
p residential election, and newly elected President George W.
Bush introduced an education reform plan during his first week
in office. But there are many unanswered questions re g a rd i n g
how best to reform our school systems. President Bush’s educa-
tion plan, for example, relies heavily on student testing to deter-
mine a school system’s effectiveness. Early iterations of the plan
included a voucher program intended to enable low- and middle-
income public school students to attend private schools. But what
does re s e a rch and experience tell us about these reform measures? Are
they effective? Do they achieve positive outcomes and sustainable
changes in our school districts? Are other reform measures equally or
m o re effective? 

These are the types of questions that participants at the seminar,
C reating Change in Urban Public Education, considered at length.
Discussion at the seminar focused on identifying what is known
about various approaches to education reform. The strategies dis-
cussed and analyzed at the seminar included: 1) systemic re f o r m ,
which focuses on accountability measures—often in the form of
student-testing—to transform schools; 2) market-based re f o r m s ,
which assume that competition arising from consumer choice will
i m p rove schools; and 3) comprehensive reform at both the indi-
vidual school and entire school system levels.

Research Findings and
Recommendations
Four re s e a rch papers were commissioned for the seminar: one
concentrated on accountability measures, another on market-
based reforms, and two focused on comprehensive approaches to
school reform and school system reform. This report summarizes
some of the notable findings and recommendations from those
papers, as well as some general conclusions gleaned from subse-
quent seminar discussions. 

The Urban Seminar Series
ON CHILDREN’S HEALTH AND SAFETY

C reating Change
in Urban P u b l i c
E d u c a t i o n

ducation was a main topic of debate during the 2000

The seminar, “Creating Change in
Urban Public Education,” part of the
Urban Seminar Series on Childre n ’s
Health and Safety, was held December
7-8, 2000 at Harvard University. The
seminar featured four presentations of
commissioned papers on issues re l a t e d
to public education reform. For more
information please visit our website at
w w w. k s g . h a r v a r d . e d u / u r b a n p o v e r t y. 

E

Sponsored by
The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation
Directed by
William Julius Wilson
Joblessness and Urban Poverty Research Program
John F. Kennedy School of Government
Harvard University



Systemic Reforms: Making Schools Accountable for Student
O u t c o m e s

High-stakes exams have adversely affected vulnerable stu -
dents and have not always improved instruction. Many states
have introduced revised standards for student achievement
and new assessments to test students’ knowledge. Such stan-
d a rds and assessments are intended to make schools more
accountable for student outcomes. Their appeal stems fro m
the fact that they purport to give parents and the general tax-
paying public an understanding of how well a given school
or district is performing. Test scores are viewed as indicators
of schools’ ability to educate youth. But have student standards
and tests actually served to improve schools? D r. Linda Darling-
Hammond of Stanford University, who presented a paper at
the seminar, concluded that high-stakes, norm-re f e re n c e d
tests used primarily to retain students have not impro v e d
overall school success or the educational performance of low-
achievers (1).

In her paper, Dr. Darling-Hammond noted that, “States and
districts that have relied primarily on test-based accountabil-
ity emphasizing re w a rds and sanctions for students and
teachers have often produced greater failure rather than
g reater success for their most educationally vulnerable stu-
dents” (1). Empirical evidence from various school districts
indicates that the use of high-stakes standardized tests to
determine whether a student will be promoted or will gradu-
ate or whether a school will receive certain re s o u rces have
“ n a r rowed the curriculum” and pushed instruction toward
l o w e r- o rder cognitive skills. Such tests have also cre a t e d
incentives for schools to move low-scorers into special educa-
tion, hold them back a grade, or encourage these students to
d rop out so that schools’ average scores improve. These
actions assume that students are solely at fault for low test
s c o res, failing to take into account the quality of teaching,
i n s t ructional materials, or school environment that may have
contributed to students’ low scores.  As a consequence, they
often increase grade retention and dropout rates without
i m p roving the quality of teaching or of student learning.

Successful efforts to make schools accountable focus on
quality of instruction, curriculum, assessments, and on
school design. Some school districts have used reform strate-
gies to substantially improve student performance and learn-
ing and create “genuine” accountability for parents and
students (1). At the seminar, Dr. Darling-Hammond arg u e d
that rather than relying primarily on testing tied to student
sanctions, successful districts (such as New York City’s
District #2; New Haven, California; and statewide and city
e fforts in Connecticut) focused on “the improvement of teach-
ing guided by rigorous teaching standards” (1). Based on the
significantly improved student achievement a n d g r a d u a t i o n
rates in the districts off e red as examples, the author
suggested that accountability reforms should focus on the
following: 1) enhancing the professional development of

teachers and the quality of teaching; 2) using state, district,
and school performance assessments to provide diagnostic
information about student needs and rich information to
schools to guide improvements in curriculum and teaching;
3) ensuring that targeted support services such as tutoring,
extended-day programs, and homework support are available
to students; and 4) redesigning schools, including the cre a t i o n
of smaller school units and schools that allow teams of teach-
ers to work with fewer students for longer periods of time, so
that students’ needs can be better met.

As a discussant of this session, Dr. Thomas Payzant,
Superintendent of Boston public schools, lamented the fact
that there is a dearth of re s e a rch on the quality and eff e c t i v e-
ness of professional development programs for teachers.
Seminar participants noted that this lack of evidence makes it
d i fficult to argue for the funds to support such eff o r t s .
Participants also wondered about the supply of qualified
teachers. Improving the quality of teaching re q u i res that
i n s t ructors receive adequate preparation through teacher
training programs and that schools enforce teaching
s t a n d a rds in their employment practices. Lastly, seminar par-
ticipants supported the notion of redesigning schools into
smaller units. However, some participants noted that pro f e s-
sional development must then focus on retraining teachers
who aren’t used to working in these smaller units once high
schools are structurally re o rg a n i z e d .

Market-Based Reforms: Expanding Choice in Education

L a rge-scale, market-based reforms alone will not solve the
p roblems of distressed urban schools. P roponents of market-
based education reforms—such as public school choice,
charter schools, and voucher pro g r a m s — a rgue that expand-
ing school choice will force schools to compete for students
and, by necessity, improve. But at the seminar, Dr. Helen
Ladd of Duke University argued that such reforms will not
i m p rove the most troubled schools and could well exacerbate
their problems and reduce the quality of education for the
students they serve (2).  Hence, additional actions would be
needed to counter the negative effects of market based
reforms on such schools. 

To support this conclusion, Dr. Ladd relied heavily on
evidence from Chile and New Zealand. In contrast to the
United States, where market-based reform efforts have been
relatively recent and  limited in size, both these countries
have had extensive experience with large-scale market based
reforms (2). Evidence from these countries shows that choice
and competition may lead to some positive improvements in
schools that serve children who perform in the middle to
upper ranges on achievement tests. 

H o w e v e r, the picture is much less positive for the schools that
serve poor and minority students largely because families
tend to use the mix of students in the school as a proxy for
school quality. After New Zealand implemented a program of
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p a rental choice in 1991, the schools with the most aff l u e n t
and advantaged students quickly became oversubscribed,
while the schools serving disadvantaged students were per-
ceived to be lower quality and struggled to enroll students.
As a result, while the most sought after schools were able to
select from a wide array of pupils, the least favored institu-
tions ended up with the most troubled students. Thus, the
major flaw in the economic argument for school choice and
competition is that the playing field is not level. Public
schools serving large proportions of minority or economically
disadvantaged students are at a competitive disadvantage
when forced to compete with wealthier public and private
schools, and they end up with even greater educational 
challenges. 

In addition to the limitations to market-oriented solutions
identified by Dr. Ladd in her paper, Dr. Pedro Noguera of
H a r v a rd University argued that it is also important to re c o g-
nize that in inner- city communities the free market is not
particularly effective at delivering other vital services (i.e.
food, housing, etc.). This is not because a demand for these
services does not exist, but because  private suppliers of these
kinds of goods and services do not typically respond to
market demands in inner-city neighborhoods in the same
way they respond in more affluent communities.
H i s t o r i c a l l y, government intervention has been necessary.
This basic understanding is important because there is little
evidence that private suppliers of educational services are
p re p a red or willing to replace public schools in serving low-
income families in the inner city.

Nonetheless, there are some legitimate arguments for market-
oriented reforms, such as more parental choice on the demand
side and more operational flexibility for schools on the
supply side. For example, more freedom for parents— espe-
cially for low-income parents who currently have the least
choice— to choose schools that best match the needs of their
c h i l d ren is a compelling argument in favor of market-oriented
reforms. The policy question then becomes: How can policy
makers constrain the additional choice and flexibility in ways that
p romote the public intere s t ? With respect to parental choice, the
author argued that the goal should be to balance pare n t a l
choices against community interests in the assignment of stu-
dents to public schools and to assure fair access of all childre n
to charter schools or private schools by requiring admission
by lottery. On the supply side, the author emphasized the
need for effective accountability mechanisms to assure that
schools are operating in the public interest and that schools
receiving public funding not be empowered to select their
students. 

The author highlighted a final set of reforms that often are
excluded from discussions of market-based reforms. She
a rgued that using salary incentives to induce higher quality
teachers to teach in the lowest performing schools could
potentially be much more helpful for low-performing
students than reforms designed to increase competition. 

Several seminar participants acknowledged that there are
benefits to market-based reform measures, including the cre-
ation of new, smaller schools in poor communities. But partic-
ipants also noted that new schools aren’t necessarily better
schools, and more choice may not necessarily mean that poor
families will have access to better schools. Dr. Noguera posed
an overarching question to guide this discussion: How do we
e n s u re that the most troubled students have access to high-
quality educational opportunities?  These students, who are
often the most in need of educational intervention, also are
the most likely to be refused admission to many schools
because of their troubled histories. Many participants thought
that larger subsidies to schools that serve the most needy
youngsters would be a useful first step.

C o m p rehensive Reform of Schools and School Systems 

An expanded Comprehensive School Reform Demonstration
P rogram, in conjunction with systemic reform measures, can
positively impact distressed urban schools. In 1997,
C o n g ress created the Comprehensive School Reform
Demonstration (CSRD) Program, which provided grants of at
least $50,000 per year for up to three years to support the
adoption of proven, comprehensive school reform models. To
date, the program has awarded grants to more than 1,800
schools. In a paper presented at the seminar, Dr. Robert Slavin
of Johns Hopkins University suggested that increased federal
Title I funding for an expanded CSRD program, in combina-
tion with state standards and accountability mechanisms
a l ready in place in most states, could dramatically impro v e
urban public schools (3).

To support this recommendation, Dr. Slavin presented an
overview and analysis of several studies which have
concluded that Success For All, the most widely disseminated
and possibly the most extensively evaluated CSRD pro g r a m ,
was effective for elementary schools (the only grade levels to
which the program currently is targeted). Success For All is a
school-wide program for students in grades pre-K to 6 that
focuses on developing reading skills designed by Dr. Slavin
and current Success For All P resident Dr. Nancy A. Madden.
The program utilizes specially trained tutors, family support
teams, and classroom facilitators who work with teachers,
and has reached more than one million children. A c c o rding to
the paper, a multi-site, replicated experiment comparing the
reading abilities of Success For All students to matched contro l
g roups found statistically positive effects at every grade level for
grades 1-5. Afollow-up study found that similar positive eff e c t s
for the full sample of students continued into grades 6 and 7. 

The author presented the results of three studies, demonstrat-
ing that Success For All schools in Memphis, New York City,
and Texas achieved significant gains in test scores on
s t a n d a rdized state tests. In addition, several studies have
shown that the program can be adapted successfully for stu-
dents who are learning to speak English, and for special edu-
cation students. Dr. Slavin concluded that “re s e a rc h - b a s e d ,
c o m p rehensive reform could be the salvation of millions of
c h i l d ren in Title I schools” (3).
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During this session Dr. Richard We i s s b o u rd of Harvard
University underscored the need to engage parents more
fully in any reform initiatives under consideration by a school
district. Dr. We i s s b o u rd called attention to the impact of
p a rental depression on youth achievement as one of the mul-
tiple barriers that prevent greater parental involvement, espe-
cially among poor parents. He noted the inordinately high
rates of depression among the poor, which have been
reported in the re s e a rch literature. Data suggest that appro x i-
mately 40-70 percent of low-income parents—depending in
part on how depression is defined— suffer from some form
of depression. Depressed parents often are unable to actively
engage in critical tasks that promote children’s reading and
cognitive development. These include activities such as
helping a child with homework or engaging a child in rich
conversation or reading to a child. Participants observed that
some schools have been successfully employing home visit-
ing programs, and that such initiatives may prove useful in
uncovering ways to help parents become more actively
involved in their children’s education. 

School system reform re q u i res hybrid strategies that combine
multiple appro a c h e s . A c c o rding to Dr. Paul Hill of the
University of Washington, the efforts of several large cities in
recent years to improve schools through school system
takeovers have failed due to deficits in the strategies and
implementations employed by local, state, or federal authori-
ties (4). Dr. Hill maintained that only a few of the mayors and
state government officials who have taken control of school
systems in major cities have thought through all of the
changes that must occur before a chronically distressed school
system can begin to operate at a consistently high standard .
He argued that several individual reform strategies—includ-
ing standard setting, teacher development, school design,
decentralization, charter schools, school contracting, and
vouchers—possess merit but none is sufficient on its own to
transform a foundering school system. Instead, these and
other reform measures must be combined into composite
strategies that address the myriad problems affecting tro u-
bled school systems.

D r. Hill stated that integrated approaches must have thre e
components: 1) incentives for school performance; 2) ways of
i n c reasing school capabilities; and 3) opportunities for school
s t a ff to change how they serve students. School performance
incentives might include allowing families to choose fro m
among a number of public schools in the city, thus pro m o t i n g
competition among schools, creating new opportunities for
high-performing teachers and administrators, and allowing
individual teachers and principals to negotiate salary and
work assignments with schools. Investments in school capac-
ity might involve a guarantee to schools of minimum allot-
ment of funds; creation of new institutions to pro v i d e
assistance, advice, and teacher training; and the establishment
of a venture capital fund to foster the formation of new non-
p rofit and university-based assistance org a n i z a t i o n s .

Opportunities for school change might include supervision
via performance agreements rather than rules, allowing
schools more discretion over how they spend their money,
and giving schools more autonomy over organizational and
s t a ffing issues. 

The paper argued that a successful reform strategy should
encompass all three essential elements. D r. Hill concluded by
noting that education reform efforts in many cities have been
derailed by political resistance, strikes, fiscal crises, and scan-
dals. Implementation problems could be minimized, accord i n g
to Dr. Hill, by the creation of a civic reform oversight group to
p rovide long-term leadership throughout the reform p ro c e s s .

Sandra Feldman, president of the American Federation of
Teachers; Deborah Meier, principal of the Mission Hill School;
and Michele Cahill, senior program officer of Carnegie
Corporation of New York served as the discussants for this
panel, infusing the discussion with perspectives from their
practical experience. During this session, seminar participants
discussed dropout prevention and cautioned scholars that
much of the re s e a rch in this area focuses on deficits in the
f a m i l y, school, and the students themselves. The discussion
concluded with a general recommendation that school re f o r m
m e a s u res must also take an asset-based approach, which
seeks to build on re s o u rces already available in communities.
This approach emphasizes the important role that all youth
service providers play in ensuring the continued healthy
development of children, and proposes a compre h e n s i v e
solution which is predicated on the collective efforts of each
entity working together to guarantee success.
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General Conclusions

The following general conclusions re g a rding education
reform emerged during the course of the seminar discussion:

Motivate a community to initiate reform by learning fro m
best practices. Communities seeking to improve their schools
should explore existing reform efforts and learn from best
practices. It is important that stakeholders—such as school
b o a rd members, school administrators, teachers, parents, and
community officials—see for themselves that school re f o r m s
can be successfully undertaken, that seemingly intractable
p roblems can be resolved, and that reforms can result in posi-
tive outcomes.

Avoid the “one size fits all” appro a c h . Several exemplary
models exist that can inform the efforts of re f o r m e r s .
H o w e v e r, success is based on developing strategies that
a d d ress the specific problems that a district is experiencing.
Solutions need to account for the obstacles that hinder the
achievement of their pupils, but must also draw on commu-
nity assets.

Involve multiple stakeholders or collaborative appro a c h e s .
To increase the likelihood of precipitating improvements in
the lives of children, schools need to be supported in their
e fforts by other community-wide programs that impact
youth. By providing a compendium of services to youth and
their parents, the successes of individual agencies is incre a s e d
by the efforts of all providers working in tandem. 

Reform must include mentoring opportunities for teachers.
Several of the papers presented at the seminar pointed out
that high-quality teaching can be ensured through expanded
opportunities for experienced faculty to mentor new teachers. 

Salary incentives should be used to attract high quality
teachers to low income, minority communities. Are s e a rc h e r
indicated that salary incentives present a useful solution to
attracting high-quality teachers to teach in the lowest
performing schools in low income, minority communities.
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