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Wall Street Journal: School Reform, Chicago
St\le

Tuesday, January 10 2012, 11:18 AM

B\ STEPHANIE BANCHERO

CHICAGO²At 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."
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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 into 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.

"I 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 data²the relentless collection, evaluation and application of them²can 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

in local money, and officials were determined to invest in programs that would help them measure progress, use
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WKH LQIRUPDWLRQ WR ILQH-WXQH WDFWLFV RQ WKH IO\, DQG KROG VWDII DQG VWXGHQWV DFFRXQWDEOH IRU WKH UHVXOWV.

"WH ZDQW WR PRYH LQYHVWPHQWV WR WKLQJV WKDW ZRUN," VDLG DRQ FUD\QG, WKH GLVWULFW RIILFLDO RYHUVHHLQJ MDUVKDOO'V

WXUQDURXQG.

OQH \HDU LQ, UHVXOWV IURP MDUVKDOO DUH IDU IURP FRQFOXVLYH, EXW GLVWULFW RIILFLDOV VHH SURPLVLQJ WUHQGV. AYHUDJH

DWWHQGDQFH URVH 22 SRLQWV WR 75% IRU WKH \HDU, DQG 79% RI IUHVKPHQ ZHUH RQ WUDFN WR DGYDQFH WR 10WK JUDGH,

XS IURP 34%. AW HDFK JUDGH OHYHO, VFRUHV RQ VWDQGDUGL]HG WHVWV LPSURYHG IURP IDOO WR VSULQJ LQ EQJOLVK, PDWK,

UHDGLQJ DQG VFLHQFH. OWKHU CKLFDJR VFKRROV WKDW KDYH EHHQ LQ WKH SURJUDP ORQJHU KDYH UHSRUWHG VLPLODU JDLQV.

IW'V XQFOHDU ZKHWKHU WKH SURJUDP FDQ EH VXVWDLQHG. CKLFDJR'V GLVWULFW, ZKLFK KDV D $5.5 ELOOLRQ EXGJHW, IDFHV D

$712 PLOOLRQ GHILFLW. IW KDV VODVKHG LWV VKDUH RI WKH WXUQDURXQG IXQGV E\ 60% IRU QH[W \HDU.

DDWD FROOHFWLRQ DQG DQDO\VLV DUHQ'W QHZ WR SXEOLF HGXFDWLRQ; HRXVWRQ'V GLVWULFW ZDV DQ HDUO\ SURSRQHQW DQG

MXGJHG LW D VXFFHVV. BXW IHZ GLVWULFWV KDYH HPEUDFHG WKHP WR PDQDJH VWXGHQW DQG VWDII SHUIRUPDQFH WKH ZD\

CKLFDJR KDV. MU. FUD\QG VDLG WKH GDWD KH WUDFNV KDYH SOD\HG D UROH LQ GLVFLSOLQDU\ DFWLRQV DQG MRE ORVVHV IRU
HPSOR\HHV RI KLV RIILFH DQG WKH VFKRROV KH RYHUVHHV. TKH GDWD KDYHQ'W EHHQ XVHG DJDLQVW WHDFKHUV, DV WKHLU XQLRQ

FRQWUDFW EDUV LW. BXW E\ 2013, VXFK EHQFKPDUNV DV VWXGHQW DFDGHPLF JURZWK ZLOO EHFRPH SDUW RI EURDGHU WHDFKHU

SHUIRUPDQFH HYDOXDWLRQV.

CKLFDJR'V SURJUDP ZDV SDUWO\ PRGHOHG RQ CRPSSWDW, D NHZ YRUN CLW\ SROLFH V\VWHP WKDW UHTXLUHG SUHFLQFW

FRPPDQGHUV WR DQDO\]H DQG DQVZHU IRU ZHHNO\ FULPH VWDWLVWLFV. PURSRQHQWV VDLG CRPSSWDW VKDUSO\ UHGXFHG
FULPH, WKRXJK FULWLFV VDLG WKH SUHVVXUH OHG SUHFLQFWV WR PDQLSXODWH UHVXOWV. SLPLODU FRQFHUQV KDYH EHHQ YRLFHG
DERXW GDWD-GULYHQ UHIRUPV LQ VFKRROV.

AQ LQIRUPDO 2009 VWXG\ E\ WKH CKLFDJR THDFKHUV UQLRQ IRXQG WKDW D WKLUG RI WHDFKHUV IHOW SUHVVXUHG WR DOWHU

VWXGHQW JUDGHV, LQ SDUW EHFDXVH RI WKH GLVWULFW'V IRFXV RQ GDWD. TKH XQLRQ VDLG LW GRHVQ'W REMHFW WR GDWD DQDO\VLV WR
PDQDJH WHDFKHU SHUIRUPDQFH, EXW ZRUULHV WKDW LW ZLOO EH XVHG WR SXQLVK WHDFKHUV UDWKHU WKDQ KHOS WKHP. CTU
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spokeswoman Liz Brown said the union opposes the district's proposed method for incorporating student test

data into 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
input scores from every classroom teacher observation.

For Didi Afaneh, the year ended in 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 Marshall²a basketball powerhouse spotlighted in the documentary "Hoop Dreams"²
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

courses²where teachers supervise classrooms of students following lectures or reading textbooks online²were
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RQ WUDFN WR FRPSOHWH WKHP RQ WLPH, GRZQ IURP 32% LQ FHEUXDU\. MU. FUD\QG ZDQWHG DQ H[SODQDWLRQ.

OQH WHDFKHU FLWHG XQPRWLYDWHG VWXGHQWV DQG DEVHQWHHLVP DV IDFWRUV. BXW MU. FUD\QG ZDVQ'W EX\LQJ LW. HH VDLG KH
KDG GXJ LQWR WKH GDWD KLPVHOI DQG IRXQG WKDW UHJXODU DWWHQGHHV DQG IUHTXHQW DEVHQWHHV KDG VLPLODU FRPSOHWLRQ

UDWHV.

"WKDW I KDYHQ'W KHDUG \RX DGGUHVV LV WKH EHKDYLRU RI WKH WHDFKHU LQ WKH URRP," KH VDLG. "OQ P\ REVHUYDWLRQV LQ
WKH FODVVURRPV, I GRQ'W VHH DFWLYH PHQWRULQJ KDSSHQLQJ, DQG I DP FXULRXV DERXW ZK\."

JDPHV DRUUHOO, D WHDFKHU ZKR RYHUVDZ DQ RQOLQH FODVVURRP, QRWHG WKDW WKH VXFK FODVVHV FDQ EH WRXJK WR PDQDJH

EHFDXVH VWXGHQWV ZRUN DW WKHLU RZQ SDFH, RQ GLIIHUHQW VXEMHFWV. "II I VLW GRZQ ZLWK RQH NLG IRU 10 PLQXWHV, WKHQ
WKH RWKHU NLGV JHW GLVWUDFWHG."

PULQFLSDO KHQ\DWWD SWDQVEHUU\, ZKR'V XOWLPDWHO\ UHVSRQVLEOH IRU WKH VWDWV, SURSRVHG PRUH WUDLQLQJ IRU WHDFKHUV LQ

GDWD DQDO\VLV VR WKH\ FDQ EHWWHU WUDFN VWXGHQWV, DQG D UHTXLUHPHQW WKDW WHDFKHUV FRPSOHWH GHWDLOHG UHSRUWV RQ
VWXGHQW SURJUHVV HYHU\ ILYH ZHHNV. SKH DOVR SOHGJHG WR EH PRUH VHOHFWLYH LQ SLFNLQJ WHDFKHUV IRU WKH RQOLQH

SURJUDP.

K\OH BLUFK, D ILUVW-\HDU VSHFLDO-HGXFDWLRQ WHDFKHU, DGRSWHG MDUVKDOO'V GDWD PLQLQJ WR VFUXWLQL]H KLV RZQ WHDFKLQJ

PHWKRGV. HH SLFNHG DSDUW HYHU\ DQVZHU RQ RQH 40-TXHVWLRQ H[DP DQG IRXQG RQO\ 17% RI KLV VWXGHQWV FRXOG

JUDSK D VORSHG OLQH, GHVSLWH KLV VSHQGLQJ GD\V WHDFKLQJ WKH VNLOO.

SR MU. BLUFK VXPPRQHG KLV VWXGHQWV RXWVLGH DQG KDG WKHP SORW SRLQWV ZLWK FKDON RQ D JULG GUDZQ RQ WKH

VLGHZDON. HH PDGH WKHP ZDON D SDWK FRQQHFWLQJ WKH GRWV, KRSLQJ WKH PRYHPHQW ZRXOG DLG WKHLU FRPSUHKHQVLRQ.

IQ UHWHVWLQJ ODWHU, KH IRXQG WKDW PRVW RI WKHP XQGHUVWRRG.

MU. BLUFK DOVR VFDQQHG WKH GDWD IRU FOXHV RQ ZKLFK RI KLV VSHFLDO-HGXFDWLRQ VWXGHQWV PLJKW VXFFHHG LQ D
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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

interactions 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 staff to spend more time cultivating

relationships with students like MeMe.

The most successful attendance program²the 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%.

"I realized a short-term goal of 10 days was [more] attainable," 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. "I saw Dean Calhoun was trying to help me," she said. "I didn't want to let her

down."
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Sharief graduated June 11.

WriWe Wo Stephanie Banchero at stephanie.banchero@Zsj.com


