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Wall Street Journal: School Reform, Chicago
Style

Tuesday, January 10 2012, 11:18 AM

By STEPHANIE BANCHERO

CHICAGO—At 7:15 on a chilly May morning, Marshall Metro High School attendance clerk Karin Henry
punched numbers into a telephone, her red nails clacking as she dialed.

"Good morning, Miss MeMe," she said to Barbara "MeMe" Diamond, a 17-year-old junior with a habit of
oversleeping. "This is Ms. Henry, your stalker."

Turning Around Marshall High

View Slideshow

Clayton Hauck for The Wall Street Journal

Marshall High School Principal Kenyatta
Stansberry, right, with a student.

The timing of the call was key. Earlier in the year, Ms. Henry and a co-worker were spending nearly two hours a
day calling every student who hadn't checked mto school by 9:30 a.m. But weekly data tracked by their office
found that only about 9% of those students ever arrived. So they changed tactics, zeroing in on habitual
latecomers like MeMe, and delivering wake-up calls starting at 6:30. On that May morning, 19 of the 26
students called showed up.

"T just stay in bed if no one calls me," MeMe said. "That 6:30 call be bugging me, but it gets me here."

District officials are betting that data—the relentless collection, evaluation and application of them—can serve as
a wake-up call for Marshall as well.

Chicago won $20 million in federal money over three years to help improve its worst-performing schools, part of
a $3.5 billion program that targeted 1,247 failing schools nationwide. The district is kicking in another $7 million
mn local money, and officials were determined to invest in programs that would help them measure progress, use
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the information to fine-tune tactics on the fly, and hold staff and students accountable for the results.

"We want to move investments to things that work," said Don Fraynd, the district official overseeing Marshall's
turnaround.

One year m, results from Marshall are far from conclusive, but district officials see promising trends. Average
attendance rose 22 points to 75% for the year, and 79% of freshmen were on track to advance to 10th grade,
up from 34%. At each grade level, scores on standardized tests improved from fall to spring in English, math,
reading and science. Other Chicago schools that have been in the program longer have reported similar gains.

It's unclear whether the program can be sustained. Chicago's district, which has a $5.5 billion budget, faces a
$712 million deficit. It has slashed its share of the turnaround funds by 60% for next year.

Data collection and analysis aren't new to public education; Houston's district was an early proponent and
judged it a success. But few districts have embraced them to manage student and staff performance the way
Chicago has. Mr. Fraynd said the data he tracks have played a role in disciplinary actions and job losses for
employees of his office and the schools he oversees. The data haven't been used against teachers, as their union
contract bars it. But by 2013, such benchmarks as student academic growth will become part of broader teacher
performance evaluations.

Chicago's program was partly modeled on CompStat, a New York City police system that required precinct
commanders to analyze and answer for weekly crime statistics. Proponents said CompStat sharply reduced
crime, though critics said the pressure led precincts to manipulate results. Similar concerns have been voiced
about data-driven reforms in schools.

Showing Up

At Marshall High this year,
attendance surged, and more
freshmen stayed on track to
advance to 10th grade.
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An informal 2009 study by the Chicago Teachers Union found that a third of teachers felt pressured to alter
student grades, in part because of the district's focus on data. The union said it doesn't object to data analysis to
manage teacher performance, but worries that it will be used to punish teachers rather than help them. CTU
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spokeswoman Liz Brown said the union opposes the district's proposed method for incorporating student test
data mto teacher evaluations, calling it "unreliable and erratic."

Mr. Fraynd said he's not worried about data manipulation, noting a new system that can detect, for example,
whether a teacher gave passing grades to students with low test scores.

Larry Cuban, professor emeritus at Stanford University's school of education, says schools that allow data to
drive decisions risk "perverse outcomes" that make aggregate numbers look better but don't improve educational
outcomes for most students. He pointed, for example, to schools that focus on getting students just below
passing level on state exams over the bar, while ignoring children at the lowest levels.

"When the data is in charge, you have remote control of schools and classrooms," he said. People make
decisions "on how best to move the data points, not on what's best for children."

At Marshall, many staffers grumbled about the data-collection and entry requirements. Teachers, for example,
had to log every incidence of student misconduct, from texting in class to fighting. Deans and department chairs
mput scores from every classroom teacher observation.

For Didi Afaneh, the year ended i frustration. As lead freshman teacher, she was responsible for keeping
students on track to pass to 10th grade. She missed her goal by one percentage point, despite a series of steps
teachers tried, from before- and after-school tutoring to visiting students at home to assigning mentors and
counselors.

"For people who bust their butt every day to reach kids, and still we don't make our goals, it gets really
depressing," she said at a May staff meeting .

Others, like assistant principal Matt Curtis, embraced the process but worried the school was applying and
measuring too many incremental changes without determining what works. "It's very hard to get any sense of
cause and effect," he said. "We need to home in on a strategy or two and make the commitment to run with that."

District officials targeted Marshall—a basketball powerhouse spotlighted in the documentary "Hoop Dreams"—
based on some grim statistics. It had the city's lowest percentage of freshmen on track to become 10th-graders,
and the lowest attendance rate among Chicago's conventional high schools: 53%. Half its students were
dropouts; only 3% passed state proficiency exams. Most came from poor homes in violent neighborhoods.

The 118-year-old building stands in East Garfield Park, a depressed West Side neighborhood where
redevelopment efforts stalled. A few blocks away, a sign on a vacant lot heralds the construction of a new condo
project. Expected completion: 2008.

The school used its turnaround funds to replace 80% of its faculty, revamp curriculum and enhance anti-truancy
efforts, among other steps; it adopted the CompStat-style system to measure progress on all those fronts.

Two number crunchers at Marshall digested tens of thousands of data points, from the frequency of fights to
cheerleaders' GPAs. Charts lining the hallways listed attendance rates of individual students. Staff members
gathered regularly for "performance management" meetings to review data and outline solutions.

During one meeting in May, a chart projected on screen showed that only 22% of students enrolled in online
courses—where teachers supervise classrooms of students following lectures or reading textbooks online—were
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on track to complete them on time, down from 32% in February. Mr. Fraynd wanted an explanation.

One teacher cited unmotivated students and absenteeism as factors. But Mr. Fraynd wasn't buying it. He said he
had dug into the data himself and found that regular attendees and frequent absentees had similar completion
rates.

"What I haven't heard you address is the behavior of the teacher in the room," he said. "On my observations in
the classrooms, I don't see active mentoring happening, and I am curious about why."

James Dorrell, a teacher who oversaw an online classroom, noted that the such classes can be tough to manage
because students work at their own pace, on different subjects. "If I sit down with one kid for 10 minutes, then
the other kids get distracted."

Principal Kenyatta Stansberry, who's ultimately responsible for the stats, proposed more training for teachers n
data analysis so they can better track students, and a requirement that teachers complete detailed reports on
student progress every five weeks. She also pledged to be more selective in picking teachers for the online
program.

Ahead of the Curve

iChicago public schools that hawe betn part of the district's data-driven
turnaround program for a fiew years have made improvements on several
Benchmarks, outpading gains in the district overall
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Kyle Birch, a first-year special-education teacher, adopted Marshall's data mining to scrutinize his own teaching
methods. He picked apart every answer on one 40-question exam and found only 17% of his students could
graph a sloped line, despite his spending days teaching the skill.

So Mr. Birch summoned his students outside and had them plot points with chalk on a grid drawn on the
sidewalk. He made them walk a path connecting the dots, hoping the movement would aid their comprehension.
In retesting later, he found that most of them understood.

Mr. Birch also scanned the data for clues on which of his special-education students might succeed in a
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mainstream math class and moved four of them up. "The data opened the door for these kids," Mr. Birch said.

Marshall's most aggressive turnaround efforts focused on its most persistent challenge: attendance. Two years
ago, barely half the students showed up on an average day.

Such absenteeism can doom broader reform efforts. Research shows that dropouts follow a process of gradual
disengagement, where students miss more and more school until they find it impossible to catch up. Sporadic
attendance makes it difficult for teachers to stay on pace with their lessons.

Ayesha El- Amin Calhoun, head of the attendance office, tried a number of tactics to boost attendance, from
calling kids at home before school to dangling common attendance rewards such as bus passes and MP3
players. She also hired "student advocates," to cruise neighborhoods searching for students. Each of these efforts
was measured, evaluated and, when warranted, adjusted or dropped.

At a Jan. 27 meeting, Ms. Calhoun reported that her office was most effective with the most chronic absentees:
88% of students who showed up just a third of the time during the first quarter boosted their attendance the
second quarter after some contact with her office.

She and her co-workers decided to focus more effort on students who were chronically late or absent, calling
them before school and sending advocates out to find them. By the end of the year, attendance had risen to
75%.

What made the biggest difference, Ms. Calhoun concluded, was not the calls, but the quantity and quality of
mteractions between students and her staffers. '"The kids who make a connection to Ms. Henry or other adults in

this office are the ones who keep coming back," she said. She wants her staffto spend more time cultivating
relationships with students like MeMe.

The most successful attendance program—the Calhoun Challenge--evolved over time. At the beginning of the
year, Ms. Calhoun asked 74 chronically truant students to sign in every day for six weeks.

During the first few weeks, their attendance improved to 50% from 45%, but eventually tailed off to about 40%.
"l realized a short-term goal of 10 days was [more] attanable," she said.

From there, Ms. Calhoun kept tweaking the challenges to boost response rates and test variables. In late
October, she asked 43 frequent absentees to sign a contract promising to attend school for 10 straight days. In
that span, they nearly closed the 20-point gap between their attendance rates and Marshall's average. Once the
challenge ended, the students lapsed.

Next year, Ms. Calhoun plans to open the challenges to more students, with competitions pitting siblings or
groups against each other and follow-up contracts for students who slough off. She also plans to devote more
effort to students who have the intellectual ability to do well in school, but fall behind because of absenteeism.

Sharief Raines, an 18-year-old senior with a toddler at home, took the challenge after missing every school day
in December. In January, she showed up 12 of 19 days. Ms. Calhoun even watched the baby one afternoon
while Sharief did homework. "l saw Dean Calhoun was trying to help me," she said. "l didn't want to let her
down."
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Sharief graduated June 11.

Write to Stephanie Banchero at stephanie.banchero@wsj.com
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