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May 2009
Dear Friend:

MassINC is proud to present Incomplete Grade: Massachusetts Education Reform at 15, a report made possible by the generous support
of the Bank of America Charitable Foundation and Bank of America, N.A., Trustee of the Lloyd G. Balfour Foundation.

In a world defined by rapid change and increasing global competition, education must be a top priority for Massachusetts and the
nation. Fifteen years ago, Massachusetts made a bold commitment to raise the educational standards of all children in Massachusetts
with the passage of the 1993 Massachusetts Education Reform Act (MERA). Since then, the state has more than doubled its invest-
ments in local aid to schools while also creating standards and assessments to measure the progress. These standards have become
national models of rigor and quality.

Today, as the nation is looking to replicate the successes of Education Reform in Massachusetts, the time is ripe to analyze the results
of the state’s investment, while also asking what the priorities of the next generation of education reform should be.

This research provides new evidence that the state’s investment has had a clear and significant impact on student achievement.
Education Reform has been successful in raising the achievement of students in previously low-spending districts. Without Educa-
tion Reform, the achievement gap would be larger than it is today. Nonetheless, the achievement gap still looms large. We have yet
to reach the goal of educating every student to achieve high standards. Given the scale of the state’s investment, these findings
suggest that doing more of the same will not close the achievement gap.

Over the last 15 years, there have been significant changes in the characteristics of Massachusetts public school students. Most
notably, the share of low-income students has grown considerably. Increasingly, low-income students are becoming concentrated
in certain school districts. In some districts, more than three-quarters of the students are low-income. There has been the growth
of Limited English Proficient (LEP) students in some districts as well. Education leaders face important questions about how public
policy can most effectively help these students succeed at higher levels.

As Education Reform has been implemented, there has been an accumulating body of evidence about successful practices of
high-performing schools that educate predominantly low-income students. In general, these schools use different methods from
those of the typical public school. Their guiding premise is that low-income students will require a more intensive education
experience than middle-class students. They need more time in class, better-trained teachers, and a rigorous curriculum to enable
them to achieve at high levels.

Even with all of these reforms, there are still tough questions to be asked about the limits of schools. No school, principal, or
teacher can substitute for a child’s parents and their responsibilities. Education begins at home, and unless we can bring parents
and communities into the process, the impact of any reforms will be limited.

We are grateful to Tom Downes and Jeff Zabel of Tufts University. As this project turned out to be more complicated than we
imagined, they helped us understand its complexity, while pushing the project to completion. We would also like to thank the many
reviewers whose critical insights have strengthened this report and our thinking about Education Reform. Finally, we would like to
thank our sponsors at Bank of America, who have been generous partners.

We hope you find Incomplete Grade a timely and provocative resource. As always, we welcome your feedback and invite you to
become more involved in MassINC.

Sincerely,
Greg Torres Dana Ansel
President Research Director
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Massachusetts lives by its wits. The state’s com-
petitive advantage is its skilled and educated
workforce. The advantages of a highly educated
population will likely be even more important in
the future. Education is the lifeblood to economic
growth. It is also the key for families’ ability to
succeed economically. In a world defined by rapid
change and increasing global competition, educat-
ing more people and arming them with a stronger
set of skills and an advanced degree must be one
of the state’s and nation’s top priorities.

Recognizing the importance of a strong edu-
cation, Massachusetts made a bold commitment
to raise the education standards for all children
with the passage of the 1993 Massachusetts
Education Reform Act (MERA)." As part of the
reform efforts, the state has more than doubled
its investment in local aid to schools while also
holding local entities accountable by creating
standards and assessments to measure the prog-
ress of students. These standards have become
national models of rigor and quality.

Fifteen years after the passage of this land-
mark legislation, at a moment when the nation
is looking to replicate the successes of educa-
tion reform in Massachusetts, the time is ripe
to analyze the results of the state’s investment
coupled with high standards and accountability
measures. This research seeks to answer three

questions that are at the core of the state’s educa-

tion reform efforts.? Did the Massachusetts Edu-
cation Reform Act:

1. Provide adequate funding to all school
districts and reduce disparities in spend-
ing between districts;

2. Raise the level of achievement for all
students; and

3. Close the achievement gap, so that a
student’s chance for success does not
depend on his or her zip code

The state’s success in meeting these goals is
mixed, with both clear progress and also goals not
realized. The disparities in spending per pupil
between different districts have been reduced,
although some of the gains were lost follow-
ing the economic downturn of 2001. In terms
of achievement, the state ranks at the top of the
states on the national standardized test, National
Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP). Fur-
ther, Massachusetts is at or near the top globally
in science and math, based on the results of the
Trends in International Mathematics and Science
Study (TIMSS). At the same time, the achieve-
ment gap between different students and schools
still looms large.

The achievement gap notwithstanding, this
research provides new evidence that the state’s
investment has had a clear and significant impact.
Specifically, some of the research findings show

I Education reform was also the consequence of the 1993 court case of McDuffy v. Robertson, where the state’s Supreme Judicial Court ruled that
the Commonwealth had failed to meet its obligation to provide equal educational opportunity in the public schools for every child.

2 To answer these questions, we rely on several data sets. Our analysis of spending is based on CCD data, which include all spending. Our analysis
of performance is based on comparing results from the Massachusetts Educational Assessment Program (MEAP) exams that were a statewide
exam from 1986 to 1996 and MCAS scores. Because the tests are not directly comparable, we standardize the test scores for each year. This
allows us to compare performance of districts across years and across the MEAP and MCAS tests. This means that the estimates of the impact
of Ed Reform are measured in standard deviations of test scores. Finally, it also means the majority of our analysis is measuring relative rather

than absolute changes in performance.

5 There are a number of ways in which impact could be measured, including share of students graduating from high school in four years or
enrolling higher education (without need for remediation) or some other measures of learning. We choose to focus on achievement as measured
by MEAP and MCAS test scores in part because other data are not available across districts over time. While test scores do not capture the full
learning experience, they do allow us to make reliable comparisons between school districts and over time. Because we are relying on scores of
many tests over many years, we believe this analysis accurately captures achievement levels.
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how education reform has been successful in
raising the achievement of students in the previ-
ously low-spending districts.# Quite simply, this
comprehensive analysis documents that without
Ed Reform the achievement gap would be larger
than it is today.

Our analysis reveals that there has been a
growing concentration of low-income students
— those who are eligible for free or reduced-price
lunches — in some school districts. In the dis-
tricts that received the largest amount of state aid
post-MERA, the growth of low-income students
has been dramatic. As of 20006, in these districts,
more than half of all students, on average, were
low-income, which was a 23 percent increase
since 1992. There have been similar trends in
the share of Limited English Proficient (LEP)
students, as well. Even with an additional infu-
sion of resources, questions remain about the
true impact of concentrated poverty on student
achievement. As the state and nation debate the
direction of education reform, urban education
must be at the top of the agenda. While educa-
tion reform in Massachusetts has raised the level
of achievement across the board, our findings
provide strong evidence that doing more of the

same will not close the achievement gap.

Have Disparities in Spending Been
Reduced?

A key element of Ed Reform was the creation of a
new Chapter 70, which codified a new system of
school financing. Prior to MERA, the amount of
money that communities received was not deter-

mined by a consistent calculation of the need

and fiscal capacity of a city or town.> In contrast,
under MERA, Chapter 70 established a founda-
tion budget system, which attempted to define
both the minimum amount of funding that a
community needed to provide an adequate educa-
tion and the community’s capacity to contribute
to that amount. State aid became the difference
between the foundation amount and the amount
that the locality was expected to contribute.® The
redesign of the financing system increased state
aid to low-income and low-wealth communities.

The goal of MERA was to create a funding
mechanism in which all districts had adequate
funding to meet new higher standards of student
achievement. As a matter of practice, achieving
a consensus on adequacy of spending is diffi-
cult, and the courts and others use disparities in
spending between different districts as a way of
assessing adequacy of spending. Thus, in deter-
mining the impact of MERA, a central question is
whether the disparities in spending were reduced
after the law’s enactment in 1993. Because there
is no simple way to measure equality of spend-
ing, we use six different spending inequality mea-
sures. By every measure, spending was equalized
throughout the 1990s.7 This finding is consistent
with other research that has found that imple-
mentation of court-ordered finance reforms, such
as MERA, lead to more equal spending. These
analyses generally conclude that the equalization
occurs by bringing up the spending of districts at
the bottom — often referred to as a leveling-up of
low-spending districts.

The main beneficiaries of the increased state

spending have been districts that educate large

* The term “low-spending” refers to the level of spending at the time of Ed Reform. One goal of MERA was to raise the level of achievement in low-
spending districts by providing adequate funding and rigorous standards.

5 In this research, we use the terms Ed Reform and MERA interchangeably. It is also important to note that because the additional money and
the introduction of standards happened simultaneously in Massachusetts, we are not able to separate their effects. When we refer to education
reform, we are referring to both the additional resources and the introduction of high standards and accountability.

& The funding formula was revised in 2007. Among other changes, the new formula increased money for English language learners and low-income

students.

7 These measures include all spending by school districts, including privately raised money.
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shares of low-income students (those who are
eligible for free or reduced-price school lunches)
and those that educate large shares of students
who have limited English proficiency (LEP).
State aid also grew the most in districts that had
the lowest test scores at the time of Ed Reform. It
is important to note that Ed Reform - respond-
ing to the court order of McDuffy v. Robertson
— focused on making certain that low-spending
districts had adequate funding to educate their
students.® Low spending is not always the same as
low performing or low income. In Massachusetts,
as in other states, there are some districts, such as
Boston and Cambridge, that are both relatively high
spending and relatively low performing.

Although average spending per student has
been equalized, a gap in spending remains between
the highest-spending districts and other districts.
We divide districts into quartiles based on the level
of their spending in 1992. There has been a con-
vergence in spending between the lowest three
quartiles. Increases in state aid played a crucial role
in bringing the average spending level of the low-
est quartile up to those of the middle two quartiles.
But, at the same time, a gap remains between the
average of the highest spending quartile and the
lowest three quartiles, and the size of this gap has
remained essentially unchanged in real dollars
since 1992 (ES Figure 1).

The recession in the early years of this
decade led to declines in state aid for K-12 educa-
tion in Massachusetts, and consequently, some
of the initial gains in spending equality were lost.
The districts that were most dependent on state
aid suffered from the cuts, while the districts less
dependent on state aid were able to continue at

their previous funding levels. Despite this lost

ES Figure 1:
Trends in real spending per pupil (by quartiles of 1992 spending)

Current expenditures per pupil
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ground, as of 2005-06, the extent of spending
inequality was still less than it was before Ed
Reform. Yet, as the state and nation currently face
a more severe and prolonged recession, there is a
risk of additional cuts in state aid for K-12 educa-
tion. Depending on the nature of these potential
cuts and depending on the allocation of the fed-
eral stimulus money, we could return to greater
inequality in the level of spending between dis-
tricts, possibly back to the levels of inequality at
the time of education reform.

Where the Money Went

The districts that received the largest amount
of state aid used the majority of these new dol-
lars to increase spending on classroom services.
This finding is consistent with research on edu-

cation reforms nationwide. Classroom services

& With its 1993 decision in McDuffy v. Robertson, the Supreme Judicial Court in Massachusetts provided the impetus for major reforms in K-12
education. Within days of the court decision, the Massachusetts Education Reform Act (MERA) was signed into law. In the court decision,
the court concluded that the Commonwealth had failed to meet its financial obligations, and that the state’s fiscal support, or the lack of
it, significantly impacts the quality of education that a child receives. The court found that “the reality is that children in the less affluent
communities (or in the less affluent parts of them) are not receiving their constitutional entitlement of education as intended and mandated by

the framers of the Constitution.”
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KEY FINDINGS

«  Spending per student was equalized throughout the 1990s. Some of these gains have
been lost because of cuts in state aid following the 2001 recession. Nonetheless, the
extent of spending disparities is less than it was at the time of education reform.

« Thereis still a gap between the highest spending quarter of districts and the bottom
three quartiles, while there has been a convergence among districts in the bottom three
quartiles since 1992. The gap between the top quartile and the bottom three has remained
essentially unchanged in real terms.

«  The majority of the new money has been spent on classroom services.

«  There has been a dramatic growth in the share of low-income students — those students
eligible for free or reduced-cost lunch — in the quartile of districts that received the largest
amount of state aid post-MERA. In 1992, nearly 40 percent of students in these districts
were low-income. By 2006, more than half (54%) were low-income. In some districts, such
as Chelsea, Lawrence, Springfield, and Holyoke, more than three-quarters of the students
are low-income.

« In 2007, Massachusetts ranked first among all states on three of the four national NAEP
exams. In an international standardized test (TIMSS), Massachusetts students ranked at
or near the top in science and math in 2007.

« Ifthe simple question — has the achievement gap between low-spending and high-
spending districts closed — is asked, the answer is no. But that question does not take
into account the performance trends of the different districts. At the time of education
reform, the performance trends of districts appear to be on different tracks.

«  If we account for these baseline trends, we see a positive and significant impact of
education reform on the relative performance of the low-spending districts. In all of
the 4th grade exams, we find evidence of increasing impact over time, which suggests
a cumulative positive impact on student performance. Without education reform, the
achievement gap would be wider than it is today.

« In order to compare results across time and different tests, the impact is measured in
units of standard deviations. In general, economists tend to see an impact of o.5 standard
deviation or greater as evidence of a meaningful impact. The magnitude of the impact of
education reform has been considerable, measuring from 0.7 to 1.4 standard deviations
(depending on the grade and test).

«  There are only two statistically significant differences in the characteristics of the low-
spending districts that made the largest gains since the implementation of education
reform compared with those that did not: growth in district size and declines in the per-
centage of limited-English-proficient (LEP) students between 1992 and 2006.

refer to instructional expenditures. In the Com- ing with the interaction of teachers and students
mon Core of Data, which is our source of data in the classroom, home, or hospital as well as
on expenditures, instructional expenditures are co-curricular activities.” Districts are asked to

“current operation expenditure for activities deal-  “[rJeport amounts for activities of teachers and
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ES Figure 2:
Trends in Percent of Low-Income Students (by quartile of change in state aid)
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Changing Student Demographics:

Rising Number of Low-Income Students
Over the last 15 years, as education reform has
been implemented, there have been significant
changes in the characteristics of Massachusetts
public school students. Most notably, the share of

The quartile with the largest increases in state
aid consists of 53 school districts. While the average
share of low-income students is 54 percent among
these districts, large differences exist among these

communities. In 2008, Chelsea, with 87 percent

INCREASINGLY, LOW-INCOME
STUDENTS HAVE BECOME CONCENTRATED
IN CERTAIN DISTRICTS

low-income students in the state’s public schools
has grown considerably. Between 1992 and

2000, the state average of low-income students

increased from 22.3 percent to 28.0 percent. The
increase, however, has not occurred equally across
school districts. Rather, low-income students have
increasingly become concentrated in the districts
that received the largest increases in state aid
post-MERA.9 The concentration could be a result
of increased poverty among new students or the
loss of middle-class students. Most likely, it is a
combination of both these factors. Between 1992
and 2006, the share of low-income students in
these districts as of 1992 increased from nearly
40 percent to 54 percent (ES Figure 2). That is,
more than half of the students in these districts

are low-income.

of the students qualifying for free or reduced-cost
lunch, had the highest share of low-income stu-
dents in the Commonwealth. It was followed by
Lawrence, Springfield, Holyoke, and Lynn, dis-
tricts in which three-quarters or more of students
were low-income (ES Table 1).

Other cities had high shares of low-income
students at the time of education reform and
have also experienced significant growth in
low-income students since that time. Consider
Brockton: Seventy-two percent of its students in
2008 were low-income, which was an increase

of 103 percent since 1992. Everett and Randolph

°  State aid changes were measured from fiscal year 1992 to fiscal year 1996.
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ES Table 1:

ES Table 2:

Top 10 Districts with the Highest Share of
Low-Income Students, 2008

Ten Districts with the Largest Percentage Point Increase of
Low-Income Students, 1992 to 2008

1992 2008 PP CHANGE* %CHANGE
Chelsea 86.8 Brockton 35.2 71.5 36.3 103%
Lawrence 82.9 Everett 29.7 63.8 34.1 115%
Springfield 78.5 Randolph 11.6 43.1 315 212%
Holyoke 76.7 Lynn 46.1 75.4 29.3 64%
Lynn 75.4 Greenfield 28.3 55.6 27.3 96%
Brockton 71.5 Springfield 515 78.5 27.0 52%
Boston 71.4 Southbridge 38 64.4 26.4 69%
Lowell 66.6 Malden 21.4 52.8 25.4 93%
Fall River 66.5 Somerville 39.8 64.9 25.1 63%
New Bedford 66.0 Revere 37.5 62.3 24.8 66%

Source: Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education

website

Note: These tables exclude vocational technical schools and charter schools
because they were not included in our analyses.

* Percentage Point Change

Source: Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education website

are other school districts which experienced large
increases in low-income students over the last 16
years (ES Table 2). Several towns in the lowest-
spending quartile saw declines in the share of
low-income students, but these towns were the
exception. Overall, there has been a dramatic rise
in the share of low-income students in certain

school districts.

National and Global Leaders

in Achievement

The backdrop for debates about education reform
is a changing economy, with rising skill stan-
dards and heightened global competition. As
a state with limited natural resources, the com-
petitive advantage of Massachusetts has been the
knowledge and skills of its workforce. In order

for the state to keep its edge, rigorous standards

Note: These tables exclude vocational technical schools and charter schools because they were
not included in our analyses.

calibrated to meet the changing demands of the
global economy were a must. For some, this was
the key goal of education reform. By this mea-
sure, Ed Reform has been remarkably successful.
At the time of education reform, the proficiency
levels of Massachusetts students were above the
national average. But, the gains in performance of
Massachusetts students as education reform has
been implemented have outpaced those of their
national peers.” Massachusetts leads the country
in its performance on the national standardized
test (National Assessment of Education Progress
or NAEP). In 2007, Massachusetts ranked first
among all states on three of the four tests and
tied for first place on the fourth NAEP test. More-
over, Massachusetts students are getting stronger.
Since 2005, Massachusetts students improved

in three of the four tests. Average SAT scores of

10 Charles D. Chieppo and James T. Gass, “Accountability Overboard,” Education Next, Spring 2009, no. 2. In their article, they also note that during
the 1980s, the average verbal and math scores on the SAT by Massachusetts students were below the national average. Math scores were below

average as late as 1992.
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Massachusetts high school graduates have also
increased.

In an international standardized test, Mas-
sachusetts students also stood out for their per-
formance. The Trends in International Math and
Science Assessment (TIMSS) exam is adminis-
tered every 4 years in 59 countries around the
world. In 2007, Massachusetts students tied
for first on the grade 8 science exam, while the
United States as a whole ranked only eleventh.
Massachusetts 8th grade students were sixth in
math; 4th graders were also near the top in both
science and math.

At home, Massachusetts students have also
shown gains in the Massachusetts Comprehen-
sive Assessment System (MCAS) tests. The share
of 1oth graders passing MCAS on their first try
has increased significantly. Nearly 9o percent
(87%) of the class of 2009 passed on their first
try, compared with only 47 percent of the class
of 2000. Nationwide and worldwide, Massachu-
setts student are leaders in achievement and have
gotten stronger since education reform has been

implemented.

Closing the Achievement Gap

As impressive as the state’s overall performance
has been, there are wide gaps in performance. A
central goal of education reform was to raise the
achievement level in previously low-performing
school districts and, by implication, to close the
achievement gap between different groups of stu-
dents. The idea that the relationship between a
student’s zip code and his or her level of achieve-
ment would be substantially reduced was a truly
bold vision. At 15 years into the work of reaching
that vision, the results are decidedly mixed — with
both evidence of Ed Reform’s impact in raising

the level of achievement of the students in the

low-spending districts and a confirmation that a
substantial achievement gap remains.

If the simple question — has the achieve-
ment gap closed — is asked, the answer is no.
Controlling for student demographics that are
known to influence student achievement, we
isolate the impact of Ed Reform, which includes
both additional dollars and accountability mea-
sures.” We compare the performance of low-
spending districts with high-spending districts
— seeking to answer the question of whether
the money invested in low-spending districts
coupled with the accountability measures had

an impact on achievement in relative terms.

A SUBSTANTIAL
ACHIEVEMENT GAP
REMAINS

That is, compared with the performance of
high-spending districts, did the performance of
low-spending districts improve? We analyze all
available results for 4th and 8th grade math and
English tests. The initial analysis shows that the
relative performance in districts that had rela-
tively low spending prior to MERA was, at best,
unchanged after MERA.

This simple question is, however, mislead-
ing, because it does not take into account the
baseline trends in performance of the different
districts. When we look at the average scores
between 1988 and 2006, we find that the relative
performance of the high-spending districts was
on an upward trajectory at the time of education
reform. At the same time that the trajectory of
4th grade exams in the high-spending districts
was upward, there appears to be a slight decline
in the relative performance of the low-spending

on the 4th grade exams (ES Figures 3 and 4). If

1 Because the infusion of funding and the introduction of standards occurred simultaneously, we cannot separate their impacts and we consider

them together as Ed Reform.
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ES Figure 3:

Performance Trends of Top and Bottom Quartiles, Grade 4 Math

2006
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ES Figure 4:

Performance Trends of Top and Bottom Quartiles, Grade 4 Verbal
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we want to truly isolate the effects of Ed Reform,
it is important to control for these trends.

When we take into account these trends,
the results are striking and demonstrate the
significant impact of Ed Reform. These results
indicate that the impact of education reform
on the relative performance of low-spending
districts has been positive. In fact, the results
of three of the four exams (all tests except 8th
grade math) show evidence of a positive impact
of Ed Reform on the performance of low-spend-
ing districts. In the 4th grade exams, we find
evidence of increasing impacts over time, which
suggests a cumulative positive impact on stu-
dent performance.

The magnitude of the impact is large and, in
some cases, statistically significant. In order to be
able to compare results across years and between
two different tests (MEAP and MCAS), we mea-
sure the impact in units of standard deviations.
To give a sense of scale, one standard deviation
is roughly the size of the national black/white
achievement gap. The difference between the
achievement of the Brookline and the Boston
public schools is slightly more than one standard
deviation. More generally, economists tend to see
an impact of 0.5 standard deviation or greater as
evidence of a meaningful impact.

By2000, thelowest-spending districts showed
relative increases of 0.7 to 1.4 standard deviations
when we account for baseline trends. These are
all very large impacts. These findings provide
evidence that education reform in Massachusetts
had a positive impact on raising the performance
of the lowest-spending districts.”> The results do
indicate that, because of the dramatically differ-
ent trends of high- and low-spending districts at
the time of Ed Reform, the achievement gap stub-
bornly persists. Yet, our analysis makes it clear:
Without education reform, the achievement gap

in Massachusetts today would likely be wider.

What are the Characteristics of the Top
Performing School Districts?

Looking to the future of education reform, we ask
whether there are any lessons to be learned from
the districts that made the greatestimprovements
in achievement. For this analysis, we divide all
the districts in Massachusetts into the top 25 per-
cent and the remaining 75 percent of districts.
The school districts in the top 25% made the
largest gains in performance since the imple-
mentation of education reform. We compare the
characteristics of the top performers (of the pre-
viously low-spending districts) with the charac-
teristics of all the other previously low-spending
districts, asking the question: Are there any sta-
tistically significant differences between the top
performers and the other districts? We find two
significant differences, which are: Growth in Dis-
trict Size and Share of Limited English Proficient
(LEP) students.

Growth in District Size

The top-performing school districts had greater
growth in student enrollment between 1992 and
20006 than the other districts. This finding sug-
gests that larger districts are not a barrier to gains
in performance. Our findings are consistent with
other research that argues that districts can take
advantage of the benefits of scale without sacri-
ficing performance. District consolidation allows
districts to streamline administration and man-
agement structures and thus reduce costs. Our
findings also highlight an important caution con-
cerning consolidation. The gains from consolida-
tion are achieved through reducing administra-
tive costs. We find that larger schools were less
likely to be the top performers. Thus, if policies
encouraging consolidation of administration are
pursued, a focus should be on the consolidation of
districts, not schools. Merging schools can reduce

or eliminate the gains from consolidation.

12 These results are likely an upper bound on the impact of MERA since the

themselves are generally not individually significant at the 5% level.

linear trends are based on only a few data points and the impacts
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ES Table 3:

Top 10 Districts with the Highest Share of LEP Students, 2008

PERCENT

Lowell 30.4
Lynn 25
Holyoke 24.2
Lawrence 23.5
Worcester 20.6
Boston 19.1
Chelsea 18.8
Somerville 17.7
Brockton 14.8
Framingham 14.7

Source: Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education website
Note: These tables exclude vocational technical schools and charter schools because they were not

included in our analyses.

ES Table 4:

Ten Districts with the Largest Percentage Point Increase of LEP
Students, 2001 to 2008

2001 2008 PERCENTAGE POINT CHANGE
Lowell 13.4 30.4 17
Worcester 6.5 20.6 14.1
Lynn 133 25 11.7
Quincy 3.3 12.5 9.2
Tishury 0 8.9 8.9
Brockton 1.6 14.8 1.2
Edgartown 0 7.1 7.1
Revere 4.6 10.2 5.6
Provincetown 0 5.6 5.6
Randolph 3.5 8.7 5.2

Source: Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education website
Note: These tables exclude vocational technical schools and charter schools because they were not

included in our analyses.

Limited English Proficient (LEP) Students
The growth or decline in limited English profi-
cient students is the other significant character-
istic. The top-performing districts experienced a
decline in the percentage of limited- English-pro-
ficient (LEP) students, while the remaining dis-
tricts experienced an increase in the percentage
of LEP students during the same time period.

Across the state, there are large differences
between school districts regarding the share of
the students with limited English proficiency. At
30.4 percent, the Lowell school district has the
highest share of LEP students, followed by Lynn
(25%), Holyoke (24.2%), and Lawrence (23.5%)
(ES Table 3). Some schools districts have also
experienced large changes in the share of LEP
students over the last seven years.? Consider the
Lowell school district, where the share of limited
English proficient students increased from 13.4
percent to 30.4 percent. Worcester, Lynn, and
Quincy have also experienced large increases as
well (ES Table 4).

Previous MassINC research, in The Chang-
ing Face of Massachusetts, has documented the
increase in the number of immigrants in Mas-
sachusetts, their importance to the economic
health of the state, and the increasing numbers
that have limited English speaking abilities.’* In
that research, we quantify the economic impor-
tance of the ability to speak English for workers
participating in the labor market. For workers in
the Massachusetts economy, we find that a good
education alone is not enough. The ability to
speak English well has also become a key ingre-
dient for economic success. Immigrant youth
(those between the ages of 16 and 24) who did
not speak English well or at all were more likely
to be high school dropouts than those immi-
grants who spoke English proficiently. Similarly, a

recent study found that in Boston Public Schools

13 Districts started consistently reporting the share of Limited English Proficient Students in 2001.

4 Andrew M. Sum et al., The Changing Face of Massachusetts. Boston: MassINC, June 2005.
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there has been a widening of the achievement
gap between English learners and native English
speakers.” This research shines a light on the
need to think about the expanded role of K-12
schools and ways that English language classes
can be integrated into the public schools. These
findings also raise questions about the adequacy
of resources for schools that educate large shares
of LEP students.

Opportunities for Cost Savings

The passage of education reform triggered a
huge state investment in K-12 education. Previ-
ous MassINC Research, in Point of Reckoning:
Two Decades of State Budget Trends, identified
education as one of the state’s key spending pri-
orities over the last 20 years. Between 1987 and
2000, state aid to schools climbed 44 percent to
a total of $4.3 billion in 2006. State leaders kept
their promise to provide an additional $1.1 billion
of additional education aid annually by the year
2000. Despite the declines in spending in the
early years of this decade, annual spending for
K-12 education in 2006 was still more than $1
billion above 1987.

Going forward, unless the state is prepared
to write a blank check for education, attention
to opportunities for cost savings is as impor-
tant as strategies to increase performance levels.
This was true even before the current economic
downturn. The current recession and the state’s
large budget gap have, however, intensified the
need for immediate cost-saving actions. In June
2008, the Administration assembled the Readi-
ness Finance Commission, a group of business
leaders, elected officials, and education experts

and charged them with finding ways to fund

education. As part of its charge, the Commission
identified six specific opportunities to save costs.
Our research adds evidence to their recommen-
dations around regionalization and consolidat-
ing costs. Their other recommendations offer a
good starting point for identifying cost savings
opportunities. Specifically, the Commission rec-
ommends:

1. Reducing municipal employee health
insurance costs by moving municipali-
ties into the Group Insurance Commis-
sion (GIC) or programs with equivalent
or better rates and enabling this action
by granting plan design authority to
municipal managers;

2. Reducing retiree benefit costs by mov-
ing retired teachers into Medicare;

3. Increasing efficiency and capacity through
regionalization;

4. Maximizing federal Medicaid reimburse-
ments for special education costs and
exploring other avenues to reduce or
spread costs;

5. Reducing procurement costs through
procurement reform, enhanced use of
collaboratives, and coordinated purchas-
ing; and

6. Reducing energy costs through the use
of energy savings companies (ESCOs),
conservation campaigns, and better pur-

chasing.”7

The longer that the state waits to enact cost
savings, the more severe the spending cuts will
have to be. Thus, there is a real urgency for poli-
cymakers to take immediate action on cost-sav-

ing measures.

15 Miren Uriarte, Rosann Tung, et al., English Learners in Boston Public Schools in the Aftermath of Policy Change: Enrollment and Educational
Outcomes, AY2003-AY2006, Mauricio Gaston Institute for Latino Community Development and Public Policy, University of Massachusetts Boston,

April 2009

16 Cameron Huff, “Point of Reckoning: Two Decades of State Budget Trends,” MassINC, March 2008, especially pp 12-13.

17" The full Readiness Finance Commission report can be accessed at: http://www.mass.gov/Eeoe/Readiness%20Finance%20Commission%20

Final%20Report.pdf
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Concluding Thoughts

This research provides evidence that education
reform has made a positive difference in raising
the achievement of the previously low-spending
districts. Without Ed Reform, the achievement
gap in Massachusetts would likely be larger than
itis today. At the same time that we acknowledge
the accomplishments resulting from the state’s
investment and accountability measures, the
existing achievement gap still looms large. We
have yet to reach the goal of educating every stu-
dent to achieve high standards. Given the state’s
significant investment in K-12 education, the

reality is that doing more of the same will not

DOING MORE OF THE SAME
WILL NOT CLOSE
THE ACHIEVEMENT GAP

close the achievement gap. This conclusion leads
to difficult questions regarding what should be
the priorities of the next generation of education
reform. The findings of this research should cre-
ate an urgency and renewed commitment to K-12
education, especially in districts with large num-
bers of low-income students.

During the past 15 years, as education
reform in Massachusetts has been implemented,
there has also been a body of evidence accumu-
lating from across the nation about successful
practices. Nationally, researchers have sought to
understand the key elements of high-performing
schools in poor communities, and their find-
ings must inform state policymakers. Our state’s
future prosperity depends on it, and so do our
families. To close or narrow the achievement
gap, we must be willing to place different ways
of thinking on the table for immediate action.
More targeted spending and additional resources

may be necessary, but without dramatically new

approaches, more money will not be sufficient to
close the achievement gap.

There are real cost savings opportunities that
should be enacted immediately, so that money
can be strategically redirected. The findings of
this research support efforts to consolidate dis-
tricts without sacrificing the quality of educa-
tion. In addition, others have identified ways that
the Commonwealth can save significant dollars,
including reducing health insurance costs by
moving municipalities into the Group Insurance
Commission (GIC) or programs with equivalent
rates. While these issues are politically charged,
they must be addressed in order to maximize
the impact of the public’s dollars. The money
gleaned from these cost-saving measures should
be directed toward policies and practices that will
narrow the achievement gap.

Progress on student achievement will ulti-
mately be limited until a central issue is truly
addressed: the growing concentration of low-
income and/or limited-English-proficient stu-
dents in certain school districts. While the origi-
nal state aid formula was designed to provide
more resources to districts with growing share of
low-income students, the adjustment is generally
regarded as insufficient.

Richard Kahlenberg, a leading proponent of
socioeconomic integration, argues that “students
in middle-class schools are much more likely to
be exposed to peers with high aspirations, teach-
ers with high expectations, and parents who will
ensure high standards.”® He finds that a small
number of school districts have begun using a
student’s family income as a factor in deciding
where a student attends school. As of 2007, there
were roughly 4o districts nationwide that took
into account family income in school assign-
ment. In Massachusetts, the city of Cambridge

uses a system of “controlled choice” for school

18 Richard Kahlenberg, “Economic School Integration,” The Century Foundation, Idea Brief No. 2, February 2000, p. 4.
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assignment, and this system integrates students
primarily by family income.

In December 2001, the Cambridge school
committee changed its requirements so that all
public schools were within 15 percentage points
of the district-wide percentage of students eligi-
ble for free or reduced-cost lunch. For instance, if
30 percent of students in Cambridge are eligible
for free or reduced-price lunch, then all schools
must have between 15 and 45 percent low-income
students. The change in policy has led to greater
socioeconomic integration. Because the change
has been recent and the plan is being phased in
one grade at a time, the full effects of socioeco-
nomic integration are not yet known. But early
indications suggest the plan is working well."
As positive as the Cambridge outcomes may
turn out to be, the reality is that in Massachu-
setts there are huge limits on the potential of this
approach within district lines because of the eco-
nomic homogeneity of most school districts.

Education leaders must ask how public pol-
icy can address the challenges of concentrated
poverty in schools. Are there ways in which the
state can create incentives for cities and towns
to integrate by family income? In the school dis-
tricts with the high levels of poverty, it will be
impossible to create middle-class schools within
existing district lines. In those districts, are there
lessons to be learned from the Metco Program,
which sends students from Boston and Spring-
field schools to more affluent suburbsr> The
state might consider creating a new obligation
to provide more resources and services while
also better integrating existing resources for low-
income students and their families.

In general, high-performing schools that
teach high-poverty students use radically dif-
ferent methods than those of the typical public
school. In his article What It Takes to Make a Stu-
dent, Paul Tough sums up the characteristics of
the most successful schools: They set rigorous
standards, keep students in school longer, and
create a disciplined “can-do” culture.® A longer
school day is essential, plus additional time for
tutoring after a longer day and/or on the week-
ends, as well as shorter summer vacations. If stu-
dents are behind grade level, it follows that they
need more class time and extra teaching if they
are to stand a chance of catching up. Through its
Expanded Learning Time Initiative, Massachu-
setts is at the forefront of redesigning the school
day with more time for learning and enrichment
opportunities. Today, in Massachusetts, there are
26 schools serving more than 13,500 children
implementing an expanded learning schedule.
The early evaluations of these efforts show posi-
tive impact on teaching and learning.>

More time for learning may be an essential
ingredient. The more general premise, how-
evet, is that low-income students require a more
intensive education experience than that of many
middle-class students. They need more time in
class, better-trained teachers, and a rigorous cur-
riculum to enable them to achieve at the same
levels as middle-class children.

Of course, better than helping students
catch up is preventing them from falling behind
in the first place. Educators believe that 3rd grade
is a critical marker in a child’s education. By this
grade, the signs of which children will struggle

and be at risk of dropping out are clear. In 3rd

19 Qur description of Cambridge’s integration plan comes from Richard Kahlenberg, “Rescuing Brown v. Board of Education: Profiles of Twelve
School Districts Pursuing Socioeconomic School Integration,” The Century Foundation, June 2007, pp. 28-34.

% For more on Metco, see Joshua Angrist and Kevin Lang, “Does School Integration Generate Peer Effects? Evidence from Boston’s Metco Program,”
The American Economic Review, Vo. 94, No. 5 (Dec. 2004), pp. 1613-1634.

2 Paul Tough, “What It Takes to Make a Student,” New York Times Sunday Magazine, November 26, 2006, pp. 44.

2 See “Redesigning Today’s Schools to Build a Stronger Tomorrow: The Massachusetts Expanded Learning Time Initiative, 2007-2008 Annual

Report,” Massachusetts 2020.
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grade, students transition from “learning to read”
to “reading to learn.”» After 3rd grade, students
rely on literacy skills across all content areas.
Other research confirms that by the end of 3rd
grade, children must also have the math founda-
tion skills for future success.>* Early identifica-
tion of at-risk students and aggressive interven-
tion plans must be stepped up, realizing that in
some schools the majority of students will need
additional support. A focus on consistent assess-
ment of student in early grades and intervention
plans should be a priority.

Closer to home, there has also been a recent
and influential study that compares the perfor-
mance of students at Boston’s charter, pilot, and
traditional schools.> This research finds consis-

WE SHOULD REWARD TEACHERS
WHO ARE EFFECTIVE IN INCREASING
STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT

tently positive effects for the city’s charter schools
on student achievement in all MCAS subjects at
both the middle and high school levels. Currently,
the state places several limits on the number and
location of charter schools. Nationally, the Sec-
retary of Education is targeting federal stimulus
money toward states that embrace education
reform, including removing the cap on charter
schools. If Massachusetts raises or eliminates
the cap on charter schools, this change could lead
to new charter schools in a dozen communities,
such as Boston, Holyoke, and Fall River, that are
currently at the limit. In addition, the state should

consider allowing effective charter schools serv-

ing high-poverty students to operate additional
schools and thus allow for greater efficiencies
and economies of scale. At the same time, the
state should also be more aggressive about clos-
ing charter schools that are not working.

A robust system of vocational-technical
schools with ties to job opportunities is impor-
tant as another avenue of choice. The vocational-
technical schools in Massachusetts have realized
the importance of their students acquiring strong
academic skills in addition to technical skills. A
recent study finds that they have a better-than-
average graduation and MCAS pass rate than
similarly situated students. Moreover, almost all
of the state’s vocational and technical schools have
waiting lists.2® There are ways in which the Com-
monwealth could better leverage the resources of
the voc-tech schools. Voc-tech schools could help
increase the number of graduates in high-demand
fields. The ability of voc-tech schools to offer tech-
nical associate degrees and certificates should
be explored. In the meantime, the state should
expand effective vocational-technical schools as
one promising route to academic success.

Finally, there is a growing body of research
that confirms what we all know to be true from
our own experiences: Teachers make a huge dif-
ference in the quality of a student’s education.
Thomas Kane, professor of education and eco-
nomics at the Harvard Graduate School of Educa-
tion, and his colleagues have studied this issue
extensively, quantifying the impact, or value-
added, of teachers.”” The research finds large dif-
ferences between teachers’ effectiveness but also

that that teacher certification, a traditional crite-

% See WGBH-WBUR'’s Project Dropout series at www.projectdropout.org.

% Brett V. Brown et al,, “Pre-Kindergarten to 3" Grade (PK-3) School-Based Resources and Third Grade Outcomes.,” Cross Currents, Issue 5, August 2007.

% Thomas Kane et al., Informing the Debate: Comparing Boston’s Charter, Pilot, and Traditional Schools, prepared for the Boston Foundation,

January 2009.

% Alison L. Fraser, “Vocational-Technical Education in Massachusetts,” A Pioneer Institute White Paper, No. 42, October 2008.

27" Robert Gordon et al., “ Identifying Effective Teachers Using Performance on the Job,” The Brookings Institution, The Hamilton Project, Discussion

Paper 2006-01, April 2006.
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rion of measuring teacher quality, is not an indi-
cator of effectiveness. Perhaps, more important,
this research shows how within the first two or
three years of teaching, a teacher’s effectiveness is
clear and measurable. After that period, effective
teachers actually get better, and the weaker teach-
ers fall further behind. Similarly, a recent evalu-
ation by Mathematica Policy Research finds that
teachers with alternative certification are as effec-
tive as teachers with traditional certification.?

These findings should spur a rethinking of
the teacher hiring, training, and tenure process.
Lower barriers to hiring coupled with more rig-
orous evaluation of teacher impact will lead to a
more effective teacher corps, which, in turn, is
critical for student achievement. As part of state
policy, we should reward teachers who are effec-
tive in increasing student achievement and sup-
port a differentiated pay structure to draw the
most effective teachers into the schools where
they are needed the most. Quite simply, we need
to find ways to place the most effective teachers
in high-poverty schools.

Even with all of these reforms, there are still
tough questions to be asked about the limits of
schools to influence student achievement. No
school, principal, or teacher can substitute for a
child’s parents and their responsibilities — to read
to their children, engage with their children’s
schools, and attend parent/teacher conferences.
There might be new ways to engage communi-
ties more systematically, making them partners
in learning. Leaders across the state from the
governor and mayors to business, community,
and religious leaders should use the power of the
bully pulpit to reinforce the message about the
importance of education and the need for respon-
sible parenting. But overall, education begins at

home, and unless we find ways to bring parents

RECOMMENDATIONS:

Reward teachers who are shown to be more effective in
increasing student achievement

Create incentives for policies that promote socioeconomic
integration

Create policies that place the most effective teachers in
high-poverty schools

Strengthen and expand policies to consistently assess
students in early grades and provide intervention

Promote policies that encourage longer school days for
high poverty schools and create a targeted initiative around
an expanded school year

Raise the state cap on charter schools and consider allow-
ing effective charter schools to operate additional schools
Expand the capacity of effective vocational-technical schools

Encourage cost savings measures, such as moving munici-

palities into the Group Insurance Commission (GIC)

and communities into the process, the impact of
education reform will be limited.

The accomplishments of the Massachusetts
Education Reform Act are clear, but the remain-
ing challenges are large and demand new think-
ing. Since the time that Massachusetts enacted
education reform, there is a growing body of
work documenting success at educating low-
income students to achieve high levels of suc-
cess. The bottom line is that these schools use
dramatically different approaches than those of
the typical public school. If we are to meet today’s
challenges, we must be willing to support such
efforts, even if they are controversial. The future
of our state and our families depends on our abil-

ity to meet these challenges.

% Jill Constantine ef al., “An Evaluation of Teachers Trained Through Different Routes to Certification,” Institute of Education Sciences, U.S.
Department of Education, NCEE 2009-4043, February 2009. Available at: http://www.mathematica-mpr.com/publications/pdfs/education/

teacherstrained09.pdf
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