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Promise, Progress, Problems, and Paradoxes
of Three Phases of Accountability:
A Longitudinal Case Study
of the Baltimore City Public Schools
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© ™ Issues associated with atlempring to achieve academic equity while raising
achievement gains for all Americans are being negotiated at a large scale
and with particular urgency in our urban school districts. Building from
a decade of archival data, 6 years of student-level quantitative data, senti-
Structured interviews, document analyses, and observations of key infor.
mants, the autbors examine the long-term interplay of shifting state and
Jederal policies related to accountability requirgments, ovganizational responses,
and student outcome measures in the Baltimore City Public School System,
a large, bigh-poverty, majorily-minority urban school system. Analyses con-
ducted from 1992 through the spring of 2003 are presented in light of both
increasing accountability requirements and nationdl and state calls Jor
urban. school reform. The authors conclude by examining possible implica-
tions for districts'and states serving large concentrations of students at risk.

Keyworps: assessment, at-risk students, educational equity, systemic reform,
urban schgol reform.

In this article, we present data from a serics of interrelated efforts to cast
useful light on the challenges associated with atterapting to increase
both equity and achicvement among urban children. We examine a
decade of efforts to improve student outcomes at the elementary rhrough
high school levels in the Baltimore City Public School Systern (BCP3S), 4
large, high-poverty central-city school system. After an overview of the
context of and need for reform in the BCPSS, we review research on
school reform in the United States, particularly as it has affected urban
school districts. As will be seen, accountability has been the watchword in
urban school reform; this has resulted in both a flood of student-, school-,
and district-level data and growing eriticism of the increasing emphasis on
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test preparation activities. Several recent studies of reform efforts in urban
districts are highlighted.

We then shift our focus to one historically challenged urban seiting, the
BCPSS, and describe three outcome-focused phases of efforts to use state and
federally mandated accountability measures to increase the academic achieve-
ment of Baltimore’s children: (a) an initial phase of testing and measuring
dusing which practical sepport was not provided to the district; (b) 2 phase
involving increased changes in governance and leadesship, an infusion of
new funds, and the forming of an improved city-state parmership; and (c) a
still-ongoing phase driven by the requirements of the federal No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) legislation. These phases are detailed over the period from fall
1992 to spring 2003. We discuss outcome data associated with each phase,
focusing in particular on the accountability shifis experienced by the state
and the BCPSS. -

The discussion section focuses on the promises and paradoxes of
accounfability-based reform efforts, in the case of both Baltimore and other
large, diverse urban districts. What was found in the case of BCPSS-was that

‘the state, at least in Accouniability Phase 1, did not achieve the results it
desired. The threat of state takeover (consistently underperforming schools
* .could be deemed “reconstitition eligible” IRE]) produced high levels of stress
among teachers and administrators in low-performing schools, but the state's
stepped-up testing measuses, while shedding valuable light on the high lev-
els of need in the BCPSS, did not produce marked improvements in student
leaming. Furthermore, the state’s focus on school-level improvement failed
to take into account the systemic nature of many of the problems plaguing
the BCPSS.,

If Acceuntability Phase T of the BCPSS reforms was mared largely by
problems and paradoxes, Accountability Phase 2, with its emphasis on a
shared accountability system called the City-State Partmership and an infu-
ston of financial and technical support from the stéte, represented a new era
of steady, continuous progress in which student test scores and graduation
rates began to rise. Working closely with the state department of education,
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the BCPSS was making progress, but it still faced significant obstacles as it
moved into Accountability Phase 3. The NCLB legislation, which emphasizes
accountability-driven reform, increased pressure on the state to comply with
federal mandates related to assessment, accountability, content standards, and
data collection and reporting procedures, Througheut 2003, the Maryland
State Department of Education (MSDE) made a concested effort to meet these
demands while continuing to provide support at multiple levels.

In Baltimore's case, however, NCLB's requirements have not been with-
out paradox. NCLB's recommendation to tum over management of low-
achieving schools to for-profit corporations has already been proved a failure
in Baltimore, where three RE elementary schools, mn by a for-profit corpo- -
ration since 2000, continued making littdle progress in RE status in 2003. The
BCPSS, under NCLB guidelines, is itself technically in a phase of “corrective
action” and in need of reconstitution; yet, the system has been in such a state
for more than 6 years, and it ranks as one of the fastest improving districts in
Maryland.

Baltimore as Context

The past is never dead. I's not even past. (Faulkner, 1959}

For most of America’s history, Baltimore was one of the largest cities in the
country. After an economic boom built on the nation’s World War I need
for steel, shipbuilding, and Adantic shipping, Baltimore's total population
peaked in 1950 at 949,000, of whorn 225,000 (24%) were African American.
The subsequent half century saw a continuocus population decline that has
only recently abated. As of 2003, the U.S. Bureau of the Census estimated
the city's population at just over 651,000, of whom appiroximately 424,000
(65.296) were African American. ' )

The total population of students served in the BCPSS peaked at 199,000
in the early 1970s and stood at 96,304 during the 20062-2003 school year (see
Table 1}. During that school vear, the student body was 86.2% African Amer-
icar1, and more than 80% of BCPSS students were eligible for the free/reduced-
price lunch program. As can be seen in Table 1, the city schools are serving
a population that is increasingly minority and poor. The system comprises

.184 schools, ranging from small primaries to very large high schools and .

including variations such as high schools with multiple “smalt learning com-
munities” as well as schools designed 1o serve smail numbers of students
with specific medical needs. _ -

It would be almost impossible to talk about Baltimore or Baltimore edu-
cation without discussing race/ethnicity (Orr, 1999). Priorto the Civil War, Bal-
timore was home to both legal slavery and the largest free Black population
of any city in the United States.! Baltimore began desegregating its schools in
1952 and did so more aggressively afier the Supreme Court’s 1954 Brown .
Board of Education decision. Patricia Welch, current chair of the BCPSS Board
of Commissioners, vividly remembers attending an overcrowded, two-room,

’-
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wooden, wood-stove-heated all-Biack school just two blocks away from a
new, brick, centrally heated all-White school, She recalls being one of the first
dozen young Black women at the historically all-White, college-preparatory
Eastern High School. “The administration didn’t want us there, the teachers
didn't want us there, and the students didn't want us there . .. but we worked
hard, and graduated” (Welch, personal communication, March 2002).

By the mid-1960s, Baltimore’s economic position had slipped 1o a suf-
ficient degree that the BCPSS was spending 18% less per stadent per vear
than the surrounding Baltimore County area. By the mid-1980s, given a rapidiy
declining tax base caused by industrial decline, “White flight,” and, increas-
ingly, middle-class Black flight to the suburbs, the BCPSS ranked 22nd among
24 Maryland school! districts in per-pupil spending (Bowler, 1997). Schools
were increasingly in disrepair, and teacher pay had fallen several thousand
dollars per year below that of surrounding jurisdictions. A serjes of reporis
from both White business groups and Black community leaders between the
late 1980s and mid-1990s—each calling for the combination of increased
funding, multiple reforms, and increased accountability—failed io bring sig-
nificant change to the system on any of these dimensions (Bowler, 1997;
Cibulka, 2003a, 2003b; Orz, 1999). By a range of measures, Baltimore presents
a challenging context in which to attempt educational reform.

Urban Schools: Accountability and School Reform

For more than 20 years, the United States has been in 2 period of continucus
calls for dramatic school reform, éspecially in our urban districts. The calls have
been for improved processes and outcomes, the most significant outcomes
being the raising of student achieverent scores. and high school graduation
rates.” Virtually afl efforts have combined a strong moral call for social justics
with demands for implementation of various “research-based” technical fixes.
Yet, few have pressed for data on whether these reforms have been working
to boost urban students’ achievement levels {Snipes, Doolittle, & Herlihy, 2002},

At various points, these calls have focused on the use of research on
teacher effectiveness (e.g., Brophy & Good, 1986; Rosenshine & Stevens,
1985) and schoo) effects (e.g., Edmonds, 1979; Teddlie & Reynolds, 2000),
implementation of promising programs (Berends, Chun, Schuyler, Stockly, &
Briggs, 2002; Borman, Hewes, Overman, & Brown, 2003; Damow, Bormar:,
Stringfield, Rachuba, & Castellano, 2003}, 2nd institution of systemic reform
(O’Day, 2002; O'Day & Smith, 1993). Cails for reform have been so contina-
ous that, currently, "reform is the status quo” (F. Hess, 1999, p. 5).

Increasing Public School Accountability

Perhaps the most unifying theme of the national- and state-level calls for pub-
lic school reform has been the demand for increased accountability. This yp-
ically takes the fosm of specific measures of outcomes at the student, school,
and district Jevels (Linn, 2003; Rothman, 2003). Olson (2093} concluded that,



Stringficld & Yakimowski-Srebnick

to date, NCLB has produced “one unambiguous result: an avalanche of data
on the performance of public schools in the United States™ (p. 1).

Beyond the production of more data, responses to demands for increased
tevels of academic accountability have been mixed. While most policy-
makers and practitioners- would agree that accountability is “everyone's con-
cern, everyone's job” {(Wolf, 2003, p. 43, many are far from sanguine about the
narrow focus of most of the current generation of measures (Herman, 2003;
Linn, 20033. Several have expressed concern that such narrow measures are
resuliing in increased time spent studying test preparation materials (Mcl¥eil
& Valenzuela, 2001). Some scholars caution that high-stakes accountability
systems may not improve actual leaming and may fead to unethical situa-
tions (Amrein & Berliner, 2002; Elmore, 2002; O’Day, 2002). Fine, Bloom, and
Chajet (2003) have seen America's current testing regimen, in which at-risk
urban students are held accountable for meeting high academic standards
even though their schools, texts, and libraries-and the qualifications of their
teachers often do not meet minimum established standards, as  deep betrayal
of our nation’s most vulnerable young people. The reservations of these and
other scholars notwithstanding, under the current generation of systemic
reforms generally, and under the federal NCLB in particular, aggregated scores
on various states’ designated achievement measures have become key com-
ponents of accountability for America’s public schools. '

The Need for Urban School Reform -

A primary focus of these reform and accountability effosts has been Amer-
ica’s urban schools and school systems (Cuban & Usdan, 2003). Urban dis-
tricts have disproportionately large percentages of students who are in
danger of not thriving in school (Stringfield & Land, 2002). They are more
likely to live in poverty; to suffer health-related problems; to live in single-
parent, single-grandparent, or foster-parent homies; 2nd more likely to have
been exposed to violence, léad from peeling paint, and a wide range of
other risks that are negative predictors of academic achievement (Land &
Legters, 2002),

The enomity of the academic.challenge currently facing students, their
families, and schools in America's urban districts was highlighted in a recent set
of reanalyses of scores from the National Assessment of Fducational Progress
(NAEP). Flanagan and Grissmer (2002) disaggregated a decade of NAEP data
by four regions (Northeast, Midwest, West, and Southeast) and, further, by three
types of localities (rural, suburban, and central city). Statistically averaging
scores from several rounds of NAEP allowed these authors to conduct a detailed
examination of the resulting 12 cells. They found statk contrasts. The four cells
with the lowest scores were the four central-city groupings, regardless of region.
When the data were further broken down according to race/ethnicity, four of
the six lowest-scoring groups were African Americans living in the centyal cities
of the four regions. These four groups had average scores that were between

- 0.79 and 0.84 standard deviations below the national average.
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Similarly, Balfanz and Legters (2003) analyzed national data from the
Common Core of Data to determine areas with high dropout rates. They
found that the substantial majority of bigh schools in which ninth-grade
classes were at least 70% larger than the graduating classes 4 years later
were located in urban districts of the “rust bel¢” (stretching along the east
coast from Boston to Washington, D.C., and west to Indianapolis and
Chicago) or in Atlanta, Birmingham, Nashville, or one of several cities in
Texas. It is reasonable to assume that much of the success or faifure of the
current genesation of U.S. school reform will be judged on the extent of
improvement in the measured achievements of our most vulnerable chil-
‘dren in urban schools. ' -

Research on Reform in High-Poverty Urhan Areas

Over the past decade, there has been an increase in the number of studies
of reform efforts in high-poverty urban districts. Chicago’s reform efforts
have been particularly well chronicled (Bryk, Sebring, Kerbow, Rollo, & Eas-
ton, 1998, A. G. Hess, 1995, 2003). Hess (2003) presented a detailed analysis
of Chicago students' cutcomes on various measures over a decade. Two
measures on which national comparisons were most available were the per-
centages of sixth-grade students sCoring at or above national niorms on the
lowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS) and graduation rates. The percentage of stu-
dents scoring at or above the national average on the ITBS reading section
rose from 26% in 1993 to 35% in 1998, a 9-point gain. On.the I'TBS mathe-
Imatics test, the percentage increased from 35% to 41%, a rise of 6 percent-
age points. Over the 9 years from 1990 to 1998, Hess cafculated that Chicago's
actual dropout rate decreased from 45.9% to 41.7%, an 8-year improvement
of 4.2% that was significant in this very hard-to-move measure-of school
reform effects, ’ .

The Council of Great City Schools recently comgpleied a set of case stud-
fes of urban school systems that had demonstrated substantial improvemeiis
in student achievement (Snipes et al., 2002). To be included, the systems had,
to have demonstrated a multiyear trend of improved.overall student achieve-
ment that exceeded that of their state. The study identified and focused on
four large, urban districts in which at least 35% of students received free or

. reduced-price lunches and in which the percentage of White non-Hispanic -

students was befow 509, These districts were Houston, Charlotte-Mecklenburg,
Sacramento, and New York City's (former) Community District #2. All four
districts had made impressive gains on state tests in the elementary geades.
However, while these and severa! other urban systems have begun to pro-
duce significant gains at the elementary and middle school levels, demon-
strated gains on high school-measures, the most significant of which is high
schoo! graduation, have been less impressive. Most of the districts studied are
only beginning to tam their atiention to secondary school reform and gains

in secondary education, and specifically to efforts to improve high school
graduation rates.



Method

The present investigation was based on a longitudinal mixed-methodology
(Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998, 2003) case study (Yin, 1989) of a large, high-
poverty district’s experiences during a decade of accourtability-focused reform
efforts. A mixed-method design was chosen in a pragmatic effort 1o capture
the widest range of effects of accountability efforts (the what and so what of
reform efforts) rogether with a range of participants’ perspectives of bow and
why various reforms were attempted. Following this pragmatic methodologi-
cal approach (Howe, 1988), we made use of seven types of data, as described
in the following sections.

Time Prame

This case study covered the period between fall 1992 and spring 2003 and
involved a particular emphasis on the effects over time of changes in account-
abiliry: both who is accountable and for what. Most interviews were con-
ducted between the spring of 2002 and the summer of 2003; the focus was
on the period of the most active reforms, beginning in 1997, but interviews
with advocates often covered events occurring throughout the 1990s.and
‘through the summer of 2003. As can be seen in Table 2, the various strands
of quantitative data were available for different periods. The city-state com-
parative achievement data involving the Maryland School Performance
Assessment Program (MSPAP) were available for the years 19932002, after

Table 2
Data Sources for Baltimore Case Study
Data type . Time frame for théh data were available
Qualitative

Document analyses {prior 1582-2003
- scholarship, reports, newspapers, .
board minutes, etc.)

Interviews (bogrd members, 20002003
commamnity activists, athers)
Author notes and pesfodic journals 19982003
Quanl:ilaﬁi-‘e
MSPAP {performance assessment) 1992-2002
TerraNova (NRT) 1998-2003
. Graduation Rates (MSDE Analyses) 1996-2002
Graduation Rates 1997-2002
(Johns Hopkins Anatyses)
Maryland School Assessment 2003

HNofe. MSPAP = Maryland School Performance Assessment Program; NRT = norm-referenced
testing; MSDE'= Marylznd State Department of Education.
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which the state discontinued that test. The BCPSS had discontinued gather-
ing of norm-referenced testing data prior to the 1997 establishmeant of the
new board, and kence CTB/TerralNova information was available for each
spring assessment from 1998-2003. Maryland begarn systemically reporting
high scheol dropout and graduation data for the class of 1997 and then
altered the definitions of these data in 2003; hence, 1997-2002 data are
used. As a check against these state analyses, Mac iver, Farley, and Way-
man (2003) conducted supplemental analyses of high school graduation
rates using student-level longitudinal files covering the graduating classes
of 1998-2002.

Qualitative Pata
Inferview Data

Detailed, semistructured interviews were conducted with seven of the orig-
inal nine members of Baltimore’s new Board of School Commissioners
appointed under Senate Bill 795. Initial interviews were conducted during
the spring of 2001, with ollow-up interviews conducted through 2603.?
These interviews were transcribed and analyzed according to the guidelines
of Yin (1989} and Miles and Huberman {1994), with particular attention to
sefting of goals and system-level processes such as allocation of funds for
teacher recruitment and professional development and issues related to stu-
dent assessments. Between 2000 and 2003, additional intesviews related to
specific assessment topics were conducted with members of the local media,
the deputy state supeiintendent of education for accountability, key mem-
bers of advocacy groups such as the American Civil Liberties Union, and staff
of the Council of Great City Schools. :

Archival Data/Docunent Analyses

Fous studies examining Baltimore educational reform efforts prior to the 1997
reforms or the politics of current reforms provided valuable contextual infor-
mation for the present study (Bowler, 1997, Our, 1999; Cibulka, 2003a, 2003b;
Westat, 2001). Archival reporsts from the MSDE? and the BCPSS *as well as
newspaper accounts and results from an independent evaluation’ of various
aspedis .of BCPSS operations, were gathered and analyzed.

Paﬁt'apmzt Observations

The first author was appointed to the BCPSS schoot board in 1999, 2 vears after
its re-formation; he resigned in 2004. During his tenure on the board, he gath-
ered detailed notes on the formal and informal proceedings of the system. The
second author served as chief of educational accountability for the BCPSS Divi-
sion of Research, Evaluation, Assessment, and Accountability from 2000 to
2004. These circumstances ailowed for rich data gathering and syntheses,



Quantitative Outcome Measires

Four types of quantitative student outcome measures are reported here. The
first, the MSPAP tests, were designed to be “performance measures."s The
MSPAP involved no multiple-choice items; students wrote ali responses,
regardless of content area. Primacy was placed on display of academic skills,
especially higher order skills deemed to be important in a world in which
no citizen could know all of the facts of a content area but might be able to
develop skills in accessing specific facts. Parts of most of the MSPAP subtests
nvolved cooperative learning among the students, with each student then
being responsible for writing up one aspect of the group’s wo .7 A moatrix
sampling methodology was used for the administration of the MSPAP to stu-
dents in the third, fifth, and eighth grades. MSPAF results are presented in
terms of the percentages of students at the school, district, and state levels
at excellent and satisfactory levels in terms of each of the six content areas
assessed. Also presented are overall composite and school performance
indices ®

MSPAP test booklets were blind-scored on a statewide basis. While sub-
stantial efforis were made 1o standardize scoring across years, in faci, state-
average scores varied as former scorers departed and New scorers were
added. Equally problematic, teachess’ and schools’ motivations to excel on
the test varied over time, with an increase in the first few years, as it became

" obvious that the MSPAP was potentially a “high-stakes” test for schools and

districts, and a decrease in the final year. The most plausible reason for the
statewide dedline in motivation in the final year was that 1 week before the
MSPAP administration in the spring of 2002, the MSDE announced that the test
would be discontinued and that a new test would be developed and admin-
istered the following year to ensure alignment with pewly implemented fed-
eral accountability legislation. .

Given these conditions, it is probable that the Inost meaningful MSPAP
analyses are concered not with absolute scores but, rather, with the gap
between any given school or local education authority (LEA) and the state.
While the MSPAP was not without its critics, it was very well received within
the academic community (e.g., Herman, 2003), and it eamed Marpland an "4”
in Fducation Week's First “Quality. Counts® (1997) report. We report MSPAP
data longitudinally, with an emphasis on changes in the Maryland-BCPSS gap.

_ In addition 1o school-level test scores from the MSPAP, the annual dis-
“trict and schoo! repont card produced by the MSDE, called the Maryland School
Performance Program (MSPP), included reports on student attendance and,
at the high school level, dropout rates and percentages of smdents passing
the state's. minimum-competency functional tests. MSPAP test scores, atien-
dance rates, functional test scores, and- graduation rates were combined to
form a schoo! perfosmance. index (SPD used by the state to indicate both a
school's academic status and progress over time.

The second student outcome data source we used was the nomm-

seferenced TerraNova test battery from CTB/McGrasw-Hill (2001). Reliability
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;Eefﬁt;:liients for this balIef}r have been found to be within acceptable ranges.*
0 e third outcgme variable examined was high school graduation raté
reene and Caire (2001) found that graduation from high school is-a pat—n

ti i i
colarly important measure, in part because the economic disparity

between individuals who earn a high i
do so is approaching 100%.1° gh school diplema and those who fail to

The longest term graduation data available for this study t;.rere those

from MSDE reports (MSDE, 2003). The MSDE graduation rate is an estimate

of the percentage of students who entered Grade 9 and received a Maryland

g;f_lo_ma 4 years later. This estimated cohort graduation rate is calculared by
g riding the number of i-u'gh school geaduates by the sum of students in I:ha}t
lass who dropped out in each of the previous 4 vears and the ls]
high school graduates. - pumber of
Be_cause the MSDE measure is inexact, we also used a second metric fo
measuring BCPSS dropout rates. Mac Iver et al, (2003) developed lon, itud'[ .
nal, individual student-level Bles for entering BCPSS ninth graders frori 1992
through 2002, These authors followed individual students and computed the
f:ﬁ;i??;gzz ar;sf ;téfe%t; v;fho graduated from the same or any other BCPSS
it the e o n;car:‘:lr} ::te :E dropout rate analyses were compared
The final student outcome data were derived from the Ma
Assessment (MSA) program. MSA was initiated in the spriné
?f Marylagd’s compliance with the recently enacted NCLB. Measures gathered
in the spring of 2003 were from students in Grades 3,5 and 8in megiontee t
areas of reading and mathematics. Results are preserite::l in terms of the .
oentz_agesl of students in the basic, proficient, 2nd adwvanced performz;ncepe:-
egories, in alignment with the assessment requirements of NCLB,!! - “

ryland School -
of 2003 as part

Three Accountability Phases of Maryland Educational Reform
as They Have Related to Baltimore City

Accountability Phase 1; Introduction of the Standacds Movement

The fiest phase of accountability-based reform i

: g orm in Maryland education cam
part of the state's response to the federal A Natios At Risk (National Cormtlzii:::j
sn?gne gn Excellence in Education, 1983} report. In 1987, Maryland's governor
asked the MSDE to appoint a commission to conduct a detaifed study of the

preparedness of Maryland’s students to perform in the modem €conomy.

The MSDE released the commission’ i
cluded tht Momsiarare on's report in August 1989, The authors con-

students were not prepared to i
S succeed in the new
€conomy and that new, academically demanding state tests were necessary to

accurately measure schools’ performance in preparing students (MSDE, 198%)
g.l‘he 'statedlputpose and promise of the state's reforms were to increa’se am-'
entic achievement among all students through increased accountability on
the part of all schools and distvicts. The implicit theory of action was that mean-

ingful improvement was possible at low cost to the state, simply by setting

-



standards, publishing school- and district-level results of tests of those stan-
dards, pointing out individual schools that were not scoring well or produc-
ing measures of progress, and encouraging districts to improve the limited
nurnbers of low-scoring schools. The MSDE responded to the report by fund-
ing the development of the MSPAP, as described eader. :

As has been the case in many other states, the release of the first annual
MSPAP state report card produced a great deal of media coverage and dis-
cussion. For Baltimore City, the data were distressing: BCPSS students’ MSPAP
scores wetre at the bottom of the state’s 24 districts in every subject arez and
every grade. In terms of student achievement soores, the BCPSS was, by a
substantial margin, the state’s furthest negative outlier. These data were a
shock to the state, the city, and the BCPSS.

Over the next 4 years, BCPSS's MSPAP news only worsened. As can be
seen in the top half of Table 3, the overall average of Maryland studenis’
scores on the MSPAP subtests (as reported in the cumulative index, or CD
rose by 10.1 points. In contrast, the BCPSS produced a modest 3.5-point gain
in CI scores over these 4 years. In 1996, not only was the BCPSS stifl pro-
ducing by far the lowest student achievement scores in the state, but each
year it was falling further behind the state average.

The state’s implicit theory of action in Accouniability Phase T did not
produce the intended result in Baltimore, One component of the theory had
* been that external threats and efforts to induce crisis would result in improve-
ments among the lowest-performing schools. However, as the data in Table 3

Tabfe 3 -
MSPAP Composite Index (Cl) Scores for BCPSS and Maryland
and Cl Gap Analysis

. State-city Annual change

Year BCPSS Maryland . 8ap in gap
Phase 1 f

1993 10.4 B 3.7 T A3

1994 11.7 35.3 23.6 23

1995 13.8 39.6 258 22

1996 135 40.7 272 1.4

1997 139 418 27.9 0.7

Total change +4.6

Phase 2 :

1998 161 441 8.0 0.1

1999 - 17.0 438 26,8 -1.2

2009 205 45.3 248 —2.0

2001 22.5 437 21.2 .-34

2002 20.4 39.1 18.7 ~2.5

Total change -9.2

Mote. MSPAP = Maryland School Pesformance Assessment Program; BCPSS = Baltimore City
Pubtic School System. .
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demonstrate at a system level, and Mintrop (2003) demonstrated at the school
level, external threats may induce anxiety and stress among teachers and
administratoss, but these emotional states do not create an automatic teigger
of leaming among students. ’

The MSPAP program had imbedded in it the potential to dedare schools
as'RE, and if an RE school’s Iow scores did not improve over time, it could
be declared “state reconstituted.” But the first schools declared RE—all in
Baltimore Gity—did not significantly improve, Clearly, the schools lacked the
necessary capacity for constructive action to go along with the pressure, and
the result was that the majority of the RE schools made little or no progress
toward the state average.

A second prablem was related to the first. The system’s efforts to target
improvement were at best chaotic, and they were clearly inconsequential. -
The MSDE response had been to send in monitoss with checklists, critiques,
and suggestions, [argely related 1o teaching skills related to test taking. To
the extent that the criterion was measured improvement, both of the strate-
gies failed. Not only did the individual schools lack the capacity to improve,
but the BCPSS, and in some regards the MSDE, Jacked the capacity to suc-
cesshully guide improvement in historically underperforming schools. -

A third problem that had not been theorized at all in the MSPF eventually
came ite focus. By definition, the assessment portion of the MSPP assumed
that the core assessment needed to take place at the school level. However,
during the first 5 years of the MSPP, 50 of the 52 Maryland schools declared
RE were in Baltimore City. Clearly, a school-level assessment had identified
deep, system-level problems. ,

Politically, other forces, such as pressure from ‘Baltimore's mayor and a
school funding adequacy case working its way through the state cousts, had-
some effect (Cibulka, 20032, 2003b), However, it was the annual, statewide
publication of the MSPP report card, which included MSPAP data cleasly demon-
strating the dire needs of BCPSS students and the lack of progress under the
then-current arrangements, that persuaded ihe city’s and state's political
powers to take action (M, Bowler, personat communication, December 2003;
B. Verdery, personal communication, December 2003). .

At the district level, Accountability Phase l—principaliy the introduction
of statewide testing and identification of the BCPSS as a deeply chailenged
district—had produced minimal evidence of positive effects. The one dear
effect of Phase T was that the accountability measures left no doubt thar BCPSS
students were in need of substantially improved schooling and that the then- .

“current reform efforts were not succeeding. While a range of other legisiative

and court-based change efforts had been atiesnpted, it seems clear that the
depressingly low accountability scores on state-mandated tests contributed
directly to the passage of Maryland’s Senate Bill 795 and initiation of Account-
ability Phase 2-in Baltimore.

A steiking paradox of Accountability Phase 1 was that Maryland's early
reform efforts had been developed in the hope that a focus on measures of -
student outcomes and a public shaming of low-performing schools would
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provide a low-cost solution to Maryland’s and Baltimore's educational needs.
Over time, the testing regimen had the opposite effect. Testing alone produced
no significant effect on Baltimore's educational processes or its students’ mea-
sured cutcomes; however, as described subsequently, the intended-to-be-low-
cost testing program eventually led to an unprecedented increase in the state’s
fiscal support for the BCPSS.

Accountability Phase 2: Senave Bill 795 and District Reform

In large part on the basis of the MSPAP-measured failure of Accountability
Phase 1 refomms to produce measurable increases in student outcome targets
for BCPSS students and schools, Baltimore’s mayor, the state superintendent
of instruction, the governor, and two key members of the Baltimore delega-
tion of the state legislature negotiated a series of changes that took effect in
the spring of 1997. This second round of reforms was formalized in Senate
Bill 795, a carefully crafted educational improvement plan that represented
4 compromise.

Senate Bill 795 mandated the following: () a new, nine-member board of
school commissioners® drawn from a list of nominees provided by the MSDE,
" with each new member jointly recommended by the mayor and the governor
(Baltimore's schoo! board had historically been appointed by the mayor);
(b} increased state funding for the BCPSS (the exact levels of these additional
funds were negotiated up to the final hours but eventually included a $30 mil-
lion increase in Fiscal Year 1998, followed by an additional $50-$55 million
in each of the subsequent 4 years); (c) creation of a transition plan and a S5-year
“master plan” to provide direction and oversight for the system; (d) estab-
lishment of the positions of chief executive officer (CEQ), chief academic
officer, director of research and evaluation, and chief financial officer and a
patent and community advisory board; and {e) actions designed to address
the specific recommendations of (previously ignbred or minimally imple-
mented) vacious court cases, citizen commissions, and so forth. In addition,
these mandates included establishing better business systems, building bet-
ter district-level databases, increasing parent involvement, and, ultimately,
improving student cutcomes.

The new school board began work in the spring of 1997. It replaced
14 of the most senior executives {C. Daniel, personal communication, May
2002) and worked with the new leadership team to develop a strategic
master plan. The board and its newly appointed senior executives studied
a range of options for new citywide reading/language atis curricula, held
a seiies of public hearings, modified choices on the basis of community feed-
back, and purchased new reading/English texts and supporting materials
for all students. The system then focused all 1998-1999 professional devel-
opment activities on building teachers' skills in the use of the new reading
custicula. The next vear, the board repeated the process with K~12 math-
ematics texts and professional development, followed by the sciences,
history/social studies, and the arts.

56

Case Study of the Baltinore City Public Schools

The board also created a process for allowing Comprehensive School
Reform Design schools to pursue their reform models independently from
many BCPSS requirements'?; reduced student/teacher ratios in Grades 1-5 o
18:1; established prekindergarten and ali-day kindergarten programs in most
elementary schools; expanded before-school, after-school, and summer-school
programs for the most academically at-risk students; targeted assistance to
schools in need of improvement; and developed a “CEOQ's district” 16 provide
particuiarly intensive services 1o a subset of the system's lowest-performing
schools. Working with BCPSS and MSDE staff, the board developed more
uniform promotion and retention policies, expanded professional develop-
ment opporunities, and moved toward compliance with the nation's specna! ‘
education consent decree.

In termas of infrastructure, teacher and principal salaries were raised 1o
levels competitive with sucrounding jurisdictions. Mentors were taained and
assigned to support new teachers in historically low-achieving schools. The
system purchased and implemented a new student database and upgraded
the court-mandated special education tracking svstem. In addition, the sys-
lem accelerated the rate at which schools were provided with modem com-
puter wiring and Internet access, greatly increased the numbers of computers

in the schools, and quadrupled its schoo! maintenance and repair budget.

Significantly, most of the efforts just described involved a system of
shared accountability. The legislature and governor promised and provided
exira funding, and the state. department provided more coordinated tech-
nicai assistance. Senate Bill 795 mandated that the first CEO of the new
BCPSS not be a permanent hise. The board hired and worked with the ini-
tial, acting CEQ and three subsequent CEOs to create 2 sysieniwide sense
of accountability. When several senior executives failed to work within this
new accourability system, they were replaced. Through retirement, demo-
tion, termination, and other steps, BCPSS replaced more than half of its
principals between 1997 and 2003.

The results of these shared-accountability/multiparty-supported reform
efforts can be seen in three system-level irends, an independent evaluation
of the system’s progress, and two school-level trends. The three systemic
trends concern the state’s performance-based MSPAP examinations in Grades
3, 5. and 8, BCPSS norm-referenced TerraNova results, and data on high

_school graduation rates.

MSPAP Restefis

As noted earlier (see Table 3), during Accountability Phase 1, the BCPSS
pot only had the lowest MSPAP scores in the state but was annually falling
further behind the state average, with the city-state gap widening by 6.6 CX
points between 1993 and 1997. After passage of Senate Bill 795, the gap
ceased expanding. The BCPSS produced essentially the same CI gain as
the state in 1998, and it then narrowed the gap for 4 consecutive years,
culminating in an overali Phase 2 gap reduction of 9.2 CI points in 2002.
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Although the gap was still substantial, Baltimore City had broken a multi-
year trend of expansion and was closing the MSPAP gap 4s measured
against state figures.’s

TerraNova Results

In the years leading up to the 1997 reforms, the BCPSS was in difficuit finan-
cial straits and had discontinued administration of afl standardized testing
cther than the MSPAP. At the insistence of the new board, the system re-
initiated testing in the spring of 1998 and chose the CTB/McGraw-Hiil
TerraNova assessments for its norm-referenced testing program. Data from this
program are presented in Table 4, and two features of these datz are partic-
ularly notable. The first is the level to which achievement in the BCPSS had
been allowed to fall prior to the 1997 reforms. In the spring of 1998, the sys-
tem’s median national percentile rankings in regard to norn-referenced test-
ing were in the teens and twenties across the content azeas and grades. By
any reasonable measure, the BCPSS faced the task of recovering from a badly
failed seform process.

Table 4
CTBSfTerraNova Median Percentile Scores and Gains:
BCPSS, 19982002 -

Grade
Subject area 2 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Total reading -
1098 25 23 25 22 it iz
1999 37 27 26 22 16 12 21
2020 46 38 4 34 25 35 18 25 22
2001 55 44 41 35 £1 z2 28 25
2002 59. 44 41 37 40 30 3 30
2003 . 59 5¢ £1 40 41 3 33 33
S-year gain 34 27 i6 18 25 19 & 120
Total mathematics
1997-1998 - 24 19 21 135 15 17
1998-199% 23 21 18 15 15 i7 20
19592000 37. 32. 32 26 28 21 22 20
2000-2001 51 41 41 33 34 24 24 21
20012002 54 43 43 35 36 29 28 32
20022003 58 52 45 41 41 3t 32 37
" Seyear gain 34 33 24 26 26 14 w0 17
Aote. BCPSS = Baltimore City Public School System.
*3-year gain.
b4 year gain,
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Second, the gains were dramatic in the primary grades, ranging from
16 to 34 national percentile points, and the gains were large in the upper
elementary grades as well, ranging from 18 to 26 percentile points. Although
the system did not test in eighth grade until 1999 or seventh grade until
2000, reading and mathematics scores rose in those grades as well, with
median percentile gains ranging from 8 to 19 points. Although often based
on measures and metrics different from those reported for the districts in
the previously noted Council of Great City Schoois analyses of test scores
in rapidly improving districts, these gains would appear to compare favor-
ably with the gains reported for the four districts the councii ideatified as

mzking exemplary progress as well as those from the A. G: Hess (2003) -
Chicago analysis.

Figh School Graduation: Results

At the high school level, the most plausible measure of effect is graduation
rate. Students who fail to graduate from high school face extremely difficusht
subsequer life challenges. Data comparing Maryiand statewide graduation
rates and those of the BCPSS over the years 19962002 are presented in Fig-
ure 1. The MSDE'’s calculation of the statewide graduation rate in the spring
of 1996, just before the start of Phase 2 Baltimore reforms, was 80.2%. This
tate rase over the 5 subsequent years by 3.6%, to 83.8%.% The MSDE calculated

109.0% -

90.0% - .

I N . - —+—Ma-ylans

20.0% A £0.2% B83.2% B1.4% a1.8% 83.1% BSA.;% —a— BCPS measwred oy
.Eg '% 507%  59.2% MSDE
§ S00% ABEm  S06% ——BOPS measured by
o .

5005 4 46.1% 46.0% 53 00 tzac fver & Farley,

— «——3 51.4% 0% 2005

20.0% 1 B3%  48m ,

oo a0.1%

20.0%

10.05% |

a.0% . ; . . —_—

1997 1998 9% 2000 2001 2002
Year

Figure 1. Overall comparison of graduation rates between the
Baftimere City public schools {BCPS) and Maryland as a whole.
MSDE = Maryland State Department of Education.
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Baltimore City's graduation rate as 46.1% for the 1996-1997 school year, the
most plausible baseline year for judging the effects of the 1997 reforms. The
MSDE reported that, over the subsequent 5-years, the BCPSS graduation rate
rose by a substantial 13.1%, to 59.2%.

Given various previously noted scholars’ cautions regarding analyzing
aggregated data when calculating geaduation rates, Mac Fver et al. (2003)
examined the records of individual incoming ninth graders over much of
the decade and calculated BCPSS graduation rates by following first-time
ninth graders in the system over subsequent years. The 4-year graduation
rates of these students are also reported in Figure 1, Although Mac Fver et al.
found 4-year graduation rates that were consistently 3-6 percentile points
below the MSDE-reporsted figures, a mare important finding was that their
more rigorous analyses produced an upward trend line that was essentially
identical to that of the MSDE, with a 12,9% gain in graduation rate over a
5-year period.’?

By either calculation, the BCPSS rise in graduation rates during Account-

ability Phase 2 was significant. The 28% reduction in the Marvland-BCPSS
~ graduation rate gap over the 6 yeas in question must be regarded as sub-
- stantial progress. In practical terms, the gain meant that neatly a thousand
additional young people per year were leaving school more nearly ready to
either begin college or compete for refatively well-paying employment.
According 10 Sharon Lewis {personal communication, December 2003),
director of research for the Council of Great City Schools, the BCPSS risé
in graduation rates during those years had few if any parallels in the urban
United States. Data from Maryland’s performance measures, Baltimore’s use
of 2 norm-referenced test, and two calculations of high school graduation
rates all pointed to significant progress during Accountability Phase 2's period
of substantially increased systemic supports. i}
#
Findings From an Independent Fvaluation
Senate Bill 795 had mandated that an independent evaluation of Baltimore’s
reforms be conducted toward the end of the initial 5-year cycle. Westat won
the competitively bid contract to conduct the evaluation. The Westat {2001)
report can be summarized as revealing that the system had made a great deal
of progress but still had a great distance to travel to achieve state-average
progress. The authors of the report found that academic achievement gains
- bhad been substantial and that, in general, management of the system had
improved. They included two overarching suggestions for moving forward:
" (@) involve stakeholders outside the central office more fully in decision mak-
ing and (b) improve and enhance the information available for guiding
reform 'and assessing its resulis®

The Westat report was widely perceived to be supportive of the 1997 sys-
temic reforms and of improvements in student outcomes, vet it provided valu-
able recommendations for additional improvements. In part on the basis of
that report, and in part as a result of the positive trends in student outcome
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data just described, Maryland’s legistature voted to continue the Senate Bill 795
reforms for an additional 5 years. :

Reforms Under Senate Bifl 795 One School’s Contrasting Case

Along with the district's overall rise, the majority of individual schools were
making academic progress in the years between 1997 and 2002, However,
the picture was not universally positive. The state's MSPAP program was
intended to focus on the school as the unit of accountability. At the school
level, Accountability Phase 2 brought three additional problems to light.

The first of these problems concerned the limits of the MSPAP tests them-
selves. The MSPAP tests were designed to be performance assessments and to
be worthy of being “taught 10.” As an example of one of the test measures,
teams of students might be asked to place beans in varying conditions of water -
and soil and make observations over 2 week as to the progress of each toward
sprouting and healthy growth. Ar the end of the experiment, each student
would recefve a vriting task, with one focusing on the scientific method,
another on the actual condition of the beans ar weel's end, and s& on. While
the MSPAP had a certain elegance and many admirers {e.g., Herman, 2003),
scoring proved problematic on several fronts. One difficulty particulasly rele-
vant in the current context was that the scores themselves had to be aggre-
gated to the school level to become moderately reliable. Even at the schiool
level, telatively stable schools often saw their scores "bounce” up and dewn
by several percentage points. _ B

This bouncing was compounded by the fact that ‘individual cohorts
coming through schools are very rarely uniform. With the combination of
test-generated error variance and between-cohort variance, it was inevitablé
that schools would produce a certain amount of "noise” along with their -
MSPAP “signal” As 2 practical matter, a school was declared RE i two con-
ditions were met. First, the school's MSPAP scores had to be wéll below the
state average. Second, the school’s SPI score had to drop below the aver-
age of the 2 previous years for 2 consecutive years. While these criteria
were rational on their surface, the practical implication was that, over time,
the majority of historically low-scoring schools would migrate to the RE list.
The reason was that no allowance was made for possible measurement error

. or differences between cohorts.

As an example case, SPI actial scores and anaual changes between 1993
and 1998 for Baltimore City’s School #50 are presented in the top half of
Table 5. School #50's SPI may well have reflected a flat academic trajectory,
with an average SPI of approximately 18.8. However, because 1994 pro-
duced an unusually high score, the average of the SPTs for 1994 and 1995
was 21.1. Although the school's SPI for 1996 was up (however marginally)
from 1995, it was down from the average of the 2 previous years, with the
result that 1996 became the fisst of 2 consecutive "down” vears. Schoo! #50's
SIP for 1997 was down nearly 3 points from 1996 and was also below. the
average of the 2 previous years. Hence, the school was declared RE. The
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Table 5 '

School Performance Index {SPI) Values for BCPSS School #50:
) 19831998 :
Change from mean
Year SPI 1-year change of 2 previous vears
1953 17.8
1994 238 6.0
1995 18.3 -5.5 -2.5
1996 87 04 —2.4
ig97 158 29 —2.7
1998 18.7 29 15
Results with 1994 and 1997 scores reversed
1993 17.8
1994 15.8 2.0 -
1995 18.3 2.5 15
19595 187 0.4 i7
1557 238 5.1 5.3
1998 187 -5.1 _ -2.6

Hte. BCPSS = Baltimore City Public School System.

irony in regard to School #50 was that all of these years’ SIP scores were
within one standard error of the mean for the years 1993-1998, so simple
efror variance was a possible explanation for the differences over time. Had
the scores for 1994 and 1997 been reversed {as demonstrated in the bottom
half of Table 5), the school would not have been declared RE in 1997, Other
BCPSS schools had lower average scores; however, because their scores had
not reflected the particular pattern of 2 consecutive declining years, these
other schools were never declared RE. ‘?

Just as there had been schools in Baltimore with lower average SIP
scores but without a 2-year downward trend, there were schools in other
patts of Maryland that served much more affluent communities and had as
many as 5 consecutive years of declining SPis but scores above the state cut-
off. These schools were not considered for RE status.® In ways that fore-
shadowed NCLB adequate yearly progress (AYP) issues, several schools
were targeted under the MSPP for special attention on the basis of what may
have been error variance or other arbitrary components of the rules.

The second school-level problem with :Accountability Phase 2 was that
for several years there were no published RE exit criteria, and oncé criteria
were published they were so far above the scores of all RE schools that only
two schools statewide {one in the BCPSS) were able to reach those levels dur-
ing the few years of implementation of the criteria. During the no-specified-
criteria years, schools were not motivated; during later years, the majority of
local educators saw the exit criferia as unattainable. RE came to be perceived
by some BCPSS educators as essentially an arbitrary, permanent designation.
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Third, RE schools that did not make progress for any 2 consecutive
years, as measured by the SIP, were to be "reconstituted.” This produced a
range of situations that hovered between unfortunate and seemingly farci-
cal. For example, Maryland’s first two schoois to be declared RE had beea
BCPSS neighborhood high schools. Because these schools had made negli-
gible progress over the subsequent several years withowt a threatened state
takeover, it became the opinion of the BCPSS school board and the major-
ity of local educators that the state was unable to identify any plausible alter-
native organizational structure or credible, research-based, high school
management firm and would never “reconstitute” the schools. Whether or -
not these opinions were completely accurate, no Maryland RE high school -
has been reconstituted. o

Several elementary schools produced a different scenario. Three BCPSS
elementary schools were declared o have not made adequate progress under
MSPAP and RE status, and in 2000 the state awarded a contract to manage all
three to a nationally recognized for-profit corporation, The following vear,
two of the schools reported essentially no progress, and the third reported
gains that were so large as to strain credulity. Three vears later, in the sum-
mer of 2003, none of the three schools had made sufficient progress to exit
the need for improvement designation. Under the new NCLB rules, one of
the remedies availzble to the state to improve student cutcomes in such cir
cumstances would be to turn the three managed-for-profit schools over to a
management-for-profit corporation to achieve better results, Accountabiliry-
based school reform is not without paradox. - _

Summarizing the effects of Accountability Phase 2, the governor and leg-
islature made good on their pledge of additjonal funding; the state depart-
ment worked to find useful support mechanisms; the BCPSS board worked
with a series of three CEOs to build workable academic supports for students
ranging from new texts and materials to summer school, teachers, and
schools; and students were increasingly held accountable for their progress
in specified content areas. The BCPSS aiso made substantial, educationally
significant gains. These gains were spread from first-grade test scores 10 high
school graduation rates and stood in clear contrast to the lack of gains asso-
ciated with the Phase 1 testing-only reform efforts. Phase 2 was not withour
paradoxes, but, as both Linn (2003) and Herman (2003) would predict, its
emphasis on providing support at multiple jevels produced educationally
important, measured gains among Baltimore's often highly at-risk snxdents.

Accountability Phase 3: Initiation of Federally Legislated NCLB Reform

implementation of the third wave of accountzbility-driven reform began with
initiatives implemented by the MSDE to meet the requirements of the NCLB
federal legjslation. Following NCLB mandates, the MSDE reviewed content
standards, funded the development of new assessment and accountability
programs, and modified its data collection and reporting processes. Compli-
ance efforts made by the MSDE have included adoption of grade-specific
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content standards by the Maryland Board of Education and 2 voluntary Mary-
land cursiculum aligned with these standards. The department has eliminated
the MSPAP, which had been aligned with the then-current Maryland Learner
Outcomes.

With the spring 2003 release of results from the MSA, the state's account-
ability focus turned to examining the percentages of students scoring at three
performance levels: basic, proficient, and advanced. Resulis are used as the
basis for determining the NCLB’s AYP requiremeats. More specifically, these
criterion-referenced scores are used in the newly implemented Maryland
accountability program that incorporates “annual measurable objectives” tar-
gets to determine whether 2 school meets the AYP requirements. Maryland’s
newest accountability program, designed to be in alignment with this fed-
eral legislation, requires schools and school systerns to meet targets or be
within the 5% confidence band of meeting the criteria for aggregate grade-
span achievement performance and for subgroups having five or more stu-
dents. This was an improvement on the MSPAP, which had made no allowance
for measurement error. Finally, whereas the majority of states have chosen
to raise accountability standards in a set of steps, thereby having the bulk
of improvement requirements coming in the subsequent several years, ﬂ.1e
MSDE chose a continuous equidistance, stepwise improvement pattern in
which every school must show measured improvement every year, begin-
ning immediately.

As can be seen in Table 6, summer 2003 resulss from the first-time _
adminisiration of the MSA at the elementary grade levels (i.e., Grades 3 and
5) revealed that, in both of the content areas tested (reading and mathemat-
ics), more than half of the BCPSS students at each grade level scored in the
basic category. In comparison with their peers statewide, nearly 20% more

. Table 6
Percentages of Baltimore City and Maryland Students Scoring
at the Proficient or Advanced Level on the 2003 MSA

Grade and content area BCPSS {3t Maryland &%
Grade 3

Reading 39.1 58.1

Mathematics . . 419 65.0
Grade 5

Reading 444 65.7

Mathematics 313 55.0
Grade 8

Reading 328 56.9

Mathematics 115 39.7

Aote. MSA = Maryland School Assessment; BCPSS = Baltimore City Public School System,
*Sum of percentages of students scoring at the preficient and advanced levels.
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BCPSS students were at reading performance fevels in the basic category in
Grades 3 and 5, and this was true for Grade 3 mathematics as well.

More than two thirds of BCPSS middle-grade-level students demon-
strated performance at the basic level in reading and mathematics (67.2% and
88.5%, respectively). Statewide, fewer youngsters scored in the basic cate-
gory (40.1% and 60.4%, tespectively). Analyses by school type revealed that
more students in the traditiona) Grades 6-8 middle schools in the BCPSS
scored in the basic category than students in BCPSS schools configured as
prekindergarten through tighth grade. This is particularly pertinent given the
decision of the board to implement more schools with the latter configura-
tion. While these resuits reflect ali students tested, an analysis of the sub- -
group of students assessed for federal/state accountability purposes {and
combined with data from the alternate versions of the MSA that were devel-
oped for special education students) in terms of AYP requiréments revealed
that the BCPSS did not meet the designated targets for ali students, However,
all 23 of the other jurisdictions in Maryland also failed to meet these requlire-
ments in the first vear of this new accountability program in the case of one
or more of the subgroups of students on which data had 1o be disaggregared.

Furthermore, the MSA results confirm that BCPSS students and schoals,
though still ranking lower than the state overall, are no longer extreme out-
liers as they were in the early years of the MSPAP. First-year MSA data veri-
fied the need for continuing improvement in the BCPSS, but these data also
showed the progress made by the system since the beginning of the 1997
reforms, - A '

School-level 2nalyses revealed wide vatiations. In some schools, more -
than 90% of students scored at the proficient level in at Jeast one content
or grade level. On the basis of the new tests, eight BCPSS schools were re-
moved from what was previcusly labeled RE. These schools wereno longer
deemed RE because, overall and for each student subgroup, they met AYP
requirernents and had a positive CI on the former state measure, the MSPAP,
in the previous year. This is particularly noteworthy given that, dusing the
decade of Phases 1 and 2 of the reforms, only two BCPSS schools had exited
RE status, _ A '

Hence, one positive note for the BCPSS in this phase is that it is now
clear how a school can exit RE status, as the targets for each year through

2013-2014 have been established. At least in the early years, the targets ace

more imaginably reachable for many of the RE schools in the BCPSS than
were the Phase 2 accountability criteria,

It is too early to judge the fusll impact of NCLB, which for Baltimore rep-
resents a third phase of accountabifity-based reforms. 1t is obvious that in
Phase 3, as with previcus accountability-led reform efforts, NCLB account-
ability efforts are already replete with paradox. The first of two ready exam-
ples was previously noted: NCLB suggests the introduction of a for-profit
Mmanagement company as a solution to low achievement. However, what
shold a responsible district or state do when, for 3 years, a for-profit man-
dgement compariy managed three schools to their current {ow) condition?
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Second, while the BCPSS is clearly one of the fastest improving LEAs in
the state, one section of Maryland’s accountability plan for NCLB states that
when 2556 of the schools in an LEA are deemed in need of comective action,
the district itself is declared to be in “corrective action.” That status would
allow the state departraent to completely disband the schoo! board and cen-
tral administration and begin anew. However, this is precisely what the state
did 6 years earlier, and through the spring of 2004 it was the MSDE's posi-
tion that the efforts to date have been largely successful. At either the school
or district Jevel, when the new remedy is the old remedy, it is difficult to
imagine that it will result in a greatly increased rate of improvement. NCLB
has no stated classification for “stay the course as systemic improvement con-
tinues preducing positive effects.”

Discussion

Baltimore has experienced three phases of accountability-driven reform in
the past decade. The implicit theory of action in Accountability Phase 1 was
that the simple and relatively modestly priced introduction of a demanding

_new testing regimen woukd drive schools and districts toward meaningful
improvermnents. This effort had virtually no positive effect on the very needy
district or the individual schools therein. The system lacked both the human
and monetary capital necessary to mount student-achievement-bearing edu-
cational reforms (Orr, 1999). However, statewide testing did throw credible-
new light on the levels of need in the BCPSS, Abysmal test scores and sus-
tained fack of progress in improving these scores were repeatedly cited in
both court cases and advocacy before the state legislature as reasons to increase
funding for the BCPSS.

In 1997, the political compromise resulting in Senate Bill 795 set the foun-
dation for Accountability Phase 2, in which increased funding was paired with
increased state oversight of and support for targeted changes in the gover-
nance structuge, business practices, and academic focus of the BCPSS. Senate
Bill 795 initiated a broad-based effort to increase the human capital of the sys-
tem and to engage parents, teachers, principals, central administrators, the
school bpard, and the state department of education in a concerted effort to
improve student achievement.

By a variety of measures, the shared-engagement/focused-accountability
effort of Phase 2 was successful, The BCPSS reversed mosre than a decade of

-educational frustration and lack of success (Bowler, 1997; Om, 1999). Longi-
tudinal analyses conducted by multiple authors and research teams, including
data presented in this article, indicate substantial gains in students’ academic
achievement across grades as well as significant gains in high school gradu-
ation rates. Analyses by Cibulka (2003a, 2003b) and Westat (2001; see also
Frechding, 2003z, 2003b) indicate that these gains are the direct cesult of focused
efforts supported by both the state depariment of education and the local
school district, especially the new board of school commissioners, Data from
Baltimore’s Accountability Phase 2, contrasted with the results of Phase 1, add
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proof of the value of the types of multiparty accountability efforts advocated
by Linn (2003) and Hemman (2003).

The accountability changes produced by NCLB form a third, still unfold-
ing phase of accountability-based reforms in the BCPSS. Were Baltimore and
Maryland not building on Phase 2 reforms, NCLB, by introducing another
accountability progeam but providing no inherent addition to human capital
and only limited new funds, would probably meet the same failing fate of
Phase 1, However, the majority of Baltimore’s Phase 2 supports have remained
in place, and the ultimate success of Phase 3 awaits fature data,

Cuban and Usdan {2003) concluded that many of the urban school reform -
efforts of the past decade have been potentially powerful but have had "shal- -
low roots." It is possible that, through the mamriage of accountability and sup-
ported reform, the BCPSS is sending down deeper roots. The system has yet
to reach the end of its acoountability-driven reform joumney. However, at least
at the system level, after years of stagnation and worse, the BCPSS has docu-
mented 6 years of clear academic progress. Baltimore's decade of reform
efforts, as discussed in this article, lead us to the several conciusions.

1. First, increasingly, educational assessment is not without paradcx.
One of the BCPSS examples came when Maryland's more affluent,
politically conservative suburban jurisdictions found themselves vir
tually forced to direct some of their taxes to support a predominantly
high-poverty urban systemy’s reform efforts. A second example has
come as the MSDE faces the potential dilemma of having to recon-
stitute schools that it had previously reconstituted and assigned to'a
for-profit management agent, :

2, Second, over time, the combination of mandated assessmeénts, addi-
tionai funding, and mandated improvements in governance that
result in a shared focus on and support for academics can have sub-
stantial positive effects on measures of students' achievement. The -
shared accountability of Phase 2, beginning with new legislation,
new governance structures, new partnerships, and a substantial infu-
sion of new funds, produced positive, sometimes dramatic results

- from first grade through high school graduation, The state-city part-
nership has produced measured gains worthy of being replicated
and studied elsewhere. )

3. Finally, assessment programs can have equally documentable nega-
tive effects, such as punishing schools for small variations in yedr-to-
year test scores. Fusthermore, 2 mandated assessment/accountability
program lacking provision of substantial, additional ongoing invest-

.ment in human capital is uniikely to produce documented positive
effects on student achievement. In Maryland, this was particularly true
when annual changes were dearly within the confidence intervals of
the measures, and no allowance was made for the possibility of dif-
ferences being nothing more than error variance. When faculties

. perceive measures to be unfair or unreliable, a plausible school-level
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product of the accountability effort is bitter, unproductive cynicism.
At the school level, there were examples of the Phase 1 accountabil-
ity efforts producing passivity (Mintrop, 2003) and a leamed help-
lessness response when test scores were not paired with capacity
building. . :

£, One of the cautionary lessons from Baltimore that can be applied to
other cities and states would be ta avoid overreactions to what may
well be hyperationalized. analyses of small differences in moder-
ately reliable measures over time. Phase 1 testing alone produced
little evidence of improvement in any student cutcomes. However,
publication of test results did have one longer term owcome in
Maryland. The reforms of Accountability Phase 2 wouid have not
been funded, and later progress associated with that increased fund-
ing would not have occurred, without dismat MSPAP scores and the
increasing state-BCPSS test-score gap.

Educationat reform in a context of high concentrations of poverty and his-
torically disadvantaged groups is a very long process. The post-1997 progress
" of BCPSS is among the more promising urban refomm stories in the country, For
example, in a nation where high school graduation rates are stable or dropping
(Greene & Forster, 2003}, 2 13% gain in graduation rates over a S-year period
compares very favorably with the gains in deemed-o-be-exemplary urban LEAs
and is laudable. Yet, if the laudable BCPSS-graduation trend were to continue

in a linear fashion, the high school graduation rate would match the fsing state”

rate in the summer of 2015. It is not clear that Baltimore's 5-year trend can con-
tinue for a decade and 2 half.® But even if such a trend is possible, it is equalky
unclear that the necessarily long series of elected and other government offi-
cials will clioose to stay the course for that long.

Omne of the greatest challenges along the path to dramatic academic
improvement in the BCPSS has been attempting téfrespond to a long series
of needs for social capital. To the extent that there'has been success in Bal-
timore's reform efforts of a decade and counting, it has built on the mult-
faceted professional development of curreat staff and the hiring of increasingly
highly qualified administrators and teachers. The potential of the BCPSS to
meet the rising accountability challenges of NCLB-and any other challenges
it sets for itself will be directly related to its ability to continue recruiting
excellent new staff and upgrading current administrators” and teachers’ skills,
As-a nation, the United States needs to-invest in the long-term development
of a new generation of urban educational leaders with an unprecedented

- level of skills. -

Another great challenge has irwolved the system'’s ability—and often
inability—to convern the large quantties of data it houses to useful, timely
information. In the modesn information society, the ability to access data and
convert diverse data sets into vsable information becomes paramount in regard
to school improvement and data-driven reform. The BCPSS has invested mil-
lions of dollars in computer systems to facilitate modern financial and aca-
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demic accounting. In many ways, these systems have yielded positive resuls.
Yet, far too often, important budgeting and programmatic decisions have
been made in environments that are virtually awash in Agures but in which
decision makers perceive themselves to be “data rich and information poor.”
In some areas, this has spoken to the need for ongoing professional devel-
opment both in learning to “ask the right questions® of data and in inter-
preting data. In others, it has demonstrated the system’s inability o date to
build adequate linkages among diverse data sets and to provide more user-
friendly interfaces between these data sets and central administrators and
teachers,

Throughout the phases of reform, there have been examples of prin- -
cipals and teachers who are generally competent but who lack adequate
sophistication in interpreting the increasing numbers of often psychomet-
tically sophisticated measures for which they were being héld accountabie.
One of the clearest areas of future capacity building in the BCPSS—and,
we suspect, the nation—involves the development and procurement of
school-leve] analytic instruments combined with professional development
in making sophisticated interpretations and practical use of analyses.?

A great deal of research remazins to be done on Baltimore's reform efforts,
and exponeatially larger amounts are needed on urban educational reform
nationally. In the case of the BCPSS, since the Phase 2 reforms began 7 years
ago, the state has elected a new governor who is ideologically quite diffes-
ent from his predecessor, the city has elected a new mayor, and seven of the
nine original members of the new school board have rotated off the board.
The system has had one acting and three permanent CEQs; four chief finan-
cial officers, chief academic officers, and directors of human resources and
information technology; three chief operating officers; and three directors
of research and evaluation. In addition, there have been many other senior
management changes, as well as a nearly 50% reduction in the overal] size
of the central administration. Through all of this, the stabilizing force had been
the school board itself (Westat, 2001); in the past year, however, severat of
the more senior members of the board have completed their legal maximur
of two full terms and have. rotated off the board. This would appear to re-
quire 2 new source of stability in the system. Can the BCPSS—or any sys-
tem—suistain a vision, direction, and capacity in the face of so many changes?
To what extent will the skills that brought the system up from near chaos need .

“to be modified to move the system to the full goals.of NCLB and the restored

dreams of Baltimore's citizens? What reforms will prove most effective in mov-
ing forward, and how can they be best separated and measured? Only future,
long-term research’ can address these questions. )

Nationally, what is the range of reforms that can be productive in urban

 disticts? Reform in the BCPSS-has been much more pragmatic than theoretical,

but one would presume that other reasonably successful districts would have
co-constructed (Datnow & Stringfield, 2000} other choices that were different
yet equally pragmatic within their contexts. To what extent can one genesalize
from these situations? Do accountability issues play as large an array of positive
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