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INTRODUCTION

I

n the mid-1990s, Chicago entered a second wave of school reform
with the mayoral takeover of the school system. The hallmark of the
new administration’s approach was strong accountability. In 1996, the
Chicago Public Schools (CPS) made national headlines when it embarked
on an ambitious accountability agenda by coupling a new school-level accountability program with high-stakes testing for students. Under this new
initiative to end social promotion, the city’s lowest-performing third, sixth,
and eighth graders would repeat a grade at least once if they did not meet
minimum reading and math test-score cutoffs on the Iowa Tests of Basic
Skills (ITBS), and in subsequent years, additional metrics of student performance. Additionally, low-performing schools were placed on academic
probation, receiving significant intervention and pressure to improve.
Since 1996, test scores among the lowest-achieving students have risen
dramatically, particularly in the upper grades. The proportion of schools
with extremely low performance, moreover, has fallen dramatically.1 But
there is considerable debate about the source of these test-score increases
and the degree to which observed learning gains can be sustained or generalized to other contexts. While test-score increases may reflect improved
student motivation, parental involvement, or changes in classroom content or pedagogy, many have suggested that the gains may simply be a
result of extensive test-preparation activities and “teaching to the test,” or
greater motivation on the part of students on the day of testing.2
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By 1999, there was still no conclusive evidence about
the results of the policy’s implementation. Nevertheless, the nation had taken notice of Chicago’s improved
test scores. That year, President Clinton made it evident that Chicago had the right idea, calling for an
end to social promotion across the nation.
The central question is: Did high-stakes accountability cause CPS’s teachers, parents, and students to
change their behavior in ways that would lead to higher
achievement, or does the evidence suggest that CPS’s
initiatives resulted in simply more focus on testing?
This report takes an in-depth look at CPS teachers’
responses to the high-stakes-testing initiatives and the
impact on students’ school experiences. It examines
teachers and principals’ assessments of the policy, tracks
changes in instructional practice over time, and examines trends in critical student indices.
We begin by exploring the view of the educators in
low-performing schools. In 1999 and 2001, the Consortium on Chicago School Research’s surveys included
supplemental questions about CPS’s efforts to end
social promotion. The supplement asked teachers and
principals to assess the impact of the policy on stu-

dent learning and behavior, on parental attitudes and
involvement, and on their own educational practices.
The survey allowed us to examine educators’ views of
grade retention, and in particular, the extent to which
educators felt the policy was consistent with their own
pedagogies.
We then look at changes in teachers’ reports of their
instructional practices both before and after the landmark 1996 reforms. Most prior research finds that
teachers do not support accountability policies that
rely only on standardized test scores to judge student
performance.3 Yet there is also considerable evidence
that teachers are highly responsive to accountability
programs and often align their curriculum with the
content of the test, spending more time on test preparation in response.4 Since 1994, the Consortium on
Chicago School Research has conducted biannual surveys of all CPS teachers and principals, and all sixththrough 10th-grade CPS students. Each year, the survey asks teachers to report how much time they spend
on test-preparation activities and on the content they
cover in reading and mathematics. These longitudinal
surveys allow us to improve upon other studies of high-

Summer Bridge and Lighthouse Programs
The Summer Bridge summer-school program is a critical component of the Chicago Public Schools’ efforts to end
social promotion. Third, sixth, and eighth graders who do not meet the promotion test-score cutoffs in the spring are
required to participate in the Summer Bridge program and are retested at the end of the summer. In the first several
years, more than one-third of third, sixth, and eighth graders failed to meet the promotion test cutoffs by the end of the
school year, and over 22,000 students have attended Summer Bridge each year.
The program provides six weeks of instruction for three hours per day for third and sixth graders. Eighth graders attend
four hours a day for seven weeks. Summer Bridge provides significant reductions in class size (on average 16 students
per class) and a highly prescribed and centrally developed curriculum that is aligned with the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills
(ITBS).1 Teachers are provided with day-to-day lesson plans and all instructional materials. They are expected to keep
pace with the lesson plans, and monitors visit classrooms to check if teachers are on pace. A multiyear evaluation of the
program concluded that students in Summer Bridge, particularly in the sixth and eighth grades, experienced significant
increases in their test scores over the summer.2
The Lighthouse after-school program was also intended to provide academic support, but with the goal of helping
students to meet promotion requirements during the school year. Lighthouse began as a small program in 1996-1997
in 40 low-performing elementary schools.3 Lighthouse expanded rapidly to 147 schools in 1997-1998. By the 1999 to
2001 school year, more than 356 CPS elementary schools provided Lighthouse academic support to more than 81,000
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stakes testing that have relied on data collected only
after the introduction of the testing. 5 In this study, we
are able to trace changes in the magnitude of teachers’
responses over time in low-performing schools and are
also able to explore how instructional content changes
differ across these schools.
Finally, one of the purposes of high-stakes accountability is to change the behavior of both educators and
parents so that students receive greater attention, support, and raised expectations for achievement. It is
designed to compel the lowest-performing schools to
exert more press on students to acquire and retain
knowledge and to organize instruction to promote
achievement.6 Chicago’s ending social promotion initiative was intended to make educators and parents
pay closer attention to the lowest-performing students.
Parents would be encouraged to become more involved
and to support and monitor their children’s performance due to the prospect that their child would not
move on to the next grade without meeting achievement test scores. The policy sends an equally strong
message to teachers that they must pay more attention to those students at risk of retention. In addition,

as will be discussed below, the policy was accompanied by significant resources for after-school and summer programs, which were designed to provide
academic assistance to low-performing students (see
Summer Bridge and Lighthouse Programs). Finally, the
policy sent strong messages to students that their
achievement matters, presumably to provide motivation to students to increase their engagement and work
effort. Together, then, these changes in student, parent, and teacher behavior would lead to increases in
academic achievement, particularly for those students
most behind academically.
Opponents of high-stakes testing worry, however,
that such policies will have precisely the opposite effects. If high-stakes testing leads to an overly narrow
focus on basic skills and test preparation, students may
see their class work as less engaging and relevant to
their lives. Opponents worry that the policy will have
the most negative effects on the engagement of those
students it is most intended to help. If students with
low skills feel that promotion test cutoffs are out of
their reach and that they cannot do well on standardized tests based on their past experience, they

students for a total cost of over $16 million, making it one of the largest after-school programs in the country. Lighthouse, like Summer Bridge, was intended to provide additional instructional time and support for passing the ITBS.
Lighthouse met for 20 weeks from mid-October to mid-March. The full model included one hour of academic instruction, a snack, and one hour of recreation time for three to four days a week. Students were provided with reduced class
size (approximately 18 students per class) and were taught by a member of the regular teaching staff. Unlike Summer
Bridge, schools were given wide flexibility in designing their Lighthouse programs and in deciding which grades and
which students to serve. The program was not mandatory for students although schools must offer Lighthouse to their
retained students. The district offered a Lighthouse curriculum to schools, but a 1999 to 2001 survey of Lighthouse
programs found that in over three-quarters of schools, teachers were not using a specific lesson format, and in less
than half of schools the Lighthouse curriculum was closely linked to instruction from the regular school day.4 Beginning
in the 2001 to 2002 school year, Lighthouse was renamed After School Counts, a program that provided the same or
greater levels of funding to schools but provided the opportunity for schools to partner with external agencies and gave
schools wider flexibility in designing their programs, encouraging schools to move away from solely preparing students for the ITBS.
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may react to the pressure of high-stakes testing by
becoming more, not less, disengaged from school.7
There has been little research on whether these purported benefits and negative effects of high-stakes testing actually occur, because few studies have looked at
how high-stakes testing affects students’ experiences
and supports in school.8 In the final chapter of this
report, we use longitudinal data from Consortium student surveys collected in 1994, 1997, 1999, and 2001
to trace trends in critical indices of students’ experiences. We look at trends in sixth- and eighth-graders’
reports of academic expectations and support from
parents and teachers, participation in after-school programs and homework completion, and student reports
of their engagement in and self-efficacy toward their
schoolwork. We pay particular attention to differences
in students’ experiences by their prior levels of achievement. Thus, throughout this report, we examine the
distributional consequences of high-stakes testing—
that is, how the CPS policy might have differentially
affected various groups of students and different groups
of schools.
This report is unique in that we examine both the
short- and long-term impacts of high-stakes testing
on teacher behavior and student experiences. Prior
research finds that test scores generally rise immediately after the institution of high-stakes accountability but often level off over time.9 Most research has
examined teachers’ instructional responses immediately
after the institution of high-stakes testing. Yet, we know
little about whether these effects are sustained. Do
high-stakes testing policies produce only one-time
impacts on behavior or are there persistent trends? Is
there evidence that short-run impacts differ from longterm trends? For example, teachers may initially respond to high-stakes testing by spending more time
on test-preparation activities, but they may shift their
efforts as long-term instructional approaches are implemented and refined. The difference between short- and
long-term effects may be particularly important in the
Chicago Public Schools where the district has increased

the level of supports given to schools by expanding
the Lighthouse after-school program.
In the 1995-1996 schoolyear, CPS’s low-performing schools were placed on academic probation, and
eighth graders were subject to the first wave of the
ending social promotion initiative. Ending social promotion for third and sixth graders, however, did not
begin until the 1996-1997 school year. In this report,
we consider 1993-1994 as a prepolicy school year, and
1996-1997 as an additional baseline year, measuring
the policy’s immediate short-term impact. The 1999
surveys measure the impact of the policy after two years
of implementation, and the 2001 surveys provide a
long-term assessment, four years after the inception
of the first set of policies.

Background on CPS’s Accountability Policies
Student Accountability Initiative:
Ending Social Promotion
The centerpiece of CPS’s high-stakes testing program
for students is a set of minimum test-score standards
on the reading and mathematics sections of the Iowa
Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS) for students in the third,
sixth, and eighth grades.10 Students who do not meet
the test-score cutoffs at the end of the school year are
required to participate in a special summer program,
called Summer Bridge, and retake the test in August.
Those who again fail to meet minimum test scores are
retained in their grade, or if they are 15 years or older,
are sent to alternative schools, initially called Transition Centers, and later dubbed Academic Preparatory
Centers. In the first several years under the policy, more
than one-third of all third, sixth, and eighth graders
failed to meet the promotion test-score cutoffs by the
end of the school year.11 In these years, CPS retained
20 percent of eligible third graders and approximately
10 percent of sixth- and eighth-grade students.12
The promotion test-score cutoffs were set using the
grade-equivalent metric. Students are considered on
grade level compared to national norms if, when tak-
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ing the test in the eighth month of the school year,
they obtain a score equivalent to their current grade
plus eight months (e.g., 3.8 for the third grade). Between 1996 and 2000, CPS’s promotion test-score
cutoff for third graders was set at 2.8, one year below
grade level. The sixth-grade cutoff was set at 5.3, 1.5
years below grade level. The eighth-grade cutoff was
initially set at 7.0, 1.8 years below grade level.13
Each year, CPS increased the promotion grade requirements for eighth graders, and in 2000, increased
the cutoff for sixth graders. Beginning in the 20002001 school year, moreover, the CPS policy was modified. The district began using a range around the
promotion cutoff in order to make promotion decisions. And, teacher and principal recommendations
as well as other indicators were incorporated in the
promotion decisions. This report primarily focuses on
the impact of CPS’s policy prior to these 2000-2001
policy changes. Thus we cannot evaluate the extent
to which increasing cutoffs and thus establishing
even higher standards for students may change our
findings.
The CPS policy provides two important supplemental support programs designed to help students meet
the new standards—Summer Bridge and the Lighthouse after-school program. The Summer Bridge program provides six weeks of extra instruction in reading
and mathematics for those students who fail to meet
the test-score cutoffs in the spring (see Summer Bridge
and Lighthouse Programs on pages 2-3). From the start,
the Summer Bridge program was seen as the innovation that set CPS’s efforts apart from previous unsuccessful efforts to end social promotion because it
ensured that students who initially did not meet the
cutoff would get extra help and a second chance.14
Beginning in 1996, CPS began providing a small number of low-performing schools with funds for an afterschool program aimed specifically at such schools.
Demand for this program and the perceived success
of Summer Bridge led CPS to expand the Lighthouse
program considerably so that by 2000, Lighthouse was
offered in over 425 elementary schools. As it expanded,
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Lighthouse became increasingly linked to CPS’s promotion policy and focused on the objective of reducing summer-school attendance and reducing the
number of students retained.

School Accountability Initiative: Academic Probation
In 1996, the first year of ending social promotion for
eighth graders, CPS also initiated a new accountability program for low-achieving schools, outlined in the
1995 reform law that provided the mayor with control of the school board and top administrator appointments. Under this policy, schools with fewer than 15
percent of their students meeting national norms in
reading (i.e., scoring at or above the 50th percentile
on the ITBS reading-comprehension test) were placed
on academic probation.15 In the first year of the policy,
71 of CPS’s 475 elementary schools and 38 of the 66
high schools were placed on probation.16 Schools on
probation were mandated to develop corrective action
plans for improvement under the supervision of a probation manager assigned by the central office and were
given extra resources for professional development.
CPS contracted with a range of universities and nonprofit organizations to provide this technical support.17
Schools that did not demonstrate improvement could
be subject to reconstitution or other forms of operational intervention from the top, including the possible dismissal or reassignment of all school personnel.
Between 1996 and 2000, approximately 23 of the more
than 70 elementary schools initially placed on probation had raised their test scores to the criteria required
for removal from the probation list (i.e., at least 20
percent of students scoring at or above national norms
in reading). Reconstitution was never invoked for elementary schools. The district did move to reconstitute seven high schools (also intervening in five high
schools in 2000); however, responses from the union
led to a redesign of that approach, making the threat
of reconstitution less credible. Thus, there was more
positive, supportive attention than there were sanctions
in the elementary schools. Because of the probation
policy, the lowest-performing elementary schools had
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even more initiative and interventions to increase reading test scores across all grades.

The Focus of This Report
This report is part of a larger multiyear evaluation of
the effects of the Chicago Public Schools’ efforts to
end social promotion. In Chapter 1, we focus exclusively on teachers and principals’ views of the ending
social promotion initiative and the practice of grade
retention. In Chapters 2 and 3, we use survey and interview data to look at changes in instructional practice and in students’ experiences over time. Because
CPS began both school and student accountability
programs simultaneously, it is difficult to disentangle
the effects of ending social promotion from the effects
of the school-based accountability initiative conclusively, particularly because low-achieving students are
concentrated in low-achieving schools. Thus, the results presented in Chapters 2 and 3 reflect the aggregate impact of all these policies on teacher behavior
and student experiences. At some points in the report,
we begin to examine the potential differential effects
of school and student accountability by examining how
trends differ across schools of different achievement
levels and across students of different achievement levels, regardless of the school they attend.
It is also important in evaluating trends to recognize that high-stakes accountability was not the only
change taking place in the Chicago Public Schools in
the 1994-2001 period. There is evidence that test scores
began rising in the early 1990s and that the first wave
of decentralization reform was correlated with an increase in achievement in certain schools that may have
laid the basis for continuing improvement after the
1996 reforms.18 The economy in Chicago was improving significantly throughout the 1990s and an influx
of immigrants changed the racial and ethnic composi-

tion of the CPS student body. The 1995 reforms, in
which the mayor gained substantial authority over the
school system, also brought major investment in school
infrastructure; changes in governance; and expansions
of programs, including magnet schools, that may have
led to a general improvement in test scores in all grades
regardless of the highly touted accountability program.
In this report, we were careful to focus on indicators
that would be affected most by high-stakes accountability as opposed to these other general trends. Where
appropriate, however, we estimated trends statistically
adjusting for the incoming test scores of students in
that grade in an effort to account for larger influences
that may have shaped teacher practice and student
experiences.
The goal of this report is to provide a careful and
rigorous evaluation of the potential positive and negative influences of high-stakes testing on teacher behavior and students’ experiences in school. We assemble
the best evidence available, and we report on critical
indicators of instruction and student supports for
achievement that prior related research studies have
employed.19 As a result, this report provides some insights into the variety of influences, both good and
bad, that increased accountability can have on teachers and the classroom environment. Researchers and
practitioners reading this report may think of other
indicators that could be more useful in measuring the
impact of high-stakes testing. We hope that this report will serve as an impetus for additional research
on high-stakes testing both in Chicago and nationally. In the interpretative summary, we reflect on what
we have learned, the generalizability of our findings to
other contexts, and what issues our findings raise for
future research.
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CHAPTER

1

The Educators’ Perspective on the Impact of
Ending Social Promotion in Chicago and
on the Practice of Retention
by
Robin Tepper Jacob and Melissa Roderick

T

he introduction of high-stakes accountability for schools and the
end of social promotion for students in 1996, changed the context of teaching in the Chicago Public Schools (CPS). Teachers in
low-performing schools faced substantial pressure to raise test scores, and
all teachers were faced with the challenge of improving the achievement of
their lowest-performing students. While most prior research finds that
teachers resent accountability programs that either reward or sanction them
for their students’ performance, we know much less about how teachers
view accountability policies directed primarily at students.1 On the one
hand, teachers could view district efforts like CPS’s promotion policy as
something that supports their own work in the classroom—helping to
motivate students, sending the message that achievement matters, and
ensuring that students have the basic skills they need before they advance
to the next grade. On the other hand, teachers might believe that highstakes testing for students is nothing more than high-stakes testing directed squarely at them: limiting autonomy in the classroom, placing
excessive pressure on students and teachers, and undermining their professionalism by assuming that teachers’ own judgments of students’ performance are wrong or inadequate.
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In this chapter, we look at how teachers assessed
the impact of CPS’s efforts to end social promotion and
the extent to which they viewed the policy as consistent
with their own views for learning. In both 1999 and 2001,
the Consortium on Chicago School Research’s biannual
survey included a special supplement designed to explore how teachers and principals viewed and assessed
the impact of the effort to end social promotion. In
this chapter, we draw on these surveys and on teacher
interviews conducted in low-performing schools in
1999 to examine four central questions:
1. How did teachers and principals assess the impact of ending social promotion on students,

parental involvement, and on their own instructional practice?
2. What do teachers and principals’ responses tell
us about the most positive aspects of the policy,
and what areas raise concern for them?
3. How did teachers’ assessments of the policy vary
by their characteristics and by the racial and ethnic compositions and achievement levels of the
schools in which they worked?
4. To what extent did teachers and principals change
their assessments between 1999 and 2001 as the
policy matured?

Data Used in This Chapter
This chapter draws on three sources of data: teacher surveys, principal surveys, and personal interviews with a sample
of teachers in five low-performing schools. First, it uses survey data collected from teachers in both 1999 and 2001. The
Consortium on Chicago School Research regularly surveys Chicago Public School (CPS) teachers about their behaviors
and beliefs as classroom teachers. In the 1999 and 2001 surveys, a special supplement to the surveys contained 34
questions that asked teachers about their attitudes toward retention and the new end of social promotion policy as well
as their assessments of the impact of those policies.
Of the elementary schools in the system, 80 percent were represented in the 1999 survey and 73 percent were represented in 2001. In 1999, 7,900 teachers, or approximately 47 percent of the 16,895 elementary school teachers in the
system, responded to the survey. In 2001, the response rate increased slightly to 8,572 elementary school teachers. We
conducted an analysis of the surveys to check whether the characteristics of schools and teachers who responded to
the surveys were representative of the school system as a whole.
Among the school-level data, there was no evidence of response bias. The proportion of teachers in low-income, minority, and low-performing schools who responded to the survey was the same as for the school system as a whole. When
comparing teacher demographic information reported on teacher surveys to that contained in the CPS personnel files,
we found that the 1999 survey had fewer African-American respondents than the system as a whole (33 percent in the
survey versus 41 percent systemwide). Survey respondents were also more highly educated than teachers in the system as a whole (54 percent reported a graduate degree or higher on the survey versus 31 percent in the system as a
whole). There were no differences between the survey respondents and the system with respect to gender. Results were
similar in the 1997 and 2001 surveys.
Principal survey responses constitute the second data source used in this analysis. A similar principal supplement was
used in both 1999 and 2001. Approximately 315 of the 450 CPS elementary school principals responded to this survey
in 1999, while 375 principals responded in 2001. Again, there was no evidence of response bias among the principals
who responded to the survey. The proportion of principals in low-income, minority, and low-performing schools responding to the survey was the same as for the population as a whole.

RESPONSE OF TEACHERS AND STUDENTS

Examining Teachers and Principals’ Assessments
of Ending Social Promotion
In both 1999 and 2001, the Consortium on Chicago
School Research’s biannual survey asked teachers and
principals to assess the following aspects of Chicago’s
promotion policy:
• The efficacy of the programmatic supports (i.e.,
Lighthouse and Summer Bridge) in serving students with low skills;
• The influence the policy has had on student, parent, and teacher motivation;
• The influence of the policy on teachers’ own instruction (see Table 1-1); and
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• Whether they believed the policy was consistent
with their own instructional philosophies and attitudes toward the practice of grade retention.
Principals were asked also about the degree to
which efforts to raise students’ test scores had shifted
energy and resources away from other school and
student needs.

Teachers and Principals’ Assessments of the
Impact of Programmatic Supports
Teachers and principals were very positive about
the impact of Summer Bridge and Lighthouse. As
noted in the introduction, Chicago’s efforts to end

A third data source provided a supplement to the survey data and a context for teacher survey responses. Personal
interviews were conducted with 43 teachers who taught in the promotion-gate grades (third, sixth, and eighth) in one of
five K-8 schools. The five schools in which teacher interviews were conducted were located in two of the five Chicago
neighborhoods with the highest retention rates. In these neighborhoods, one-third or more of the students subject to the
promotion criteria were retained. These neighborhoods served either predominantly African-American or predominantly
minority (Latino/African-American) students. Of the two neighborhoods selected for the study, one was predominantly
African-American and the other was mixed Latino and African-American. There were a total of 50 third-, sixth-, and
eighth-grade teachers in these five schools. The final interview sample consisted of 43 teachers (26 percent male, 35
percent African-American, 28 percent Latino, and 37 percent white), representing 86 percent of teachers in the promotion-gate grades in these five schools.
In the interviews, teachers were asked to talk about their attitudes toward CPS’s efforts to end social promotion and to
comment on both the negative and positive aspects of the reform initiative. Interviewers also asked teachers about the
degree to which the policy had influenced their teaching practices and about the pressure they felt as a result of the
promotion policy. Finally, teachers were asked to comment on their experiences working with students who had been
retained as a result of the new promotion policy and to reflect on the effectiveness of the program supports that had
accompanied the policy, such as the Summer Bridge summer-school program and the Lighthouse after-school program.
The reform environment in which the effort to end social promotion was implemented included a number of initiatives
designed to increase educators’ accountability. In addition to retaining students who failed to meet minimum Iowa Tests
of Basic Skills (ITBS) test-score requirements, CPS began in 1996 to place schools with fewer than 15 percent of their
students performing at or above national ITBS norms on an academic warning list (academic probation) and threatened to
reconstitute schools that failed to show improvement. While interview questions asked specifically about teachers’ beliefs
and practices regarding the end of social promotion, in some instances, the teachers’ responses reflected the general
increase in accountability.
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Table 1-1: Survey Questions: Assessing the Impact of
Ending Social Promotion
1999 and 2001
The 1999 and 2001 Consortium surveys asked teachers and principals to indicate how
much they agreed with the following statements about the CPS ending social
promotion policy:

How much do you agree . . .
About the impact of
programmatic supports

Overall the Summer Bridge program has had a positive
effect on the students who have used it.
Overall the Lighthouse program has had a positive effect
on the students who have used it.
I feel supported in my efforts to help students who are at
risk of being retained.

About the impact on
parent and student
motivation

The threat of retention motivates students to work
harder in school.
[This policy] has made parents more concerned about
their students' progress.

About effects on
instruction and their own
behavior

[As a result of the new policy] nearly all teachers in this
school feel extra responsibility to help students meet
standards.
[This policy] has made me more sensitive to individual
student's needs and problems.
[This policy] has focused the school's instructional efforts
in positive ways.

About consistency with
their own views

[This policy] is consistent with my own views about what
is best for student learning.
[This policy] limits my attention to higher-order thinking
skills.
[This policy] places too much emphasis on basic skills.
[As a result of the new policy] I spend less time on social
studies and science than I used to.

Principals were asked to indicate to what extent they agreed or disagreed with the
following statements about the impact of the policy on school resource allocation.
The policy is consistent with the major goals of my School
Improvement Plan.
Because we are so concerned with test scores, we are neglecting other
important student educational needs.
The promotion policy emphasizes short-term fixes at the expense of carefully
planned strategies to address student learning problems.
[The promotion policy] has diverted resources to the third, sixth, and eighth
grades at the expense of other grades.

social promotion were accompanied by significant investments in
both after-school and summer
supports, including the Lighthouse after-school program for
low-achieving students and the
Summer Bridge summer-school
program for students who failed
to meet the test-score cutoff at
the end of the school year (see
Summer Bridge and Lighthouse
Programs on pages 2-3). Survey
results suggest that teachers were
quite positive about the influence
that these programs had on students (see Figure 1-1). Over 80
percent of teachers and 90 percent
of principals in the 1999 surveys
agreed or strongly agreed that
Summer Bridge and Lighthouse
had a positive impact on the students who attended. In interviews
with educators in low-performing
schools, teachers stressed that
Summer Bridge was critical because it gave students a second
chance to meet the promotion requirement. Many teachers in
these schools felt the policy would
be unfair without this second
chance for students to improve
their test scores.
In the 1999 surveys, teachers
reported that they relied heavily
on these programs to assist them
in working with struggling students. When these surveyed
teachers were asked what they
were doing to help students who
were at risk of being retained or
had already been retained, over 90
percent indicated that they referred students to after-school or
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other tutoring programs.2 Perhaps
reflecting their positive assessment of these programs, more
than 75 percent of teachers and
almost 90 percent of principals
agreed in 1999 that they felt supported in their efforts to help students who had been retained and
who were at risk of retention.

Figure 1-1

Most Teachers and Principals Were Positive about
Lighthouse and Summer Bridge (1999)
Teachers: How much do you agree with the following statements?
Summer Bridge has had
positive effects on students

17

68

Lighthouse has had positive
effects on students

16

68

I feel supported in helping students
at risk for retention

15

Teachers and principals were
positive about the influence the
policy had on student motivation. In the 1999 surveys, 67 percent of teachers and 72 percent
of principals agreed or strongly
agreed that the threat of retention
motivated students to work
harder in school (see Figure 1-2).
The majority of the teachers in
low-performing schools who were
interviewed echoed these sentiments and reported that students
had been working harder in response to the threat of retention:
Because the students know,
especially in eighth grade,
you know we need the score
or we’re coming to (this
school) next year. Especially
since I let them know, I’m
not the one failing you, I’m
not the one holding you
back. And so then the students are much more motivated to do their work,
especially as the year
progresses. (Eighth-grade
teacher)
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Figure 1-2

Most Teachers and Principals Felt That Students and Parents Were
Positively Motivated by Ending Social Promotion (1999)
Teachers: How much do you agree with the following statements?
The threat of retention motivates
students to work harder
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We have pupils who have become students. That
is, they actually do some studying because they
have a goal now, whereas before they knew that
they were going to be pushed on no matter what
they did. (Eighth-grade teacher)
Both survey and interview results suggest that teachers appreciated the policy’s strong message to students—that their classroom behavior and performance
matter. As one teacher commented, the policy sends
students the message that, “I [the student] make decisions and they have consequences, and I have a great
deal to do with the outcomes.” Many interviewed
teachers also reported that they used the policy as a
tool to motivate students, by helping students to focus on a goal. One teacher described using a growth
chart based on test scores as a way to help students
monitor their own progress. Another commented:
As a result of the policy, when kids come to the
sixth grade, they feel responsible because they
have something; they know they have a set goal
that is in front of them. I think all children need
that. (Sixth-grade teacher)
Teachers and principals felt that the policy had
positive effects on parental involvement. Almost 90
percent of principals and 75 percent of teachers surveyed agreed or strongly agreed that the policy had
made parents more concerned about their child’s
progress. One teacher in our interviews felt that the
promotion policy “laid down the law” for parents,
changing the expectations that merely sending a child
to school automatically earned that child a diploma.
Another teacher noted:
I really feel that there are three people involved . . .
the teacher, the child, and the parent. All of them.
If they’re not following with it [working with
each other] . . . it makes it difficult for the others . . . accountability is a positive part of this
policy. . . . I do like that people are responsible
all the time. (Third-grade teacher)

Ending Social Promotion: Teachers and
Principals’ Assessments of the Policy’s Effect on
Their Own Behavior and Instruction
Teachers and principals in 1999 felt that the policy
made them more sensitive and responsive to students’ needs. What teacher would not be happy with
more highly motivated students, greater parental involvement in education, and additional program supports to help struggling students? Indeed, some have
suggested that ending social promotion in Chicago has
transferred responsibility for poor student performance
to the students, parents, and after-school and summer
programs, in effect, taking the burden off of teachers.
Such an interpretation would suggest that teachers favored the policy because they did not have to change
their own behavior. However, survey results do not
support this hypothesis. In the 1999 surveys, the majority of CPS teachers and principals reported that they
believed the policy positively influenced their behavior and their school’s instructional efforts.
In the 1999 surveys, 85 percent of teachers and almost 90 percent of principals agreed that as a result of
the policy “nearly all teachers [in this school] feel extra
responsibility to help students meet standards.” (See
Figure 1-3.) More than 80 percent of teachers and principals agreed that the policy had made them more sensitive to individual student’s needs and problems.
Teachers and principals also agreed that the policy has
affected instruction positively. More than 80 percent
of teachers and 87 percent of principals surveyed agreed
or strongly agreed that the promotion standards had
“focused the school’s instructional efforts in positive
ways.”
Our interviews with teachers in low-performing
schools confirmed this generally favorable assessment
of the impact of the end of social promotion on teacher
behavior and classroom instruction. First, interviewed
teachers recognized a change in their sensitivity to student learning. One teacher noted that as a result of
the policy she will not move on with a lesson until she
is sure that 95 percent of the class has mastered the
skill. Another described the change in her behavior:
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[The policy] . . . made me
more accountable. It has . . .
kept me on my toes the entire year. There’s not one
day gone by that I haven’t
thought about what they
need to know and that if
they don’t pick up these
skills they will not pass.
And I feel it is my responsibility to get them to pass
math.
Many teachers also felt that the
promotion policy established
clear goals for instruction and, as
one teacher explained, helped
them “teach smarter.” Over half
(56 percent) of the teachers we interviewed said they appreciated
that the policy established a fixed,
concrete standard for achievement. As one teacher noted:
This system I like because
there is organization to it.
Before, it was like, well,
you’re starting at A, you
need to get to B, but you
are kind of on your own to
get there. This way there’s
a . . . structure to work with.
And I feel comfortable with
that. (Eighth-grade teacher)

Figure 1-3

Most Teachers and Principals Reported That the Ending Social Promotion
Policy Made Them More Sensitive to Students' Needs (1999)
Teachers: As a result of the CPS promotional policy . . .
nearly all teachers feel extra responsibility
to help students meet standards
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These survey and interview results suggest that many CPS educators endorsed the basic approach and goals of the policy, including its emphasis
on basic reading and mathematics skills. In 1999, three-quarters of teachers (77 percent) agreed that the policy was consistent with their own views
about what is best for student learning, while only 23 percent of teachers
surveyed agreed that the policy placed too much emphasis on basic skills
(see Figure 1-4), and 31 percent agreed that the policy had limited their
attention to higher-order thinking skills.
Most interviewed teachers also expressed concern that students were
missing the basic skills they needed to succeed and believed that the development of basic skills was the most important task to be accomplished in
the classroom. As one teacher explained, kids “can never get enough of the
basics; basics are the foundation.” Others commented:

Teachers and Principals’ Views
on the Consistency of the
Policy with Their Own
Educational Beliefs

Some of my students don’t know multiplication tables, and we’re doing
integers and fractions. How are they going to comprehend the whole
thing about fractions if they don’t know how to multiply them? How
will you divide if you don’t know how to make times tables? It’s impossible. So they have to know it. They really have to know. (Sixthgrade teacher)

In 1999, teachers and principals agreed that the policy was
consistent with their beliefs
about what is best for student
learning.

I think the teachers understand the students are missing basic skills. .
. . Our kids are missing so many basic skills . . . basics, period, in
everything. (Eighth-grade teacher)
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Many teachers also noted that basic skills have always been a top priority: “I don’t think that the promotion policy really dictates [an emphasis on basic
skills] because I think we have been doing [that] right
along. If you’re doing your job, you are teaching basic
skills. . . .”
Principals also valued the emphasis the policy placed
on basic skills (only 29 percent believed the policy
places too much emphasis on the basics) and nearly
90 percent of principals agreed that the policy was
consistent with the goals of their school improvement
plan. Principals were less likely than teachers (68 percent versus 76 percent) to agree that the policy was
consistent with their views of what is best for student
learning.
Teachers and principals did report that they spent
less time on other subjects. Approximately 40 percent of teachers and principals agreed that, as a result
of the promotion policy, they were spending less time
on social studies and science than they used to. In-

“[Reading is] the most important thing that they’re going to get out of here. . . . It’s
got to be the most important.
They can’t function if they
can’t read. . . . To me, all the
other things should be put
aside until they can do this.
(Eighth-grade teacher)
interviews with educators in low-performing schools,
teachers expressed varying opinions about whether this
shift in emphasis was good. Some teachers believed
that reading and mathematics should always be given
greater emphasis than social studies and science:

Figure 1-4

Most Teachers and Principals Felt That the Ending Social Promotion
Policy Did Not Place Too Much Emphasis on Basic Skills (1999)
Teachers: In your school, to what extent do you think the CPS promotional policy . . .
places too much emphasis on basic skills
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To me, if you cannot read then how
can you write? How can you do
your science? How can you do your
social studies? How can you do
your math? So, reading skills are
most important, then math skills
come in second. We have yet to
come across a job that does not require any type of math skill. . . .
And math is involved even in your
social studies. You’ve got time lines
and years and latitude, longitude—
all that stuff. . . . (Eighth-grade
teacher)

Disagree

Strongly
disagree

[Reading is] the most important
thing that they’re going to get out
of here . . . .It’s got to be the most
important. They can’t function if
they can’t read. . . . To me, all the
other things should be put aside
until they can do this. (Eighthgrade teacher)
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Many teachers reported that even in the absence of
the promotion policy, they would place more emphasis on reading and mathematics than on social studies
and science: “I think most teachers, regardless of the
policy . . . focus more on reading and math,” said one
third-grade teacher. Another eighth-grade teacher
agreed: “These are the areas that have always been
thought of as important anyway, so we’ve always spent
more time on reading and math . . . at the expense of
writing and social studies, etc. . . .”
However, between one-quarter and one-third of the
teachers with whom we spoke expressed concern about
the instructional cost of de-emphasizing other content areas.
I think especially at third-grade level when they
should really be getting into more social studies,
deeper thoughts, higher-level thinking, it’s really hard to spend the time doing it because you’re
spending all this time in reading and math and
writing . . . you have to have strong reading and
math skills . . . because they help you in all the
subject areas, but . . . there’s too much emphasis
placed on those skills because . . . we just don’t
have enough time to do all the other things. I
really think we need to spend more time on writing, which we don’t get. (Third-grade teacher)
Some teachers also indicated that standards and testing had constrained their behaviors
in the classroom in other ways.
Teachers expressed frustration that
the basic skills and test emphasis
took away from time to develop “soft
skills.” Additionally, some teachers
felt less able to employ creative instructional methods.
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more important areas—like learning skills for
life. (Sixth-grade teacher)
[The policy] takes away from more—I want to
say creative or more general activities. [If not for
the policy] I would do things that I enjoy more,
academic games and activities like that . . . more
creative things. . . . Instead of more cut-anddried reading, math, drills, practices. (Sixthgrade teacher)
I do feel that . . .too much emphasis is placed on
the standardized test. You may just want to plan
a whole theme of different things [that] you may
not get a chance to do because you want to make
sure they have those [basic] skills. . . . A lot of
creative things that you want to do you may not.
(Third-grade teacher)
However, despite their reservations, cautions, and concerns, this analysis suggests that the majority of teachers and principals supported and endorsed the general
educational goals of the policy. The goals, including
an increased emphasis on basic reading and mathematics skills, were consistent with their educational philosophy. Most teachers felt that increased accountability
was a necessary and positive step towards improving the
educational experience for students, even if it was not
the solution to all problems faced in the classroom.

There’s tremendous pressure in
our school to do well. . . . There’s
tremendous pressure on the
teachers to teach [to] the test.
And, of course, when that happens you’re going to leave off
John Booz
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Figure 1-5

Most CPS Teachers Surveyed Viewed Retention as
Academically Beneficial (1999)
How much do you agree with the following statements?
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Examining Chicago Teachers and Principals’ Attitudes toward
the Practice of Retention
Teachers Believe the Practice of Retention Is
Educationally Beneficial for Students
Thus far, we have examined CPS teachers and principals’ views on ending
social promotion, its program supports, and its impacts on their own behavior and on student and parent motivation. The most salient concern
expressed by opponents of high-stakes testing is that even if the policy
motivates students to work harder in school and helps teachers to focus
instruction in positive ways, it does so by using a practice—grade retention—that hurts children.
Whether retention produces short-term effects on achievement is hotly
debated in the literature. Some studies conclude that retained students
perform significantly more poorly than comparison groups of promoted
students when their achievement is compared one year after.3 Others conclude that retention may provide a short-term boost for low-achieving students that will benefit them when they reach postretention grades.4 There
is, however, little evidence that grade retention leads to long-term improvements in student achievement even among studies that document shortterm positive boosts in performance.5 Some research suggests that retained
students suffer negative academic self-esteem as a result of the retention

experience, although the results
are inconclusive.6 Most importantly, research consistently finds
that retained students are more
likely to drop out of school.7
Despite these findings, several
other studies have found that
teachers often do not view retention negatively.8 Chicago teachers
appear to share this view (see Figure 1-5). The 1999 surveys asked
teachers and principals a series of
questions about the effects of retention. Consistent with the national studies, three-quarters of
Chicago teachers felt that retention improved students’ longterm chances of success.
These survey responses also
indicate that a majority of teachers believe that retention does not
have long-term negative effects on
students. However, teachers expressed greater concern about the
immediate impact of retention on
students’ self-concept and engagement in school. Forty-five percent
of teachers surveyed in 1999 worried that “students begin to dislike school after being held back,”
and 48 percent agreed that, “retention negatively affects students’
self-esteem.”
Principals expressed somewhat
greater concern about the practice
of retention than did teachers.
Only two-thirds of principals surveyed in 1999 agreed that retention improves students’ long-term
chances of success, and 64 percent
of principals (as opposed to 72
percent of teachers) believe that
students end up with stronger
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skills after repeating a grade (see
Figure 1-6). Principals also expressed greater concern about the
immediate impacts of retention
on students. Sixty-four percent of
principals versus 45 percent of
teachers worried that “students
begin to dislike school after being held back.” Principals were
also more likely to agree that “retention negatively affects students’ self-esteem.”
While survey results suggest
that teachers had few concerns
about the impact of retention, the
teachers in low-performing
schools we interviewed were
somewhat more ambivalent.
Many interviewed teachers argued that the benefits of retaining a child depended heavily on
the characteristics of the child and
the circumstances surrounding
the retention decision. Other
teachers, especially those who had
experience working with retained
students, expressed serious reservations about the impact that
grade retention could have on a
child’s long-term chances of success. One teacher said she felt that
the impact of retention was “devastating across the board.” Another believed that retention
generally “makes students give
up” and “go to the streets.” Others noted:
I think that kids feel it’s
humiliating and embarrassing to be held back if the
rest of the kids know that
they’re a year older than everybody else. . . . And I

Figure 1-6

Principals Viewed Retention as Somewhat Less Academically Beneficial
than Teachers (1999)
How much do you agree with the following statements?
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don’t think they’re learning that much more the second time around.
(Sixth-grade teacher)
When this came in to play, no social promotion, I was kind of like,
“oh, good.” But in a way, we have really old sixth graders. They’re at
an adolescent level where the girl-boy relations, it’s just incredible.
And then they don’t like the books we use. I try to pick out things I
think they’ll enjoy . . . but . . . it’s real hard to find a reading level that
they’ll like that will also have a story that interests them. (Sixth-grade
teacher)
Often in interviews, however, teachers’ concerns about retention were
not as great as their concerns about the detrimental effects of social promotion. Several teachers were explicit about this tradeoff:
I remember in the past I was sending students with [very low skills to
high school] . . . you knew they were going into high school and they
were not going to make it. Now I know they are going there with
some more knowledge, and they are more prepared, and stopping
them from dropping out because they can’t handle the work and the
pressure. (Eighth-grade teacher)
The kids feel bad . . . [but] the way it [retention] makes a difference
is that they are able to compete when they go to high school, when
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they get out. If you send somebody out like that,
with a 3.3, how’s he going to compete out there?
Something had to be done. You know, sometimes medicine tastes bad, but you gotta do it.
(Eighth-grade teacher)
These teachers seemed to understand the costs associated with retaining a child but also saw the practice of socially promoting students without
grade-appropriate skills as extremely detrimental.
While acknowledging the tensions and trade-offs between retention and social promotion, many teachers
expressed the hope that retention would pay off in the
long run.

Teachers and Principals’ Reservations about
High-Stakes Testing
The previous discussion highlighted the general support that teachers and principals gave to the district’s
efforts to end social promotion. Yet educators also
expressed some reservations about the policy. Interviewed teachers in the lowest-performing schools
expressed three major concerns about the policy:

• The effort to end social promotion places too
much emphasis on a single test score.
• The standards create too much stress and pressure for teachers.
• The policy does not do enough to address the
needs of the lowest-performing students.
Teachers believe Chicago’s effort to end social
promotion places too much emphasis on a single
standardized test score. In 1999, when we conducted
our teacher interviews, Chicago’s promotion policy was
based solely on whether students met a given cutoff
on the ITBS in both reading and mathematics. As
described in the introduction, beginning in the 2000
to 2001 school year, the promotion policy was
amended in two ways. First, CPS began using a range
around the promotion cutoff in order to make promotion decisions. Second, teacher and principal rec-

ommendations as well as other indicators of student
performance were incorporated in the promotion decision. These changes appeared to be supported by
Chicago educators. In our 1999 interviews, many
Chicago teachers agreed with national experts that the
use of a single standardized test score was inappropriate. Teachers expressed a general mistrust of ITBS test
scores as applied to the individual student and believed
that good scores could often be obtained through
“luck” or “guess work.” Others felt the test emphasized speed over knowledge. As a result, a majority of
the teachers felt strongly that teacher input should be
used in the decision to promote or retain students.
Well, I think the whole policy places too much
emphasis on taking that particular test on that
particular day. . . . A child might be sick that
day and not do well, and it doesn’t show his true
performance. Plus, some of the bright kids get
overly nervous. It’s so hard to get a balance between telling them that this is important and
then going too far and getting them upset about
it. (Third-grade teacher)
Teachers differed about whether the increased
accountability associated with the policy placed too
much stress and pressure on teachers. Many interviewed teachers made reference to the increased stress
and pressure that accompanied the implementation
of ending social promotion. As noted earlier, over 90
percent of surveyed teachers agreed that “nearly all
teachers feel extra responsibility to help students meet
standards” as a result of the promotion policy. Teachers, however, appeared split in their assessment of
whether this increased sense of accountability was positive. Almost 20 percent of the teachers in low-performing schools who we interviewed experienced this
pressure in positive ways. As one teacher noted, pressure is a normal part of professional life: “If you are
out in the business world and you were selling or managing, you would have expectations and goals, you
know—management by objective. Why should it be
any different for a teacher?” Another commented:
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Everyone needs to be accountable for something.
These children need something. Some people
might not be here with children first in mind.
And you have to have children first in mind.
This is for the children, so you have to be accountable. You have to have some type of standard. What did you do? How can you prove you
did something? And right now the standardized
test is what we have. (Sixth-grade teacher)
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and the Summer Bridge program, there are few additional resources or interventions for students who fail
to meet the cutoff at the end of summer school. One
teacher noted that the policy would be fairer if there
were “more intensive services for the students that do
fail.” Others commented that “the real issues are not
being tackled”:
Let’s talk about the totality of the child, let’s
tackle the whole family, social conditions, health
problems. . . . Does this child eat? Does this child
need eyeglasses? Does this child have capability
deficits versus skills deficits? (Sixth-grade teacher)

However, one-third of the interviewed teachers indicated that the task of raising the achievement scores of
at-risk children, some two, three, or four years behind
grade level, became more of a stressor than a motivator. Some teachers were concerned that there would
And the policy, I really agree with it for some
be negative personal consequences for failing to get
children. For others, I think we need to get some
their students up to the test cutoffs. But frequently
experts in to tell us how to handle the others
who are not going to respond. (Third-grade
teachers’ concerns focused more on school accountteacher)
ability than on student accountability, confirming the
findings of previous research that teachers resent being judged by single test scores. One teacher noted
Surveyed principals expressed similar concerns about
that she “worries a lot” about how kids are “going to the potential tradeoffs of the policy. Sixty-three perdo,” because “they publish your scores in the paper. . . . cent of surveyed principals believed that the policy had
Your success or failure seems dependent on these, just caused the school to neglect students’ other educational
these test scores and nothing else they’ve learned. . . . And needs (see Figure 1-7). Forty-two percent of princiyou know the public views these scores as . . . whether the pals also believed that the policy emphasized shortschool is good or not.” Others worried about losing their term fixes over long-term solutions, and 39 percent
jobs, being put on probation, or being publicly repri- agreed that the policy had made them divert resources
manded by the principal.
from other grades to the third, sixth, and eighth grades.9
Teachers do not believe enough is being done to Both teachers and principals appeared to be concerned
help the lowest-achieving students in the system or
to address students’ other educational
Figure 1-7
needs. Principals feel that the policy diverts resources away from long-term so- Principals were Ambivalent about the Promotion Policy's Total Impact
on Students' Educational Needs (1999)
lutions and other student needs.
Interviewed teachers, who came from To what extent do you agree that as a result of the CPS promotional policy . . .
other student educational needs
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Figure 1-8

Most Teachers Were Positive about the Impact of
Ending Social Promotion (1999)
Very positive: Teachers were likely to agree or strongly
agree to all questions about the policy.
Negative
20%

Moderately positive: Teachers were likely to agree
that the policy had positive effects on
program supports;
student, teacher, and parent motivation; and
instruction.

Moderately positive
64%

Teachers were less likely to agree that the policy
was consistent with their views and
supported their efforts to help students.
Negative: Teachers did not agree that there were
positive impacts on instruction, program supports, or
student and parent motivation.

Very
positive
16%

Note: This measure combines teachers'
responses to individual survey items about
their views of the policy to end social
promotion. The measure explores the overall
degree of support each teacher has for the
policy. A higher score indicates greater
support for the policy. This was measured on
a 10-point scale.

that the policies and supports associated with the end of social promotion
in Chicago focus more on short-term solutions and fail to address the longerterm problems faced by many students.

Summarizing Teachers and Principals’ Views
In 1999, most teachers were moderately positive about the effect of
ending social promotion. Our look at individual items suggests that three
years after the initial implementation of promotion standards, the majority of educators had positively assessed the impact of the policy on students, parents, and their own behavior (See Figure 1-8). This assessment
appears to be based, in part, on the belief that students need a basic-skills
education and that the detrimental effects of socially promoting students
outweigh the potentially negative effects of retention.
In order to summarize teachers and principals’ responses, we created a
summary measure that combined teachers and principals’ survey answers
to a variety of the individual items. The items included in the measure
asked teachers to assess:

• The impact of Lighthouse and Summer Bridge and the extent to which
they felt supported in their efforts to meet students’ needs,
• The impact of the policy on student and parent motivation,
• The effects of the policy on instruction and their own behavior, and
• The degree to which the policy was consistent with their own views.10

When individual teachers’ responses to these items are taken
together, approximately 16 percent of CPS elementary school
teachers in 1999 could be considered “very positive” about the
impact of the ending social promotion policy (see Figure 1-8).
The majority, 64 percent, could
be characterized as “moderately
positive,” and approximately 20
percent of teachers’ responses suggested that they had “negative” assessments.
Teachers who were characterized as moderately positive endorsed the impact of program
supports; believed that the policy
had had positive effects on student, teacher, and parent motivation; and believed the policy had
focused instruction in positive
ways. Those teachers, however,
were less likely to agree that the
policy was consistent with their
own views about what is best for
student learning.
Our summary of survey responses suggests that principals
were more moderate in their assessment of the impact of ending
social promotion than teachers
(see Figure 1-9).11 While 81 percent of principals were moderately
positive about the impact of ending social promotion, only 8 percent were very positive. At the
same time, only 11 percent of
principals versus 20 percent of
teachers could be classified as having a negative assessment of the
policy. This summary measure
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confirms what we observed in our
exploration of the individual survey items.
In 1999, Chicago principals
appeared to have more reservations about the instructional costs
associated with the policy. Although principals were equally
positive or more positive than
teachers about the effects on motivation and program supports,
they were, on average, less likely
than teachers to feel that the
policy was consistent with their
own views and believed the policy
had instructional tradeoffs in that
it limited teachers’ attention to
higher-order thinking skills. In
addition, principals reported that
the policy diverted resources away
from long-term solutions and
more general student problems.

Teachers Differed in Their
Assessments of the Impact of
Ending Social Promotion and
the Effects of Retention
Our summary measure suggests
that teachers differed in their
overall assessment of the impact
of the ending social promotion
policy. Did teachers’ opinions differ because they held different
views on education or because
they served students who were
differentially impacted by the
policy? Teachers in promotiongate grades (third, sixth, and
eighth) were more affected by the
policy than teachers whose students were not in grades targeted

Figure 1-9

Most Principals Were Moderately Positive about the Impact of
Ending Social Promotion (1999)
Very positive: Principals were likely to agree or
strongly agree to all questions about ending social
promotion.

Negative
11%

Very positive
8%

Moderately positive: Principals were likely to
agree that the policy had positive effects on
program supports;
student, teacher, and parent motivation; and
instruction.
Principals were less likely to agree that the policy
was consistent with their views and
supported their efforts to help students.

Moderately positive
81%

Negative: Principals did not agree that ending social
promotion impacted instruction or student and
parent motivation positively. However, these
principals often still agreed that program supports
were positive.

for high-stakes testing. Similarly, teachers in low-performing schools faced
significant pressure to raise test scores. On the one hand, these teachers
may have resented the pressures imposed by high-stakes testing. On the
other hand, teachers in these grades and schools may have benefited most
from the increased resources and motivational effects associated with the
policy.
To explore these possibilities, we investigated how teachers’ assessments
of the impact of the promotion policy and their assessment of the effects of
retention varied by the characteristics of teachers and the schools in which
they taught. More specifically, we explored whether teachers’ attitudes toward ending social promotion differed by:

• Their own years of experience, education, and demographic characteristics;
• The grade and subjects they taught;
• The achievement level and racial composition of the school in which
they taught; and
• The experience of their school under the policy as measured by the
proportion of students who were retained.
We conducted our analysis using a multivariate procedure that examined the effect of each of these teacher and school characteristics
independently. For example, we were able to examine how experienced
teachers felt about the impact of the policy after accounting for the fact
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Table 1-2: Which Teachers Were the Most
Positive about the Impact of Ending
Social Promotion (1999)
Less Positive

More Positive

Education

Teachers with more
than a bachelor's
degree

Teachers with a
bachelor's degree

Teaching
experience

Teachers with less
than 15 years of
experience

Teachers with more
than 15 years of
experience

White and other race

Latino and AfricanAmerican teachers

Race/ethnicity teachers
Grade

Subject

No differences
by grade

No differences
by grade

Auxiliary teachers
Teachers in self(teachers who do not
contained classteach in content areas)
rooms
Teachers in the content areas (math,
science, social
studies, and
language arts)

Note: Levels of concern were estimated using a multivariate analysis that
calculated the impact of each teacher's response within the framework of
other characteristics (e.g., how teachers with bachelor's degrees felt
accounting for the fact that older teachers tended to be more likely to have
only bachelor's degrees). Additional controls included the race and
achievement level of the school.

Table 1-3: Which Teachers Expressed Greater
Concern about the Impact of Retention on
Students (1999)
Fewer Concerns

Greater Concerns

Education

Teachers with a
bachelor's degree

Teachers with more
than a bachelor's
degree

Teaching
experience

Teachers with
more than 15 years
of experience

Teachers with less
than 15 years of
experience

African-American and

Latino and white
teachers

Race/ethnicity other race teachers

Grade

Teachers in nonpromotional gate
grades

Third, sixth, and eighth
grade teachers
(promotional gate
grades)

Subject

No difference by
subjects

No difference by
subjects

Note: Levels of concern were estimated using a multivariate analysis that
calculated the impact of each teacher's response within the framework of
other characteristics (e.g., how teachers with bachelor's degrees felt
accounting for the fact that older teachers tended to be more likely to have
only bachelor's degrees). Additional controls included the race and
achievement level of the school.

that experienced teachers teach in different schools,
have obtained differing levels of education, and differ
in their race and ethnicity (see Appendix A for a full
description of the model that was estimated).

In 1999, Experienced Teachers Were More Supportive
of Reform, and Highly Educated Teachers
Were Less Supportive of Reform
Chicago Public School teachers are, on average, an
older teaching force and have obtained a limited number of advanced degrees. In the 1999 teacher survey,
for example, over half (54 percent) of teachers reported
having more than 15 years of teaching experience,
while 21 percent reported having less than five years
of classroom experience.
That same year, 42 percent of surveyed teachers reported that they had received only a bachelor’s degree.12
Teachers with only a bachelor’s degree were much more
likely to be positive about the impact of ending social
promotion and expressed fewer concerns about the
potential negative impacts of retention (see Tables 1-2
and 1-3). Moreover, the most experienced teachers in
the system (teachers with over 15 years of teaching
experience) were significantly more positive, on average, about the effects of CPS’s efforts to end social
promotion and expressed significantly fewer concerns
about the impact of retention on students.
Teachers’ views on retention and ending social promotion also differed by their race and ethnicity. Thirty
percent of teachers in our surveys identified themselves
as African-American, and 10 percent identified themselves as Latino. African-American and Latino teachers were significantly more positive about the impact
of the promotion policy even after accounting for differences in their years of teaching experience and the
achievement level and racial and ethnic composition
of their schools. African-American and other race
teachers expressed fewer concerns about the impact of
retention. Latino teachers and white teachers expressed
more concerns about retention even though Latino
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teachers had more positive views, on average, about
the impact of ending social promotion (see Table 1-2).

Teachers’ Assessments of the Impact of the Policy
Varied Little by Grade or Subject Taught
Surprisingly, teachers in the promotion-gate grades
(third, sixth, and eighth) were no more or less supportive of the end of social promotion than were teachers in other grades. However, these teachers expressed
more concerns about the potential negative effects of
retention, perhaps reflecting the fact that retained students were concentrated in their classrooms.
Language arts (reading) and mathematics teachers
held similar views about the impact of the policy as
teachers who taught other subjects (science or social
studies). Teachers who taught auxiliary subjects, such
as art or physical education, were slightly more supportive (an approximate 4 percent increase in the average level of support) of the reform efforts than were
self-contained classroom teachers or mathematics, science, social studies, and language arts teachers. This
finding is somewhat surprising because many teachers
complained that the pressure of high-stakes testing
takes away from emphasis on auxiliary subjects. At
the same time, teachers in these subjects may have
felt less pressure associated with trying to raise students’ test scores.

Teachers’ Assessments of the Impact of Ending Social
Promotion Did Not Vary by the Achievement and
Racial Composition of Their Schools
Teachers in low-performing schools faced a greater task
because so many more of their students were at risk of
retention. These schools were also faced with the threat
of probation and the potential for additional school
sanctions if they did not raise their test scores. We
looked at how teachers’ assessments of the impact of
the promotion policy and their views on retention varied by the achievement level and racial and ethnic
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composition of the school (e.g., whether the student
body was predominantly African-American, predominantly Latino, etc.). The achievement level of the
school was assessed by the percentage of students reading at or above national norms in 1994.
Surprisingly, teachers’ assessments of the impact of
ending social promotion did not differ by the achievement level or racial composition of their school once
we accounted for the characteristics of teachers and
the number of students in the school who were exempted from the exam.13 However, teachers in the
lowest-performing schools in the system expressed
greater concerns about the impact of retention on
their students.

Teachers in Schools with Many Retained Students
Were Less Positive about the Impact of
Ending Social Promotion and Expressed
More Concerns about Retention
While the overall achievement level of the school did
not influence teacher assessment of the impact of ending social promotion, their assessments varied significantly by the initial experience of the school under
the policy. We examined how teachers’ assessments of
the impact of the policy in 1999 varied by the retention rate of the school in which they taught in the
preceding year, 1998. In 1998, 26 percent of CPS’s
elementary schools had very low retention rates, e.g.,
less than 6 percent of third, sixth, and eighth graders
in the school were retained.14
There is a strong relationship between a school’s
1998 retention rate and teachers’ assessments in 1999
of both the overall impact of the ending social promotion initiative and their views on retention. Specifically, teachers in schools with high and very high
retention rates (over 15 percent of third, sixth, and
eighth graders retained) responded less positively to
the survey items than teachers in schools with lower
retention rates (see Figures 1-10 and 1-11).
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Figure 1-10

Average measure of teachers' assessment of the
impact of ending social promotion

Teachers in Schools with High Retention Rates Were Less Positive
about the Impact of Ending Social Promotion (1999)
4.6

4.6

4.5

4.5
4.4

4.3

4.3

4.2

4.1
4
Very low
(<6%)

Moderate
(6-15%)

High
(16-33%)

Very high
(>33%)

Percent of Third-, Sixth-, and Eighth-Grade Students Retained in 1998
Note: This measure combines teachers' responses to individual survey items about their views of the
policy to end social promotion. The measure explores the overall degree of support each teacher has
for the policy. A higher score indicates greater support for the policy. This was measured on a 10point scale.

Changes in Teachers and
Principals’ Assessments of
Ending Social Promotion,
1999 to 2001

Figure 1-11

Average measure of teachers' concerns about the
impact of retention

Teachers in Schools with High Retention Rates Were
More Concerned about Retention (1999)
5.0

4.9

4.9
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4.8

4.7

4.7
4.6

4.6

4.5
Very low
(<6%)

Moderate
(6-15%)

High
(16-33%)

There are two reasons why
teachers in schools with high retention rates may have responded
to these survey items more negatively. First, teachers in schools
with high retention rates may
have been accurately reporting
that the policy had had few positive effects in the school. Perhaps
the school had not responded
positively by organizing and by
working to change behavior, and
the students had not changed
their behavior. Second, teachers in
schools with high retention rates
may have had a more realistic
sense of the costs associated with
the policy, having spent a year
managing large numbers of retained students.

Very high
(>33%)

Percent of Third-, Sixth-, and Eighth-Grade Students Retained in 1998
Note: This measure combines teachers' responses to individual survey items about their views of the
policy to end social promotion. The measure explores the overall degree of support each teacher has
for the policy. A higher score indicates greater support for the policy. This was measured on a 10point scale.

Up until this point, we have examined teachers and principals’
assessments of the short-term impact of the policy, using survey
and interview data collected in
1999, two years after the implementation of the policy. We might
expect teachers and principals to
view the policy differently over
time. In the short run, teachers
clearly welcomed the program
supports provided to help struggling students and were pleased
with the increases they observed
in parental involvement and stu-
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dent motivation. Despite a few
concerns, teachers generally felt
that their schools were focusing
effectively on the needs of their
lowest-performing students, and
that the policy had met students’
needs. Teachers overcame their
concerns about the policy and endorsed it. Yet, research on highstakes testing often finds that test
scores rise significantly following
the initial impact of high-stakes
testing and then level off over
time. We might expect to see a
similar leveling off of support for
such a policy among educators as
the initial benefits of the program
begin to wane, and as they gain
greater exposure to retained students, who often fail to show improvements academically and
may suffer emotionally.
In 2001, teachers responded
slightly less positively to the same
sets of questions about the end of
social promotion policy (see Figure 1-12). Teachers were slightly
less likely to agree that Summer
Bridge and Lighthouse had a
positive impact on students and
were slightly less likely to agree
that they felt supported in their
efforts to help at-risk students. To
some extent changes occurred in
teachers’ assessments of the impact of the policy on student and
parent motivation. While in
1999, 67 percent of teachers
agreed or strongly agreed that the
threat of retention motivated students to work harder in school;
in 2001, only 62 percent agreed

Figure 1-12

Teachers' Attitudes about the Impact of Ending Social Promotion
Changed Little between 1999 and 2001
Comparison Between 1999 and 2001 Teachers' Responses
Summer Bridge has had positive
effects on students

17

Lighthouse has had positive effects
on students
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with this same statement. The proportion of teachers
who agreed that parents were more concerned as a result of the policy also fell from 83 percent to 75 percent. Over time it appears that teachers were somewhat
less likely to attribute changed behavior on the part of
students and parents to the introduction of the promotion-gate test-score cutoffs.
In addition, teachers were also somewhat less likely
in 2001 to agree that the policy was consistent with
their own instructional views and were somewhat more
likely to believe that the policy placed too much emphasis on basic skills. When we combine teachers’ responses into a summary measure identical to the one
created from teachers’ responses to individual survey
items in 1999, (see Figures 1-8 and 1-9 on pages 2223) we find that the proportion of teachers who could
be characterized as strongly supportive of the promotion policy declined slightly from 16 percent to 14
percent, while the number who were categorized as
moderately supportive remained the same. Yet, counter
to expectation, there were no changes in teachers’ attitudes toward the practice of grade retention.
In general, it appears that the initial enthusiasm for
the policy may have begun to wane slightly by 2001.
This may be due to a variety of factors, including
changes in the behavior of students and parents after
the initial impact of the policy began to fade or to
increased expectations on the part of teachers for student behavior and performance. Teachers may also have
begun to have greater concerns about the potentially
negative aspects of the policy as time passed. Nevertheless, the decline in teacher support for the policy
from 1999 to 2001 seems moderate. Even five years
after policy implementation, more than three-quarters of the teachers remained either moderately or
highly positive about the impact of ending social
promotion.

Conclusions
Given that research consistently finds that educators
in other states and districts are resistant to high-stakes
testing policies and given the pressures that high-stakes
testing places on educators, it may be surprising that
Chicago Public Schools teachers and principals reacted
positively to efforts to end social promotion. However, this analysis suggests that many teachers viewed
the policy as something that supported rather than
constrained their own work in the classroom. Many
educators welcomed the possibilities the policy held
for increasing the motivation of students and the involvement of parents. Teachers believed the policy had
a positive impact on students by establishing a goal
for them to work toward, providing them with motivation to work harder in school, and sending the message that achievement matters. In addition, unlike
many high-stakes testing policies, the CPS policy provided teachers with significant resources to help with
classroom work. Teachers welcomed these program
supports and the availability of extra interventions for
students. As a result, it appears that rather than viewing the policy negatively, they viewed it as something
designed to help them be more successful in their classrooms. We do find some evidence of weakened support over time, yet even five years after the institution
of the policy, most Chicago educators remained positive about both the impact of supports and the impact
on students and continued to believe that the policy
was consistent with their own instructional foci.
While Chicago educators were, on the whole, positive about the impact of Chicago’s initiative to end
social promotion, their support was not an overwhelming endorsement. Many felt the policy had room for
improvement and believed that both increased teacher
input in the promotion decision-making process and
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greater attention to a wider range of students’ needs
were necessary. Interestingly, variance in teachers’ assessments of the impact of the policy and of retention
was driven largely by differences across teachers in their
educational and demographic characteristics rather
than the characteristics of their students. Older and
more experienced teachers were significantly more
positive about the effects of ending social promotion
on students and instruction, while younger and more
educated teachers viewed the policy and its effects more
negatively.
Yet, despite their concerns, the end of social promotion appears to have met some immediate needs of
educators, engendering their tentative support. As one
teacher noted:
I’d hate to go back to social promotion because
the little experience I did have with it, it was
still, “It doesn’t matter if I do it or not, because I
know next year I am moving on”. . . . My sister
is a school psychologist, and she thinks the idea
of having them retained is terrible; it’s going to
destroy their psyches, and they are going to have
no self-image. Well, how much self-image are
you going to have if when you get out you can’t
get a job and people fire you because you didn’t
follow the instructions or whatever. That cannot be very helpful to your positive self-image,
either. So I have done 10 rounds with my sister
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on that one, and I don’t think the city had any
choices. . . . It’s [the policy] going to have rough
edges to start with. I mean this is . . . a big system, and it takes a while to get things working
right. I’m not ready to go back to social promotion, that’s for sure. (Sixth-grade teacher)
Opponents of high-stakes testing often base their
opposition on research evidence that suggests that retention has few academic benefits. Indeed, research
has documented that students who were retained under the policy often struggled academically in the year
after they were retained, and teachers in schools with
the highest retention rates expressed greater concerns
about the policy.15 In this chapter, we hypothesized
that one of the reasons that teachers were so positive
about the impact of CPS’s effort to end social promotion is that at a minimum they viewed social promotion as more negative than retention, and many
Chicago educators viewed retention as having positive educational benefits. At the same time, teachers
expressed concern that not enough was being done to
assist retained students. Expanding interventions and
supports for students who were retained would become crucial to both addressing the critical needs of
students with the weakest skills and ensuring that educators’ concerns were addressed.
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The Instructional Response to High-stakes
Accountability Trends in Test Preparation and
Content Emphasis in Mathematics
and Reading 1994-2001
by
Robin Tepper Jacob

A

s we found in the previous chapter, the 1996 reforms placed significant pressure on Chicago Public Schools (CPS) teachers to raise
reading and mathematics test scores. But how did teachers change
instruction as a result of that pressure? Did they focus more on test preparation, or did they change how they taught or what they taught? In the
previous chapter, we found that the majority of teachers and principals
believed that the ending social promotion initiative had a positive impact
on their own behavior and the focus of instructional efforts. These responses suggest that teachers changed their instructional approach in response to high-stakes testing. But there is significant debate about whether
high-stakes testing positively or negatively changes what and how teachers
teach. Critics of high-stakes testing argue that the majority of teachers will
respond by limiting their classroom content to what is on the test and by
spending a great deal of time teaching students to take tests. Teachers could
also react to the pressures of high-stakes testing by changing their instructional practices to ensure that all students are exposed to grade-level material and skills and are academically successful.
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In this chapter, we take a close look at trends in teachers’ reports of the time they spent on test preparation
and on the content they emphasized in mathematics
and language arts between the 1993 and 1994, and
2000 and 2001, school years. We used survey data
collected by the Consortium on Chicago School Research in the spring of 1994, 1997, 1999, and 2001,
to trace trends in these areas. Additionally, we drew
on teacher interview data to look at how teachers described their efforts to improve test scores (see Data
Used in this Chapter). We looked specifically at how
subject matter emphases and time devoted to test
preparation differed across grades, and at whether
teachers in low-performing schools and schools that
served high proportions of African-American and
Latino students exhibited greater changes in instructional practice than teachers in other schools.

How Might Teachers Change What
They Teach in the Classroom?
Test Preparation and Content Alignment
The most obvious way a teacher faced with pressure
to increase test scores could respond is to spend more
time teaching students how to take a particular test, a
practice often referred to as test preparation. While

educators and policy makers talk about test preparation as if it were a clearly defined activity, there are, in
fact, a variety of ways in which teachers may teach
students how to take a test. In this report, we identify
four different approaches teachers may employ to prepare students for an important exam: 1) teaching testtaking strategies, 2) engaging in test simulations, 3)
aligning assessments, and 4) aligning content.1
Frequently, teachers will prepare students to take
exams by teaching them test-taking strategies. These
include talking with students about the type and number of questions they can expect in each section of the
test, familiarizing students with the vocabulary used
in directions, and helping students to identify appropriate strategies for completing the exam in the allotted time. Examples of test-taking strategies include
telling students to “mark C” if they don’t know the
answer to a particular question or instructing students
to “fill in all the blanks” if they are running out of
time at the end of the test.
Teachers can also help prepare students for an important exam through test simulation, which involves
administering practice exams and having students practice taking exams under time constraints. In a highstakes testing environment, many teachers will give a
practice exam to students every Friday or will spend a

Data Used in this Chapter
This chapter draws on much of the same data used in Chapter 1. However, while Chapter 1 uses teacher survey and
interview data collected in 1999, this chapter also relies on teacher survey data collected in 1994 (prior to the implementation of the policy) as well as data collected in 1997, 1999, and 2001 (after the implementation of the policy) to
explore changes in teachers’ reports of their own behavior since the ending social promotion policy began. The 1994
surveys are generally used as the baseline in these analyses. However, in several instances there were no comparable
items or measures available in the 1994 surveys. When 1994 data were not available, changes from 1997 to 2001 were
explored. There is evidence that the full effect of the policy did not take place until several years after high-stakes testing
was implemented, so exploring changes using 1997 surveys as a baseline is not unwarranted; however, these findings
should be interpreted with caution.
Surveys were administered to all elementary school teachers (K-8) in the Chicago Public Schools. Responses were
received from 6,200 teachers in 1994; 10,300 teachers in 1997; 7,900 teachers in 1999; and 8,572 teachers in 2001. Of
the elementary schools in the system, 56 percent were represented in the 1994 survey responses, 88 percent were
represented in 1997, 80 percent in 1999, and 73 percent in 2001.
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week before the test administration having students
take repeated timed exams.
Similarly, teachers often align assessments so that
students become familiar with providing answers in
the form that a particular test requires (e.g., using
multiple-choice exams in class or asking questions on
class assignments using the same wording and format
as the test). Teachers may know, for example, that a
test requires students to demonstrate a particular skill
(e.g., identifying the main idea of a paragraph in a
multiple-choice format). In response, teachers could
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alter their classroom exercises and assessments
so that students are frequently asked to identify the main idea of a passage, and teachers
could use multiple-choice assignments to assess students’ knowledge.
Finally, teachers frequently prepare students
for important exams by teaching the specific
content that will be covered on those exams,
an approach we refer to as aligning content. If
a teacher knows, for example, that the Iowa
Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS) emphasizes fractions and decimals, she could alter her curriculum so that it emphasizes the acquisition
of these skills.
In this report, we make a distinction between aligning content (i.e., covering tested subjects
and skills in class) and those test-preparation activities
that are simply designed to help students get better at
taking standardized tests such as the ITBS. Therefore,
we define test-preparation activities as those activities
that involve teaching test-taking strategies to students,
simulating the testing environment or aligning assessments, but not those activities that include content
alignment. While teaching test-taking strategies or providing practice exams may enable students to better
demonstrate their knowledge, such activities do not

As noted in Chapter 1, almost half of the 16,895 elementary school teachers in the system responded to the 1999
survey. The response rate was slightly higher in 1997 and slightly lower in 1994. In 1999, the survey sample was 16
percent male, 33 percent African-American, 46 percent white, and 13 percent Latino. Of the teachers responding, 54
percent had completed at least a master’s degree, and 46 percent had been teaching for more than fifteen years, while 25
percent had been teaching for fewer than six years. Chi-square analysis indicates that the survey had fewer AfricanAmerican respondents than the system as a whole (33 percent in the survey versus 41 percent systemwide). Survey
respondents were also more highly educated than the system as a whole (54 percent reporting a graduate degree or
higher in the survey versus 31 percent in the system as a whole). Results were similar in other survey years.
Survey responses provide a rich source of information for comparing teacher practice before and after the implementation of these policies. In addition, this chapter draws on the personal interviews conducted with 43 teachers in the
promotion-gate grades (third, sixth, and eighth) who taught in one of five K-8 schools. These data are described in more
detail in Chapter 1. Teacher interview responses are used to corroborate survey findings.
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Even prior to the 1996 accountability reforms, a substantial
proportion of Chicago teachers
spent more than 20 hours each
year preparing students for standardized exams.
increase students’ underlying skills. But if teachers alter the content of their instruction, we might expect
students’ opportunities to learn to change, potentially
leading to increases in achievement that could be generalized to other contexts. For example, we would expect students who learn to understand and manipulate
fractions in a variety of contexts, because their teachers emphasized fractions in class, to have a different
benefit than students who spend time learning how to
answer the fractions questions in the particular way in
which they are asked on the ITBS. In the next section
we explore evidence for changes in the time teachers
spent on direct test-preparation activities—activities
designed to help students improve their test-taking
skills. We then investigate the changes that teachers
made in the content they covered in their classrooms.

Trends in Teacher Reports of Time on Test
Preparation (1994-2001)
In 1994, 1997, 1999, and 2001, the Consortium’s
surveys asked teachers to indicate how many hours
they had spent that year preparing students for standardized tests such as the ITBS and Illinois Goals Assessment Program (IGAP)/Illinois Standards
Achievement Test (ISAT). Teachers were asked to report whether they had spent less than four hours on
test preparation that year, between four and 12 hours,
between 13 and 20 hours, or more than 20 hours a
year. In this section, we examine changes in the proportion of teachers reporting that they spent more than

20 hours a year on test preparation.2 To ensure that
these data reflect pedagogical trends rather than
changes in the composition of the teaching force or
changes over time in the teachers who answered the
surveys, we estimated the proportion of teachers across
surveys who spent more than 20 hours a year on test
preparation, accounting for differences in racial composition, gender, years of education, years of teaching
experience, and grades and subjects taught by the teachers answering the survey. Therefore, results can be interpreted as the changes in test preparation that would
have been observed if the composition of the teaching
force remained similar between 1994 and 2001. (Note:
All models were estimated using Hierarchical Linear
Models (HLM). See Appendix B for a complete description of the models estimated.)

Time on Test Preparation Increased Significantly
from 1994 to 2001
Even prior to the 1996 accountability reforms, a substantial proportion of Chicago teachers spent more
than 20 hours each year preparing students for standardized exams. Our model estimates suggest that in
1994 over one-third of all Chicago teachers were spending more than 20 hours each year on test-preparation
activities (see Figure 2-1). However, the proportion of
teachers reporting that they spent more than 20 hours
Figure 2-1

A Substantial Proportion of Teachers Spent
More Than 20 Hours a Year on Test Preparation
Proportion of teachers spending
>20 hours per year on
test preparation

34

.60
.50
.40
.30

0.49

0.45

0.44

0.35

.20
.10
0

1994

1997

1999

2001

Year
Note: All figures are scaled to show half a standard deviation above and
below the 1994 mean. Estimates shown are from a hierarchical linear
model that controls for the demographic characteristics of the teachers
responding to the survey. See Appendix B for a complete description of
the model.
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a year on test preparation increased significantly after
the implementation of high-stakes testing in 1996, and
continued to rise through 1999. By 1997, the estimated proportion had increased to 45 percent, and by
1999, to nearly 50 percent. In 2001, the estimated
proportion of teachers who reported spending more
than 20 hours a year on test preparation declined somewhat, from nearly 50 percent to 44 percent.

Increases in Time for Test Preparation Were
Largest in the Promotion-Gate Grades
The 1996 policies placed more emphasis on testing in
all grades since schools were placed on probation based
on the average percent of students reading at or above
national norms in the entire school. However, teachers and students in the third, sixth, and eighth grades—
the grades where students faced test-score cutoffs for
promotion—faced the greatest pressure.
Not surprisingly, time on test preparation increased
substantially in these grades. Prior to the implementation of high-stakes testing, an equal proportion of
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teachers in each grade (about 30 percent) reported
spending 20 hours or more on test preparation each
year. Between 1994 and 1999, our estimates suggest
that the increase in the proportion of third- and eighthgrade teachers spending more than 20 hours per year
on test preparation outpaced the increases observed in
other grades. By 1999, almost two-thirds of all teachers in the third and eighth grades reported spending
more than 20 hours per year on test preparation. In
no other grades were such high levels of test preparation reported (see Figure 2-2).
The proportion of teachers who reported high levels of test preparation increased substantially in the
sixth grade, although the increase was not as marked
as in the third and eighth grades. We estimated that
the proportion of sixth-grade teachers spending more
than 20 hours per year on test preparation increased
by 26 percentage points between 1994 and 1999
(see Figure 2-3). In addition to these three promotion-gate grades, similarly large increases occurred
in the fourth grade.

Figure 2-2

Teachers Reported Spending Higher Levels of Time on Test Preparation since 1994
70
Percent of teachers spending >20 hours per year on
test preparation by grade
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Figure 2-3

The Percent of Teachers Spending High Levels of Time on Test Preparation
Increased Most in the Third and Eighth Grades

Estimated increase in percent of teachers
spending >20 hours on test preparation
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Time on Test Preparation Increased Most in the Lowest-Performing Schools
CPS’s accountability policy provided the strongest incentives for the lowest-performing schools. These schools faced significant pressure to change
behavior in order to get off of, or avoid being placed on, academic probation. We looked at changes in test preparation between 1994 and 2000 by
both the achievement level of the students and the racial composition of
the school.3 Specifically, we estimated the proportion of teachers reporting
that they spent more than 20 hours during the year on test preparation,
taking into account teachers’ race, gender, education, years of teaching
experience, grade level, and subject matter taught, as well as the racial composition of the schools in which they worked. Thus, we estimated the change
in test preparation that occurred in schools of different achievement levels
if all schools had had similar teaching staffs and had students with similar
racial backgrounds.
Between 1994 and 1999, teachers in the lowest-performing schools reported dramatically higher levels of test-preparation activity. The estimated
proportion of teachers who reported spending more than 20 hours per
year on test preparation increased by an average of 23 percent in schools
that had initially been placed on academic probation (schools with fewer
than 15 percent of students reading at or above grade level on national
norms). (See Figure 2-4.)
The estimated proportion of teachers who reported spending more than
20 hours a year on test preparation also increased significantly in schools
that faced the threat of academic probation (schools in which 15 to 24

percent of the students scored at
or above national norms in reading). In contrast, increases in test
preparation were relatively modest in schools with better performance. The estimated proportion
of teachers who reported more
than 20 hours a year of test preparation increased by 11 percent, on
average, in schools with 25 percent or more of their students
reading at or above grade level on
national norms. Indeed, using a
statistical model to impute time
on test preparation, (see Another
Look at Time Spent on Test Preparation on page 38) we estimated
that in the lowest-performing
schools, the average time teachers devoted to test preparation
doubled between 1994 and 1999.
While school performance was
a strong predictor of time devoted
to test preparation, the racial
composition of the school in
which a teacher worked was not.
Schools with higher proportions
of Latino and bilingual students
showed slightly greater increases
in test preparation between 1994
and 1999 than did predominately
African-American schools. However, we need to use caution interpreting these results. In 1994,
teachers in African-American
schools were already spending a
great deal of time on test preparation. In 1994, over 45 percent
of teachers in moderate-performing African-American
schools reported that they spent
more than 20 hours each year on
test preparation. We would,
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Interviewed Teachers Emphasized
That Test Preparation Was
Critical to Increasing Test Scores
Teachers in the low-performing
schools where we conducted our
interviews confirmed that they
had placed new emphasis on test
preparation in response to the
1996 accountability programs.
When asked to talk about the
strategies they had found for successfully raising student test
scores, most teachers indicated
that they emphasized test preparation using a wide variety of approaches. First, many teachers
indicated that test simulation and
familiarizing students with the
layout and format of the test was,
in their experience, the most effective strategy for raising test
scores.
When they saw the actual
form . . . to see how the
questions were worded, it
worked better than any-

Figure 2-4

Increases in the Percent of Teachers Spending High Levels of
Time on Test Preparation Was Greatest in Low-Performing Schools

Estimated increase in the percent of teachers
spending >20 hours on test preparation

therefore, expect to see a smaller
increase in the proportion of
teachers reporting that they spent
more than 20 hours per year on
test preparation since such a large
proportion of the teachers in
these schools were already responding in this category prior to
the policy’s implementation. Yet,
results from our simulation suggest that the amount of time
spent on test preparation in African-American schools doubled
between 1994 and 1999.
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Note: See Appendix B. In 1994, 24 percent of the city's 456 elementary schools were very-lowperforming (<15 percent of students reading at grade level on national norms). Thirty-six percent of
schools were low performing (15-24 percent of students reading at national norms). Sixteen percent of
schools were moderate performing (between 25-35 percent of their students reading at or above
national norms in reading). Twenty-four percent of schools were better performing (more than 35
percent of their students were reading at or above national norms on the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills).

thing I had ever used. When I explained to them, “You know how to
do this.”. . . If I would go to the board and do it, they’ll say, “Oh,
okay.” (Sixth-grade teacher)
Timed lessons. Bubbling in . . . the actual answer sheet. That was
similar to the ITBS. Whereas, you know, just using notebook paper
and actually write the problem out. They had to use scratch paper
and then they had to transfer the answer onto the bubbling sheet.
(Sixth-grade teacher)
Also, teachers talked about teaching test-taking strategies and about explaining to students how to understand the questions they were likely to
see on the exam. A number of teachers observed that while their students
knew the skills being tested, they often did not recognize what they were
being asked to do in a testing situation. One third-grade teacher explained
how she prepared students for the test:
[I taught them] what “how many in total” means . . . because
many times they know the material; they know the operation that
they have to do, but they don’t understand the vocabulary.
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Another Look at Time Spent on Test Preparation
Looking at the proportion of teachers who reported spending more than 20 hours per year on test preparation gives us
an estimate of how many teachers placed a great deal of emphasis on test-preparation activities. It does not tell us how
much time teachers were actually spending. A teacher who reported more than 20 hours could be spending 25 or 75
hours. In addition, we don’t know if those teachers who were already spending 20 hours or more on test preparation in
1994 also increased their time. For example, even before the new promotion policy was implemented, 47 percent of all
third-grade teachers reported spending more than 20 hours per year on test preparation. If many of these teachers
were spending a little over 20 hours per year in 1994 but had increased the number of hours to a little over 50 by 1999,
we would not be able to detect this change only by looking at the changes in the number of teachers who reported
spending more than 20 hours per year.
Statisticians have developed approaches to dealing with the problem of interval data where respondents have an upper
limit on their response categories (e.g., 20 hours or more). Put simply, if we assume that time spent on test preparation
is normally distributed, we can use information on both the percentage of teachers who responded to each interval
(each response category) and knowledge of the normal distribution to estimate the average time spent on test preparation each year as well as how different subgroups might have responded. Specifically, we used an application of regression analysis called Tobit analysis for interval regression to estimate the mean time spent on test preparation each year
as well as changes for particular subgroups (African-American versus Latino schools).
Using this technique, we estimated that in 1994 teachers were spending, on average, approximately 10.5 hours per
year preparing students for standardized tests. By 1999, that number increased to 21 hours. Among predominantly
African-American schools where teachers were spending a great deal of time on test preparation prior to the policy’s
implementation, we estimated that test preparation increased from almost 16 hours per year in 1994 to almost 31
hours in 1999. Among the very-low-performing schools, the estimated time increased from an average of 14 hours to
an average of 32 hours. Among third-grade teachers, the estimate increased from 14 hours in 1994 to 31 hours in
1999. Thus, our estimates suggest that the average time spent on test preparation doubled between 1994 and 1999.

Another described her strategies:
I made a list of vocabulary. I gave them a list of
the words and told them “This means this.
Whenever you see this word here, that means
you’re going to have to do one of these.” That
helped them. From the beginning of the year, I
gave them vocabulary and tried to do word problems. (Seventh-/Eighth-grade teacher)
Finally, teachers talked about teaching students to
problem solve in relation to the test. They gave students practice exams and taught skills such as process
of elimination and estimation:
They had forty-five minutes to do the assignment . . . to read it and do it. And then we went
over and discussed the answers, the process of
elimination, and why they chose the answers.
[We would go] back in the paragraph, identifying where they found that answer and why they

chose that answer, to help them understand why
the answer was right or wrong. (Eighth-grade
teacher)
I teach them strategies to deal with things they
find unfamiliar or don’t know. I teach them about
cause and effect. I also focus on problem-solving capabilities; things that help them find a way
out of a box. (CPS teacher)
My classes were behind in both reading and
math. When I went through the ITBS book, they
could not do any of the problems....I drilled them
for two weeks. I showed them how to do the
problems, explained to them, had them go to
the board, and then tell me how they did the
problem, how they got the answer. [They had
to] use the proper vocabulary/math terminology when explaining the steps. . . . I did not
want them to fail because I did not want them
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to be another statistic. I did word attack and
decoding skills and phonics skills with them. [We
practiced] context clues, what we call higher-order thinking skills, and I drilled them all year on
that because they were missing the very basic,
very, very basic. They could not identify main
idea, author’s purpose, prediction. (Eighthgrade teacher)
One problem with using survey data to track
changes in test preparation is that it is difficult to know
how to interpret teachers’ survey responses. In this report, we have made a distinction between test-preparation activities designed to help students improve their
ability to take tests and changes in content coverage
designed to improve test scores. However, when teachers indicated on surveys how much time they spent
on test-preparation activities, they may have been reporting on the time they spent on specific test-taking
strategies or they may simply have been referring to
any activity that they believed would lead to higher
test scores, including teaching topics they knew would
be on the test (i.e., aligning content).
However, an analysis of interviewed teachers’ descriptions of their test-preparation activities suggests
that they described direct test-preparation activities—
practicing test simulation, familiarizing students with
the vocabulary and kinds of
questions asked on the ITBS,
and working on direct testtaking strategies. Although
many interviewed teachers
indicated they had aligned
their curriculum with the
ITBS content, few talked
about curriculum alignment
as a specific test-preparation
strategy. In summary, these
interview results (see Defining Test Preparation on page
40) suggest that when teachers reported increased time
on test preparation on sur-
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veys, they were most likely reporting time on test-taking strategies rather than on content alignment.

How Much Time Are Teachers Really Spending?
From survey data analysis, we know that many CPS
teachers spent more than 20 hours each year on test
preparation and that that proportion increased significantly between 1994 and 2001. Survey data do not,
however, tell us the actual amount of class time teachers devoted to these activities. A teacher who reported
spending more than 20 hours a year may have spent
as few as 21 hours each year or as many as 250 hours.
In our 1999 interviews with teachers in low-performing schools, we asked teachers to give estimates of the
total number of hours they spent on test preparation
throughout the year. We also asked teachers to indicate how much time they spent on test preparation in
the month prior to the ITBS. For example, one teacher
indicated that in the “three weeks before the test, we
spent at least one period a day specifically on test-taking strategies and practice tests, but did nothing before then.” Assuming that one period is approximately
an hour long and that preparation took place five days
a week for three weeks, this teacher’s time on test preparation would be approximately 15 hours. Another
teacher indicated that he devoted at least 20 minutes a

John Booz
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Defining Test Preparation
As shown in Figure 2-1, many more teachers reported spending over 20 hours a year on test preparation since the end
of social promotion, but it is unclear how we should interpret these reports. The survey question used in the analysis
asked teachers to indicate how much time they spent during the school year “preparing students for standardized tests
such as the ITBS or IGAP/ISAT.” To what activities were teachers referring when they answered this question? Were they
indicating how much time they spent teaching test-taking strategies, administering practice tests, and using aligned
assessment tools? Or were they referring to the time they spent covering the topics they knew would be on the ITBS
(curriculum alignment), the effects of which are more ambiguous?
Teachers’ interviews provide some insight. In interviews as well as surveys, teachers were asked to indicate how much
time they spent preparing students for the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS); however, in interviews they were then asked
to talk about the kinds of activities they engaged in during these test-preparation periods. Of the teachers we interviewed, 80 percent (28 teachers of 35) talked specifically about teaching test-taking strategies and familiarizing students
with the form and format of the test during this time. These teachers talked about spending time exposing students to
the “layout and format of the test.” They described using short, timed exams each day to help familiarize students with
taking timed exams, using exams where students have to fill in the bubbles, and giving students timed ITBS practice
tests. They also reported teaching student test-taking skills. An additional five teachers (14 percent) talked about using
some combination of curriculum alignment and test preparation. While over half of the teachers we talked with (22 of 43
teachers) mentioned that they had aligned the content of their curriculum with the content of the ITBS, only 4 percent
talked about covering ITBS-specific content when asked to describe their test-preparation activities. The following is a
list of activities teachers indicated they engaged in during test-preparation time:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Give practice tests
Teach test-taking strategies
Teach strategies to deal with things students find unfamiliar or don’t know
Expose students to the layout and format of the test
Give short, timed problems at the beginning of each day
Use a bubble format for in-class exams
Teach students to use the process of elimination in answering multiple-choice exams
Continually give timed exams
Use test-preparation booklets

day, five days a week for specific test preparation all
year long. Thus, we estimated that this teacher spent
60 hours.4
Among all 35 interviewed teachers, we estimated
that the average teacher spent 53 hours on test preparation in 1999. Two teachers reported spending substantially more of their instructional time on test
preparation (240 hours and 180 hours), while three
teachers reported spending no time at all.
However, 53 hours may overestimate the time spent
on test preparation in the system as a whole since the
interviewed teachers all worked in high-risk neighbor-

hoods, in schools that were on or faced the possibility
of academic probation, and with students in the promotion-gate grades where the pressure to increase test
scores was greatest. Indeed, we analyzed the survey data
using a statistical method that allowed us to impute
the mean hours of time spent on test preparation from
survey responses (see Another Look at Time Spent on
Test Preparation on page 38). From this analysis we
estimated that in 1994, teachers were spending an approximate average of 10.5 hours per year, and by 1999,
that average increased to 21 hours, substantially below the 53-hours-per-year estimate. However, among
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teachers in the lowest-performing schools, the amount
of time spent on test preparation increased from 14
hours in 1994 to 32 hours in 1999, still below the
estimate of 53 hours, but nonetheless a substantial
amount of time.
While these analyses provide estimates of the total
time devoted to test preparation throughout the year,
the impact of test preparation on the instructional
environment differed depending both on how concentrated the time spent on test preparation was, and
on when the test preparation occurred during the
school year. Suppose that teachers do spend, as our
interview sample suggests, an average of 53 hours each
year on test preparation. If there are 180 days in the
school year, this is, on average, about an hour and a
half each week—the equivalent of a block of reading
or mathematics time. Based on previous Consortium
work, this represents approximately 8 to 9 percent of
actual instructional time during the school year.5
Yet, this 8 to 9 percent would have had a different
impact on instruction if it had been spread out over
the entire school year than if the time was concentrated in the weeks immediately preceding testing.
Indeed, if most of the time on test preparation was
concentrated in the weeks prior to testing, 53 hours of
test preparation is more than two weeks of instructional time. If we combined the time spent on test
preparation with the instructional time lost to giving
tests, this might mean that a month of instructional
time is lost to testing each spring.
About half of the teachers interviewed indicated that
a majority of the time they spent on test preparation
took place in the month prior to testing, although most
of these teachers indicated that they spent an hour a
day or several hours each week on test preparation and
did not stop regular instruction altogether. Five interviewed teachers indicated that they spent all of their
instructional time in the weeks prior to the test on
test-preparation activities.

41

. . . among teachers in the
lowest-performing schools, the
amount of time spent on test
preparation increased from
14 hours in 1994 to 32 hours
in 1999.
Trends in Teacher Reports of Content Emphasis
(1994-2001)
Many Chicago teachers reacted to the pressures of highstakes testing by increasing the amount of instructional
time devoted to test preparation. Previous research has
found that teachers will often react to high-stakes testing by changing what they teach to ensure that students are being exposed to the topics that are covered
on the test.6 CPS placed schools on probation solely
on the basis of their ITBS reading scores. The promotion decisions at third, sixth, and eighth grades were
made on the basis of students’ ITBS reading and mathematics scores. This reading and mathematics emphasis provided an incentive to shift instructional attention
away from subjects such as science, art, or social studies. In addition, within reading and mathematics,
teachers had an incentive to align their curriculum with
the specific topics covered on the ITBS. The Iowa Tests
of Basic Skills, as its name implies, is a basic skills test.
The reading portion of the ITBS focuses on testing
reading comprehension skills in three areas: (1) factual meaning, (2) inferential and interpretative meaning (e.g., drawing conclusions or inferring traits or
feelings of a character), and (3) evaluative meaning
(e.g., identifying the main idea of a paragraph). The
mathematics portion of the ITBS tests skills in: (1)
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Changes in Subject Emphasis Versus Changes in Instructional Foci within Subjects
Previous research has argued that teachers in other states and districts who are faced with pressure to increase test
scores in particular subject areas tend to devote less time to subjects that are not covered on the exam.1 In this chapter,
we evaluate changes in content emphasis within particular subjects. Unfortunately, we do not have data to evaluate
changes in the time teachers spent on reading or mathematics versus other kinds of activities. For example, while there
is evidence that teachers spent more time on grade-level mathematics topics, we don’t know whether the total instructional time devoted to mathematics changed. Similarly, while we have seen evidence that teachers gave significantly
more emphasis to reading comprehension when they taught reading, we don’t know whether the total time that teachers
spent on reading instruction increased.
Evidence from surveys suggests that Chicago Public School teachers were split in their opinions about whether they
placed less emphasis on science and social studies than they used to as a result of the accountability system. In both
1999 and 2001, Consortium on Chicago School Research surveys asked teachers whether they felt that as a result of the
ending social promotion initiative, they “place less emphasis on social studies and science” than they used to. In 1999,
57 percent of the teachers responding disagreed with this statement. Results were similar in 2001.
One interpretation of teachers’ survey responses is that the majority of teachers did not change their allocation of
instructional time across subject areas, but simply the topics they covered within content areas. They might also have
changed how they taught in content areas. For example, when teaching social studies, teachers may have placed greater
emphasis on reading instruction within content areas. Another interpretation is that teachers were already spending
limited time on social studies and science prior to the accountability program. As we saw in the previous chapter, many
interviewed teachers stressed that reading and basic skills have always been their highest priority. Finally, teachers may
have been reluctant to admit that they had shifted their subject-matter emphasis because they believed it would reflect
badly on them. Findings from teacher interviews (see Chapter 1: Data Used in This Chapter) suggest that in fact many
teachers have included more reading and mathematics instructional time. However, because we have not explored
changes over time in subject-matter emphasis on Consortium surveys, we are limited in our ability to interpret these
findings or to comment on the extent to which our interview findings might be generalized beyond teachers in lowachieving schools.

1

See, for example, Smith (1991).

problem solving, (2) data interpretation, and (3) mathematical computation. In this section, we look at
whether teachers in Chicago shifted their instructional
foci in reading and mathematics to emphasize these
topic areas. Unfortunately, we do not have the ability
to evaluate whether teachers shifted the allocation of
their total instructional time towards reading and
mathematics versus other subject areas because we lack
longitudinal data that asked teachers the percentage
of time devoted to different subject areas (see Changes
in Subject Emphasis Versus Changes in Instructional Foci
within Subjects).

Mathematics Content Emphasis: Measuring Whether
Teachers Focus on Grade-Level Subject Matter
In an influential Consortium report, Julia Smith and
her colleagues conducted a careful analysis of Chicago
Public Schools students’ opportunities to learn mathematics prior to the implementation of the high-stakes
testing initiatives in 1996.7 Using the 1994 Consortium survey data, Smith and her colleagues identified
the content that teachers would need to cover in order
to get their students to score at grade level on the ITBS
and compared that to teachers’ reports on Consortium
surveys of the time they spent on each of these skills in
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their classrooms. For example, for eighth graders,
grade-level material included statistics and probability, the ability to graph equations, simplify algebraic
expression, and solve the equation for a line. Students
would need to be exposed to these topics if they were
to have the opportunity to score at grade level on the
eighth-grade ITBS. Sixth-grade material involved long
division, number properties, and rounding.
The main finding of Smith and her colleagues’
analysis was that pacing in mathematics instruction
slowed down dramatically in the upper elementary
grades. Students in the seventh and eighth grades were
rarely exposed to grade-level material such as algebra
or probability, and teaching in the upper elementary
grades continued to focus on lower-level material. By
eighth grade, three-quarters of teachers surveyed reported content emphasis below that expected for students to be deemed at grade level on the ITBS. This
problem was worst in high-poverty schools, in majority African-American schools, and in predominantly
minority schools.8
If teachers reacted to high-stakes testing by aligning their curriculum with the content of the test, we
might have expected that teachers would have spent
more time on grade-appropriate mathematics material. The battery of mathematics questions was asked
in 1994, 1997, 1999, and 2001, allowing us to track
over time whether teachers reported greater emphasis
on grade-appropriate mathematics skills. We drew on
the Smith, et al. analysis of the ITBS and compared
how pacing had changed over time and across grades
throughout this period (see How We Determined
Whether Teachers Taught “Grade-Level” Mathematics
Content on page 48).
Because CPS mathematics scores rose throughout
this period, we estimated changes in teachers’ emphasis on grade-level-appropriate mathematics content—
or the proportion of time teachers devoted to
grade-level or near-grade-level material—using a multivariate procedure that adjusted for incoming test
scores in each grade. Thus, our mathematics content
exposure estimates reflect changes in teachers’ reports
after accounting for the fact that in each grade, teach-
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ers were more likely to have students with higher mathematics test scores coming into their classrooms in
2001 than in 1994.

Teachers Spent More Time on Grade-Level
Mathematics Material
Even after controlling for rising levels of achievement
among students, teachers’ survey responses suggest that
students’ exposure to grade-appropriate mathematics
content improved in the eighth grade (see Figure 25). There was less improvement in other grades.9
Consistent with the findings of Smith and her colleagues, first- and second-grade teachers were much
more likely to report spending time teaching gradeappropriate mathematics topics than upper-grade
teachers. However, seventh- and eighth-grade mathematics content exposure improved from 1994 to
2001, with the most dramatic increases occurring
among eighth-grade teachers.
In 1994, the average eighth-grade teacher reported
spending only 38 percent of her time on topics that
could be considered at grade level on the ITBS (see
Figure 2-6). By 2001, the average eighth-grade teacher
reported spending 44 percent of her time on gradelevel material. Similarly, the average proportion of time
that eighth-grade teachers reported spending on the
most basic mathematics concepts—those associated
with first- through third-grade material (such as simple
addition, reading a clock, and multiplication facts) declined from nearly one-quarter of their mathematics
instructional time in 1994 to 18 percent in 2001.
While an increase of 6 percentage points may seem
relatively small, it represents an increase of well over
one-half of a standard deviation above the 1994 levels.
In some ways these findings are promising. Eighthgrade teachers were more likely in 2001 than in 1994
to report that they exposed students to material that
would be considered at grade level on the ITBS. But
these results also suggest that mathematics pacing remained a problem. While in the early grades, teachers
reported spending the majority of their time on gradelevel mathematics material, there was a dramatic decline
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Figure 2-5

in the introduction of new topics
in third grade, and that continued to slow throughout the elementary school years (see Figure
2-5).
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Note: Grade-level material includes content considered appropriate for students in that grade or the
grade immediately above or below it. Estimates shown are from a hierarchical linear model that controls
for the demographic characteristics of the teachers responding to the survey. For grades four through
eight, where valid test score data are available, the models also control for the incoming achievement
level of the students in that grade. See Appendix B.

Beginning in 1997, the Consortium on Chicago School Research
added to its surveys a detailed set
of questions, parallel to the mathematics questions, which asked
reading and language arts teachers to report on the amount of
classroom time they devoted to a
variety of reading and language
arts activities. Because these survey items were not asked in 1994,
we do not have a prepolicy versus
postpolicy comparison, however,
as we saw with test preparation
and with exposure to grade-appropriate mathematics content, it
does not appear that the full effect of the policy took place immediately after it was implemented.
Thus, by exploring changes between 1997 and 2001, we can understand the general trends that
resulted from the policy’s implementation (see How We Measured
Reading Alignment and Emphasis
on Reading Comprehension on
page 49).
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Average percent of time teachers reported spending on
mathematics topics associated with each grade level
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Note: See Appendix B.

We assessed reading content alignment in two ways.
First, we analyzed the proportion of time teachers reported spending on reading versus other language arts
activities, such as writing, going to the library, practicing public speaking, and teaching study skills. We
call this measure, “time spent on reading comprehension.” Second, we explored the degree to which teachers emphasized ITBS-assessed reading comprehension
skills. This measure combines into a single scale (measure reliability=.83) language arts teachers’ reports of
how much class time they spent on reading comprehension skills, such as analyzing and interpreting literature, differentiating fact from opinion, or drawing
inferences. The measure is placed on a 10-point scale,
with 10 indicating a high degree of content alignment
with the ITBS. We call this measure “ITBS reading
alignment.”
Both our measures of reading alignment and of time
spent on reading versus other language arts activities
suggest that Chicago Public Schools teachers placed
more emphasis on reading comprehension, focusing
specifically on the reading skills that the ITBS measured. The measure of reading alignment rose signifi-

cantly between 1997 and 1999, and then again in
2001, for a total change of more than one-half of a
standard deviation (see Figure 2-7). We also saw a small
increase in the proportion of language arts time that
teachers reported devoting to teaching reading comprehension versus other language arts activities. In almost all grades except fifth, we saw significant increases
in the proportion of language arts time teachers reported spending on teaching reading (see Figure 2-8).
As with mathematics pacing, the largest increases occurred among seventh- and eighth-grade teachers.
We estimated trends in our measure of reading alignments with the ITBS (i.e., the extent to which teachers reported emphasizing the specific reading skills
tested on the ITBS) once we adjusted for the entering
reading test scores of students in that grade. Because
the first- and second-grade ITBS test measures different reading skills than the third-grade reading test, we
restricted this analysis to fourth through eighth grade
(thus controlling for students’ third- through seventhgrade reading ITBS test scores). Even after accounting for the fact that students in 2001 were entering
the upper grades with significantly higher ITBS
reading scores, we found that seventh- and eighthgrade teachers, in particular, were much more likely

Figure 2-7

Teachers Reported Spending Much More Time
Teaching ITBS-Tested Reading Skills
1997-2001
Rasch measure of alignment of
reading content with ITBS (in logits)

Figure 2-6
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Note: Figure is scaled to show half a standard deviation above and below
the 1997 mean. See Appendix B.
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Figure 2-8

Figure 2-9

Seventh- and Eighth-Grade Teachers
Reported the Largest Increases in the Time
They Spent on Teaching Reading Comprehension
1997-2001

Seventh- and Eighth-Grade Teachers
Significantly Increased Their Emphasis on
ITBS-Covered Reading Topics
10
Emphasis on ITBS reading topics
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to report aligning the content of their reading instruction with the ITBS (see Figure 2-9). We observed small
and insignificant changes in the lower grades. We need
to be careful in interpreting these results, however, because we do not have a prepolicy comparison. It might
be that teachers in all grades shifted to greater emphasis on those skills measured by the ITBS between 1994
and 1997. But clearly, this shift continued in the seventh and eighth grades after 1997.
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Note: Reading comprehension is the percent of time a teacher devotes to
reading-comprehension topics in her classroom as opposed to writing or
other language-arts activities, such as going to the library. For grades four
through eight, where valid test-score data are available, the models also
control for the incoming achievement level of the students in that grade.
Estimates shown are from Hierarchical Linear Models (HLM) that control
for the demographic characteristics of teachers responding to the survey
(see Appendix B).

Differences across Schools in Mathematics
Pacing and Reading Comprehension
In the previous section, we found that test preparation increased significantly in the lowest-performing
schools in the system. We conducted a similar analysis
to examine how increases in the time spent on gradelevel mathematics material and on reading versus other
language arts activities varied by the school’s achievement level. This analysis also accounted for changes
in the race, gender, education, years of teaching experience, grade level, and subject matter taught of the
teachers responding to the survey over time, as well as
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Figure 2-10

Teachers in Very-Low- and Better-Performing Elementary Schools
Reported the Greatest Improvement in Time Spent on Grade-Level
Mathematics Material (1994-2001)
.05
Increase in proportion of time spent on
grade-level mathematics material

the racial composition of the
school in which they worked.
Thus, we estimated the changes
in mathematics pacing and emphasis on reading comprehension
that occurred in schools of different achievement levels if all
schools had had similar teaching
staffs and had students with similar racial backgrounds.
To restate, our measure of
mathematics content emphasis
represents the extent to which
teachers in each grade reported
emphasizing topics that were
identified as grade appropriate.
Mathematics emphasis increased
across all schools, but the largest
increases were observed among
the lowest-performing schools
(those with <15 percent of students reading at national norms)
and among the highest-performing schools (see Figure 2-10). The
3 percentage-point increase
among teachers in very-low-performing schools represents an increase of approximately one-third
of a standard deviation, while the
4 percentage-point increase
among teachers in better-performing schools represents an increase of two-fifths of a standard
deviation.
It appears that teachers with
the lowest-performing students
felt significant pressure to increase
the level of mathematics content
they were covering in their class-
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Note: This chart indicates the estimated change in the proportion of time teachers in a particular grade
devoted to grade-level material (i.e., material considered appropriate for students in that grade or the
grade immediately above or below it). Estimates shown are from a hierarchical linear model that controls
for the demographic characteristics of the teachers responding to the survey. For grades four through
eight, where valid test-score data are available, the models also control for the incoming achievement
level of the students in that grade (see Appendix B). For more detailed information on the categorization
of schools by their achievement, see Figure 2-4.

rooms. This is an important finding, since these are the same schools where
pacing has been shown to slow down the most in the upper grades. Yet,
teachers in the better-performing schools, where they faced ostensibly little
pressure to change the content covered in their mathematics classes, also
spent significantly more time on grade-level material in 2001. Perhaps these
schools had the greatest capacity to alter their curriculum, when faced with
increased accountability and specific standards. There were no statistically
significant differences by the racial composition of schools after accounting for differences across schools in their achievement levels in 1994.
There is no evidence that the shift in emphasis toward time on reading
and reading comprehension was concentrated in the very-low-performing
schools (see Figure 2-11). Thus, it appears that CPS teachers in all schools
reacted to the signal created by high-stakes testing by aligning their curriculum more closely with the content of the test. No differences were
found based on the racial composition of the schools.
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How We Determined Whether Teachers Were Teaching “Grade-Level” Mathematics Content
In each survey year, elementary school teachers who taught mathematics were asked, “approximately what percent of
your total instructional time is devoted to” the following 34 topic areas (see list below). Smith, Smith, & Bryk analyzed
the ITBS to determine what topics in the list were associated with different levels of student performance.1
The 34 questions about math content coverage were then divided into grade-level categories based on their level of
difficulty. Difficulty levels reflect the percentage of students at a given grade level who were able to answer correctly an
item associated with that topic on the ITBS. Based on teacher responses to individual items within each grade category,
the proportion of time spent on material at each grade level was computed and standardized to equal 100 percent. For
this analysis, the proportion of time spent teaching “on grade level” is defined as the proportion of time spent on
material one grade below, at, or one grade above the grade taught. For a third-grade teacher, for example, the proportion
of time spent on grade-level material includes time spent on second-, third-, and fourth-grade material. In the survey
itself, items were grouped according to skill areas, such as “basic facts and concepts,” “measurement,” “numbers and
operations,” “computation,” and “algebra,” and not according to the grade level of the material; thus, they appeared in
a different order on the survey than shown here.
First-Grade Material
Counting objects and places in line
Identifying shape names and relationships
Naming and ordering numbers
Simple addition
Simple subtraction
Identifying operations
Solving word problems using addition, subtraction
Second-Grade Material
Coins and money
Reading a clock
Using number lines and rulers
Third-Grade Material
Multidigit addition
Multiplication facts
Multidigit subtraction
Measuring common objects
Counting by a factor greater than one
Converting between units of time
Fourth-Grade Material
Simple division
Place value and regrouping
Finding length, perimeter
Shifting between words and numerals
Solving word problems using multiplication, division
Fifth-Grade Material
Solving equations with one unknown
Estimating, approximating the closest number to
solve a problem
Finding area and volume from pictures
Multidigit multiplication

1

Smith, Smith, & Bryk (1998).

Sixth-Grade Material
Long division
Solving inequalities
Associative, communicative, distributive properties
Rounding
Decimal place value
Primes, factors, multiples
Converting between units of measurement
Seventh-Grade Material
Solving ratio, proportion problems
Operations with decimals
Solving percent problems (find what percent, part,
whole)
Operations with negative numbers
Exponents and roots
Operations with fractions
Absolute value
Eighth-Grade Material
Statistics
Probability
Equations of lines
Simplifying algebraic expressions
Graphing equations
Beyond Eighth-Grade Material
Solving two equations, two unknowns
Solving quadratics
Solving interest problems
Solving mixture and coin problems
Solving word problems
Solving distance problems
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How We Measured Reading Alignment and
Emphasis on Reading Comprehension
In 1997, 1999, and 2001, elementary reading and language
arts teachers were asked, “approximately what percent of
your total instructional time is devoted to” the following
topics (see the list to the right). In the survey, items were
grouped according to the subject areas of reading, writing, and other language arts and appeared in exactly the
order they are presented here. The items varied slightly
from year to year. The items shown to the right are taken
from the 2001 survey.
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5 = 11 to 20 percent
6 = 21 to 35 percent
7 = 36 to 50 percent
8 = more than 50 percent
Teachers’ answers were standardized to equal 100 percent, and the proportion of time teachers devoted to
reading as opposed to writing or other language arts
topics was explored.
Reading Comprehension
Systematic phonics (decoding skills,
phonemic awareness)

We developed our measure of reading alignment using
Rasch analysis. The measure was created by combining
multiple survey items to capture the degree to which teachers aligned their curriculum with topics covered on the
Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS). The items in this measure include the emphasis given to things such as differentiating fact from opinion, drawing inferences, and
analyzing and interpreting literature. These topics mirror
closely the topics covered on the reading comprehension
portion of the ITBS and around which the Summer Bridge
summer-school curriculum is built.

Vocabulary acquisition

We also created a way to measure the emphasis teachers
placed on reading comprehension by dividing these topics into three categories: reading comprehension, writing,
and other language arts topics; the proportion of time
teachers spent on reading comprehension became the
basis for the measure. As illustrated to the right, reading
comprehension includes such things as recognition of important ideas and supporting details in a text, comprehension of facts and details, and analyzing and interpreting
literature. Writing topics includes spelling; proper grammar, punctuation, and conventions; persuasive writing; narrative writing; and free or creative writing. Other language
arts topics includes study skills, handwriting, word processing, public speaking, and listening skills. Teachers
were able to choose among eight categorical responses
regarding the amount of time they spent on each subject
or skill:

Comprehension of facts and details

Reading text with fluency (e.g., with speed and
proper intonation)
Understanding a basic story line or narrative (fiction)
Analyzing and interpreting literature
Recognition of important ideas and supporting details
(expository texts)
Differentiating fact from opinion
Drawing inferences from expository texts
Synthesizing ideas from several texts
Identifying the main idea in a paragraph or text
Remembering the sequence of significant events
Understanding the author’s perspective
Writing
Spelling
Proper grammar, punctuation, and conventions
Writing process
Persuasive writing
Expositive writing
Narrative writing
Free or creative writing
Other Language Arts Topics
Study skills
Cursive handwriting and penmanship

1 = taught at a previous grade level

Word processing

2 = will be taught at a future grade level

Finding information on the Internet

3 = 1 to 5 percent

Public speaking

4 = 6 to 10 percent

Listening skills
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Figure 2-11

partmentalized science teacher explained that as the ITBS approached,
she switched to teaching mathematics:

Increase in proportion of time spent on
reading versus other language arts activities

Teachers in All Schools Spent More Time on Teaching
Reading Versus Other Language Arts Activities
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Note: For more detailed information on the categorization of schools by their achievement, see
Figure 2-4.

Interviewed Teachers Also Confirmed That They
Aligned Curriculum to the ITBS
Longitudinal survey data suggest that many Chicago
teachers shifted their skills focus in reading and mathematics toward the skills that were being assessed on
the ITBS. One problem with survey data, however, is
that we do not know whether teachers’ reports reflect
actual changes in behavior. One interpretation may
be that teachers changed what they taught in order to
raise test scores and better prepare their students for
the ITBS. Another interpretation may be that teachers had become so familiar with what was on the tests
and with the district’s emphasis on reading, that they
were more likely to report emphasizing this content
even if they had made few actual changes in their classrooms (e.g., teachers know the right answer).
Interviewed teachers in low-performing schools were
asked to describe the most effective strategies they
found for raising students’ test scores on the ITBS.
Their responses suggest that many teachers have indeed made changes in what skills they teach and in
their content coverage in order to prepare students for
the ITBS. The changes were not confined to language
arts and mathematics teachers. For example, one de-

For the last month or more, might
be six weeks, I did math with all the
full classes. I just stopped
science . . . there was too much content to be covered, and she [the
math teacher] was not able to [cover
it all]. So I said, “Okay, whatever
she is not able to cover, I’m going
to cover before the test.”. . . . I did
just math for six weeks . . . I did
percents. I did mean, median, and
mode. I did probability, which is a
very interesting topic, and if you understand it, it’s very easy to do. I did
area. I did volume, perimeter, and
ratios. (Sixth-grade teacher)

Many teachers talked specifically about feeling compelled to teach skills such as estimation or word problems or give more emphasis to nonfiction passages once
they knew what was on the test. As several teachers
explained:
I do things throughout the year, everyday, that
are directly related to the IOWA [ITBS] test. So,
like for example [quizzes] I always get a computation problem, problem-solving problem, an estimation problem, a graph problem, and a
general-concept problem, maybe a couple more
computations. . . . In the beginning of the year,
it’s a lot more computation. Towards the end of
the year, it’s a lot more word problems or estimation. (Eighth-grade teacher)
[Last year on] the IOWA test . . . there was one
[passage] from a novel . . . but everything else is
from National Geographic, science, social studies, . . . so I tried to incorporate other kinds of
nonfiction material into the reading instruction.
We don’t have much around here that’s nonfiction. (Sixth-grade teacher)
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I . . . pick up my curriculum, so I know that my
students have been exposed to everything that
they’re going to be tested on. . . . (Eighth-grade
teacher)
As already noted in Chapter 1, most teachers did not
view the restructuring of their curriculum negatively.
As one sixth-grade teacher said:
[The policy] taught me that I need to teach
smarter. And what I mean by that is, teach what
they need to know to be successful and not waste
a lot of time on things that they will not be tested
on. I can do that after the ITBS if I feel it’s important and they need that; then I would make
sure they got it after the testing was over. . . .
You know, it made me a better teacher because I
can see what I need to teach. . . If I know main
idea is going to be three questions on that test,
then I know I want to cover main idea.
There were a few teachers, however, who lamented that
the policy had taken away from other things they would
liked to have done in their classrooms:
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There were things like special projects that I
would have loved to have done with different
units in science and social studies . . . writing
projects . . . But you’re trying to make sure that
you reinforce those basic skills all the time.
(Sixth-grade teacher)
[Has the policy influenced your content?] Yeah,
like I said,. . . . It’s more skill oriented than practical life skills. And I would probably devote more
time to the. . . practical aspects of math rather
than just the skills. . . . It’s just the time; there’s
so many skills that have to be covered. Every day
is a new skill. (Eighth-grade teacher)

What Have We Learned?
Is there evidence that teachers spent more time preparing students for standardized tests and teaching
students the content and skills that were on those
tests? Taken together, there is a great deal of evidence that teachers changed what they taught as a
result of increased accountability and high-stakes testing. Teachers spent more time preparing students to
take standardized tests, placed a greater emphasis on

John Booz
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reading comprehension, and spent more time on gradelevel mathematics material. There are several important findings that are worth noting:

•

Time on test preparation increased from 1994
to 1999, but then declined slightly in 2001. During the same period, teachers continued to increase the time spent on grade-level mathematics
material and reading comprehension.

It is not surprising that time on test preparation
increased after the implementation of high-stakes
testing. A significant question raised in our analysis, however, is the extent to which shifts in the
emphasis placed on test preparation reflect a
short-term or long-term approach for teachers.
Using direct test-preparation activities, such as
administering practice tests or aligning classroom
assessments, requires relatively little effort on the

Changes in Instructional Practice
This chapter focuses on the ways Chicago Public Schools teachers changed their instructional behavior in response to
increased pressure to raise student test scores. We limited our analysis to whether teachers shifted their instructional
emphases toward spending more time on test-preparation activities and reading and mathematics content emphases. A
major concern about high-stakes testing policies is that not only will such policies influence the content covered in the
classroom, but they may lead teachers to emphasize more traditional forms of instruction (e.g., lecture, drill, memorization, seat work, and worksheets). Additionally, these policies may encourage teachers to move away from interactive
kinds of instruction that may produce more sustained learning, such as having students work on longer projects, brainstorm, debate ideas, or collaborate in groups. As Newmann,
Bryk, and Nagaoka argue:

Teachers' emphasis on interactive
instructional techniques

Between 1997 and 2001, Teachers Did Not
Substantially Change How Often They Used More
Interactive Instructional Techniques
1.56
1.06
0.67

0.56
0.51

0.61

0.06

The increasingly serious consequences for low student performance on standardized tests has been coupled with
renewed attention to the question of how best to organize
classroom instruction. Within the “back-to-basics” movement, it is widely believed that more sustained attention
to didactic methods is essential. From this perspective,
the best way to teach is to present students with the desired information and ask them to memorize it.Through
various drills, exercises, and tests, students are expected
to recall and repeat what they have memorized.1

-0.44
1997

1999

2001

Research suggests the tradeoff between the mastery of basic
skills and more authentic intellectual work may not be as difficult as it might first appear. In their 2001 report, Fred
Newmann and colleagues looked at the standardized test performance of students who were asked to do more “authentic
intellectual work”—work that asked students to construct
knowledge, use a broad knowledge base, and that was more
applied. This project was part of the Annenberg Research
evaluation. They found that, contrary to popular assumptions,
students who were in classrooms where teachers provided them with assignments that asked them to engage in more
in-depth, constructive, and challenging inquiry did better on basic-skills tests than their peers who received more traditional assignments that focused on didactic learning.
Year

Note: The measure used here is intended to capture the degree to which
a teacher uses a more inquiry-based approach to teaching, including the
use of group projects, discussion, debate, and brainstorming. The measure
includes items that ask teachers to indicate how often they assign oneweek projects, have students discuss or debate ideas for more than half
the period, or have students work in cooperative groups. The measure was
constructed using Rasch analysis, contains 13 items, and has an internal
reliability of 0.81 logits. The figure is scaled to show half a standard
deviation above and below the 1997 mean.
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Despite this finding, many are concerned that popular wisdom will prevail and that teachers will move away from, rather
than toward, this kind of intellectually demanding work. For
this reason, we thought it was important to examine trends in
the measures of interactive and didactic instruction developed
as part of the Consortium on Chicago School Research’s work
on instructional practice over time. We do not have prepolicy
measures available for these two measures. Exploring changes
between 1997 and 2001 can give us a sense of the general
trends in these two measures, although the results should be
interpreted with caution. The measures explored here were
constructed so that they did not reflect increases in the time
spent on test preparation over time; these increases are explored separately and in more detail within this report.

in the long run. Once students become familiar
with the format of the test, additional time spent
teaching test-taking strategies and taking practice tests likely has little added benefit, while devoting more time to teaching the specific skills
tested on the exam may be more likely to lead to
improved test performance. Teachers may begin
to shift their emphasis towards content alignment
and away from test preparation, both because they

Between 1997 and 2001, Teachers Did Not
Substantially Change How Often They Relied on
Traditional Instructional Practice
Average emphasis on traditional
instructional practice

part of teachers—especially since so many testing companies have ready-made test-preparation
materials available for teachers to use. Altering
curriculum and content coverage requires a relatively greater investment of time and energy on
the part of teachers, since it involves designing
new units and writing new lesson plans. Yet, content alignment may be somewhat more effective
in raising test scores than direct test preparation
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Note: This measure explores the degree to which a teacher uses tightly
structured exercises that require students to memorize, recite, and

We explored two measures of instructional practice. Our mea- demonstrate facts, definitions and procedures. The measure was
sure of interactive instruction measures the degree to which a constructed using Rasch analysis and consists of eight items with an
internal reliability of 0.66 logits. The figure is scaled to show half a
teacher uses discussion, hands-on activities, and student-cen- standard deviation above and below the 1997 mean.
tered projects in class. This measure includes items that ask
teachers to indicate how often they assign one-week projects, have students discuss or debate ideas for more than half
the period, or have students work in cooperative groups. The measure contains 13 items and has a measure reliability of
.81. The second, a measure of didactic instruction, measures the degree to which a teacher uses tightly structured
exercises and requires students to memorize, recite, and demonstrate facts, definitions, and procedures. This measure
consists of eight items and has a reliability of .66. It asks teachers to indicate how often they ask students to memorize
facts and procedures or complete workbook or textbook exercises in class.
These figures indicate that there has been no substantive shift in emphasis in either of these two measures since 1997.
Increases in both measures were statistically significant, yet both measures increased by less than one-tenth of a
standard deviation between 1997 and 2001. While teachers have not substantially increased their use of didactic instructional techniques as many had feared, neither has the policy encouraged teachers to use interactive techniques
more often. It is important to keep in mind when interpreting these results that teachers have traditionally relied heavily
on the use of didactic instructional techniques, and it is therefore unlikely that extremely large increases would be
observed.

1

Newmann, Bryk and Nagaoka (2001), 9.
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no longer believe that the benefits of test preparation are as great as they once were and because
the teachers themselves have had ample time to
alter their curriculum to correspond more closely
to the test.
• Test preparation increased in all grades, but the
most dramatic changes in the time spent on gradeappropriate mathematics content and reading
alignment occurred in the upper grades.
Upper-grade teachers made the largest behavioral
changes. For example, they greatly increased instruction on grade-appropriate mathematics content, reading comprehension, and test
preparation. Among third-grade teachers, the
most substantial changes were increases in test
preparation.10 Interestingly, teachers’ behavioral
changes corresponded to the observed changes
in student test scores. The largest student testscore increases, since the effort to end social promotion began, occurred among sixth- and
eighth-grade students. Smaller changes occurred
in third-grade test scores. One interpretation of
this trend might be that the strategies available
to teachers in the upper grades were different and
may have been more effective in raising test scores
than those available to teachers in the primary
grades. Primary-grade teachers may be faced with
a different set of instructional problems in addressing the learning needs of very-low-achieving students than teachers in the upper grades.
In third grade, for example, many low-performing students are still struggling to learn basic decoding skills in reading. The problem for these
teachers is diagnosing successfully the source of
students’ reading difficulties. In the upper grades,
however, it appears that one of the main problems may have been with pacing of classes and
content coverage. As a result, it may have been
easier for teachers in the upper grades to make

changes that would lead to increases in students’
test scores than in the lower grades because the
promotion initiative was not accompanied by investments in building teachers’ knowledge and
capacity to diagnose and address basic reading
problems.

• Teachers in the lowest-performing schools
changed the most.
Teachers in all schools aligned their classroom
content to correspond closely to the ITBS content. Changes in mathematics content coverage
and in the proportion of time spent on reading
comprehension in language arts were observed
across schools of all performance levels and racial
compositions. However, the most substantial
changes in mathematics content coverage were
observed among the very-low-performing schools
and the better-performing schools, where the
problem of pacing was greatest before policy
implementation. At the same time, most of the
increases in test-preparation time were observed
in the low- and very-low-performing schools. The
better-performing schools in the system showed
little change in the time they devoted to test preparation, despite the new accountability system.
Clearly, high-stakes testing sent a strong signal
about the content teachers should cover in their
classrooms, which was heeded by teachers across
the system. Teachers in the very-low-performing
schools responded the most aggressively with content changes, and they also increased substantially
the time they spent on test preparation. It is not
clear whether the response of teachers in verylow-performing schools reflected their own and
their colleagues’ responses to school accountability measures and the threat of academic probation, or whether their responses reflected
individual teachers’ responding to the need to
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help students meet the test-score cutoffs established by the end of social promotion.
The responses of teachers in the very-low-performing schools demonstrate the dual-edged
sword of high-stakes testing. On the one hand,
advocates could point to these findings to argue
that CPS’s high-stakes testing policy worked to
push instruction and increased opportunities to
learn for schools with the lowest achievement.
On the other hand, teachers in these schools also
increased significantly the amount of time devoted to pure test preparation—suggesting that
normal instruction had been narrowed.

Are the Changes Good or Bad: Some Final Thoughts
One of the greatest concerns raised about the use of
high-stakes exams for accountability purposes was the
degree to which it provided incentives for teachers to
“teach to the test.” In this chapter, we looked at teaching to the test in two ways. First, we explored changes
in the time spent on test preparation, such as teaching
test-taking strategies and administering practice exams.
Second, we explored the time spent on the content
and skills covered by the exam.
Any district involved in high-stakes testing must
understand that teachers will respond to pressure to
raise student test scores by increasing time on direct
test-preparation activities that may not necessarily lead
to any real increases in student learning. There is a
cost to this, and it must be factored into any evaluation of the benefits and costs of the policy. CPS teachers devoted a considerable amount of time to test
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preparation before they were faced with increased
accountability, and they spent even more test-preparation time postpolicy. This created clear instructional
costs in terms of the time available for student learning. Such costs must be considered in light of any potential benefits of the increased accountability.
The findings that teachers devoted more class time
to reading comprehension and grade-level mathematics material may not, however, be entirely undesirable.
To the extent that the allocation of instructional effort in both reading and mathematics was undesirable
prior to policy implementation, the postpolicy changes
to content alignment can be viewed positively. This
finding is particularly important since previous Consortium on Chicago School Research studies found
that mathematics pacing in CPS slowed dramatically
in the upper grades, especially in high-poverty
schools.11 Similarly, numerous educators have expressed
concern about the poor reading comprehension skills
of many CPS students. As was shown in Chapter 1,
most teachers seemed to believe that this reallocation
of instructional time was appropriate.
Reallocation of instructional effort is problematic
to the degree that it increases learning opportunities
only in tested subjects and skills, resulting in the exclusion of other subjects and skills that are deemed
important. In the presence of increased accountability
to raise mathematics and reading scores, subjects such
as social studies, science, and art may be neglected.
We were not able to look directly at evidence for this
in this chapter although teacher interviews suggest that
this may have happened, at least to some degree.
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The Student’s Perspective:
Trends in student reports of academic support from
teachers and parents, engagement in school, and
perceptions of academic expectations and efficacy
by
Susan Stone and Melissa Roderick

I

f we are to believe teachers’ reports, a lot changed in the Chicago
Public Schools (CPS) between 1994 and 2001. Teachers reported that
the ending social promotion initiative made them more sensitive to
their students’ needs, motivated their students, and led parents to be more
involved in their children’s education. Many teachers believed that these
policies influenced instruction in positive ways. And there is evidence that
teachers, particularly in low-performing schools and in the upper grades,
were spending more time on reading and grade-level mathematics material. At the same time, many teachers spent significantly more time preparing students to take standardized tests. How significant are these changes?
And, most importantly, to what extent did they influence students’ experiences of school? To address these questions, we turn to a different source—
the students themselves.
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This chapter focuses on three central questions:
1. Between 1994 and 2001, what changes occurred
in sixth- and eighth-graders’ reports of the support they received from teachers and parents, their
involvement in their schoolwork, the challenge
of their classroom environments, and their engagement in school?
2. After the institution of high-stakes testing, was
there evidence that students with the lowest skills
reported different levels of engagement and support in school?

3. Were changes in student experiences most pronounced in the schools that had been most affected
by high-stakes testing (i.e., very-low-performing and
low-performing Chicago schools)?

Looking at Trends in Student Reports Based on
Consortium on Chicago School Research Surveys
In 1994, 1997, 1999, and 2001, the Consortium on
Chicago School Research surveyed all sixth- and
eighth-grade CPS students (see Data Used in This
Chapter). Throughout this period, researchers at the

Data Used in This Chapter
This chapter uses survey data collected in 1994 (prior to the implementation of the ending social promotion policy)
and in 1997, 1999, and 2001, (after the implementation of the policy) to explore trends in student reports of their
school environments since the inception of the policy. In these years, the Consortium on Chicago School Research
surveyed sixth and eighth graders (students in two of the three promotional grades) about many different aspects of
their experiences in school and created Rasch measures
Chicago Public Schools
of the student perception of teacher and parent support,
Promotional Test-Score Cutoffs
academic challenge, and student engagement in school.
These measures were equated across years so results of
1997
1998
1999
2000
each of the survey administrations would be comparable.
Third Grade
While the 1994 surveys were generally used as a baseline,
in some instances there were no comparable items or mea2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8
Cutoffs
sures available in 1994. When no information was availNational Norms
3.8
3.8
3.8
3.8
able in 1994, changes from 1997 to 1999 were explored.
Sixth Grade
There is evidence that the full effect of the policy did not
take place until several years after high-stakes testing was
5.3
5.3
5.3
5.5
Cutoffs
implemented. Therefore, changes using surveys conducted
National Norms
6.8
6.8
6.8
6.8
in 1997 as a baseline were not unwarranted; these findEighth Grade
ings, however, should be interpreted cautiously.
Cutoffs

7.0

7.2

7.4

7.7

Surveys were administered to all sixth- and eighth-grade
National Norms
8.8
8.8
8.8
8.8
students in the Chicago Public Schools. Responses were
received from about 30,000 sixth and eighth graders in
each survey year (about 50 percent of the total number of sixth and eighth graders in each of those years).1 As noted
in Chapter 1, of the elementary schools in the system, 56 percent were represented in 1994 survey responses, 88
percent were represented in 1997, and 80 percent in 1999. For analyses, we drew on survey data from sixth- and
eighth-grade students in regular elementary schools who participated in surveys in 1994 and at least one additional
survey year.

1

Respondent students are not statistically different from the systemwide whole in terms of demographic or achievement
characteristics.
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Consortium have worked to identify a range of critical indicators based both on research on effective
schools and on analyses of what indicators within
schools are linked to higher performance in Chicago.1
In particular, research has consistently found that students learn more and are more successful when educators provide high levels of personal support, often
referred to as “personalism,” and strong expectations
for students’ work, or “academic press.”2 Positive trends
in these measures, then, would suggest that classrooms
are becoming more conducive to student learning.
Other critical indicators that would support positive
achievement include time spent on homework completion, parental support for schoolwork, involvement in
after-school activities, and engagement in classwork.3
In this chapter, we draw upon this previous research
and the Consortium’s longitudinal database to look at
trends in students’ reports of:
• The personal support they received for their
schoolwork from teachers and parents;
• Their level of work outside of class time, including participation in after-school activities and
time spent on homework;
• Their perceptions of the academic focus of their
classrooms; and
• Their level of engagement in school.
We looked at trends over time in students’ reports
by both a student’s level of achievement and the
achievement level of the school the student attended.
If the ending social promotion initiative resulted, as
proposed, in teachers paying more attention to students with the lowest skills, we would expect to see
more substantial changes over time in these students’
reports of their experiences in school. On the other
hand, some critics argue that students with the lowest
skills will likely disengage from school and schoolwork
if they perceive that standards are outside their reach.4
In short, both views suggest that students of differing
skill levels might experience the policy differently.
Therefore, we grouped students into achievement categories based on the estimated risk of retention they
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would have faced given the 1997 promotion-gate testscore cutoffs (see A Risk Category Approach on pages
60-61). For example, sixth graders in 1997 had to reach
a 5.3 cutoff for promotion. Grade level on national
norms for a sixth grader was 6.8. This test-score cutoff
was 1.5 grade equivalents below grade level on national
norms. We characterized students in sixth grade at
“high risk” of retention if their estimated fifth-grade
reading test score placed them 1.5 years or more below the 5.3 cutoff (or three years or more below grade
level). A sixth grader was characterized as being at
“moderate risk” if his estimated prior year test score
was between two and three years below grade level and
at “low risk” if between two years to one year below
grade level. Finally, sixth graders were characterized at
“no risk” if their test score was one year below to grade
level, ensuring that they had already met the promotion criteria, and “at grade level or above” if their estimated prior test scores placed them reading at 6.8 or
above (over a year above grade level on entry into sixth
grade). Of course, students in 1994 did not have to
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A Risk Category Approach
This chapter looks at trends over time in student reports by both students’ achievement level and the achievement and
racial composition of the school they attended. If high-stakes testing shaped either the level of support students received or their attitudes toward their schoolwork, we would expect to see more substantial changes over time in the
experience of students with the lowest skills. In order to investigate this question, in 1994, 1997, 1999, and 2001, we
compared the responses of students with similar reading test scores. We grouped students by their predicted test
scores in the year before they entered that grade (e.g.,
by a student’s estimated fifth-grade test scores for stuThe Chicago Public Schools’ Test-Score Cutoffs, from
dents in sixth grade).

Ending Social Promotion: Results from Summer Bridge

Under the Chicago Public Schools’ policy, third, sixth, and
eighth graders need to meet test-score cutoffs on the Iowa
Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS) in reading and mathematics in order to be promoted. The test-score cutoffs are set using the
grade equivalent (GE) metric. One month corresponds to 0.1
GE; therefore, 10 months equal one academic year or one GE.
The ITBS reports results in GEs on national norms where a
student is considered on grade level if, when taking the test in
the eighth month of the school year, she obtains a score of
that grade plus eight months. Thus, a third grader is considered to be reading at grade level on national norms if her ITBS
score is a 3.8.
Between 1997 and 2000, the CPS promotion test-score cutoff
for third graders was set at 2.8 GEs, one year below grade
level. The sixth-grade cutoff was set at 5.3, which was 1.5 years
below grade level at 6.8. In 2000, this was raised to 5.5. The
eighth-grade cutoff was initially set at 7.0, 1.8 years below
grade level at 8.8. In 1998, the cutoff for eighth grade was
raised to 7.2. In 1999, it was raised to 7.4, and it was raised
again, to 7.7, in 2000.

face the promotion criteria; in other words, a highrisk student in 1994 did not face the threat of retention. By grouping students in every year the same way,
however, we can look at trends in reports by students
of similar achievement levels.
As we noted in the introduction, students at different grades faced different cutoffs. Our use of student
“distances” from the test-score cutoff allows for comparison of students who were affected similarly by the
policy across grades. In estimating trends among students of different achievement groups, our analysis also
took into account other student characteristics, includ-

Our analysis, therefore, encompassed four different cohorts of children—those who were in the sixth and eighth
grades in the school years 1994, 1997, 1999, and 2001.
In order to make these different cohorts as comparable
as possible, we placed students into five categories based
on their “risk of retention” given the 1997 cutoffs for promotion set by CPS. The CPS test-score cutoffs are based
on a student’s scores on the reading and mathematics
portions of the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS) and are
measured in “grade equivalents.” A student who is at
“grade level” on the ITBS when the test is given at the
end of the school year would receive a score of that grade
level plus eight months (6.8 for sixth grade and 8.8 for
eighth grade). In 1997, the promotion test-score cutoffs
in both reading and mathematics were set at 5.3 for sixth
grade and 7.0 for eighth grade (see The Chicago Public
Schools’ Test-Score Cutoffs, from Ending Social Promotion: Results from Summer Bridge). The Chicago Public
Schools has raised the standard for promotion in each
year in the eighth grade. The promotion test-score cutoff

ing gender, race, ethnicity, students’ ages, whether a
student was retained in a given survey year, whether
or not a student was excluded from testing, and
whether a student was enrolled in bilingual education.
These statistical adjustments allowed us to estimate
trends in the responses of students of different achievement levels accounting for the fact that the demographic characteristics of CPS have been changing over
time (see Why Adjust Student Responses for Changes in
the Demographic and Achievement Characteristics of Students and Schools? on page 62).
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was 7.0 in 1997 and was raised to 7.4 in 1999 and fully 8.0 in 2001. Clearly, students in 1994 were not subject to the
promotion policy, thus, “high-risk students” in 1994 represent students who would have faced a high risk of retention
given their reading test scores if the 1997 policy had been in place. And, eighth graders in 1999 and 2001 faced slightly
more stringent criteria for promotion. In short, these groupings facilitated our ability to identify trends among similarly
performing students over time.
Students were categorized at “high risk” of retention if their prior year’s predicted test score was greater than 1.5 grade equivalents below the test-score
cutoff for promotion (5.3 for sixth grade). Thus, in 1997, a student who entered
sixth grade at high risk (1.5 grade equivalents below the 5.3 required for promotion) had an estimated end-of-year reading test score more than three years
below grade level. “Moderate-risk” students were defined as students whose
reading scores were estimated to be between .5 (half a year) and 1.5 years below
the test-score cutoff on entry into the grade, and “low-risk” students were defined as those students who were slightly above or below the cutoff (.5 below to
.5 above). Students were defined as “no risk” if their prior year test score was
already above the cutoff but below grade level, and “at grade level” if their prior
year test score was at or above grade level.

Risk
Category

Combined Year
(94, 97, 99, 01)
Totals
Sixth grade
(n=71,923)

Description

Eighth grade Predicted fifth- or
(n=65,257) seventh-grade test
score is . . .

High risk

12%
(8,248)

14%
(9,421)

1.5 years below the
1997 test cutoff
(3 years or more
below grade level)

Moderate
risk

31%
(22,531)

25%
(16,427)

.5 to 1.5 years below
the 1997 test cutoff
(2 to 3 years below
grade level)

Low risk

29%
(21,380)

26%
(17,022)

.5 below to .5 above
the 1997 cutoff
(1 to 2 years below
grade level)

No risk

15%
(11,125)

19%
(12,076)

.5 to 1.5 above the
1997 test cutoff
(1 year below to
grade level)

Grade level

8%
(5,464)

13%
(8,606)

1.5 above or greater
than the 1997
test cutoff
(grade level to above
grade level)

Throughout this time period, test scores were rising in the Chicago Public Schools.
This meant that between 1994 and 2001, there were fewer students in the high4%
3%
(Missing
(3,175)
(1,714)
test scores)
and moderate-risk categories, and more students in the no-risk and grade-level
categories. For example, in 1994, 14 percent of sixth graders could be considered at high risk of retention, meaning that their fifth grade test scores were at least 1.5 years below the test cut off, and
33 percent were considered at moderate risk. By 2001, 8 percent of sixth graders were considered at high risk, and 29
percent at moderate risk. The smaller numbers of students with very low test scores most likely means that we are
underestimating changes in students’ responses; we would expect that our very low test-score groups would be comprised of more students with more problematic school performance over time.

Changes in Students’ Perceptions of Support:
Support from Teachers and Parents, and
Involvement in After-School Programs
In the first chapter, we found that teachers felt that
the ending social promotion policy had made parents
more concerned about their children’s school performance and had made teachers more sensitive to individual students’ needs and problems. In this section,
we look at trends in three critical measures of academic
support—personal support for schoolwork from teachers, support from parents for schoolwork, and involvement in after-school academic support programs.

Trends in Personal Support for
Schoolwork from Teachers
In each survey year, the Consortium’s sixth- and eighthgrade surveys ask students to respond to a series of
questions about the personal support they receive from
their teachers for their schoolwork. Students are asked,
for example, the extent to which they believe their
teacher is willing to give them extra help, believes they
do well in school, or notices if they have trouble learning something. (for a full list of questions, see How
Support from Teachers for Their Schoolwork (Personalism) Was Measured on page 63). Students’ answers are
then combined into a summary measure on a one to
10 scale that can be compared across time.
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Why Adjust Student Responses for Changes in the Demographic and
Achievement Characteristics of Students and Schools?
The focus of this chapter is on trends over time in students’ academic support and experiences in school. However, if the
demographic characteristics of students were also changing during this time period, we might see trends in student
attitudes that are unrelated to their achievement levels. For example, if Latino students are more likely to be positive
about their teachers, we would expect that student reports of personal support for their schoolwork would be higher in
2001 than in 1994 because there were more Latino students in the Chicago Public Schools in 2001 than in 1994. By
controlling for the demographic and achievement characteristics of students at each time period, we can adjust our
estimate of trends in student attitudes for other underlying changes in the demographic composition and achievement
levels of students and schools during this period.
When looking at overall trends among students of different achievement groups, our analysis takes into account a
student’s gender, race and ethnicity, age relative to their grade level, whether a student’s test score was excluded from the
promotion policy, whether they were retained, whether the student was enrolled in bilingual education, the year in which
they participated in the survey, and an interaction term of the student’s risk category and survey year.
We also included information on the characteristics of the school, including the percentage of students who were excluded from testing, the racial composition of the school (predominantly African-American, predominantly Latino, mixed
race, predominantly minority, or integrated) and baseline (1994) school achievement levels. Thus, trends in this chapter
can be interpreted as trends over time of students with similar achievement levels (e.g., students with very-low-achievement test scores) if the demographic characteristics of students (race and ethnicity, gender, age, test exclusion and
retention status, and participation in bilingual education) and schools had remained similar over time (see Appendix C for
the model).
In the first set of analyses, we estimated trends in student responses regardless of what kind of school they attended. In
the second set of analyses, we estimated trends in student reports for students of different risk levels, controlling for the
demographic and achievement characteristics of their schools. The goal of this second set of analyses was to disentangle
how much of the trends we observed were driven by changes in student responses regardless of the school they attended and how much could be attributed to the fact that students attended schools with varying racial and achievement
characteristics. For example, we could observe that students with very low skills reported more personal support for
their schoolwork either because low-achieving students in all CPS schools received more attention or because very-lowperforming schools were paying more attention to all of their students, regardless of their achievement levels. Thus, in
our second set of analyses we estimated trends in student reports by both student achievement levels and by the achievement level of their school.
In both sets of analyses, we relied on a statistical method called Hierarchical Linear Modeling to estimate how the reports
of students of different achievement levels changed once we accounted for the fact that students of all achievement levels
might have become more or less positive in higher- versus lower-performing schools.
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In 1994, students with the lowest achievement test
scores (high-risk students) reported significantly less
personal support for their schoolwork from their teachers than students whose test scores placed them close
to or above grade level (no risk to above-grade-level
students). In the sixth grade, all groups were more
positive in 2001 than in 1994 about the level of personal support they received from their teachers (see
Figure 3-1). However, the most dramatic increases
occurred among students with the lowest skills. Indeed, among sixth graders at high risk of retention, in
2001, the average measure of their reports of the personal support they received from teachers for their
schoolwork was fully .56 standard deviations higher
than the average of students with similar test scores in
1994. In 2001, the average measure of personal support from teachers for schoolwork was .65 standard
deviations higher among students at moderate risk of
retention than the average of their counterparts with
similar test scores in 1994. This change meant that by
2001, the initial gap between low- and higher-achievFigure 3-1

Sixth Graders Reported Much Higher Levels of
Personal Support from Teachers for their
School Work (1994-2001)
.5 standard deviation in support for
class work from teachers

1
0.75

0.55

0.5
0.25
0
-0.25

0.36
0.14
0.11
0.02
-0.05

0.39
0.33

0.52
0.46 0.50

0.62
0.59
0.54 0.57
0.34

0.34
0.30

0.20
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ing students in their perception of support from teachers had closed significantly. Low-achieving sixth graders in 2001 were as positive about the academic support
they received from teachers as were the highest-performing students in 1994.
The same trend was observed among eighth graders with the lowest test scores (see Figure 3-2). Eighth
graders at high, moderate, or low risk of retention reported much higher levels of personal support from
teachers for their schoolwork in 2001 than in 1994.
Eighth graders with the highest test scores, however,
reported smaller increases in levels of support from
teachers in 2001 than in 1994. As a result, while in
1994, eighth graders with the lowest skills reported
significantly lower levels of personal support from
teachers for schoolwork, by 2001, high- and moderate-risk students actually reported higher levels than
their higher-achieving counterparts.

How Support from Teachers for Their Schoolwork
(Personalism) Was Measured: Core Questions
Asked of Students in 1994, 1997, 1999, and 2001
How much do you agree (strongly disagree, disagree,
agree, strongly agree) with the following statements about
your reading/language arts or mathematics teacher?
Is willing to give me extra help on schoolwork if I
need it.
Really listens to what I have to say.
Helps me catch up if I am behind.
Notices if I have trouble learning something.

-0.23

-0.5

Believes I can do well in school.

-0.75

Relates this subject to my personal interests.

-1
1994

1997

1999

2001

Year
Estimated Change in the Average for Each Achievement Group
1994-2001
Grade level
or above( .40)

No risk
( .46)

Low risk
( .60)

Moderate
risk ( .65)

High risk
( .56)

Note: The scale on this graph shows each groups' average measure in
standard deviation units from the overall 1994 average. Trends have been
adjusted for differences in student characteristics across time. See Appendix C
for a description of the statistical model and the method used to place
changes into standard deviation units.

In 1994, the measure of personalism developed by the
Consortium included additional questions that were later
dropped to shorten the survey and improve the psychometric properties of the measure. In order to make the
measure of personalism comparable across survey years,
difficulties of items common across years were “anchored” on a single set of values, and the measures were
then produced.

64

CHARTING REFORM IN CHICAGO

Figure 3-2

.5 standard deviation in personal support for
class work from teachers

Eighth Graders with the Lowest Skills Reported Much
Higher Levels of Personal Support from Teachers for
Their School Work (1994-2001)
1
0.75
0.35
0.35 0.35

0.5
0.25
0
-0.25

0.17
0.07
-0.02
-0.07
-0.15

0.11 0.12
0.11

0.25 0.30

0.40
0.37
0.37
0.33
0.25

0.01 0.10

-0.5
-0.75
-1
1994

1997

1999

2001

Year
Estimated Change in the Average for Each Achievement Group
1994-2001
Grade level
or above ( 0.09)

No risk
( .26)

Low risk
( .39)

Moderate risk
( .46)

High risk
( .52)

Note: The scale on this graph shows each groups' average measure in standard
deviation units from the overall 1994 average. Trends have been adjusted for
differences in student characteristics across time. See Appendix C for a
description of the statistical model and the method used to place changes into
standard deviation units.

Did changes in student reports differ across
schools? The increase in high-risk students’ perceptions of the personal support they received from their
teachers for their schoolwork suggests that since 1994,
these students were experiencing increases in personal
support for their schoolwork. Students with low test
scores were concentrated in the lowest-performing
schools, and we know that these schools were under
significant pressure to raise student test scores. The
fact that students with low achievement were more
likely to attend low-performing schools raises the question: To what extent did the increase we observed in
students’ reports of personal support for schoolwork
reflect the fact that teachers in low-performing Chicago schools might have become more supportive of
their students? Or, was the increase in high- to moderate-risk students’ perception of support from teachers also observed across schools of different
achievement levels?

We used a multivariate analysis to estimate how student reports changed in the prepolicy versus postpolicy
period in both schools of different achievement levels
and among students of different risk levels (see Why
Adjust Student Responses for Changes in the Demographic
and Achievement Characteristics of Students and Schools?
on page 62). For this analysis, we looked only at the
prepolicy (1994) versus average postpolicy (1997,
1999, and 2001) difference in our measure of personal
support for schoolwork. Thus, our analysis compared
student reports in 1994 to the average of student reports in all of the postpolicy survey years (1997, 1999
and 2001). As in Chapter 2, we grouped schools on
the basis of their achievement level in 1994 (prior to
the policy). We called a school “very low performing”
if less than 15 percent of their students in 1994 were
reading at national norms, and “low performing” if
between 15 and 24 percent of their students in 1994
were reading at or above national norms. We called
schools “moderately performing” if between 25 and
35 percent of their students in 1994 were reading at
or above grade level at national norms. “Better-performing” schools had more than 35 percent of their
students reading at or above national norms.
Figures 3-3 and 3-4 show the estimated change in
the level of academic support from teachers reported
by students at moderate risk of retention if those students attended schools of different achievement levels. Students in low-performing schools, regardless of
their achievement level, showed slightly larger increases
in their perception that their teachers paid attention
to their learning. However, students in all schools reported significant increases. Thus, the overall large
increase we observed in low-achieving students’ perception of their teachers’ support for schoolwork reflected both the fact that all students in the schools
under the most pressure to raise test scores reported
larger increases in support for their schoolwork, and
the fact that low-achieving students across the board
reported more support for their schoolwork from
teachers.
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Figure 3-3

How Parental Support for Schoolwork Was
Measured: Questions Asked of Students in
1994, 1997, 1999, and 2001
During this school year, how often (never, one to two
times, three to five times, more than five times) have
you discussed the following with your parents or other
adults living with you?
Selecting courses or programs at school
School activities or events of interest to you
Things you’ve studied in class
Going to college
Your grades
How often (never, once in a while, most of the time, all
of the time) does a parent or other adult living with
you
Help you with your homework?
Check to see if you have done your homework?
Praise you for doing well in school?
Talk about why you were not doing homework?
Encourage you to work hard at school?
Encourage you to take responsibility for things you
have done?

Trends in Student Reports of
Parental Support for Schoolwork
An important source of academic support for a student is the extent to which parents are involved in
monitoring and supporting their child’s education. In
each survey year, sixth and eighth graders were asked
how often they discuss school activities and things studied in class with their parents, how often their parents
encourage them to work hard in school or praise their
work in school, and how often their parents help with
or check homework and discuss their school performance (see How Parental Support for Schoolwork Was
Measured).
As with personal support for schoolwork from teachers, students with the lowest skills reported much
higher levels of parental support and attention to their
schoolwork in 2001 than in 1994. In 1994, high- and

Sixth Graders in the Lowest-Performing Schools
Reported the Largest Increases in Personal Support
from Teachers for Their Schoolwork After 1997
1

0.9

0.8

0.8

0.6

Students in
very-lowperforming
schools (<15%)

0.8

0.8

Students in
Students in
Students in
low-performing
moderate- better-performing
schools
schools
performing
schools (25-34%) (35% or greater)
(15-24%)

Proportion of students in a school reading
at or above national norms
Note: This graph shows the estimated level of students' reports of academic
and personal support from teachers when estimating effects for students of
different achievement levels and different schools after we have accounted
for school characteristics. The model includes additional information on
students' demographic characteristics at each time point. In 1994, 26% of
moderate risk sixth-grade students attended very-low-performing schools
(<15% of students reading at grade level on national norms) at grade level
at national norms, 45% attended low-performing schools (15-24% at grade
level), 14% attended moderate-performing schools (between 25-34% at
grade level) and 15% attended better-performing schools (35% or greater at
grade level).

Figure 3-4

Eighth Graders in All Schools Reported Increases in
Personal Support from Teachers for Their
Schoolwork after 1997
0.8
0.6
0.4

0.6

0.6
0.5
0.4

0.2
0

Students in
Students in
Students in
Students in
low-performing moderate- better-performing
very-lowschools
performing
performing
schools
(15-24%) schools (25-34%) (35% or greater)
schools (<15%)

Proportion of students in a school reading
at or above national norms
Note: This graph shows the estimated level of students' reports of academic
and personal support from teachers when estimating effects for students of
different achievement levels and different schools after we have accounted
for school characteristics. The model includes additional information on
students' demographic characteristics at each time point. In 1994, 26% of
moderate risk sixth-grade students attended very-low-performing schools
(<15% of students reading at grade level on national norms) at grade level at
national norms, 45% attended low-performing schools (15-24% at grade
level), 14% attended moderate-performing schools (between 25-34% at
grade level) and 15% attended better-performing schools (35% or greater at
grade level).
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Figure 3-5

Low-Achieving Sixth Graders Reported Much
Higher Levels of Parental Support for School Work
(1994-2001)
.5 standard deviation in parent support
for class work
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Year
Estimated Change in the Average for Each Core Achievement Group
1994-2001
Grade level
or above ( 0.13)

No risk
( 0.19)

Low risk
( 0.27)

Moderate risk
( 0.52)

High risk
( 0.59)
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Figure 3-6
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moderate-risk students reported very low levels of parental monitoring and support for their schoolwork
(see Figures 3-5 and 3-6). But by 2001, sixth and eighth
graders with low skills (high- and moderate-risk students) reported much higher levels of parental involvement than in 1994. Smaller increases were observed
among students with achievement test scores at or
above grade level (no risk and grade-level students).
As a result, while parental monitoring and support of
schoolwork differed dramatically across students of different achievement levels in 1994, by 2001, there were
significantly fewer differences in the extent to which
students of different achievement levels reported that
their parents were involved in checking and discussing schoolwork with them on a regular basis.
Across-school differences. Increases in parental support for schoolwork among low-achieving students
were concentrated in the lowest-performing schools.
Students in low-performing schools did report increases
in parental support for their schoolwork, and this increase was significantly larger than the average increase
we estimated in higher-performing schools, with 25
percent or more reading at national norms. We show
results for the sixth graders who were at moderate risk
of retention, across schools of different achievement
levels (see Figure 3-7). Similar patterns were observed
in the eighth grade.

Trends in After-School Participation
Direct parental involvement and students’ perceptions
of their academic and personal support from teachers
are two critical measures of the social and academic
support available to students. After-school participation is also an indicator of whether a student is involved in the school and making academic achievement
a priority. As discussed in Chapter 1, one of the key
academic supports available to students was the Lighthouse after-school program. Lighthouse began in 1997
and expanded rapidly. By 2001, the Lighthouse afterschool program served 125,000 students in 400 elementary schools, operating, on average, for 70 days
(or 14 weeks) each year. In each survey year, the Consortium student surveys asked, “This year, how often
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Figure 3-7

Sixth Graders in the Lowest-Performing Schools
Reported Significantly Higher Parental Support
After 1997
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Note: This graph shows the estimated level of students' reports of
academic and personal support from teachers when estimating effects for
students of different achievement levels and different schools after we have
accounted for school characteristics. The model includes additional
information on students' demographic characteristics at each time point. In
1994, 26% of moderate risk sixth-grade students attended very-lowperforming schools (<15% of students reading at grade level on national
norms) at grade level at national norms, 45% attended low-performing
schools (15-24% at grade level), 14% attended moderate-performing
schools (between 25-34% at grade level) and 15% attended betterperforming schools (35% or greater at grade level).

(never, once in a while, once a week, almost everyday,
everyday) have you attended after-school programs for
help with schoolwork?” For ease of interpretation, we
have reported the percentage of students who reported
that they attended an after-school program almost everyday or everyday. Similar trends are observed if we
look at the average of students’ answers to this question. Because the Lighthouse program did not operate all year and because Consortium surveys were
completed later in the school year, this question might
underestimate the percentage of students who actually participated in after-school programs. In addition,
initially some schools used Lighthouse resources to extend the school day, in which case students may not
have perceived a transition to a formal after-school
program.
Between 1994 and 2001, there was a marked increase in the proportion of sixth and eighth graders
who reported regularly participating in after-school
programs for help with schoolwork. Students with low

In 1994, only 16 percent of
eighth graders at moderate risk
reported attending an afterschool program almost everyday
or everyday. By 2001, 43 percent of eighth graders at moderate risk and over one-third of
eighth graders at high risk of
retention reported regular attendance in after-school programs
for help with schoolwork.

but not the lowest achievement (moderate- and lowrisk students) showed the greatest increases in reports
of after-school participation, particularly in the eighth
grade. In 1994, only 16 percent of eighth graders at
moderate risk reported attending an after-school program almost everyday or everyday (see Figure 3-8). By
2001, 43 percent of eighth graders at moderate risk
and over one-third of eighth graders at high risk of
retention reported regular attendance in after-school
programs for help with schoolwork. Similarly, the proportion of sixth graders at moderate to low risk of retention who reported regular participation in
after-school programs doubled between 1994 to 2001
(see Figure 3-9). Interestingly, sixth graders with the
lowest skills (high-risk students) reported frequent participation in after-school programs in 1994, and this
had risen slightly by 2001. We do not know if the
higher rates (25 percent) of participation in after-school
programs in 1994 by sixth graders reflected a pre-existing program. It is important to note that by 2001,
the highest rates of after-school participation were reported by moderate- as opposed to high-risk students.
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Figure 3-8

Percent of students reporting that they participated
in after-school programs for help with schoolwork
almost everyday or more
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This is somewhat surprising since the Lighthouse after-school program was intended to target students at
risk of retention. This higher rate of after-school participation among students with low but not the lowest skills might reflect the fact that schools have a hard
time getting the most at-risk students to attend afterschool programs. On the other hand, it might reflect
a triaging strategy whereby schools focused resources
on students they felt might benefit most from participation.5
The Lighthouse after-school program was initially
targeted at very-low-performing schools. Not surprisingly, student reports of after-school participation after 1997 were much higher in low- and
very-low-performing schools, although students in all
schools reported significant increases in after-school
attendance (see Figure 3-10). We show across-school
differences in trends in after-school participation
among moderate-risk eighth graders. Results for sixth
graders are similar.

Moderate risk
1999

High risk

2001

Trends in Academic Expectations:
Academic Press and Homework Completion
If students experienced higher levels of support for their
schoolwork from parents and teachers, did they also
experience concomitant increases in performance expectations? In every survey year, the Consortium has
asked students a detailed set of questions designed to
tap students’ perceptions of the academic expectations
or press of their teachers and schools. “Academic press”
is often defined as the extent to which school members experience a normative emphasis on academic
success and conformity to standards of achievement.6
Our summary measure combined students’ answers
to questions regarding whether their primary subject
teachers expected them to complete homework every
night, expected them to do well in school, cared if the
student received bad grades and did his/her best,
thought it was important to do well, and encouraged
the student to do extra work when she didn’t understand the material.7
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Figure 3-9

Percent of students reporting that they participated
in after-school programs for help with schoolwork
almost everyday or more
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Students’ perceptions of the academic expectations
and press they received from teachers varied significantly across achievement levels in 1994. In that year,
the average summary measure of high-risk students’
reports of their teachers’ academic expectations was
nearly half of a standard deviation lower than among

Moderate risk
1999

High risk

2001

students with achievement test scores at or above
grade level.
Unlike our measure of personal support for their
class work from teachers, there was no consistent increase in students’ reports of academic expectations
from teachers between 1994 and 2001 in either the

How Academic Press Was Measured
Questions Asked of Students in 1994, 1997, 1999, and 2001
How much do you agree (strongly disagree, disagree, agree, strongly agree) with the following statements about
your reading/language arts or mathematics teacher?
Encourages me to do extra work when I don’t understand something.
Praises my efforts when I work hard.
Expects me to do my best all the time.
Expects me to complete my homework every night.
Cares if I get bad grades in this class.
Cares if I don’t do my work in this class.
Thinks that it is very important that I do well in this class.
In 1994, the measure of academic press developed by the Consortium included additional questions that were later
dropped to shorten the survey and improve the psychometric properties of the measure. In order to make the measure
of academic press comparable across survey years, difficulties of items common across years were anchored on a
single set of values, and the measures were then produced.

70

CHARTING REFORM IN CHICAGO

Figure 3-10

Figure 3-11
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Note: This graph shows the estimated level of students' reports of academic and
personal support from teachers when estimating effects for students of
different achievement levels and different schools after we have accounted for
school characteristics. The model includes additional information on students'
demographic characteristics at each time point. In 1994, 26% of moderate risk
sixth-grade students attended very-low-performing schools (<15% of students
reading at grade level on national norms) at grade level at national norms, 45%
attended low-performing schools (15-24% at grade level), 14% attended
moderate-performing schools (between 25-34% at grade level) and 15%
attended better-performing schools (35% or greater at grade level).

sixth or eighth grades (see Figures 3-11 and 3-12).
Among eighth graders, low-achieving (high-risk and
moderate-risk) students’ reports of academic press declined from 1994 to 1997 and then improved slightly
from 1997 to 2001. From 1994 to 2001, there was a
consistent decline in the academic expectations reported by higher-performing eighth graders—those
students whose test scores were above the promotion
cutoff at entrance into eighth grade. In 2001, the measure of academic press among the highest-achieving
eighth graders (grade-level students) was over one-fifth
of a standard deviation lower than in 1994. If we compare 1994 (prepolicy) to the average of students’ reports in 1997-2001 (postpolicy), we would estimate
small declines in academic press among all groups, with
the largest declines occurring among the highest-performing students.
Across-school differences. The fact that higherachieving students reported lower levels of academic
press in the 1997, 1999, and 2001 surveys could be

1994

1997

1999

2001

Year
Estimated Change in the Average for Each Core Achievement Group
1994-2001
No risk
Grade level
or above ( 0.01) (0.00)

Low risk
( -0.04)

Moderate risk
( -0.04)

High risk
( 0.03)

Note: The scale on this graph shows each groups' average measure in
standard deviation units from the overall 1994 average. Trends have been
adjusted for differences in student characteristics across time. See Appendix
C for a description of the statistical model and the method used to place
changes into standard deviation units.

interpreted to mean that as low-achieving schools focused on test scores, the higher-achieving students in
those schools experienced less academic pressure. This
did not, however, appear to be the case. In fact, when
we estimated differences in students’ reports across
schools, we found that eighth graders in better-performing schools (those schools with greater than 25
percent of their students reading at or above grade level
on national norms in 1994) reported lower levels of
academic press after 1994 (see Figure 3-13).
Why would academic press, or students’ reports of
the academic expectations of teachers, remain relatively
stable over time when these same students had been
reporting significantly more academic and personal
support from their teachers? One explanation is that
academic press measures teachers’ expectations for
performance while personal support for schoolwork
measures teachers’ actual behavior in helping students
with work, noticing difficulty, and paying attention
to students’ progress. To restate, items in this measure
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Figure 3-12

Figure 3-13

Eighth-Grade Students in Initially Better-Performing
Schools Showed Significant Declines in
Academic Press (after 1994)

The Highest Achieving Eighth Graders
Reported Lower Levels of Academic Press
1994-2001
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include students’ answers to questions such as “teachers praise my efforts” and “my teachers expect me to
do my best all the time.” The ending social promotion policy may have changed teachers’ behavior in
the classroom toward students with low skills but not
their expectation that these students would perform
at higher levels. This would explain why low-achieving students showed little change in their perceptions
of their teachers’ academic expectations, but would not
explain declines in students’ perceptions of academic
press in higher-performing schools.
A second explanation is that while teachers changed
the level of personal attention they provided to the
lowest-performing students, they did not actually
change what they did within their classrooms enough
to affect students’ perceptions of their teachers’ academic expectations. If teachers were spending more
time teaching test-related content and basic skills, students might have experienced little change in the academic focus of their classroom environments, and
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(15-24%) schools (25-34%) (35% or greater)

Proportion of students in a school reading
at or above national norms
Note: This graph shows the estimated level of students' reports of academic
and personal support from teachers when estimating effects for students of
different achievement levels and different schools after we have accounted for
school characteristics. The model includes additional information on students'
demographic characteristics at each time point. In 1994, 26% of moderate-risk
sixth-grade students attended very-low-performing schools (<15% of students
reading at grade level on national norms), 45% attended low-performing
schools (15-24% at grade level), 14% attended moderate-performing schools
(between 25-34% at grade level) and 15% attended better-performing schools
(35% or greater at grade level).

students with the highest skills or in higher-performing schools might actually have experienced declines
in their perception of the academic challenge of their
coursework.
In order to investigate this question further, we
looked at trends in homework completion. In 1994,
1997, 1999, and 2001, eighth graders were asked to
report how often (almost never, almost half of the time,
most of the time, all of the time) they completed homework in their reading/language arts and mathematics
classes. Sixth graders were asked this question for the
first time in 1997. Because trends in the sixth grade
were quite similar, we have shown results for eighth
grade only.
Homework completion in reading/language arts
classes. From 1994 to 2001, we observed few changes
in eighth graders’ reports of completing their homework in reading/language arts classes (see Figure 314). The percentage of eighth graders who reported
completing their homework “all of the time” rose
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Figure 3-14

Percent of students reporting that they complete
their reading/language arts homework all the time

There Was Little Change in Eighth Graders' Reports of How often They Completed Their
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slightly from 1994 to 1999, and then declined to
1994 levels in 2001. We found similarly flat trends
in homework completion in reading/language arts
classes among sixth graders from 1997 to 2001.
Homework completion in mathematics classes.
The picture in mathematics was slightly more positive. In the eighth grade, there was a slight upward
trend in students’ reports of how often they completed
their mathematics homework, with students with the
lowest skills showing the greatest improvement (see
Figure 3-15). In the sixth grade, there was little change
in students’ reports of mathematics homework completion.
To summarize, students’ reports of their teachers’
academic expectations and students’ reports of their
own behavior in meeting those expectations suggest
that little progress was made in the post-1994 period
toward improving the extent to which students felt
that they were encouraged to learn and expected to
achieve academically. It is important to remember that
our measure of academic press and homework completion did not tap whether teachers had assigned more

difficult work to students—in other words, whether
the content of their courses had changed. Instead, our
measure evaluated whether students reported changes
in the amount of homework they were assigned, the
amount of homework they completed, and the level
of their teachers’ expectations of work effort.

How Engagement Was Measured: Questions Asked
of Eighth-Grade Students in 1994, 1997,
1999, and 2001
How much do you agree (strongly disagree, disagree,
agree, strongly agree) with the following statements about
your language arts/mathematics class?
I often count the minutes until class ends.
Sometimes I get so interested in my work I don’t
want to stop.
I usually look forward to this class.
I am usually bored with what we study in this class.
The topics we are studying are interesting and challenging.
I work hard to do my best in this class.
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Figure 3-15

Percent of students reporting that they complete their
mathematics homework all the time

Eighth Graders with the Lowest Skills Reported the Most Improvement in
Completing Mathematics Homework All of the Time (1994-2001)
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Trends in Students’ Levels of Engagement in their
Schoolwork: Engagement and Self-Efficacy
While students in Chicago might not have reported
higher expectations from teachers after the advent of
high-stakes testing, the ending social promotion policy
most certainly acted as a form of “academic press” for
achievement. A central premise of efforts to end social
promotion was that the threat of retention would
motivate students to work harder and value achievement. Drawing on motivational theory, critics of such
policies argue that the use of such “extrinsic incentives”
may actually work to undermine students’ sense of
engagement in their schoolwork and feeling of competence or efficacy.8 Indeed, a central concern over
high-stakes testing is that the threat of retention, when
combined with changes in classroom practices such as
those we observed in the previous chapter (e.g., increased emphasis on test preparation), will reduce student engagement in school and increase student anxiety,
particularly among those students who are most at risk
of retention.9 In order to assess these claims, we looked
at trends in two Consortium survey measures designed

1999

2001

to capture students’ sense of enjoyment in their
schoolwork and sense of efficacy and valuation of
achievement.
Academic engagement. Since 1994, the
Consortium’s student surveys asked eighth graders to
respond to a series of questions designed to tap their
level of commitment to doing well in school and their
level of engagement or connection to their schoolwork.
Sixth graders were asked these questions beginning in
1997. Students were asked, for example, to what extent did they agree (strongly agree, agree, disagree,
strongly disagree) to questions such as, “I work hard
to do my best in class,” “The topics we are studying in
this class are interesting and challenging,” and “I usually look forward to class.” Students’ answers to specific questions were then combined into a summary
measure of students’ engagement in their schoolwork.
In 1994, Chicago’s eighth graders reported similar
levels of engagement in their schoolwork regardless of
their academic status. Between 1994 and 2001, however, the academic engagement of high- and moderate-risk students increased by nearly a quarter of a
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Figure 3-16

Figure 3-17
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standard deviation (see Figure 3-16). At the same time,
eighth graders with higher achievement (grade-level
students) were much less likely to report working hard
and being engaged in their class work in 2001 than in
1994. As a result, by 2001, the lowest-achieving eighth
graders in Chicago were more likely to report working
hard and finding the work that they did in class enjoyable than students with achievement test scores at or
above grade level. We do not observe these trends in
the sixth grade. In the sixth grade, from 1997 to 2001,
student reports of their academic engagement declined
among all groups so that all sixth graders were less
likely to report looking forward to and enjoying their
class work (see Figure 3-17). In both grades, these
changes were statistically significant but substantively
small (in the range of 0.2 to 0.3 standard deviations).
Across-school differences. Like academic press,
the decline in academic engagement among better-performing eighth graders appeared to be driven by
changes in student reports of the challenge and enjoyment of their schoolwork in schools that were initially

Sixth Graders' Academic Engagement
Declined After 1997
.5 standard deviation in academic engagement

.5 standard deviation in academic engagement

High-Risk Eighth Graders Reported Higher Levels
of Academic Engagement While No-Risk Students'
Levels of Academic Engagement Declined

1
0.75
0.5
0.25
0
-0.25

0.10
-0.02
-0.03
-0.19
-0.18

-0.5

-0.17
-0.23
-0.32

-0.40

-0.13
-0.17
-0.22
-0.39
-0.33

-0.56

-0.75
-1
1997

1999
Year

2001

Estimated Change in the Average for Each Core Achievement Group
1997-2001
Grade level
No risk
or above ( -0.15) ( -0.20)

Low risk
( -0.23)

Moderate risk
( -0.20)

High risk
( -0.20)

Note: The 1994 data was not available. The scale on this graph shows each
groups' average measure in standard deviation units from the overall 1994
average. Trends have been adjusted for differences in student characteristics
across time. See Appendix C for a description of the statistical model and the
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above probation or the threat of probation (schools
with 25 percent or more of their students reading at
or above national norms in 1994). For example, on

How Self-Efficacy Was Measured:
Questions Asked of Students in
1997, 1999, and 2001
How much do you agree (strongly disagree, disagree,
agree, strongly agree) with the following statements about
your reading/language arts class or mathematics class?
No matter how hard I try, there is some class work
I’ll never understand.
I am certain I can master the skills taught in this
class.
I can do even the hardest work in this class if I try.
If I have enough time, I can do a good job on all
my class work.
I can do better work than I’m doing now.
I care if I get a bad grade in this class.
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average, eighth graders at moderate risk of retention
experienced an increase in their reports of academic
engagement from 1994 to 2001, but this increase was
largely concentrated among students in the lowestperforming schools. (see Figure 3-18).
Self-efficacy. Research on achievement finds that
students are motivated to achieve a goal if they value
the outcome either because of some intrinsic interest
or extrinsic rewards, and if they believe they can achieve
that outcome, which is often called self-efficacy. Beginning in 1997, the Consortium asked students a series of questions designed to tap their perception of
their academic competency. Because these questions
were not asked in 1994, we cannot compare students’
reports prior to the institution of high-stakes testing
initiatives. Students reported on the degree to which
they agreed (strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly
disagree) with statements such as, “I care if I get a bad
grade in this class;” “If I have enough time I can do a
good job on all my class work;” and “No matter how
hard I try, there is some class work I’ll never understand.” These items were combined into a single measure that we termed “students’ sense of efficacy and
valuation of achievement.”
In 1997, students’ reports of self-efficacy varied by
their levels of achievement. For example, the average
eighth-grade score on this measure for
students with the lowest skills (high-risk
students) was nearly two standard deviations lower in 1997 than among students with the highest skills (grade-level
students). (See Figure 3-19.) Between
1997 and 2001, eighth-grade students
with the lowest skills (high-risk students) reported much higher (0.40 standard deviations) levels of efficacy toward
their schoolwork. At the same time,
eighth graders with better skills (lowrisk, no-risk, and grade-level risk students) felt less confident that they could
master the schoolwork than in 1997.
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Figure 3-18
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Note: This graph shows the estimated level of students' reports of academic
and personal support from teachers when estimating effects for students of
different achievement levels and different schools after we have accounted for
school characteristics. The model includes additional information on students'
demographic characteristics at each time point. In 1994, 26% of moderate-risk
sixth-grade students attended very-low-performing schools (<15% of students
reading at grade level on national norms), 45% attended low-performing
schools (15-24% at grade level), 14% attended moderate-performing schools
(between 25-34% at grade level) and 15% attended better-performing schools
(35% or greater at grade level).

Because we do not have a prepolicy (1994) measure of
self-efficacy, we could not estimate the prepolicy and
postpolicy change across schools.
In the sixth grade, we also observed declines in students’ sense of efficacy among all achievement levels
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Figure 3-19

(see Figure 3-20). We did not observe improvements
among sixth graders with the lowest skills. Thus, with
the exception of high-risk eighth graders (approximately 15 percent of CPS eighth graders), there appeared to be declines in students’ sense of efficacy
toward their schoolwork from 1997 to 2001.

Eighth Graders at High Risk of Retention
Felt More Efficacious Toward Their Schoolwork
After 1997, While Grade-Level Students
Felt Less Efficacious
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Note: The scale on this graph shows each groups' average measure in
standard deviation units from the overall 1994 average. Trends have been
adjusted for differences in student characteristics across time. See Appendix
C for a description of the statistical model and the method used to place
changes into standard deviation units.

Figure 3-20

Sixth Graders Reported Feeling Less Efficacious
toward Their Classwork in 2001 Than in 1997
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Note: The scale on this graph shows each groups' average measure in
standard deviation units from the overall 1994 average. Trends have been
adjusted for differences in student characteristics across time. See Appendix
C for a description of the statistical model and the method used to place
changes into standard deviation units.

Summary: What We Have Learned
Both advocates and opponents of high-stakes testing
policies make claims about the consequences of these
policies based on how either adults or students might
respond to the incentives created by the threat of retention. Yet, there has been little quantitative research
examining whether the institution of high-stakes testing aimed at either students or schools actually impacted students’ behavior, experiences in school, and
attitudes toward their schoolwork. In this chapter, we
used Consortium surveys to examine trends in students’ responses to critical indicators of academic support, levels of engagement in school, and perceptions
of teachers’ expectations for students’ academic success and level of work effort. CPS’s ending social promotion policy and school accountability programs
began in 1996. We considered student responses in
1994 as a baseline measure of students’ experiences
prior to these policy changes. Students’ responses in
1997 gave us an estimate of short-term effects, while
survey results in 1999 and 2001 allowed us to identify
trends and longer-term effects.
First, there was strong evidence that between 1994
and 2001, low-achieving students’ perceptions of the
extent to which their teachers gave them personal support for their schoolwork increased dramatically. In
1994, students with low skills reported significantly
lower personal support from teachers and their parents than their higher-achieving counterparts. Lowachieving students also reported only occasionally
participating in after-school programs for academic
help.
This situation changed dramatically over the late
1990’s. By 2001, low-achieving students across all
schools reported much higher levels of support for their
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schoolwork from teachers and parents. The largest increases occurred between 1994 and 1997, in the period when Chicago’s high-stakes testing initiative was
implemented, and continued to increase in 1999 and
2001. These changes were so dramatic that in many
cases the gap in levels of academic support reported
by students with low versus average to high skills narrowed considerably. Participation in after-school programs also increased, particularly among eighth-grade
students and students who were at moderate to low
risk of retention—those students with low but not the
lowest skills.10
We cannot definitively conclude that there is a causal
link between trends in these measures and the advent
of high-stakes testing. However, the fact that surveyed
and interviewed teachers agreed that the policy made
them pay attention to students with low skills and increased parental involvement in education, combined
with these dramatic changes in students’ reports, suggests that the level of attention that low-achieving students received did improve in the post-1996 period.
Higher levels of teacher and parental supports did not,
however, appear to be accompanied by concomitant
improvement in students’ perceptions that their teachers held them to higher expectations, or that they felt
more challenged and engaged in their course work. In
general, these perceptions generally remained flat or
slightly declined over this period and varied by both
student achievement and grade levels.
Critics of the ending social promotion policy contend, as discussed earlier, that high-stakes testing will
lead students with the lowest skills to feel discouraged
and become disengaged from school. Indeed, this concern was expressed by Valerie Lee and her colleagues
in a 1999 Consortium report on the importance of
academic press and personal support for students. The
authors used the promotion policy as an example where
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high levels of press without personal support could set
up students for failure.
Press can be enhanced by the stakes attached to academic success and failure. An excellent illustration of
this is represented by the standards and high-stakes
student-assessments system, such as Chicago’s, that tie
grade-level promotion and retention to student performance on standardized tests. The hope is that students who confront these stakes will respond by
working harder and learning more. On the other hand,
when confronted with higher expectations and high
stakes for performance, students who do not perform
well may lose motivation, become alienated and disengaged, and eventually drop out of school. Some observers are concerned that such potentially negative
outcomes of academic press may be most prevalent in
schools that enroll substantial proportions of lowachieving students.11
It is, therefore, important to place the findings of
the chapter in the context of prior research. Valerie
Lee and her colleagues found that achievement gains
occur when schools combine a positive social environment with high expectations for student performance.
They concluded, “findings strongly suggest that efforts
to improve academic achievement by primarily emphasizing social support in or out of school will not be
sufficient unless these efforts are accompanied by
strong academic press in school.”12 From this perspective, one interpretation is that low-achieving students
received more support to do the same level of work—
a change that may have led to greater short-term
achievement and engagement, but may not have
contributed to long-run improvements in these students’ opportunities to learn since these supports
were not accompanied by increases in academic expectations or “press.”

78

C H A RT I N G R E F O R M I N C H I C AG O

John Booz

79

I NT E R P R ET IV E S U M MA RY

S

ince 1996, many major school districts and several states have adopted
elements of Chicago Public Schools’ (CPS) ending social promotion policy—making student progress toward the next grade dependent upon demonstrated achievement on standardized tests. Many states
and districts have made high school graduation contingent upon test performance. And, the No Child Left Behind federal legislation has brought
this tough approach to standards and accountability measures to every
school system in the nation. Now schools will be evaluated on the basis of
their average performance and annual progress as well as on the progress of
their most vulnerable students.
The debate over the potential impact of these policies on education is
highly polarized. Policy makers argue that such approaches will equalize
educational opportunities, set high standards for all students, and improve
instruction. Opponents argue that high-stakes testing will only exacerbate
existing inequalities in school performance and students’ opportunities,
leaving students in poor-performing schools left to curriculum focused
solely on preparing them for tests. Richard Elmore, for example, has written an eloquent and vigorous critique of the new federal approach, arguing that test-based accountability without investment in professional
development, including improving teachers’ content knowledge and skills,
will only exacerbate existing inequalities.
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“The working theory
•
Most CPS educabehind test-based ac. . . CPS teachers and principals tors were positive about
countability is seemthe impact of ending soingly—perhaps
viewed the policy of socially pro- cial promotion.
fatally—simple. StuMost Chicago teachmoting students as more negative
dents take tests that
ers
and
principals assessed
measure their academic
than
retention.
the impact of ending soperformance in various
subject areas. The recial promotion positively.
sults trigger certain conSurveyed and interviewed
sequences for students and schools. . . . Having
teachers reported that the policy focused their instakes attached to test scores is supposed to crestruction and the instructional efforts within their
ate incentives for students and teachers to work
school building, which motivated parents to be
harder and for school and district administramore involved in their children’s education and
tors to do a better job of monitoring their performance. . . . The threat of such measures is
motivated students. Teachers and principals were
supposed to be enough to motivate students and
particularly positive about the addition of afterschools to even higher levels of performance. . . .
school and summer-school programs that proTest-based accountability without substantial
vided extended and focused instructional time for
investment in capacity—internal accountability
the lowest-performing students. Even five years
and instructional improvements in schools—is
after the institution of the policy, most educators
unlikely to elicit better performance for low-perremained positive about these instructional imforming students and schools. Furthermore, the
increased pressure of test-based accountabilpacts and supports.
ity without substantial investments in capacity is likely to aggravate the existing
Many teachers were positive about ending social
inequalities between low-performing and
promotion because its emphasis on basic reading
high-performing schools and students.1
and mathematics skills reflected their own philosophy that basic skills should be the highest eduThis report takes a rigorous, empirically based, and
cational priority. At a minimum, CPS teachers
multifaceted look at educators and students’ views of
and principals viewed the policy of socially prothe impact of ending social promotion in the Chicago
moting students as more negative than retention.
Public Schools. We examined teachers and principals’
And, while some teachers felt that more needed
assessments of the impact of the policy, tracked changes
to be done to assist retained children, most eduin instructional practice over time, and examined
cators viewed retention, the most controversial
trends in critical indices of students’ experiences in
component of the 1996 policy change, as having
schools. A particular focus was to examine how the
positive educational benefits. Principals were ameffects of the policy were distributed across students
bivalent, although slightly more negative than
and schools. In this section, we discuss what we learned
teachers, about whether the high-stakes promoabout the impact of the high-stakes accountability inition policy had instructional tradeoffs in terms
tiative. We then highlight the questions our findings
of limiting attention to higher-order skills and
raise for assessing and analyzing the impact of highdiverting attention away from prevention and
stakes accountability policies more generally.
other initiatives.
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• Time spent on test preparation increased subclear instructional costs in terms of the time availstantially after the institution of high-stakes
able for student learning. Such costs must be conaccountability, particularly in the promotionsidered in light of any potential benefits of the
gate grades and in low-performing schools.
increased accountability.
Most prior research on the effects of instructional
• Teachers Shifted Instructional Emphases in
accountability has found that teachers respond
Reading and Mathematics.
by both spending more time teaching students
We also found evidence that CPS teachers into take tests and aligning their instructional concreased the time they spent teaching reading and
tent with the content and skills emphasis of the
were more likely to emphasize those mathemattest. Our analysis of trends in teachers’ reports of
ics and readings skills tested on the ITBS. In the
the time they spent on test preparation and on
language arts, teachers devoted more instructional
reading and mathematics content largely supports
time to the teaching of reading and reading comthese findings. Teachers devoted a considerable
prehension. In mathematics, we observed inamount of time to test preparation even before
creases in students’
the institution of highexposure to grade-level
stakes testing. But by
material. In both reading
1999, almost half of
. . . in low-performing schools,
and
mathematics,
CPS
elementary
the
combination
of
time
spent
changes in instructional
school teachers recontent were greatest in
ported spending more
on test preparation and time
the seventh and eighth
than 20 hours per year
devoted to taking tests could
grades.
preparing students to
take standardized tests.
have amounted to a loss of beIs this content alignNot surprisingly, the
tween
three
to
four
weeks
of
inment positive? To the extime teachers reported
tent that the allocation of
spending on test
structional time per year.
preparation increased
reading and mathematics
instructional efforts was
most substantially in
undesirable prior to policy implementation, this
the grades targeted for promotion decision, parshift in content emphasis might be viewed positicularly the third and eighth grades, and in those
tively. A new CPS reading initiative, begun in
schools that faced school-level accountability
2001, and developed by national reading experts,
sanctions. We estimated that in the lowest-perstressed that teachers should spend more time on
forming schools, the average time teachers dereading, devoting at least two hours of instrucvoted to test preparation doubled between 1994
tional time per day to teaching reading skills. This
and 1999. Based both on interviewed teachers’
new initiative, then, argues that time spent teachreports and statistical analysis of teachers’ survey
ing reading is a high priority for this school sysresponses, we estimated that in low-performing
tem. Our analysis suggests that the accountability
schools, the combination of time spent on test
policy had already encouraged teachers to begin
preparation and time devoted to taking tests could
devoting more instructional time to reading.
have amounted to a loss of between three to four
weeks of instructional time per year. This created
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Previous work done by researchers at the Consortium on Chicago School Research also found
that prior to the 1996 reforms, mathematics pacing in schools slowed dramatically in the upper
grades, especially in high-poverty schools. Upper-grade students were seldom exposed to gradelevel-appropriate mathematics content. Thus, the
observed increases in mathematics pacing in the
upper grades suggest that students may have benefited from an increased opportunity to learn. We
observed the largest improvement in mathematics content coverage in the lowest-performing
schools where the earlier research identified the
most significant problems. At the same time, our
analysis suggests that mathematics pacing had
remained a significant concern. Despite improvements, in 2001 we still observed a dramatic decline in the introduction of new topics beginning
in the third grade and continuing throughout
elementary school. While high-stakes testing may
have influenced the content teachers covered in
their classrooms, it did not do enough to solve
the pacing problem in Chicago schools.

• Time on test preparation declined between
1999 and 2001, while changes in content emphasis continued to increase.
Uniquely, in this report, we were able to examine
trends in instructional practice both prior to,
immediately after, and five years after the initial
implementation of high-stakes accountability in
1996. Time spent on test preparation increased
substantially from 1994 to 1997, and increased
at a lower rate between 1997 and 1999. However, in 2001, the percentage of teachers reporting that they spent more than 20 hours a year on
test preparation declined, particularly in the upper grades. Yet teachers continued to make
changes in content emphasis through 2001. For
example, teachers’ reports of time spent on reading comprehension increased substantially between 1997 and 1999, and continued to increase

in 2001. These trends may suggest that test preparation may be a short-term strategy used by teachers when initially faced with increased
accountability, but that ultimately, teachers may
make more substantive instructional changes as
they begin to adjust to high-stakes environments.
Teachers may have implemented even more of
these types of changes as CPS test scores rose and
many schools moved off of probation status.

• There is substantial evidence that low-achieving sixth- and eighth-grade students experienced greater academic support after the
institution of the promotion policy.
High-stakes accountability in the Chicago Public Schools influenced how teachers allocated their
instructional time. One of the most important
and surprising findings in this report is that highstakes accountability also appeared to affect who
received attention from teachers, parents, and the
district. In 1994, prior to the policy, students with
the lowest achievement test scores reported significantly lower levels of academic support from
both teachers and parents than their counterparts
with higher achievement. Low-achieving students
also reported participating only occasionally in
after-school programs for academic help. Between
1994 and 2001, we observed dramatic improvement in the extent to which low-achieving sixthand eighth-grade students felt academically supported by teachers, perceived parental support of
and attention to their schoolwork, and participated in after-school programs for help with
schoolwork. These changes, in many cases, resulted in a substantial narrowing of the gap in
levels of academic supports reported by students
with low- versus average- to high-achievement test
scores.
We found evidence, moreover, that increases in
academic support occurred for low-achieving students across the school system, regardless of the
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. . . increases in academic support occurred for low-achieving
students across the school system,
regardless of the achievement
level of the school they attended.

achievement level of the school they attended.
Students in the lowest-achieving schools reported
higher levels of academic support from teachers
and greater involvement in after-school programs
between 1994 and 2001. High-stakes accountability concentrated instructional pressure on
teachers in low-performing schools, but high
stakes for students were experienced by all teachers and parents of low-achieving children regardless of the school they attended. While it might
not make sense for a teacher in a better-performing school to make substantial changes in content emphasis and test preparation in response to
a few students in her class being at risk of retention, it would make sense for that teacher to pay
more attention to those students.

• There is little evidence that students reported
substantially greater academic expectations on
the part of their teacher or more engagement in
their coursework between 1994 and 2001.
In this report, our ability to probe deeply into
whether the quality of teaching changed over this
period was limited. In interviews, teachers rarely
indicated that they had responded to high-stakes
testing by changing how they taught, by attempting to engage students differently in the classroom, or by investing in professional knowledge
of how to teach reading and mathematics. We
found little evidence, moreover, that students reported that they experienced higher academic
expectations from their teachers, greater academic
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demands in the form of homework, or higher levels of engagement in their schoolwork between
1994 and 2001.
The lowest-achieving eighth graders did show
small, but statistically significant, increases in academic engagement—the extent to which they
reported working hard and enjoying their class
work. However, students in initially higher-performing schools reported declines in both academic press (i.e., expectations for performance)
and academic engagement over this time period.
There is little consistent evidence, moreover, that
students in the lowest-performing schools felt that
their teachers held them to high expectations,
pushed them to learn, or that students themselves
were more engaged in school. Trends in student
reports cannot tell us whether the quality of instruction changed over this period, but they do
suggest that students did not perceive that they
were being held to higher expectations. One interpretation of these findings, consistent with
Richard Elmore’s argument, is that high-stakes
accountability without substantial investments in
improving instructional capacity could not have
changed how teachers engaged students in learning. Alternatively, CPS’s use of a basic-skills test
and a policy that focused accountability on only
very-low-performing schools and students might
not have been what was required to encourage
teachers to raise expectations of students or
change how they were engaging students in the
classroom.

• Changes in instructional practice and students’
experiences were substantially greater in the
upper grades.
Our larger evaluation of the ending social promotion initiative found consistently that sixthand eighth-grade passing rates showed significantly greater improvement than third-grade passing rates.2 Roderick, Jacob, and Bryk estimated
the achievement value added in promotion-gate
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grades (test-score increases over and above that
predicted from a student’s prior growth trajectory) for groups of students both prior to and
after 1996. In both the sixth and eighth grades,
achievement-test-score gains increased substantially following the introduction of high-stakes
testing. There was little evidence of positive effects in third-grade reading.3
The results of this report lent additional insight and
support to the finding that achievement gains were
larger in the upper grades. The most significant instructional changes occurred in the seventh and eighth
grades, and we find significant evidence for changes
in students’ experiences in the sixth and eighth grades.
In contrast, the most significant instructional trend in
the third grade was a substantial increase in the number of teachers preparing students to take standardized tests, so that by 2001, the percentage of teachers
devoted to test preparation was highest in the third
grade. While eighth-grade teachers reported significant increases in test preparation, they also reported
the increases in the extent to which they exposed students to grade-level mathematics material and in time
spent on teaching reading comprehension.

What Do These Findings Mean for
High-Stakes Accountability Initiatives?
As this report is released, many school systems and
states throughout the United States are struggling with
how to manage the new national legislation for accountability in No Child Left Behind. Below we highlight some general findings that are relevant to
educators and policy makers as they work to implement effective educational reforms in the context of
increased accountability. First, results suggest that accountability policies can and do encourage teachers
and school administrators to pay greater attention to
the lowest-performing students in their classrooms.
After the introduction of high-stakes testing in Chicago, low-achieving students perceived significant increases in the academic support they received from

teachers, and these increases were observed among students in both higher-performing and lower-performing schools.
Second, there is evidence to suggest that accountability policies can influence what teachers teach in
their classrooms. Teachers in Chicago altered the content they covered in both reading and mathematics in
response to the accountability initiative, devoting more
time to material covered on the ITBS, a finding that
emphasizes the importance of selecting an appropriate test.
While most Chicago teachers were comfortable with
a basic-skills emphasis, the ITBS is not based on publicly stated standards. In fact, state standards (on which
there has been an increased emphasis since 1999) require students to apply skills effectively to solve problems, communicate answers, and analyze data and
results, and to do so not only in reading and mathematics, but in writing, science, and social studies as
well. This suggests that in Chicago, a test that assessed
a broader range of skills and content areas may have
been a more appropriate choice by which to hold students accountable. As many already have, states and
districts will need to continue to invest considerable
time and energy to identify and/or select appropriate
assessments for measuring the progress of their students and schools.
Third, while accountability policies may help focus
teachers’ energy and attention on the appropriate content and students, states and districts should also be
aware that teachers may need help in directing their
energies in productive and academically beneficial
ways. For example, in Chicago, although teachers
spent more time on reading, it is not clear whether
they were also teaching reading more effectively. In
interviews, teachers rarely indicated that they had responded to high-stakes testing by changing how they
taught, by attempting to engage students differently
in the classroom, or by investing in professional knowledge of to whom reading and mathematics should be
taught. Similarly, although teachers gave more support to low-achieving students, this support did not
necessarily translate into increases in academic expec-
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tations for students or greater academic engagement.
Accountability policies that are accompanied by significant investments in building teachers’ capacity and
skills will likely meet with greater success.
Finally, any district and state involved in using
achievement tests to evaluate school performance must
understand that teachers and school communities will
respond to the pressure to raise test scores by increasing time on direct test-preparation activities that may
not necessarily lead to real increases in students’ learning and future success. This creates clear instructional
costs because it takes valuable time away from students’
learning. In the worst case scenario, test preparation
can allow schools to buffer themselves from the need
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to invest in long-term changes that may alter instruction in positive ways and lead to real benefits for students. School districts must place a high priority on
finding ways to minimize the costs associated with time
spent on test preparation and maximize the potential
benefits of increased accountability by encouraging
teachers to look carefully at their instructional practices. States and districts must build the instructional
capacity of schools and provide the supports necessary for teachers to make long-term investments in
instructional improvements, the benefits of which will
continue after the initial pressure of accountability
policies wane.
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APPENDIX A
Hierarchical Linear Models
The model of teachers’ assessments of the policy was estimated using responses from all teachers in the system
who completed the survey in 1999. The analysis used a three-level Hierarchical Linear Model (HLM). Level 1
accounts for the measurement error in the Rasch measure. Level 2 explores the influence of teacher background
characteristics on teachers’ assessments of the policy. The list of teacher background characteristics explored
includes indicators of teacher race, education, and gender; years of teaching experience; grade level taught; and
indicators of whether the teacher was a self-contained classroom teacher or a subject-specific teacher. Indicators
for missing values were also included, and missing values were set at zero.
The outcomes in these analyses are measures produced by Rasch analysis from survey items. Each Rasch
measure is a random variable, comprised of a latent, true measure and a random measurement error term. This
can be expressed as an equation:

Yij ! # ij " eij
where Yij ~ N (Y ,$ ij2 )
and eij ~ N (0,$ ij2 )
Yij is the observed outcome for student i in school j

# ij is the latent measure for student i in school j
eij is the measurement error associated with Yij
Ordinarily, the errors at Level 1 have a constant variance, but in this case, each of the Rasch measures can
have a different amount of measurement error. In order to correct for this heteroscedasticity, we multiply both
1
sides of the equation by the inverse standard error ( seij ), where seij is the standard error of measurement for
student i in school j on the given measure. The Level 1 equation thus becomes:

Level 1:
% 1 (
*
* " eij*
Yij ! # ij* ''
*
se
& ij )
where Yij* is the observation divided by its standard error

# ij* is the latent measure adjusted for measurement error
eij* ~ N (0,1)
Note that the Level 1 error is now distributed standard normal. The # ij* is the latent measure adjusted for
measurement error and comes down to become our outcome at Level 2.
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Level 2:
# ij ! + 0 j " B1 j GATE ij " + 2 j SUBJECTij " + 3 j OSUBJECTij " + 4 j LOWEXPij " + 5 j MODEXPij "
+ 6 j BLACK ij " + 7 j HISPANICij " + 8 j OTHRACE ij " + 9 j MALEij " + 10 j BACHELORij " rij
# ij is either the measure of teacher assessment of the policy or the measure of teacher concerns about
retention adjusted for measurement error. GATE indicates that the teacher teaches in grades three, six, or eight
(the promotion-gate grades). SUBJECT indicates that the teacher is a departmentalized classroom instructor,
such as a math teacher, rather than a self-contained classroom teacher. OSUBJECT indicates that the teacher
teaches auxiliary classes such as art or physical education rather than being a self-contained classroom teacher.
Self-contained classrooms are the omitted category. LOWEXP indicates the teacher has fewer than five years of
teaching experience, while MODEXP indicates the teacher has between five and fifteen years of experience.
Teachers with more than fifteen years of teaching experience are the omitted category. BLACK indicates that
the teacher is black, HISPANIC indicates that the teacher is Latino, and OTHRACE indicates that the teacher
is another race (e.g., Asian, Native American, or biracial/multiethnic). White teachers are the excluded category.
MALE indicates the teacher is male rather than female, and BACHELOR indicates that the teacher has received no more than a bachelor’s degree.1
The individual teacher characteristics are all grand-mean centered, so that the intercept + 0j can be interpreted
as the mean level of the support variable (Yij) in a school with average teacher characteristics in 1999.

Level 3:
+ 0 j ! - 00 " - 01 EXCLR99 j " - 02 HISPj " - 03 INTG j " - 04 MIXED j " - 05 MNTY j " - 06 MODRET j "
- 07 HIRET j " - 08VHIRET j " , 0 j

Again, + 0j can be interpreted as the mean level of support in school j. EXCLR99 indicates the percentage of
students in a school excluded from the policy for reasons such as special-education status. HISP is a dummy
variable indicating that the school is predominantly Latino (more than 85 percent), and INTEG is a dummy
variable indicating that the school is more than 30 percent white. MIXED is a dummy variable indicating that
the school is between 15 and 30 percent white, and MNTY is a dummy variable indicating that the school is
less than 15 percent white, but not more than 85 percent African-American or 85 percent Latino. Predominantly African-American schools are the omitted category (over 85 percent African-American). MODRET
indicates that the school had a moderate retention rate in 1998 (6-16 percent), HIRET indicates a high retention rate (16-33 percent), and VHIRET indicates a very high retention rate (more than 33 percent). The
excluded category was schools with low retention rates (less than 6 percent). The intercept represents the mean
value of the coefficient districtwide and the error terms represent school-specific effects.

1

Although not shown in the model, indicators for missing values were also included.
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Appendix B
Hierarchical Linear Models
Models were estimated using survey responses from all teachers in the system. We combined survey responses of
teachers in each of the years into a single data set and explored aggregate changes over time. We controlled for
teacher background characteristics at Level 2. The vector of teacher background characteristics includes indicators of teacher race, education, gender, years of teaching experience, grade level taught, and indicators of whether
the teacher was a self-contained classroom teacher or a subject-specific teacher. Indicators for missing values
were also included, and missing values were set to zero.1
The outcomes in these analyses are measures produced by Rasch analysis from survey items. Each Rasch
measure is a random variable, comprised of a latent, true measure and a random measurement error term. This
can be expressed as an equation:

Yij ! # ij " eij
where Yij ~ N (Y ,$ ij2 )
and eij ~ N (0,$ ij2 )
Yij is the observed outcome for student i in school j

# ij is the latent measure for student i in school j
eij is the measurement error associated with Yij
Ordinarily, the errors at Level 1 have a constant variance, but in this case, each person’s score on each of the
Rasch measures can have a different amount of measurement error. In order to correct for this heteroscedasticity,
1
we multiply both sides of the equation by the inverse standard error ( seij ), where seij is the standard error of
measurement for student i in school j on the given measure. The Level 1 equation thus becomes:

Level 1:
% 1 (
*
* " eij*
Yij ! # ij* ''
*
se
& ij )
where Yij* is the observation divided by its standard error

# ij* is the latent measure adjusted for measurement error
eij* ~ N (0,1)
*

Note that the Level 1 error is now distributed standard normal. The # ij is the latent measure adjusted for
measurement error and comes down to become our outcome at Level 2.

Level 2:
*

# ij ! + 0 j " + 1 j (1997) ij " + 2 j (1999) ij " + 3 j ( 2001) ij " . Bqj Z qij " rij
q
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# ij* is the outcome of interest adjusted for measurement error (e.g., pacing measure, test-preparation item, etc.)
and Zqij is a vector of background characteristics of the teacher including the grade and subject taught. The
individual teacher characteristics are all grand-mean centered, so that the intercept + 0j can be interpreted as the
*
mean level of the outcome ( # ij ) in a school with average teacher characteristics in 1994. The binary variables
1997ij, 1999ij and 2001ij indicate the year of the survey response. Thus, + 1j can be interpreted as the change in
the outcome ( # ij* ) between 1994 and 1997, + 2j as the change in the outcome ( # ij* ) between 1994 and 1999,
and + 3j as the change in the outcome ( # ij* ) between 1994 and 2001. These binary variables are not centered.
When no 1997 measures are available, only binary variables for 1999 and 2001 are included, and the intercept
can then be interpreted as the mean level of the outcome in 1997.2

Level 3:
+ 0 j ! - 01 " , 0 j

+ 1 j ! - 11 " ,1 j
+ 2 j ! - 21 " , 2 j

+ 3 j ! - 31 " , 3 j

+ qj ! - q1

+ 0j can be interpreted as the mean level of outcome Y in school j in year 1994, + 1j can be interpreted as the
average change in outcome Y in school j between 1994-1997, + 2j as the average change in outcome Y in school
j between 1994-1999, and + 3j as the average change in outcome Y in school j between 1994-2001. The intercepts (- 01 , - 11,- 21 ,...- q1 ) represent the mean value of the coefficient districtwide, and the error terms represent
school-specific effects.
When modeling schools’ level responses, Level 3 becomes:

Level 3:
+ 0 j ! - 01 " . - 0 s X sj " / 0 j
s

+1 j ! - 11 " /1 j
+ 2 j ! - 21 " / 2 j

+ 3 j ! - 31 " . - 3 s X sj " / 1 j
s

+ qj ! - q1

where X is a vector of school-level characteristics.
Model for dichotomous outcomes and composite measures:
For single-item indicators, such as “test preparation,” or composite measures, such as “reading comprehension,”
where the outcome is simply the sum of time teachers report, there is no standard error available. For these
indicators, the outcome variable is simply the dichotomous outcome or the composite measure, and Level 2
becomes the Level 1 equation. For dichotomous outcomes, Level 2 is a logistic regression.
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Appendix C
Hierarchical Linear Models Used for Identifying Trends in Students’ Attitudes
In Chapter 3, we reported results from two sets of analyses used to estimate trends in student survey responses.
The first analytic set estimated trends in each survey year (1994, 1997, 1999, and 2001) for students with
similar “achievement levels” as measured by their distance from the 1997 test-score cutoff for promotion (or
“risk” under the policy, see Box 3-2). In the first set of models, we controlled for the students’ characteristics. In
the second set of models, we estimated changes in students’ attitudes in the prepolicy versus postpolicy period
(1994 versus the average of 1997, 1999, and 2001), controlling for student and school characteristics. Students
were included in our analyses if they completed surveys and if they attended a regular elementary school that
participated in surveys both in 1994 and at least one additional survey year.
For each set of analyses, the model we used depended on whether the outcome variable was a Rasch measure
or a single-item indicator, such as the time students reported spending on homework. Measures created using
Rasch analysis (personalism, parent support, academic press, engagement, and efficacy) have known standard
errors. We take advantage of this additional information to adjust for measurement error by using three-level
hierarchical linear models where Level 1 is a measurement model.

Measurement Model
Each Rasch measure is a random variable, comprised of a latent, true measure and random measurement error.
This can be expressed as an equation:

Yij ! # ij " eij
where Yij ~ N (Y ,$ ij2 )
and eij ~ N (0,$ ij2 )
Yij is the observed outcome for student i in school j

# ij is the latent measure for student i in school j
eij is the measurement error associated with Yij
Ordinarily, the errors at Level 1 have a constant variance, but in this case, each of the Rasch measures can have
a different amount of measurement error. In order to correct for this heteroscedasticity, we multiply both sides
1
of the equation by the inverse standard error ( seij ), where seij is the standard error of measurement for student
i in school j on the given measure. The Level 1 equation thus becomes:

Level 1:
% 1 (
*
* " eij*
Yij ! # ij* ''
*
& seij )
where Yij* is the observation divided by its standard error

# ij* is the latent measure adjusted for measurement error
eij* ~ N (0,1)
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Note that the Level 1 error is now distributed standard normal. The # ij* is the latent measure adjusted for
measurement error and comes down to become our outcome at Level 2.
.

Level 2:
At Level 2, we estimate how students’ measures vary by their demographic characteristics, level of risk (i.e.,
distance from the promotion cutoff under the policy), and the year in which they participated in the survey.
# ij * ! + 0 j " B1 j AGE ij " + 2 j HISPANIC ij " + 3 j WHITE/OTHER ij " + 4 j MALE ij " + 5 j BILINGUAL ij "
+ 6 j EXCLUDE ij " + 7 j RETAINED ij " + 8 j HIGHRISK ij " + 9 j MODERATERISK ij " +10 j LOWRISK ij " +11 j GRADELEVEL ij
"+12 j MISSRISK ij " +13 j 1997 ij " +14 j 1999 ij " +15 j 2001ij " +16 j (HIGHRISK * 1997)ij
"+17 j (HIGHRISK * 1999)ij " +18 j (HIGHRISK * 2001)ij "+19 j (MODERATERISK * 1997)ij
"+ 20 j (MODERATERISK * 1999)ij " + 21 j (MODERATERISK * 2001)ij " + 22 j (LOWRISK * 1997)ij
"+ 23 j (LOWRISK * 1999)ij " + 24 j (LOWRISK * 2001)ij "+ 24 j (GRADELEVEL * 1997)ij
"+ 25 j (GRADELEVEL * 1999)ij " + 26 j (GRADELEVEL * 2001)ij "rij

AGE indicates the students’ age as of the current survey year. HISPANIC, WHITE AND OTHER, and MALE
are dummy variables for students’ race and gender with African-American and female students as the comparison groups. BILINGUAL, EXCLUDE, and RETAINED are dummy variables indicating whether the student
is enrolled in the bilingual program, is excluded under the policy (i.e., the students’ test scores are excluded from
reporting because of special circumstance such as special-education status), or whether the student is currently
retained under the policy, respectively. We include three dummy variables for the year of survey administration
(1997, 1999, 2001), with 1994 as the reference category. HIGHRISK, MODERATERISK, LOWRISK,
GRADELEVEL, MISSING RISK (i.e., student is missing test scores) are dummy variables indicating each
student’s risk under the policy. Students at no risk of retention are the left-out category. Finally, we include 12
interaction terms (e.g., HIGHRISK*1997) between survey year and student-risk category. Thus, in this
model, + 13 j indicates the change in the average of student reports at each school from 1994 to 1997 among
students who are not at risk of retention, and + 13 j "+ 16 j indicates the change for a student at high risk of
retention. With the exception of the intercept + 0 j and terms denoting years or interactions, all student characteristics are fixed and grand-mean centered.

Level 3:
+ 0 j ! - 01 " , 0 j

At this level, we include a random school effect.
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Modeling Single-Item Indicators
For single-item indicators (e.g., mathematics and reading/language arts homework completion, after-school
programming) without known standard errors, we used a two-level hierarchical model. In the models, the Level
2 and Level 3 equations simply become Level 1 and Level 2 equations.

Level 1:
Yij ! +0 j " B1j AGE ij " +2 j HISPANIC ij " +3 j WHITE / OTHERij " +4 j MALE ij " +5 j BILINGUAL ij "

+6 j EXCLUDE ij " +7 j RETAINED ij " +8 j HIGHRISK ij " +9 j MODERATERISK ij " +10 j LOWRISK ij " +11j GRADELEVEL ij
"+12 j MISSRISK ij " +13 j1997ij " +14 j1999ij " +15 j 2001ij " +16 j ( HIGHRISK * 1997)ij
"+17 j (HIGHRISK * 1999)ij " +18 j (HIGHRISK * 2001)ij "+19 j (MODERATERISK * 1997)ij
"+20 j (MODERATERISK * 1999)ij " +21j (MODERATERISK * 2001)ij " +22 j (LOWRISK * 1997)ij
"+23 j (LOWRISK * 1999)ij " +24 j (LOWRISK * 2001)ij "+24 j (GRADELEVEL * 1997)ij
"+25 j (GRADELEVEL * 1999)ij " +26 j (GRADELEVEL * 2001)ij "rij

Level 2:
+ 0 j ! - 01 " , 0 j

Standardization
We reported trends in measures and single-item indicators in terms of standardized change from 1994 to help
maintain consistency in reporting across measures as well as to give readers a sense of the magnitude (an effect
size) of change over time. For every measure and indicator, we generated standard deviations from “unconditional” hierarchical linear models. These models have the same general form as those presented above, except
these include no predictors. To calculate, we subtracted the predicted mean on each variable of a given year and
risk category from the overall mean of 1994 and divided by the relevant, individual-level standard deviation
generated from the unconditional hierarchical linear models. In general, effect sizes between .20 and .50 are
considered small, those between .50 and .80 are considered moderate, and those above .80 are considered large.
An effect size of .50 indicates that an observer would be more likely than chance (60 percent) to guess the year
and risk category of a student, based on his or her score.
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Appendix D
Hierarchical Linear Models Used for Estimating Postpolicy Trends in Student Attitudes
In our second set of analyses, we aimed to disentangle by how much student responses impacted the trends we
observed, regardless of the schools the students attended. Also, we aimed to determine how much the racial and
achievement characteristics of the school affected the trends in student responses. For example, we could observe that students with very low skills reported more personal support for their schoolwork either because lowachieving students in all Chicago Public Schools received more attention or because very-low-performing schools
in Chicago were paying more attention to all of their students, regardless of their achievement levels.
The models we used to control for such school characteristics were quite similar to those we used to
estimate trends of students over time (see Appendix C). The Level 1 model remains the same. However, instead
of including dummy variables for each survey year, we grouped students in terms of whether they responded to
the survey in the years after the inception of the policy (1997, 1999, and 2001). The Level 2 model becomes:

Level 2:
# ij ! + 0 j " B1 j AGE ij " + 2 j HISPANICij " + 3 jWHITE / OTHERij " + 4 j MALE ij " + 5 j BILINGUALij "
+ 6 j EXCLUDE ij " + 7 j RETAINEDij " + 8 j HIGHRISK ij " + 9 j LOWRISK ij "
+10 j GRADELEVELij " +11 j MISSRISK ij " +12 j POSTPOLICYij " +13 j ( HIGHRISK * POSTPOLICY ) ij
"+14 j ( LOWRISK * POSTPOLICY ) ij "+15 j ( NORISK * POSTPOLICY ) ij "

+16 j (GRADELEVEL * POSTPOLICY ) ij "rij
AGE indicates students’ ages as of the current survey year. HISPANIC, WHITE AND OTHER, and MALE
are dummy variables for students’ race and gender, with African-American and female students being the leftout comparison groups. BILINGUAL, EXCLUDE, and RETAINED are dummy variables that indicate, respectively, whether the student was enrolled in the bilingual program, was excluded under the policy (i.e., the
student’s test scores were excluded from reporting due to special circumstances, such as special-education status), or was retained at that time under the policy. POSTPOLICY indicates that the student was surveyed in
1997, 1999, or 2001, with 1994 as the reference category. HIGHRISK, LOWRISK, NORISK, GRADELEVEL,
and MISSING RISK are dummy variables indicating each student’s risk under the policy. Students at moderate
risk of retention are the reference group. Finally, we included four interaction terms (e.g.,
HIGHRISK*POSTPOLICY). With the exception of + 0 j and terms denoting years of interactions, student
characteristics are fixed and grand-mean centered.

Level 3:
+ 0 j ! - 01 " - 02 EXCLR99 j " - 03 HISPj " - 04 INTG j " - 05 MIXED j " - 06 MNTY j " - 07 0 0 15% j "
- 08 24 0 35% j " - 09 1 35% j " , 0 j
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EXCLR99 indicates the percentage of students in a school excluded from the policy for reasons such as specialeducation status. HISP is a dummy variable indicating that the school was predominantly Latino (more than
85 percent), INTEG is a dummy variable indicating that the school is more than 30 percent white. MIXED is
a dummy variable indicating that the school was between 15 and 30 percent white, and MNTY is a dummy
variable indicating that the school was less than 15 percent white, but not more than 85 percent AfricanAmerican or 85 percent Latino. Predominantly African-American schools were the omitted category (over 85
percent African-American). We used three dummy variables to control for whether in 1994 a school’s student
body was 0 to15 percent, 25 to 35 percent, or over 35 percent at or above national norms based on the Iowa
Tests of Basic Skills. The comparison category is 16 to 24 percent. In short, from these models, we can estimate
the overall trends of students of different risk levels, and we can also determine to what extent 1994 school
performance and racial composition impacted these trends over time.

Modeling Single-Item Indicators
For single-item indicators (e.g., math and reading/language arts homework completion, after-school programming) without known standard errors, we used a two-level hierarchical model. In the models, the Level 2 and
Level 3 equations simply became Level 1 and Level 2 equations.
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