highest in
the state.” 1 still have 20% of kids who

|mprovi ng schools kept up do not [meet standards] and what are we
the pressu re to improve going to do for them. That’s real impor-
tant to me.

Many schools report that they do not yet feel
a great deal of external pressure to improve.
Their districts are focusing on elementary
and middle schools, and their communities
are not demanding anything different than
before.

Improving schools kept up the pressure to
improve. They did so in part by setting new
expectations for teachers, and making them
an inescapable part of every teacher’s job.

We have every English teacher teaching
either freshman or sophomore classes. No
one can say, well [the WASL] doesn’t
impact me.

| think there is an expectation in our
community that this is what you do for
four years - you go to school, you go on
time, you give it your best shot and at the
end of four years you get a high school
diploma.

We have some of our teachers that are
more on board than others. [Some teach-
ers’] preparation is better year-round and
so we’re still trying to make sure that
everybody is on board and that’s the
reason for the writing assignment that |
made for everybody. I’'m going to moni-
tor that, | told them that this morning

Despite this absence of pressure from out-
side, very few improving schools report that
they are satisfied with their students’ perfor-
mance on the WASL to date. Even those
schools that started with very high scores
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that I’'m going to hold them accountable
and monitor it because | know it won’t
happen with everybody if | don’t.

It is pretty clear - we haven’t made
any bones with anybody here for the
last couple of years that we feel like the
Certificate of Mastery, the WASL, writ-
ing assessments, performance based cur-
riculums, they are here to stay. They
aren’t going away. And that type of
reform is so dramatic that as each faculty
converts, it becomes harder and harder
for the people that aren’t on board to sur-
vive in the school.

By contrast, most comparison schools report
that they feel satisfied with their students’
performance on the WASL. While many
took some steps to change their programs,
they did not have a sense of urgency to their
work. In some cases, principals acknowl-
edge that they were overly concerned with
the needs of adults in their building and
thus not able to act as decisively as they
would have liked. These principals said:

So, last year, no, | wasn’t real proud of
what we did, but we did it and we scored
just like everybody else. We were right in
the middle of the pack. There isn’t any-
thing that | put my finger on that | was
real proud of other than we got it done
with the least disruption.

| believe that the way we administered
our test last year was a factor in our
scores not being as high as | feel they
should have been. We were too conscious
of the needs of the adults in the organi-
zation. We tried hard not to disrupt the
school schedule very much and to make
sure that staff wasn’t missing their plan-
ning time.
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And, | think quite honestly, we rested on
our laurels a little because we’re used to
having high scores.

When the gaps in student learning are great,
it would be tempting to deflect responsibil-
ity and assume that students who do not
succeed simply lack the will to do so. Many
improving schools resisted this temptation.
Instead they took responsibility for gaps in
student learning by exposing those gaps and
keeping up the pressure improve. Improv-
ing and comparison schools both report
that they face resistance from teachers who
did not see the need to change what they
are doing. Nevertheless, improving schools
pressed forward, trying to engage teachers
and listen to their concerns, but did not
allow their efforts to be derailed in the
process.

Conclusion

Like their elementary and middle school
counterparts, improving high schools
moved ahead with their plans for improve-
ment in spite of some of the significant
challenges that they face. They chose a
strategy for improvement and stuck to it
despite competing priorities and distrac-
tions. Rather than dwelling on the short-
comings of the new standards and tests,
they viewed them as tools for focusing

their efforts to better meet students’ needs.
Improving schools addressed the issue of
student motivation by making higher expec-
tations concrete, by making the WASL count,
and by connecting with students in new
ways. They engaged teachers more fully in
the challenge of closing the gaps in students
learning by making those gaps clear and by
maintaining the pressure to improve.

1

While many comparison schools were tenta-
tive in their efforts to move forward, most
improving schools capitalized on the new
standards and tests as a way to leverage
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adult and student efforts to improve. In the
next section, we will discuss how improving
schools took three general approaches to
address the new state expectations for
students.

Making Standards Meaningful: High School Reform Efforts In Washington State



Section II:

While most improving schools focus primarily on gearing their programs
to the new standards and tests, some take a different approach.

Our data reveal a range of actions that
improving high schools are taking to
increase student achievement in Washing-
ton’s new standards-based environment.
Most improving schools’ approaches went
beyond simple “test preparation” to begin to
address the need for more lasting changes

in what is being taught, by whom, and

how. On the whole, these schools’ strategies
fell into three broad approaches: Preparing
students for the testing experience; making
sure students are exposed to curriculum

and instructional methods that mirror the
state standards and test; and finally, pursu-
ing strategies for increasing student achieve-
ment based on “best practices” ¢ identified
in school improvement literature. Table 1
outlines some of the actions that improving
schools are taking.

In this section we will discuss the strategies
of 24 of the 26 improving schools in our

Table 1.

sample. We exclude two schools because
we were unable to collect sufficient infor-
mation to make a clear assessment of their
overall strategy for improvement. From
our data, we identified only 2 improving
schools whose strategies focused solely on
“test preparation” activities, such as raising
student awareness of the test, incorporating
WASL-like strategies into their teaching
practices, and making adjustments to the
testing environment.

The majority of improving schools (14
schools) focused both on making sure
students will be exposed to the material and
instruction required by the new state stan-
dards and tests, and on preparing students
for the test-taking experience. These schools
adopted the new state expectations as

their own targets and began coordinating
adult and student efforts to reach those

Improving schools take a variety of actions to raise achievement.

Schools” strategies follow three general approaches
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goals. They reviewed and adjusted their
curriculum in light of the new standards
and tests. They focused their improvement
efforts on reading, writing and math, and
engaged teachers in training to learn instruc-
tional techniques that will develop students’
problem solving skills. Some schools also
identified students who were below grade
level and supported them with special
classes, after school programs or computer-
assisted instruction. At the same time, most
of these schools took steps to improve the
actual testing experience by raising aware-
ness of the importance of the test, adjusting
their test environment, and incorporating
“WASL-like” activities into most classes.

Eight improving schools, however, took

a different approach. These schools typ-
ically organized themselves around a set

of “best practices” that they believe

will result in lasting gains in student learn-
ing (e.g. increasing the proportion of stu-
dents taking advanced placement classes or
creating smaller learning communities for
students and teachers to better connect).

Figure 3.

Upon the adoption of the new state stan-
dards, these schools worked to incorporate
the new expectations into their existing
efforts. They viewed the standards and
tests as valuable tools for measuring student
achievement, but were not wed to them as
their primary targets for student learning.

One principal explained:

What we are going to worry about is that
we are teaching well; that we’re teaching
for deep understanding. We’re getting
the kids to move and we’re doing appro-
priate assessments in our classes all the
time. Then we’ll let the WASL fall into
place.

Our findings suggest that, among improving
schools, those that worked to incorporate
the standards into an existing “best prac-
tices” strategy made slightly greater gains
than other improving schools. Figure 3
illustrates the difference in effect scores!’
between the two groups.

For tenth grade reading and math, scale scores rose more for
“standards + best practices” schools than for improving schools overall.
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These schools reported some other impor-
tant differences as well. They reported
higher levels of teacher cooperation and
were more likely to agree that students
arrived at their schools prepared for the aca-
demic challenges of high school. Figure 4
illustrates these differences.

Figure 4.

The meaning of the findings in Figure 4 is
not self-evident. On the one hand, the dif-
ferences could tell us that schools that take
a comprehensive approach to raising stu-
dent learning (i.e. they pursue an approach
that includes but is not primarily focused
on gearing their curriculum and instruction
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to the state standards and tests) experience
more teacher cooperation and student prep-
aration. On the other hand, it is possible
that these schools’ circumstances (i.e. more
control over teacher selection, better pre-
pared students) allow them to pursue more
fundamental changes in school organization
and relationships.

A third explanation may be that the princi-
pals’ perception of the quality of students
and teachers (rather than the actual level

of student preparation and teacher coopera-
tion) in the school colors those leaders’ sense
of what is possible, thus spurring them to
take on and effectively lead more ambitious
reform efforts. Additional inquiry is needed
to understand the nature of the differences
represented here and to confirm the effect of
these schools’ strategies on their test scores.

It is important to note that comparison
schools appear to be using the same range of
strategies as improving schools.'® We found
some comparison schools that took steps

to adjust their programs to the new stan-
dards and tests, and yet did not see the
same level of achievement gains as improv-
ing schools that made similar changes. We
also found some comparison schools that
organized themselves around a set of “best
practices” but did not achieve as dramatic
increases as improving schools. As we
described in Section | of our findings, how-
ever, comparison schools were more likely
than improving schools to doubt themselves
or get distracted in their efforts to pursue
their strategies for improvement. These
findings suggest that while some strategies
may be more promising than others for rais-
ing student achievement, the results depend
on the level of commitment and process of
implementation at each school.

Making Standards Meaningful: High School Reform Efforts In Washington State



Section III:

Improving schools made gains in spite of the challenges they face.

One might argue that improving schools
made greater gains on the WASL over the
two-year period because these schools face
fewer challenges than their comparisons.
Our surveys and interviews, however, sug-
gest that this is not the case. While some
schools reported much more difficult cir-
cumstances (more student behavior issues,
fewer resources, less stable leadership),
those schools were evenly divided among
our improving and comparison groups.

Our data confirm that most schools, improv-
ing and comparison alike, face some
common challenges in making higher expec-
tations a reality. Principals and teachers

in many schools concur that there are four
central challenges that they must overcome
in order to ensure that all students have

a reasonable opportunity to reach their full-
est potential in a standards-based system.
These challenges are:

[l Motivating students to give their
best effort.

[ Leveraging teachers’ commitment and
efforts to change.

[ Closing significant learning gaps in a
limited amount of time.

0 Working in an environment of uncer-
tainty about the future of state reform
and accountability.

In this section, we pool the responses from
both improving and comparison schools, as
we did not detect significant differences
between the two groups with regard to the
nature of the challenges they face.

Motivating students
to give their best effort

Most improving and comparison schools
report that, in the absence of a concrete
reward like the Certificate of Mastery or
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another accountability measure, they face a
pressing challenge to convince students to
do their best on the WASL. The following
guotes from principals illustrate this situa-
tion:

Our first experience with the WASL was
that our students just blew it off. We
had kids that were refusing to take the
WASL to the point that proctors would
send at least four students down to my
office because they were refusing to do it.
I got on the phone, talked to their par-
ents. The parents told the kids to do the
WASL. The kid goes back to class and
still doesn’t do it.

| think staff here feels that selling kids on
the credibility of the exam has been a real
problem. It’s a low stakes deal and kids
-- urban kids, at least -- figure that out
quickly.

Student apathy toward the test is troubling
on two levels. First, if students do not give
their best effort on the test, the data pro-
vided by the WASL may not reflect accu-
rately what students know and can do.
Some students who have the capacity to
pass the WASL may not do so. As a result,
schools may question the appropriateness of
the WASL data as a tool for planning and
accountability.

Second, some schools acknowledge that
apathy toward the WASL is a symptom of
deeper doubts that students harbor about
the value of school. Research on high school
students’ attitudes towards school reveals
that while most students want to be chal-
lenged, many too are practiced in the art

of “getting by.”" Principals and teachers

in our study agree that some students are
internally motivated to do their best work
in school while others are more skeptical

of the rewards they will reap. Many stu-
dents, they report, question the logic behind
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adult exhortations to complete certain tasks
or reach certain goals. This reluctance to
engage in school more fully may spring
from any number of sources, including
prior experiences in school, poor relation-
ships with adults and peers, and perhaps
negative perceptions of themselves as stu-
dents. Overcoming these barriers is a seri-
ous challenge for schools, and some princi-
pals acknowledge that they are not entirely
sure how to address the issue. They rec-
ognize, however, that they will need to do
more than offer inspiring speeches or entic-
ing rewards to compel some students to re-
engage in learning.

Leveraging teachers’
commitment
and efforts to change

Teachers play a key role in making stan-
dards work. They translate expectations
into learning objectives, activities and
assignments, and make sure students have
a reasonable opportunity to succeed on the
WASL. Principals in our sample contend
that for standards-based reform to work,
schools need to leverage teachers’ coopera-
tion and expertise, as they are the connectors
between abstract “EALRs” and day-to-day
student learning.

Leveraging teachers’ support and skills to
make standards meaningful is not easy.
Roughly one-third of principals in our
study report that half or fewer of their teach-
ers “take responsibility for improving the
school.” About 60% of the principals we
interviewed say that half or fewer of their
teachers share lesson plans with other teach-
ers, coordinate their efforts with other grade
levels or use student data to shape their
teaching. Only 36% of principals agree that
most or all teachers “feel responsible when a
student fails.” One principal said:

There’s some resistance from some mem-
bers of the faculty. On the surface, it
appears to be real good buy-in, but in
practice, there’s probably 20% of our staff
that are not doing too much with any of
our efforts, quite frankly.

Improving and comparison schools identify
three main problems that inhibit greater
teacher participation in the reform process.
These problems are:

1. Organizational barriers that make
teacher collaboration difficult.

2. Too many competing priorities and
demands for teachers’ time.

3. Some teachers’ reluctance to embrace
new ways of working.

Prior studies document the organizational
and time constraints that limit teachers’
capacity to participate in school reform
efforts.?? Our conversations with principals
reveal that these challenges are indeed real.
For many schools, however, the most vexing
problem is to find ways to bring reluctant
teachers “on board” with school-wide efforts
to change. Some principals explained:

We haven’t solved in an effective way
how to get teachers the time and the
motivation to really look at being dif-
ferent. We do that somewhat and we
have early release days and we have the
LID (Learning Improvement) days. Our
school accreditation process is contrib-
uting to a change in attitude, but it’s
still difficult to say I’ve got to teach my
five classes, I've got to correct all these
papers, | have to do all this stuff and at
the same time I'm supposed to look at
doing it differently. I think that’s the bur.
There may be even a deeper barrier in that
doing things differently is scary. Doing
what I’m doing now, at least | know what

Making Standards Meaningful: High School Reform Efforts In Washington State



I’m doing. Doing them totally different,
I’m not sure what that will mean. Maybe
a bigger barrier is just the fear of doing
something different. Fear of failure.

You have to fight to do it. Fight the staff,
fight the community, in order to change
because people’s tendency is not to want
to change because when | went to school
it was this way and by golly why do we
have to do anything different? That’s a
tough one.

The reasons for resistance are multiple.
Teachers themselves report that they do not
always see a compelling need to change
what they are doing. Principals concur that
it is difficult to convince some staff to leave
behind their ways of working when, by
some measures (SAT scores, college admis-
sions, even WASL scores), those ways are
indeed working. Some principals explained:

My staff | think would say - and we
have very little staff turnover - this is
a great place to be. We have great kids
and things have gone well like this for
the last 50 years and why would we want
to change that. You’re right, for the top
20% of the kids it’'s gone great. It’s
a great school. The other 80-70% that
struggle, we need to do a better job. It’s
hard to convince people of that because of
the way the system has been run and set
up over the years.

It’s really hard to convince the math
department that they need to get better.
They don’t see the urgency or the need.
The change there has been more of nib-
bling around the edges a little bit. The
other thing that’s a bit tough to convince
them that changes are needed is they look
at other test data like the computational
part of the SAT - our Kids are just rip-
ping it apart and we’re running 50 to 60
kids out of a senior class of 250 through
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AP calculus. All of them were taking
AP exams. Three-quarters of them were
getting a three or higher. So, it’s hard
to convince them that the math program
needs a lot of change.

Other teachers told us that their reluctance
to “get on board” stems from a genuine con-
cern about the reliability and validity of

the WASL, and about the way in which

that data will be used to hold students and
schools accountable. Errors in the test or
scoring process revealed over the past few
years heightened their concerns. Further-
more, given the significant ground that some
students have to make up prior to taking
the WASL (especially those students learn-
ing English as a second language), some
teachers worry that the system will penalize
students who simply run out of time before
they have to pass the test.

Whatever the source of their concerns, teach-
ers are key players in the process. Improv-
ing and comparison schools report that they
must find ways to engage teachers, to lever-
age their support and expertise, in order to
ensure that all students have the opportu-
nity to meet or exceed the standards set by
the state. As this principal put it:

There is a hole in the boat. It doesn’t
matter which end it’s at. The whole boat
will sink. So, we’ve got to have every-
body paying attention to kids being suc-
cessful.

Closing significant
learning gaps in a
limited amount of time

Schools at every level in a standards-based
environment must work quickly to close
gaps in student learning. When the stakes
are high, the pressure on high schools, how-
ever, will be palpable as they are the final
stop before students are eligible to graduate.
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It is remarkable that only 22% of principals
in our study agree that students arrive at
high school prepared for the academic chal-
lenges they will face. They explain that the
gaps in learning are both deep and wide.
Some students who fell behind in elemen-
tary and middle school never caught back
up, arriving in high school with reading

and writing skills equivalent to a fifth grade
level. Other students are trying to learn
English while at the same time working

to master concepts in algebra, history or
science. High schools’ charge is to bring
those students up to speed as quickly as pos-
sible, while also offering challenging learn-
ing experiences for students who can do col-
lege level work. One principal explained:

Our teachers are saying - How do | meet
the needs? It’s one thing to meet the dif-
ferent levels of kids if there’s a little bit
of difference like when you and | went to
school. How do you ask a teacher to chal-
lenge both ends when there is that big a
spread? That’s the frustration.

Many principals and teachers are counting
on the fact that, in time, students moving
up through the new standards-based system
will arrive at high school more prepared.
Most acknowledge, however, that they will
have to provide more targeted assistance to
students who are struggling. While some
principals report that their school districts
are trying to address the problem more
immediately (by setting exit standards for
lower grades or requiring summer school for
students who are below grade level), most
feel they have not yet seen the results of
those efforts.

Working in an
environment of uncertainty

High schools report that they are working in
an environment of uncertainty. While most

principals and teachers believe that, in some
way, the Certificate of Mastery will become
a reality, they have many questions about
the future system of accountability. At the
time of this report, the state legislature has
not outlined the details of how it will help
or hold responsible schools that struggle to
affect gains in student learning over time.
Furthermore, schools are not sure how key
players (students, teachers, parents, commu-
nity members, the legislature) will respond
when the WASL “ counts.”

Principals and teachers wonder:

1 How will WASL data be used to eval-
uate students, teachers and schools?

O Will students and schools get credit
for their improvement over time as
well as their absolute scores?

[0 How many chances will students have
to pass the test?

0 What kind of support will the state,
districts, and communities provide to
schools that serve large proportions of
students that are working well-below
grade level?

O Will student motivation and scores
rise when the WASL “counts”?

O Will parents, community members
and legislators support accountability
if significant numbers of students are
not eligible to graduate?

Many principals report that until the details
of the system are clear, some teachers will
continue to doubt that “accountability” will
ever become a reality. With each new
proposal to change the system or push

back the date for when the WASL counts,
some principals feel that their job of leverag-
ing teacher cooperation gets more difficult.
Ambiguity about the future feeds their belief
that “this too shall pass.”

Making Standards Meaningful: High School Reform Efforts In Washington State



Principals explained:

A key factor in making all this work is
the buy-in of the teachers and | wish that
the debate were over at the state level
about whether or not this is really going
to happen in 2006. Every time that the

Despite their challenges, improving schools
made greater gains on the WASL from 1999
to 2000. More so than their comparisons,
these schools forged ahead with their plans
to improve, even in the midst of student
apathy, teacher reluctance, significant gaps
in student learning, and uncertainty about

how schools will be held accountable for
their efforts to close those gaps.

state talks about extending the deadline
for this or maybe uncoupling the WASL
from the graduation requirement, it gives
the nay-sayers an opportunity to say -
yep, this too shall pass. | don’t know if
there is anything that can be done about
that because it’s such a political baby as
well. But | wish that we were a little
closer to when it was going to count as
a graduation requirement because | think
that would help focus our efforts.

Right now there are a lot of teachers that
are just sitting back and waiting and
seeing, because they are not sure that this
is going to survive. Every year when
new bills are put on the floor and you
are trying to determine if they are going
to come out of subcommittee, they’re
saying, well, we’ll see if they are going to
throw the whole thing away again. We
are creating our own doubt.

According to some schools, when details at
the state level are clarified, their strategies
for increasing student learning will be as
well. In the meantime, schools must make
plans and move forward in the midst of all
their questions about the future of school
reform in Washington State.

Improving schools report slightly higher
levels of challenge. Their capacity to

press forward does not appear to be the
result of better circumstances or fewer chal-
lenges. In fact, on average, improving
school principals report slightly lower levels
teacher cooperation and engagement in
reform activities. Figure 5 illustrates this.

Sara Taggart with Mary Beth Celio
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Part Three:

his part of our report is divided into
I two sections. In Section I, we discuss

our findings in light of state and
local leaders’ hopes to bring about major
changes in schools throughout Washington,
as well as research on other large-scale
reform efforts in other states. Section Il
offers recommendations for how state and
local actors can help high schools stay the
course of raising and meeting higher expec-
tations for all students.

Section I:

Analysis

Making Standards Meaningful: Can Most High Schools
Achieve Lasting Improvements in Student Learning?

Two previous reports, Making Standards
Work and Making Standards Stick, looked
at how elementary and middle schools are
making standards work for their students,
teachers and communities. These studies
found that fast-improving schools share
several common strategies. In particular,
they acted as if their expectations mattered
by focusing relentlessly on raising student
achievement, coordinating their efforts
school-wide, and targeting their resources to
key school goals.

In this study, the surface differences we
found between improving and comparison
high schools were less stark than those
reported in elementary and middle schools.
Many high schools, improving and compari-
son, followed similar paths to address the
new state expectations. Every school in

our sample reviewed its curriculum and
instruction to make sure its efforts matched
the expectations set by the new standards
and tests. Many schools also focused

their efforts on improving reading and writ-
ing instruction so as to better prepare stu-
dents for the WASL. The commonalities
between improving and comparison schools
approaches are likely due to the fact that
high school principals and teachers had sev-
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eral years to watch their peers at the elemen-
tary and middle levels struggle to address
the new state expectations under increased
public scrutiny of their efforts. Several high
school principals also noted that they shared
ideas with other schools at district work-
shops and state-level conferences.

When talking more in-depth with high
school principals and teachers, however,
important differences between improving
and comparison schools emerge. Improving
high schools were more clearly focused on
their strategies for raising student achieve-
ment. They viewed the standards and tests
more positively than their comparison peers,
and took steps to use the new expectations
as a tool to focus their efforts to improve
student learning. Like their elementary
school peers, improving high schools cre-
ated a sense of urgency to their work even

in the absence of strong external pressure

to improve. By contrast, many comparison
schools struggled to find and keep that drive
to improve, especially while also trying to
fulfill traditional expectations of teachers,
students, families and community members.

In many ways, however, motivating stu-
dents and teachers to work in new ways
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was the most pressing challenge of both
improving and comparison high schools.
High levels of student apathy toward the
WASL, and reluctance among some teachers
to change their practices hindered many
schools efforts to move forward. By embrac-
ing the challenge and emphasizing the
importance of the new standards and tests,
improving schools found important strate-
gies for focusing students and teachers on
the task at hand. While many schools
believe that the Certificate of Mastery

will help facilitate this process, improving
schools were not content to wait for that to
happen.

Nevertheless, in the long run, increased
student and teacher motivation alone will
not make up for serious gaps in students’
knowledge and skills. As high schools move
forward, they will need to find new ways to
ensure that all students can reach the stan-
dards set by the state. Moving beyond sur-
face level changes will not be easy even for
schools that are focused and determined in
their efforts. Several potential roadblocks
threaten to limit their success. In the
coming years, to avoid these roadblocks,
high schools must:

Keep their focus on a
limited number of goals

Additional state requirements may make it
more challenging for schools to maintain
their focus. As the number of WASL tests
increases, and districts begin implementing
the new requirements for a Culminating
Project and a High School + Education Plan,
some high schools will struggle even more
to pursue a focused approach to raising stu-
dent achievement. As schools try to incor-
porate these new targets and expectations
into their plans, they will still be expected
to raise students’ reading, writing, math and
listening scores. They will have to find ways
to balance the multiple initiatives without
diluting their efforts.

Provide targeted assistance
without becoming
“remediation centers”

Most high schools recognize that they will
need to work differently to close the sig-
nificant gaps in learning that some students
bring to school. As more and more schools
look for strategies to provide additional
assistance to struggling students, they will
be under pressure to provide more targeted
instruction in reading, writing and math.
For some schools the numbers of students
who require extra support, however, may
outstrip the school’s capacity to provide
such instruction. Schools may feel caught in
a constant game of ‘catch up.” This principal
explained:

We [may] become a testing agency and
we are constantly hiring people to re-
test, test, remediate, test, and retest.
That’s not what we’re in the business for,
but that’s what we’re going to become
because we’ve got to graduate our kids.

Many principals acknowledge that they are
not sure how they are going to fill the gap
between where students are and where they
need to be. They need help finding new
strategies that enable teachers to accelerate
students’ mastery of basic skills while also
giving them challenging, content-oriented
learning opportunities.

Hold students to high
standards while also
acknowledging progress
they have made

For some students, achieving at higher
levels is primarily a matter of finding the
will to do so. High schools in our study
recognize that the Certificate of Mastery or
other incentives will encourage many stu-
dents to put in their best effort on the test.
Some students, however, will not be moti-
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vated to take the WASL seriously or to
engage in school more generally. In some
cases these students are facing serious per-
sonal issues that inhibit their interest in
school. Several principals admit that they
are not sure how they will be able to reach
those kids.

| think we serve our top end very well
and our special populations very well,
but groups that have social issues that
are getting in the way of their academic
achievement, | don’t think are being
served well many places. Those are the
kids 1’d like to catch. And, those are the
kids that tend to not pass the WASL and
it has nothing to do with their abilities.

On the other hand, some students, particu-
larly those learning English as a second lan-
guage, may have the drive to succeed but
lack the skills that they need to do so. As
schools move forward with standards-based
reform, they will need to find a balance
between holding all students to a higher
standard while also recognizing their prog-
ress to date. Some schools believe that fail-
ing to do so will lower students’ motivation
and thus create bigger challenges in helping
them achieve.

Keep up the pressure
to improve, but
avoid teacher burnout

Lessons from fast-improving elementary and
middle schools suggest that these schools
are keeping up the pressure to improve.
With the start of the Certificate of Mastery,
many high school principals anticipate
increased media attention, as schools try to
make sure students have the skills they need
to graduate. In this environment, the pres-
sure to improve can have unintended conse-
guences. Some principals predict that teach-
ers will request transfers out of the ninth
and tenth grades as the scrutiny increases.
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In a tight market for qualified and enthu-
siastic teachers, high schools will need to
maintain the pressure to improve without
squeezing out talented teachers.

Even with these challenges under control,
meaningful improvements in student learn-
ing in most high schools are not assured. In
a 1997 article entitled, Getting to Scale with
Good Educational Practices, Richard EImore
argues that most large-scale reform initia-
tives fall short of impacting the “core of
educational practice”; that is, “how teachers
understand the nature of knowledge and the
students’ role in learning, and how these
ideas about knowledge and learning are
manifested in teaching and class work.”?!
He attributes this failure to a lack of new
incentives for teachers to assimilate new
ways of working that “change the core of
schooling in ways that result in most stu-
dents receiving engaging instruction in chal-
lenging academic content.”?* Experiences in
Chicago schools over the past decade further
confirm the difficulties associated with real-
izing improvements in student achievement
at the high school level.?

Standards-based reform in Washington State
presents an important new incentive for
schools to re-calibrate their practices to
ensure more students receive such instruc-
tion. The state Essential Academic Learning
Requirements identify a target that schools
can use to develop a shared commitment

to new definitions of the core relationship
among “teacher, student and knowledge.”

Our findings suggest that some schools
are beginning to touch on those funda-
mental changes. They are moving beyond
simply preparing students for the WASL,
or even adjusting their curriculum and
teaching methods to mirror the new state
standards. Some improving schools in
our sample are beginning to affect the
deeper issues of what teachers expect from
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students, what students themselves believe
they can do, and how teachers and students
engage with one another around important
concepts, skills and experiences.

Our findings also suggest, however, that the
depth of change in many classrooms is thus
far limited. Principals in both improving
and comparison schools acknowledge that
most of the instructional changes thus far
have focused on increasing the amount of
writing and problem-solving students are
required to do. Those schools that have
made deeper changes to instruction (i.e.
using interdisciplinary teaching, team teach-
ing, more hands-on learning experiences)
tend to attribute those changes to a new
instructional philosophy adopted by the
school, rather than to the advent of the new
standards and tests.

Why is the degree of change limited in this
way? Two possible explanations emerge.
First, standards (the focal point of most
schools’ efforts thus far) alone do not require
schools to go deeper. Our findings illustrate
that schools can make some initial changes
to their curriculum and instruction, plus
their testing environment and incentives for
students, and see some dramatic gains in
student achievement on the WASL. By
focusing their efforts on the standards and
tests, they can see improvements in a very
short period of time. Given the number

of competing priorities that high schools
must juggle, however, it is likely that many
schools will turn their attention to other
issues as the spotlight turns away from

the current task at hand (i.e. to raise
student achievement on the WASL). With-
out new incentives and accountability (i.e.
from teacher to teacher, student to teacher,
school to state) to close the much more sig-
nificant gaps in student achievement that
exist, these schools may be tempted to call
initial efforts, “the best we can do” and
move on to the next challenge before them.

The second reason for the limited impact

on schools thus far is one of capacity. On
the one hand, many schools in our sample,
improving and comparison alike, acknowl-
edge that they do not have the knowledge or
skills that they need to address the problems
of motivating unmotivated students, engag-
ing reluctant teachers, or providing accel-
erated learning opportunities that work for
students who are far behind their peers.
This is not necessarily because good ideas
on how to address these problems do not
exist,? but more likely because some schools
are less connected to the experts (including
other schools) who can share those good
ideas. As one principal put it:

Aren’t we pretty stupid? We are all iso-
lated. We are all little islands out here
all trying to do our own thing.

On the other hand, some schools have inter-
esting ideas about what to do but feel that
they do not have adequate time or resources
to make deeper changes. This may be a
problem without a simple solution, however.
Some of these schools already have sched-
ules that allow teachers to work together
across grade levels and subject areas, sug-
gesting that the challenge of getting more
and more teachers to adopt dramatically dif-
ferent ways of thinking about students and
knowledge, and practices that reflect those
new understandings, will require more than
just additional time. It will also require new
mechanisms for encouraging, supporting or
requiring teachers to alter their usual ways
of working.

A few schools in our sample appear to

be pursuing more dramatic approaches to
increasing student achievement based on
“best practices” identified by researchers
and schools across the country. In addition
to focusing on the new standards and tests,
these schools have re-organized themselves
to create new opportunities for students and
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teachers to explore challenging material in
engaging ways. Among improving schools,
those that did so made slightly greater gains
than other improving schools. While it is
too early and our sample size is too small to
confirm whether these schools’ approaches
made the difference, our findings suggest
that high schools will need to do more to
achieve significant gains in student achieve-
ment than most schools currently envision.

Thus, while new state standards and tests
present an important opportunity to realize
lasting improvements in high schools, and
some schools are already taking important
steps to make that happen, significant chal-
lenges remain before all schools can ensure
that all students have the best possible
chance to reach considerably higher levels
of achievement. Our findings raise impor-
tant questions about the capacity of some
schools to leverage adult and student efforts
to improve, even with the new state stan-
dards as their guide.

These challenges, however, should not
diminish the relatively positive news that
our findings suggest. They should rather
been seen as a call to action for anyone
interested in making significant and lasting
improvements in student learning. As
schools attempt to move forward with their
plans, they will need help from state and
local leaders to stay the course of increasing
student learning and making standards
meaningful for all students. In the next sec-
tion we outline some suggestions for how
state and local actors can help.

Sara Taggart with Mary Beth Celio
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Section II:

Recommendations, How State and Local Actors Can Help

If lessons hold from other states’ experiences
with standards-based reform, high schools
in Washington State are working against

the clock. As the stakes are raised, sig-
nificant doubts from parents, teachers, stu-
dents, community leaders and legislators
may slow or halt the process.”> While this
may not come to pass in Washington State,

it does create a sense of urgency for making
schools’ efforts count.

In this environment of pressure and uncer-
tainty, state and local actors can help high
schools focus their efforts and press for
meaningful increases in student achieve-
ment. They can:

Make state and local
accountability plans clear

While most improving high schools moved
forward in spite of uncertainties about

the future, many schools in our sample
acknowledge that they will benefit when
state accountability plans are made clear.
Principals stress that uncertainty about the
future feeds some teachers’ doubts about
the inevitability of the Certificate of Mastery
and the need for making deeper changes

to curriculum, instruction, organization and
relationships with students. Once account-
ability measures are known and a timeline is
set, some schools may be able to break out
of the holding pattern that currently limits
their efforts.

In the absence of clear information, some
principals and teacher fear that the state

will take a punitive approach, rather than
one that supports struggling students and
schools to improve. To some state and local
actors, this may seem ironic given the details
of the accountability proposals recently con-
sidered by the House and Senate. Neverthe-
less, our conversations with schools reveal
that some teachers and principals have little

sense of ownership for those plans and sig-
nificant questions about the intentions of the
people trying to craft them. By contrast,
many feel committed to the Essential Aca-
demic Learning Requirements because they
and their peers helped create them. One
way to increase the level of commitment to
using WASL data to hold schools account-
able may be to increase the level of involve-
ment of teachers and principals in the deter-
mination of just how that will take place.
Another may be to mount a more compre-
hensive campaign to share the details of
future proposals with principals and teach-
ers who are less in touch with the legislative
process.

Provide schools with
iIncentives and resources
to seek out and
Implement new ways to
close learning gaps

Accountability measures present an impor-
tant chance for state and local actors to
focus schools’ efforts on making changes

at the “core of the educational experience”
rather than simply trying to raise students’
test scores. To realize this opportunity, how-
ever, schools need help finding new ways of
working. Some schools have a long way to
go before even half of their students pass all
four sections of the WASL. Working within
the existing context of their schools, many
school leaders struggle to find strategies
that result in the kind of dramatic gains

in students’ learning that will be necessary.
Given extra incentives and opportunities to
re-engineer their programs and relationships
with students, some of these schools may
find a more successful path. Our conversa-
tions with principals suggest that engaging
teachers in analyzing data and learning new
ways of teaching are essential first steps to
overcoming resistance to the standards and
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tests, and to increasing schools’ abilities to
meet the needs of all students.

But analyzing data alone will not ensure
teachers will change their ways of working.
State and local actors can help focus teach-
ers’ efforts by creating incentives to seek
out, test, and evaluate new ideas for closing
the gaps in student learning. This might

be accomplished, for example, by offering
start-up grants to schools that develop
comprehensive, research-based strategies for
improving student learning at their schools.
The experiences of schools that recently
received grants from the Bill and Melinda
Gates’ Foundation may provide important
lessons on how to reap results from such an
approach. Another approach may be to fund
and support networks of teachers and prin-
cipals who meet to analyze current research
on promising strategies for addressing chal-
lenges at their schools.

Finally, our findings raise questions about
the capacity of some schools to take advan-
tage of opportunities to improve, even after
several years of experience with the new
standards-based system. State and local
actors can help the students in these schools
in part by giving capable school leaders the
discretion and support they need to com-
pose an extraordinarily capable and com-
mitted team of teachers and staff who will
undertake well-designed and coordinated
efforts to improve student learning.

Ask schools for evidence
of student learning
beyond WASL scores

Several schools acknowledge that they do
not feel an urgency to change what they

are doing, in part because their communities
are pleased with their efforts thus far.

Local actors, in particular, can help increase
schools’ commitment to close the gaps in
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student achievement by asking for evidence
of student learning. As an example, one
school mentioned that when local businesses
begin to ask students applying for jobs for
documentation of their WASL results, they
anticipate students will take the challenge of
meeting state benchmarks more seriously.

Public oversight of high schools’ efforts

to improve student learning requires more
information, however, than WASL scores
alone. For one, the late reporting of WASL
scores impedes the kind of urgent expec-
tation for change that would be possible

if schools and communities received more
immediate feedback on student learning.
Furthermore, conversations between schools
and the public about “school accountability”
will be much richer and more accurate
when local and state actors ask and receive
answers to questions such as: What kinds

of students are successful at this school and
why? How has this school added to these
students’ understanding of the world and

of themselves? What is getting in the

way of this school making more of a differ-
ence in the lives of some students? What
can be done to remedy that situation? By
looking beyond test scores for other mean-
ingful information about what knowledge
and skills students are gaining, as well as
how schools are helping them to do so, local
actors can help increase schools’ common
commitment to ensure higher levels of stu-
dent achievement. Some schools are moving
in this direction already. For instance, they
are actively engaging community members
as judges in the evaluation of students’ “cul-
minating exhibitions” and thereby giving
those who participate a firsthand under-
standing of the strengths and weaknesses of
students and the school.
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Give students credit

for improvement

over time, as well

as absolute WASL scores

One of the biggest concerns of principals is
that students who are hard-working but far
behind their peers will be “penalized” by
the Certificate of Mastery or other account-
ability measures. These students, in par-
ticular those learning English as a second
language, may have the will to succeed but
simply run out of time before they have

to take the WASL. Our findings, however,
clearly confirm that many students respond
to concrete incentives such as a promise

of additional course credits, or extra credit
applied to a class grade. To find the
balance between encouraging less motivated
students while not penalizing hard-working
students who have farther to go before they
will pass the WASL, state and local actors
can give students credit (both literal credit
toward graduation and praise) for their
progress over time, as well as their absolute
WASL scores. This may help convince some
students to stay engaged, in spite of the fact
that they have a great distance to go.

Help narrow the gaps
In student achievement
prior to students’
arrival in high school

Many principals agree that making stan-
dards work will require a K-12 effort. They
believe that students will arrive more pre-
pared to succeed in high school as they

are exposed to standards-based curriculum
and instruction in elementary and middle
schools. Some school leaders note, however,
that closing the gaps in student learning
will require schools at the lower levels to
offer struggling students something more

than just “more of the same.” Local and
state leaders can help high schools by sup-
porting elementary and middle schools to
implement strategies that will accelerate stu-
dents’ learning prior to their arrival in high
school. By narrowing the gaps, high schools
may be more able to do their part to bring
students’ knowledge and skills to a level
necessary to earn a Certificate of Mastery.

State and local leaders can also help by
increasing the level of communication and
cooperation between schools at different
levels. Right now, many schools are count-
ing on the fact that students’ experiences
will be more coherent as the standards-
based system evolves. This assumption rests
on the idea that efforts at the elementary,
middle and high school levels will comple-
ment each other. To ensure this is the case,
school leaders and teachers need time and
incentives to work together to coordinate
their efforts on the behalf of students.
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ur findings suggest that standards-
based reform can have a positive
and lasting impact on high schools

in Washington State, but that much work
remains to be done.

On the one hand, our interviews, surveys
and site visits confirm that most high
schools in our sample are trying to respond
to the new state expectations for student
learning and the WASL. They are aware

of the need to increase student achievement
and of the state’s plans to hold them
accountable in some way.

Furthermore, the strategies and experiences
of the improving schools in our sample offer
some valuable insight into how some high
schools are beginning to address the signifi-
cant challenges they face in raising student
achievement. Improving schools:

O Pick a strategy for raising student
achievement and stick to it.

[0 Embrace the new state expectations
and WASL as positive tools for bring-
ing about change.

[0 Make new expectations for students
count by building them into the exist-
ing structure of grades and course
credits.

[0 Get in touch with individual stu-
dents’ interests and needs by creating
smaller learning communities and tap-
ping into students’ opinions about
their schools.

[ Take responsibility for gaps in student
learning by pressing teachers to exam-
ine shortcomings in student achieve-
ment and keeping up the pressure
to improve, even when their districts
and communities seem satisfied with
their efforts.
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Conclusion

Improving high schools demonstrate that
attention to the task of meeting the new state
expectations for students can pay off. These
findings are very consistent with previous
studies on elementary and middle schools.
High schools face different challenges, how-
ever, and have to respond in unique ways

to make standards meaningful. They have
to contend more directly with the challenges
of motivating students, leveraging teachers’
efforts, and finding ways to address the sig-
nificant gaps in student learning. Further-
more, they have to do this in the context of
uncertainty about the Certificate of Mastery
and the state’s accountability plan.

On the other hand, our findings are also
disquieting.

While improving schools took some impor-
tant steps to increase student motivation to
take the WASL seriously and to leverage
teachers’ commitment to change, it is
unclear whether most schools will be able to
move beyond their initial efforts to improve.
Some schools acknowledge that they will
struggle to reach a portion of students, those
who are deeply disconnected from school

or face serious social and personal issues,
even when the stakes for failing to do so

are increased. Others note that they do

not have the time or resources they need to
develop new ways to close the significant
gaps in learning that some students bring

to school. Finally, some teachers and princi-
pals wonder whether it will be worth the
effort to make any great changes to what
they are doing, as they doubt that parents,
community leaders and legislators will ever
agree to “high stakes” accountability mea-
sures.

Research on large-scale reform indicates that
these efforts typically fail to affect more than
a superficial level of change in most schools.
Without new incentives to press schools to
fundamentally improve upon their current
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understandings and practices, the likelihood
of deeper changes occurring is unlikely. As
it stands, many schools anticipate that the
Certificate of Mastery will create at least one
new incentive to change. But many also
acknowledge that the high stakes alone will
not assure that teachers will adopt new ways
of working, that students will feel more
motivated to learn, or that all schools will
change for the better.

Our findings confirm clearly that the task

at hand is monumental, and will require col-
lective effort to change the “core of school-
ing.”?® State and local actors can help

high schools by pressing for increases in
students’ achievement on the WASL, while
also offering incentives and resources that
help schools affect deeper changes in the
way teachers teach, students learn, and high
schools work.
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Appendix A :
Research Methods

School selection

Using data on all high schools in Washington State, we calculated a factor score for each school
based on several school-level and community-level variables. In addition to the percentage

of students receiving free or reduced lunch in 1998 and 1999, we included the percent of non-
white students in each school in 1999; the percent of children under 17 under the poverty line
in the school district in 1997; and the mean education level of adults over 24 in the school
district in 1997. We did so to address concern that high school students who are eligible

for free and reduced lunch may not apply for a variety of reasons, thus making the rates a

less accurate reflection of family income than they are in the elementary and middle grades.
Schools were then categorized as low, average or high socio-economic status (SES) according
to the following rule:

High SES = Factor score is +1 standard deviations above mean SES score for all schools
Average SES = Factor score within +/- 1 standard deviations of mean for all schools
Low SES = Factor score is -1 standard deviations below mean for all schools

Hits: We assigned a school up to six “hits.” A hit was possible if:

1. The school was in the upper quartile of change in reading scale scores, independent
of SES.

2. The school was in the upper quartile of change in math scale scores, independent of
SES.

3. The school was +1 standard deviations above the mean for change in the reading scale
score for schools in the same SES group.

4. The school was +1 standard deviations above the mean for change in the math scale
score for schools in the same SES group.

5. The school was +1 standard deviation above the mean for change in the percent meet-
ing standards in reading for schools in the same SES group.

6. The school was +1 standard deviation above the mean for change in the percent meet-
ing standards in math for schools in the same SES group.

We selected our sample of improving schools from those that received five or six hits. To
ensure a sample that reflected the diverse environments in the state, we also considered
geographic location and urban/suburban/rural setting. We then identified 16 comparison
schools from among those schools that had no hits. We selected comparison schools that were
in the same district or region as the improving schools, and that served similar populations of
students (based on free and reduced lunch rates and racial/ethnic make-up of the schools).

Thirty-nine of the forty-six schools (84.8%) invited to participate in the study did so. Four
improving and three comparison schools declined to participate. Of the 39 principals that
completed telephone interviews, 37 also completed a lengthy written survey. The following
chart offers a profile of our sample of schools based on data collected from the state and from
our written survey.
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Table 2.

Profile of sample schools

Sample Sample Improvimg Comparison
Average Range Average Average
Errollment 14984 1053 05-1543 104 12
F stodents recamving free or reduced lunch .06 1.5-85 2413 2392
Student Demoprapiacs
b Asian Sl 02-15.1 4.75 G52
pAmencan Indian Lo (F149.5 .54 257
nBlack 2l [ e .93 .35
nHispamac 101 Da-TkE LS5 A2
oY ki a0 13 307 4 B, i
o shodents neceving ESL services 158 (h-1549 4005 .12
F students recaving specal educabion servicoes 1.6 BA-15.0 ILe2 10k 5%
o students takimg AP sourses RS (50 2 A6 1254
o teachers wilh greater than a Bachedors depree 2a02 13.3-55.2 2357 Sk
o beschvers mew Lo the school i past thnee years 2D [ I 6.16 4492
o averape daily altendamce AR R4 Y3z Y4i5

Scale scores

A scale score is the numeric score earned by an individual student on each test of the
Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL). A student’s work is categorized as
“meeting standard” if his/her scale score meets or exceeds a cut-off score set by the state

for each test. The scale score offers two important advantages when calculating schools’
improvement in WASL scores. First, the average scale score of a school reflects changes in
performance of all students, whether or not they met the standard for each test given. By
contrast, the change in percentage of students meeting standard in reading does not tell us if a
large proportion of low-skilled students made strong gains, but did not quite reach the cut-off
score required to “meet standard.” Second, the scale score is a more meaningful reflection of
change in performance in high schools because of the large number of students in a limited
number of high schools who refused to take the test in the first year of testing.

Effect scores

To illustrate the overall impact of improving versus comparison schools on students’ scale
scores, we calculated an “effect score” for each group of schools. Effect scores are calculated
as the difference in average scale score in a school from one year to the next, divided by the
standard deviation in scale scores pooled across all schools. The resulting average of all effect
scores is zero with a standard deviation of one. By standardizing the change in scores in this
way, all scores are calculated using a common measure: the standard deviation for all average
school scores in the first year of testing. Using this metric, the change from one year to the
next in the scale scores in the improving schools was 1.21 standard deviations for reading and
1.41 standard deviations for math. By comparison, the change in math and reading scale scores
in the comparison schools was almost non-existent, no matter how high or low they started

in 1999. In most educational research, an effect size of .80 is considered large?’. Thus, effect
scores of 1.21 and 1.41 are significant indeed.
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Appendix B :
Interview & Survey Protocols

Principal Telephone Interview Protocol

1. Tell me about your school and the kinds of students you serve.
2. How would you describe the ideal graduate of your school?
3. Would you say your school has a strategy for increasing student learning? What is it?
4. When your school’s WASL scores came out last year, what was your reaction?
a. Why do you think the students’ scores changed as they did?
b. How did teachers respond to the scores?

¢c.  What are their ideas about why the scores changed as they did?

5. Is the school focusing specifically on raising its WASL scores? How so?

a. Did you or teachers at your school try to increase your rate of participation? (If yes) How?
b. Did you change the way you administered the test?

c. Did you adopt any new curricula as a result of the WASL?

d. Any new teaching methods as a result of the WASL?

e. Did teachers focus on any particular skills as a result of the WASL?

f.  Which classes did your efforts include?

g. Which grade levels were involved (either in your school or in a feeder school)?

h. Are you focusing on the Certificate of Mastery? How?

6. What was the impetus for the various changes we have discussed thus far?
a. Did your teachers or you feel pressure from parents? From the district? From the state? Other?
Do you feel the pressure on your staff to improve test scores is healthy/not healthy? Too
much/just about right/too little?
b. What, if anything, has your district asked your school to do differently as a result of the new
standards and tests?

7. What are teachers’ perceptions of the WASL?
a. Do they support the WASL as a measure of student achievement?
b. Are they comfortable with tying their curriculum to the new academic standards and to findings
from the test results?
c. Do you feel they have the skills they need to help students meet the new standards?
d. How do they feel about the Certificate of Mastery?

8. What are students’ perceptions of the WASL?
a. Do they understand its purpose and consequences?
b. Do they take the results seriously?
c. Do they see it as a valid way to measure their learning?
d. How much do they know about the Certificate of Mastery? How do they feel about it?

9. When you think about raising student achievement, what factors most help your school in that effort?
What, if anything, gets in the way of your raising student achievement even more?

10. As you look to the future, are there any concerns that you have about the WASL, the CoM, or your
school’s ability to help all students reach the state benchmarks?

11. If you could change one thing that you think would help your school’s ability to improve student
learning, what would it be?

12. What advice would you have for other schools about how to increase student achievement?
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Written Survey for Principals

I. SCHOOL CHARACTERISTICS

1.

2.

10.

11.

12.

13.

What grades does your school serve?

How many days of instruction are there in the regular academic year for a student at your
school?

How long is the school day for students in the 10" grade (including instructional and non-
instructional time)?
What is the average class size of ENGLISH courses for high school students in your school?

What percentage of the high school student body in your school currently receives the following
special services?

Bilingual education

English as a Second Language

Special Education

Honors Courses

Advanced Placement courses

International Baccalaureate

Free and Reduced Price Lunch

@rogoooTy

Are admissions criteria used to determine which students attend your school? IF YES, please
briefly describe your admissions practices. (Please indicate whether admissions criteria apply
to some or all students.)

Currently what percentage of high school classes are taught in each of the following areas by a
teacher with an undergraduate major, or minor or graduate degree specialization, in the subject
area taught?

a. Mathematics

b. English

Does your school pair new teachers with experienced teachers in a mentoring program?

Does your school have specific graduation requirements that are different from the state man-
dated course requirements? If YES, what are those requirements?

Does your school have a school wide homework policy in which all students are requested to
do a certain number of hours of homework? If YES, please briefly describe your school wide
homework policy?

Does your school offer any work-based learning activities for students that are coordinated with
local employers?

Does your school have a mentoring or advising program where each student is matched with
a teacher with whom he or she meets frequently (individually or in small groups) to discuss
current problems and future plans?

Please indicate the percentage of students enrolled in this school who are tardy on a typical
school day.
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14.

What is your student mobility rate? Please briefly explain how your mobility rate is calculated.

I The following questions deal with the '98-99 and '99-00 school years. "

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

As of October 1, 1999 (or the closest date for which information is available), what was the total
student enrollment in your school?

What was the average daily attendance rate for students in your school during the 1999-2000
school year?

How many teachers worked in your school in the 1999-2000 school year? (If your school includes
grades below 9, please count only those who teach in grades 9-12).

What percent of your full time teachers was NEW to the school in the 1999-2000 school year?
a. New teachers as % of all teachers
b. New ENGLISH teachers
c. New MATH teachers

What percent of your 1999-2000 full time teachers has a degree beyond the bachelor’s degree?

What percentage of your 1999-2000 10t grade class transferred into your school after the begin-
ning of the 1999-2000 school year? (Please estimate.)

During the 1999-2000 school year, what percentage of students in your school were the following
groups?

a. Asian or Pacific Islander

b. American Indian or Alaskan Native
c. Black

d. Hispanic

e. White

Please indicate the percentage of your Year 2000 graduating seniors who completed the following
courses during high school.

a. Calculus

b. Third year foreign language

c. Physics (with lab)

In comparison to classes in the past, was the 10" grade class of 2000:
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24. From SEPTEMBER 1998 to APRIL 2000, did your school...
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25. Between SEPTEMBER 1998 and APRIL 2000, did your school:

(CIRCLE OWE)
Yos Mo If Yes, please briefly describe
{eg name, amount, purpoese

a. Join or hire a school assistance

orfganizalion, eg Coalitson of Essential 2

Schools, Success for All, Mew American

Schools Design Team?
b. Feceive a grant or other monctary help

froan a foundation or busimess? 2
<. Recerve non-monetary help or assistance

fromn a foundation or business? 2
d. Recerve extra funding from the district 2

compared to preos years?
e Receive other H[.‘I.'\('I.'II. help or assistance 2

froan the school distract?
f. Bring in a new tuloring program? 2
g Beceive special help from parents or the 2

PFTA?

26. Are there any other major changes that occurred at your school between September 1998 and April
2000 that we have not touched on so far?

If YES, what were those changes?
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Il. SCHOOL CULTURE

27. Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each of the following statements
about your school. We appreciate your frank responses.
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28. Giving your best estimate, about how many teachers in this school
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29.

Please indicate the extent to which each of the following is currently a problem in your school.
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30.

Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following statements.
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Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with the following:
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hopes of raising students’ WASL scores?

WASL AND CERTIFICATE OF MASTERY

32. Please indicate the extent to which your school is doing the following activities specifically in the

Several

Several

hEver

Lhrewa
AT

fimrE a
TRAT

Hmrs &
menth

Lially

IV. FINAL THOUGHTS
33. In your opinion, what are the two most important things your school is doing to increase student

learning?
34. What are the two biggest challenges you face in increasing student learning?

V. ABOUT YOU

35. Please indicate your current position at the school.
36. If PRINCIPAL/HEAD TEACHER, how many total years of experience do you have:

a. Asa principal or head teacher
b. As principal/head teacher at this school

37. IF TEACHER, VICE PRINCIPAL OR OTHER, how many total years of experience do you have
at this school?
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Appendix C :
Steps Taken By Most Schools
To Respond To New State Expectations

Though many schools’ strategies went beyond, our surveys and interviews suggest that most schools,
improving and comparison alike, took some common initial steps in their efforts to increase student
learning and respond to the new state expectations. The steps that virtually all schools took were:

1) Expose students to “WASL-like” activities. 95% of schools report that they ask students
to complete “WASL-like” activities several times a year. These assignments intend
to press students to problem-solve and explain their thinking, while simultaneously
familiarizing students with the kinds of challenges they will face on the WASL.

2) Rearrange their testing schedule and environment. Most schools experimented with
different approaches to the administration of the WASL itself, trying to find a testing
environment that works best for students and the school. Schools reported a variety of
arrangements, most of which included testing in a quiet, serious environment under the
supervision of teachers who know students personally.

3) Review their curriculum to identify ‘who is teaching what and when.” Nearly every
school in our sample reported that they have reviewed the state standards as a staff
and have looked at their own curriculum to make sure it is organized to best prepare
students to meet standards. 57% of schools report that they continue to review their
curriculum several time a month, usually as a part of their department or grade level
meetings.

4) Focus school-wide efforts on improving reading and writing. Virtually all schools
have identified reading and/or writing as areas for school-wide improvement, and
many have targeted professional development resources like the Better Schools Fund
to provide training for teachers in those areas. In particular, many schools trained
teachers in “Reading Across the Curriculum” and “Six-Traits Writing.”

The depth of the changes that schools made to their curriculum and instructional programs varied
widely. Some schools reported that they made few changes because they were confident that their
current approaches would pay off in higher test scores in the long run. Others spent the good part of two
years analyzing what changes they would need to make in order to ensure students would be exposed

to the material tested on the WASL. In general, principals and teachers report that where changes to
instruction have occurred, they have been focused primarily on asking students to do more writing and
problem-solving in their assignments and tests, and giving students feedback based on WASL-like criteria
(e.g. the six-traits of writing or the way students explain their work in math). The schools that report
more fundamental changes in instruction (e.g. more team-teaching, more inter-disciplinary learning
opportunities, more hands-on learning experiences) attribute those changes first to a new instructional
philosophy and second to the advent of the state standards and tests.

Sara Taggart with Mary Beth Celio

67



68

Making Standards Meaningful: High School Reform Efforts In Washington State



references:

Ammons, David. “Sponsors Drop Their Own School Plan,” The Seattle Times, March 14, 2001.

Bryk, A., J. Nagaoka. and F. Newmann. Chicago Classroom Demands for Authentic Intellectual Work:
Trends from 1997-1999. Chicago: Consortium on Chicago School Research, 2000.

Bryk, Anthony S. A View from the Elementary Schools: The State of Reform in Chicago. A Report of the
Steering Committee, Consortium on Chicago School Research. 1993

Cotton, Kathleen. School Size, School Climate and Student Performance. School Improvement Research
Series. Close Up #20. Portland, OR: Northwest Regional Educational Labs, 2001. As taken from:
http://www.nwrel.org/scpd/sirs/10/c020.html.

Cuban, Larry. “How Systemic Reform Harms Urban Schools and What We Can Do About It.” Education
Week. Volume XX, No. 38. May 30, 2001.

Elmore, Richard-F. “Getting to Scale with Good Educational Practice.” Harvard-Educational-Review;
Volume 66, No.1, Spring 1996.

Glass, G. V., McGraw, B., & Smith, M. L. Meta-analysis in Social Research. Beverly Hills: Sage
Publications. 1981.

Hammond, Betsy. “Why Not the Best?” The Oregonian. April 15-17, 2001.

Hess, G. Alfred. Changes in Student Achievement in Illinois and Chicago, 1990-2000. The Brookings
Institution, 2000.

Hess, G. Alfred. Accountability in Chicago. Paper presented at the annual conference of The Brookings
Institution, May 2001.

Hill, Paul T., Gail E. Foster and Tamar Gendler. High Schools with Character. Santa Monica: RAND,
1990.

Hill, Paul T. and Robin J. Lake. Toward a K-12 Education Accountability System in Washington State.
UW/RAND: Center on Reinventing Public Education, December 1997.

Lake, Robin J., Paul T. Hill, Lauren O’Toole and Mary Beth Celio. Making Standards Work: Active
Voices, Focused Learning. UW/Partnership for Learning: Center on Reinventing Public Education,
February 1999.

Lake, Robin J., Paul T. Hill, Sara Taggart and Maria McCarthy. Making Standards Stick. UW/Partnership
for Learning: Center on Reinventing Public Education, April 2000.

High School: The Shifting Mission. Special Report. Education Week on the Web. As taken from:
http://www.edweek.org/sreports/special_reports_article.cfm?slug=highschool.htm

Hoffer, Thomas B. Report to U.S. News & World Report on the America’s Outstanding High Schools
Study. Chicago: National Opinion Research Center, University of Chicago, 1999.

Howley, C. What is the Effect of Small-Scale Schooling on Student Achievement? ERIC Digest.
Charleston, WV: ERIC Clearinghouse on Rural and Small Schools. 1989.

Sara Taggart with Mary Beth Celio

69



70

Johnson, Jean. Standards and Accountability: Where the Public Stands. Report prepared for the National
Education Summit. New York: Public Agenda and Achieve, Inc., 1999.

Johnson, Jean and Steve Farkas. Getting By: What American Teenagers Really Think About Their Schools.
New York: Public Agenda, 1997.

Lee, Valerie E.; Smith, Julia B.; Perry, Tamara E.; Smylie, Mark A.. Social Support, Academic Press, and
Student Achievement: A View from the Middle Grades in Chicago. Improving Chicago’s Schools. A
Report of the Chicago Annenberg Research Project. 1999

Mayer, Daniel J., John E. Mullens and Mary T. Moore. Monitoring School Quality: An Indicators Report.
Washington D.C.: National Center for Educational Statistics, U.S. Department of Education, 2000.

Memorandum — State Board of Education. November 9, 2000. As taken from http://www.k12.wa.us/
SBE/gradreq/NWGRQ.pdf

Newmann, Fred M., Anthony S. Bryk and Jenny K. Nagaoka. Authentic Intellectual Work and
Standardized Tests: Conflict or Coexistence? Chicago: Consortium on Chicago School Research,
2001.

Newmann, Fred M., BetsAnn Smith, Elaine Allensworth and Anthony S. Bryk. School Instructional
Coherence: Benefits and Challenges. Chicago: Consortium on Chicago School Research, 2001.

Olson, Lynn. “Finding the Right Mix,” in Education Week: Quality Counts 2001, A Better Balance.
Education Week on the Web. As taken from:
http://www.edweek.org/sreports/qc01/articles/qc0lstory.cfm?slug=17intro.h20

Quality Counts 2001, A Better Balance. Education Week on the Web. As taken from:
http://www.edweek.org/sreports/qc01/

Raywid, M. Current Literature on Small Schools. ERIC Digest. Charleston, WV: ERIC Clearinghouse
on Rural and Small Schools, 1999.

Riley, R. “Investment without Invective.” Education Week. Volume XX, No. 42, July 11, 2001.

Shaw, Linda. “Bill to Aid Failing Schools Blocked.” The Seattle Times, May 25, 2001.

Making Standards Meaningful: High School Reform Efforts In Washington State



endnotes:

1. The Certificate of Mastery will include those tests that are deemed reliable and valid by the State
Board of Education. For more information on the Certificate of Mastery and other graduation require-
ments, see: http://www.k12.wa.us/SBE/gradreq/NWGRQ.pdf

2. Shaw, Linda. “Bill to Aid Failing Schools Blocked.” The Seattle Times, May 25, 2001.
3. Ammons, David. “Sponsors Drop Their Own School Plan,” The Seattle Times, March 14, 2001.

4. Memorandum - State Board of Education. November 9, 2000. As taken from http://www.k12.wa.us/
SBE/gradreq/NWGRQ.pdf

5. Mayer, Daniel J., et al. Monitoring School Quality: An Indicators Report. Washington D.C.: National
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6. See Hill, Foster and Gendler, 1990; Lee, et al. 1999, Newmann et al., 2001.
7. See Cotton, 2001; Mayer, 2000.
8. See Hess, 2000; Hill, et al., 1990.

9. Johnson, Jean and Steve Farkas. Getting By: What American Teenagers Really Think About Their
Schools. New York: Public Agenda, 1997.

10. Scale scores are the numeric score given to each student’s work on each WASL. A student’s perfor-
mance is deemed to “meet standard” when his/her scale score meets or exceeds a cut off score set by
the state for each academic test. See Appendix A for more information about school selection.

11. To illustrate the overall impact of improving versus comparison schools on students’ scale scores, we
calculated an “effect score” for each group of schools. Effect scores are calculated as the difference in
average scale score in a school from one year to the next, divided by the standard deviation in scale
scores pooled across all schools. The resulting average of all effect scores is zero with a standard
deviation of one. By standardizing the change in scores in this way, all scores are calculated using a
common measure: the standard deviation for all average school scores in the first year of testing. See
Appendix A for more information about our school selection methods.

12. See Appendix A for interview and survey questions.
13. See Appendix A.

14. Lake, Robin J., Paul T. Hill, Lauren O’Toole and Mary Beth Celio. Making Standards Work: Active
Voices, Focused Learning. UW/Partnership for Learning: Center on Reinventing Public Education,
February 1999.

15. Johnson and Farkas, 1997.

16. We use the term “best practices” to describe the strategies pursued by a small group of schools in our
sample. While the strategies represented in this term are quite varied, these schools are differentiated
from most schools in our sample by their pursuit of a school-wide improvement strategy that reflects
the available research on “effective schools” and student achievement, rather than focusing primarily
on the new state standards and tests as their targets for change. Some schools focused on increasing
the rate of advanced course taking among students; others re-organized themselves and supported
teachers to team teach an integrated, project-based curriculum; still others focused their efforts on
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17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

creating rigorous ‘school-to-work’ learning opportunities for students. We recognize that this label
is awkward, however, in that it attempts to pool a set of divergent philosophies and strategies under
one umbrella. Furthermore, we note that the evidence of the impact on student achievement of each
approach varies. Nevertheless, we find that these schools share a common belief that if they pursue
their research-based approach fully, they will realize long-term gains in student achievement on the
WASL and other measures.

See Appendix A for more information about effect scores.

See Appendix C for more information about the most common steps that schools took to respond to
the new state standards and tests.

Johnson and Farkas, 1997.

See Lake, et al., 1999 and 2000.

Elmore, Richard F. “Getting to Scale with Good Educational Practice.” Harvard-Educational-Review;
Vv66 nl, Spr. 1996.

Ibid., 1996.

See Hess, G. Alfred. Accountability in Chicago. Paper presented at the annual conference of The

Brookings Institution, May 2001. In this report, Hess presents findings from a study of Chicago’s
efforts to raise student achievement between 1990 and 2000. The author contends that while the pro-
portion of high school students scoring at or above national norms in reading and math on the lowa
Test of Basic Skills rose, the change could be attributed almost entirely to an increase in scores among
incoming 9th graders. Hess therefore suggests that while some high schools engaged in promising
reform efforts over the ten-year period, the gains in high school student achievement were the result
of elementary and middle level improvements rather than changes in high schools.

Elmore, 1996.

See Education Week: Quality Counts, 2001 for more information about other states’ experiences with
standards-based reform.

Elmore, 1996.

Glass, G. V., McGraw, B., & Smith, M. L.: Meta-analysis in social research. Beverly Hills:
Sage Publications, 1981.

Our survey design drew substantially from the model created by U.S. News and World Report’s

“America’s Outstanding High Schools Study,” conducted in 1998-99 by the National Opinion Research
Center. See Hoffer, 1999 for more information about that study.
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