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Overview
Project Graduation Really Achieves Dreams (GRAD) is an ambitious education reform initiative designed to improve academic achievement, high school graduation rates, and rates of college attendance for low-income students. It is an unusual reform model in that it intervenes
throughout an entire “feeder pattern” of elementary and middle schools that send students into
each Project GRAD high school. This report presents results of MDRC’s multiyear evaluation
of the effects of Project GRAD on student achievement at elementary schools in six feeder patterns, encompassing a total of 52 schools in four cities: Houston, Texas (the original site); Atlanta, Georgia; Columbus, Ohio; and Newark, New Jersey. A companion report examines Project GRAD’s effects at the high school level in three urban school districts.
In elementary schools, Project GRAD implements reading and math curricula, with enhanced professional development for teachers. In addition, each elementary school builds support in the
community for school improvement and college attendance, implements a classroom management program, provides students with access to needed social services, and receives special support from local Project GRAD organizations. At the high school level, Project GRAD’s model
assumes that better-prepared students would come from the feeder schools, would benefit from
special academic counseling and summer academic enrichment in high school, and would qualify
for a scholarship to attend college, which is the “cornerstone” of the Project GRAD reform.
The key findings of this report are:
•

Scores on state achievement tests at Project GRAD elementary schools in Houston and Atlanta improved in the years following implementation of the initiative. However, in an environment of strong state and local focus on state achievement tests, scores improved by similar amounts at comparison schools in these same districts.

•

Project GRAD produced statistically significant positive effects on elementary students’
scores on national achievement tests in Houston and Newark; that is, while comparison
schools experienced a decline in scores on these tests, Project GRAD schools saw scores remain constant or increase.

•

In Columbus, the implementation of Project GRAD was initially weaker than in the other
sites, and this appears to have lowered test scores — both absolutely and relative to comparison schools — in the early years of the initiative.
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Preface
In the past decade, school districts around the country have sought to improve struggling
urban high schools, where high dropout rates, poor student achievement, and low rates of graduation and college-going remain all too prevalent. In a field crowded with reform initiatives, Project
Graduation Really Achieves Dreams (GRAD) stands out as particularly ambitious, focusing as it
does on improving conditions for high school students before they even reach high school.
First implemented in one high school in Houston, Texas, in the early 1990s, Project
GRAD has evolved into a comprehensive reform model that intervenes throughout an entire
“feeder pattern” of elementary and middle schools that send students into each Project GRAD
high school. The developers of Project GRAD understand that high schools inherit struggling
students, making it essential to improve both elementary and secondary schools in order to increase the rates of high school graduation, college-going, and college graduation. Project
GRAD combines curricular reforms in the lower grades and the opportunity to qualify for a college scholarship in high school with a classroom management program, access to social services, and efforts to promote parental and community involvement at all grade levels.
With principal support from the Ford Foundation, MDRC has conducted an evaluation
of Project GRAD in Houston and several expansion districts. This report focuses on student
achievement at elementary schools in six feeder patterns, encompassing a total of 52 schools
across four districts: Houston, Texas; Atlanta, Georgia; Columbus, Ohio; and Newark, New
Jersey. A companion report offers findings on high school student achievement in Houston, Atlanta, and Columbus.
Taken together, the findings from both reports highlight the challenges that urban
school districts face in significantly improving the academic performance of high school students. While Project GRAD schools made some significant gains in elementary test scores and
for students at the flagship high school in Houston, in other areas they did not outpace the comparison schools, many of which were also engaged in local and districtwide reforms. Project
GRAD USA, the dynamic organization that oversees the initiative, has already begun to refine
its comprehensive approach to respond to some of the lessons suggested by this unusually rigorous evaluation — namely, the “leaky” nature of many feeder systems, the challenges of bringing reforms to scale, and the importance of taking action at the classroom level to get academic
gains. Both the national organization and the local Project GRAD sites deserve credit for submitting their model to a rigorous comparative study.
This evaluation of Project GRAD is only one of several studies that MDRC has recently
conducted of high school and district reform efforts, including Career Academies, First Things
First, and Talent Development. For more information about MDRC’s education research and to
download all MDRC reports, please visit our Web site at www.mdrc.org.
Gordon Berlin
President
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Executive Summary
Project Graduation Really Achieves Dreams (GRAD) is an ambitious education reform
initiative designed to improve academic achievement, high school graduation rates, and rates of
college attendance for low-income students. It is an unusual reform model in that it intervenes
throughout an entire “feeder pattern” of elementary and middle schools that send students into
each Project GRAD high school. The initiative recognizes that high schools inherit problems
that have arisen earlier in the education pipeline, making it essential to improve both elementary
and secondary schools in order to increase the rates of high school graduation, college-going,
and college graduation.
Project GRAD schools at all levels build support in the community for school improvement and college attendance, implement a classroom management program, provide students with access to needed social services, and receive special support from local Project
GRAD organizations. To help students arrive in middle and high school better prepared academically, Project GRAD elementary schools implement specific reading and math curricula,
with enhanced professional development for teachers. At the high school level, Project GRAD’s
model assumes that better-prepared students would come from the Project GRAD feeder
schools, would benefit from special academic counseling and summer academic enrichment in
high school, and would qualify for a scholarship to attend college, which is the “cornerstone” of
the Project GRAD reform.
Given Project GRAD’s emphasis on early intervention, understanding the program’s effects on elementary student achievement is a key step in evaluating its overall effectiveness.
This report describes the effects of Project GRAD on student achievement at elementary
schools in six feeder patterns, encompassing a total of 52 schools across four districts: Houston,
Texas (the original site); Atlanta, Georgia; Columbus, Ohio; and Newark, New Jersey. MDRC
–– a nonprofit, nonpartisan research organization –– conducted a third-party evaluation to determine the effects of Project GRAD by comparing the changes in student outcomes at Project
GRAD schools with changes at similar, non-Project GRAD schools in the same districts. (A
companion report examines Project GRAD’s effects at the high school level.)1 In general, Project GRAD student outcomes are tracked from the implementation of the first components of
the model at each site until the 2002-2003 school year. The key findings of this report are:

1

Jason C. Snipes, Glee Ivory Holton, Fred Doolittle, and Laura Sztejnberg, Striving for Student Success:
The Effect of Project GRAD on High School Student Outcomes in Three Urban School Districts (New York:
MDRC, 2006).
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•

Scores on state achievement tests at Project GRAD elementary schools in
Houston and Atlanta improved in the years following implementation of
the initiative. However, in an environment of strong state and local focus
on state achievement tests, scores improved by similar amounts at comparison schools in these same districts.

•

Project GRAD produced statistically significant positive effects on elementary students’ scores on national achievement tests in Houston and
Newark — that is, while comparison schools experienced a decline in
scores on these tests, Project GRAD schools saw scores remain constant
or increase.

•

In Columbus, the implementation of Project GRAD was initially weaker
than in the other sites, and this appears to have lowered test scores —
both absolutely and relative to comparison schools — in the early years
of the initiative.

The remainder of the Executive Summary describes the Project GRAD model and how
it was implemented in the school districts, explains how the evaluation was conducted, and
summarizes the study’s findings and explores their implications.

What Is Project GRAD and How Was It Implemented?
Project GRAD is unusual in recognizing the interconnection of educational issues at the
elementary and secondary levels by working at the level of a feeder pattern — a high school and
the associated elementary and middle schools that feed into it. Over time, Project GRAD has
evolved from an effort to increase the rate of college-going among students at one Houston high
school –– by offering college scholarships –– into a more comprehensive response to the educational problems that students at all levels face in scores of schools.
A complex, multilayered initiative, Project GRAD includes a set of core components
for all the schools in a feeder pattern as well as components for the schools at each level, as
described below.
Components at Project GRAD Elementary Schools
During the time covered by this study, Project GRAD had two curricular interventions
at the elementary school level, as well as the components described below that seek to create an
environment that is conducive to learning. (Currently, Project GRAD supports whatever reading
and math curricula that participating districts adopt.)
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•

Reading curriculum: Most Project GRAD sites used Success for All (SFA),
a nationally recognized reading program that focuses on the key elements of
reading instruction during concentrated instructional time (90 minutes each
day), with the goal of bringing students to grade-level reading by third grade.

•

Math curriculum: Math Opportunities, Valuable Experiences, Innovative
Teaching (MOVE IT™ Math) was Project GRAD’s recommended math program. It offers elementary school teachers professional development and instructional materials organized around the National Council of Teachers of
Mathematics (NCTM) Standards program, involves heavy use of manipulatives to address a wide variety of learning styles, emphasizes daily problem
solving, and introduces algebra in the early grades.

•

Parental and community involvement: Project GRAD seeks to engage
parents and the community in the work of the schools, build awareness of the
opportunity to attend college, and support the learning of students.

•

Social services and academic enrichment: One of two programs –– Communities In Schools (CIS) or the Campus Family Support (CFS) Plan (developed by Project GRAD) –– bring additional social services, academic activities, and volunteers into Project GRAD schools to address issues that students and their families face and to build commitment to academic success.

•

Classroom management: Programs developed by Consistency Management & Cooperative DisciplineSM (CMCD)SM are designed to produce orderly
classrooms focused on learning by promoting student responsibility and selfdiscipline and positive relationships among students, teachers, and other
adults in the school.

Components at Project GRAD High Schools
At the high school level, Project GRAD includes the three components focused on parent and community involvement, social services and academic enrichment, and classroom management. In addition, Project GRAD high schools offer two components:
•

Project GRAD college scholarships are provided to students who have a
cumulative 2.5 grade point average, graduate within a four-year time period,
complete a recommended college preparatory curriculum, and participate in
two summer institutes. Scholarship amounts and criteria vary slightly by site
but usually average $1,000 to $1,500 each year during the four years of col-
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lege. Each Project GRAD high school has a scholarship coordinator who
provides counseling, tutoring, and college admission preparation.
•

Summer institutes provide an opportunity for qualifying Project GRAD
students to experience a college campus-based program taught by college
faculty and to enhance their academic skills.

Based on encouraging results in its first Houston feeder pattern, Project GRAD expanded to other feeder patterns within the district. In 1998, Newark, New Jersey, became the
first site outside Houston to implement Project GRAD; Columbus, Ohio, and Atlanta, Georgia,
followed soon thereafter. Currently, Project GRAD operates in five feeder patterns in Houston
and in 12 school districts and 211 schools in eight states across the country, serving more than
131,000 students. To manage and support each Project GRAD initiative, local not-for-profit
organizations were established in Houston and the expansion sites. Expansion within the Houston schools and to other school districts stretched the capacity of some program developers to
support the model’s components and prompted the development of a national organization in
2000 — Project GRAD USA — to sustain implementation efforts and to address implementation issues across sites.
Three important points should be noted about the implementation of Project GRAD in
elementary schools in the four study sites:
•

Although the implementation process differed across sites, the feeder
patterns of schools examined in this report generally implemented the
core Project GRAD components and followed the approach set forth in
the model.

•

Local situations in the school districts meant that the strength of Project
GRAD’s implementation varied. Houston and Atlanta achieved the
strongest implementation, followed by Newark and, finally, Columbus.

•

Many of the comparison schools were also participating in reform initiatives, likely lessening the treatment contrast between Project GRAD and
comparison schools, particularly in Houston and Atlanta.

How Was the Evaluation Conducted?
The goal of this evaluation is to understand whether Project GRAD changed the academic
achievement of children in the elementary schools it serves and, if so, how. The study focuses on
test scores because they are the focus of policy attention and because other typical measures —
like absence or expulsion rates — are already very low in Project GRAD elementary schools. The
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evaluation relied on the tests administered by the school districts, which included state achievement tests, national achievement tests, or — in Houston — both types of tests.
To estimate the program’s effect on achievement, MDRC used an approach called
“comparative interrupted time series analysis.” The first step in estimating program impacts
with this design is to compare the change at Project GRAD schools in a given student outcome
after the school began implementing Project GRAD with the average outcome during a baseline
period, before implementation. This estimate represents how student performance changed in
the presence of Project GRAD but does not, by itself, provide a measure of the effect of Project
GRAD. The next step is to measure the corresponding change during the same period for similar schools not implementing Project GRAD. This measurement provides an estimate of how
student performance would most likely have changed at the Project GRAD schools in the absence of the reform. The difference between these two changes is an estimate of the impact of
the reform — the effects that can be attributed to Project GRAD.
Project GRAD is typically implemented over several years as individual components of
the model are put in place, so these findings reflect the initiative at a specific point in its history
at each site. Being the first district to implement the model, Houston offers more years of follow-up data than the expansion sites, which were at an early stage in their operation of Project
GRAD during the years covered by this report. Finally, student mobility into and out of schools
is common in urban districts. While the findings presented here include all students at the Project GRAD and comparison schools, the findings are similar when the analysis focuses on
“nonmobile” students who remained at these schools for multiple years.

How Did Project GRAD Affect Elementary Student Achievement?
•

In Houston and Atlanta, where Project GRAD implementation was
strong, student scores on state achievement tests at the Project GRAD
schools improved. During the same period, similar improvements on
state tests also occurred at the comparison schools, which implemented
other district- and school-level reforms (often focused on boosting scores
on state tests).

Achievement on the Texas state standards-based tests at Project GRAD Houston elementary schools improved substantially during the years following the initiative’s implementation.
However, comparison schools throughout the district made similar progress on these tests, suggesting that Project GRAD did not improve these outcomes beyond what would have happened
without the program. The period from 1993 to 2003 was one of substantial progress in students’
test scores across low-performing elementary schools in Houston. For example, over the eight
available years of follow-up, average test scores for fourth-grade math (as measured by the Texas
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Learning Index) at the Project GRAD schools in the Jefferson Davis feeder pattern rose from 63
to 82, while scores at the corresponding comparison schools rose from 61 to 81.
•

Scores on national achievement tests fell at comparison schools in Houston and Newark during the study period. Project GRAD frequently prevented or lessened a similar deterioration in performance on these tests,
resulting in significant positive effects on elementary student achievement relative to national norms.

In Houston, findings for the third grade demonstrate the pattern of effects. The Stanford
Achievement Test (SAT-9) –– a test comparing students to test-takers nationally –– was first
administered in Houston in 1998, several years after the initial implementation of Project
GRAD in the Davis High School feeder pattern. Students’ performance on the SAT-9 at the
comparison schools used for Houston’s three feeder patterns generally declined, whereas scores
at the Project GRAD schools in two of the three feeder patterns generally remained relatively
stable or fell by less than at the comparison schools. The net result is a consistent set of statistically significant positive effects on elementary-level SAT-9 achievement in both reading and
math. For example, the analysis suggests that, in the absence of Project GRAD, third-grade
SAT-9 math achievement throughout the Davis feeder pattern would have fallen to the 25th
percentile; with Project GRAD, math achievement reached the 38th percentile.
In Newark during the six years prior to Project GRAD’s implementation, test scores on
the SAT-9 steadily declined, reflecting the district’s turmoil. During the first two years of follow-up, scores at the Project GRAD schools stopped declining and improved substantially relative to the earlier trend line, whereas no similar break with prior negative trends occurred at the
comparison schools. These effects were especially pronounced for several grades and subjects.
For example, the analysis suggests that, in the first year of implementation, average third-grade
math achievement at the Project GRAD schools reached the level of the 48th percentile instead
of the 28th percentile –– the level that was predicted, had the model not been implemented. Unfortunately, changes in testing in the Newark district prevented longer-term follow-up, so it is
not possible to determine whether these positive, statistically significant, and substantial effects
continued. It is important to note also that the positive effects in Newark began before the
model’s instructional components were even implemented, suggesting that the components relating to classroom discipline and social supports –– by themselves –– can have effects on academic performance.
•

In Columbus, trends in test scores reflect the site’s inconsistent implementation of Project GRAD. Overall, there was little sustained improvement in test scores at either the Project GRAD or the comparison
schools during this early follow-up period. There is some indication that
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Project GRAD may have produced small, negative impacts on some
subjects and grades, most of which dissipated over time.
As has been found in other studies, difficult early implementation of complicated education reforms can temporarily result in stresses on schools and in unintended short-term effects
on student outcomes. In some follow-up years and grades, scores at the Project GRAD Columbus schools appear to have fallen slightly below the baseline averages, while no similar declines
from the baseline occurred at the comparison schools. By the third year of follow-up, these
negative impacts had largely disappeared, except for declines in fifth-grade math.

What Are the Implications of These Findings?
In general, Project GRAD was able to operate in a variety of contexts that differed in
terms of prior student achievement, local capacity, existing education reforms, and district staffing rules. The ambitiousness of the initiative’s model and its expansion to sites other than Houston required the creation of a national organization (Project GRAD USA) that developed its
own technical assistance capacity. The efforts to expand into additional feeder patterns in Houston and simultaneously into new cities sometimes stretched the capacity of the developers to
support the model’s reforms.
At the same time, the local context in each district where Project GRAD was attempted
had important influences both on the success of the model’s implementation and on its effects
on student achievement. This leads to a few observations:
•

In settings that were already mounting reforms focused on improving
state test scores –– as in Atlanta and Houston –– Project GRAD does not
appear to have generated systematic improvements on state assessments
that were greater than the improvements at the comparison schools.

•

On the other hand, in both Houston and Newark, Project GRAD did reverse declining trends on national achievement tests. This suggests that
Project GRAD has the potential to help schools improve — or, at least,
to avoid deterioration in — the more general academic competencies
measured by some national achievement tests.

Although data limitations prevent a full examination of this theme, Project GRAD
schools with reasonably good implementation appear to have achieved comparable improvements on state tests as similar local schools, while avoiding declines in scores on national tests.
Some experts argue that a narrow focus on improving student performance on state standardsbased tests can have an unintended deleterious effect on student achievement measured more
broadly. Project GRAD’s positive impact on national test scores may help address that concern.
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•

Except in Houston, the Project GRAD programs were still relatively
early in their life cycle when the data were collected. Many argue that it
takes at least five years for education reforms to take hold and show results, which highlights the possibility that results in Atlanta and Columbus might still improve.

This evaluation represents the experience of only four district sites and six feeder patterns. The expansion sites of Atlanta, Columbus, and Newark were the first of the new districts
added to the Project GRAD network, which has since expanded to at least eight additional districts. Project GRAD’s implementation process has undergone important revisions — many
growing out of this early experience — that are not captured in the evaluation.
•

Project GRAD may be most useful in school districts where existing reform efforts may not yet be providing adequate support to improve elementary-level instruction –– districts where the model’s programmatic
and structural elements may meet important needs.

In some districts — even in low-performing districts that serve large proportions of
economically disadvantaged students — ongoing reforms may be producing rising achievement
scores, even though achievement levels may still be lower than desired. This is particularly
likely to be the case for performance on state-mandated, standards-based assessments. In such
settings, Project GRAD may not fill a gap in existing efforts to improve elementary-level instruction in ways that help meet the standards, and the initiative may compete with other reforms for attention and support. Even in these contexts, however, Project GRAD may improve
(or at least prevent the erosion of) student performance on the more general skills that are not
necessarily measured by state standards tests.
The key implication is to focus on districts that have low achievement and high levels
of disadvantaged and minority students, where Project GRAD’s emphasis on elementary-level
instruction in reading and math and on classroom management and social service supports
would represent a value-added difference over and above reforms that are already in place.
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Chapter 1

Introduction
The Policy Context
In the current U.S. economy, a high school diploma and postsecondary education and
training are all-important steps to success. In past decades, young people without the skills and
credentials provided by a solid high school and postsecondary education could find opportunities in the labor market, but this option is becoming increasingly rare. Unfortunately, high
school graduation rates have remained mostly unchanged over the past three decades, leaving
the United States ranked as seventeenth in the world.1 In addition, many high school graduates
lack key skills needed to succeed in later life. The achievement gap between minority and nonminority students is of great concern. By the end of high school, African-American and Hispanic students, on average, have skills in both reading and mathematics that are the same as the
skills of average white students in eighth grade.2 Of adults age 25 to 29, less than 10 percent of
Hispanics complete four or more years of college study, and only 17 percent of black young
adults have completed a bachelor’s degree.3 Low rates of high school graduation coupled with
low rates of college enrollment have serious ramifications for individuals and their families and
for the country’s workforce development.
High school reform efforts face a central paradox: The problems that plague most urban
high schools are rooted in achievement difficulties that began much earlier than the students’
arrival in the ninth grade. Educators, researchers, and policymakers point to weak preparation in
basic subjects in the early grades, coupled with the lack of effective student discipline strategies
and the absence of sufficient social service supports (especially at schools with high proportions
of low-income students) as critical factors causing low rates of high school achievement and
graduation. For at-risk youth in poor communities, low motivation, a weak sense of efficacy,
and a belief that college is out of reach can compound these issues.
Project Graduation Really Achieves Dreams (GRAD) is a relatively new initiative that
originated in Houston, Texas, in 1993. By 2004, it had expanded into 11 additional school districts and generated interest at the district, state, and federal levels.4 This interest and growth
1

National Center for Education Statistics (1999).
Haycock (2001).
3
Center on Educational Policy (2004).
4
Project GRAD’s expansion has been supported by a federal line item that provided $20 million in 2003.
The Ford Foundation has provided over $50 million to the initiative. Each Project GRAD community raises
local dollars, and school districts contribute by paying a percentage of the costs of specific components. The
combined annual budget for the initiative across 12 sites in 2004 was about $75 million, which includes the
(continued)
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reflects the fact that Project GRAD’s core features are designed to respond directly to problems
that plague urban school districts and that it offers a multidimensional approach to school reform. Moreover, Project GRAD has positioned itself as an initiative specifically developed for
the most troubled schools in a district. It is an ambitious effort that works above the individual
school level to focus simultaneously on all the students in kindergarten5 through grade 12 in a
set of elementary and middle schools and an associated high school (that is, all the students in a
feeder pattern). Specifically, Project GRAD recognizes that high schools inherit problems that
have arisen earlier in the education pipeline and that it is essential to effect change at all school
levels (elementary, middle, and high school) in order to build a strong base of community support to advocate for change and successfully reform high schools.

What Is Project GRAD?
Project GRAD is an education reform initiative designed to improve student outcomes
and close the academic achievement gap between low-income and minority students and their
more advantaged counterparts. The mission of Project GRAD is to ensure a quality public school
education for all children in economically disadvantaged communities, so that high school graduation rates increase and students are prepared to enter and graduate from college. Specifically, Project GRAD has two goals: (1) to ensure that 80 percent of all entering ninth-graders in its high
schools graduate and (2) to ensure that 50 percent of Project GRAD high school graduates go on
to college.6 Toward these ends, Project GRAD focuses on grades kindergarten through 12 (K-12),
including the elementary and middle schools that feed into a high school, and –– in addition to a
college scholarship offer –– it combines a number of mutually reinforcing reforms that are designed to increase reading and math achievement, improve classroom behavior, encourage parental involvement and community support for school reform, provide social service supports for students and their families, and reduce dropout rates and increase graduation rates among at-risk high
school students. Given the scholarship and the follow-up that is provided to students who receive
it, Project GRAD essentially becomes a K-16 initiative.
Project GRAD originated in Houston, Texas, in 1993, emerging from an extended effort by its founder –– James Ketelsen, the CEO of Tenneco –– and other business leaders, who
were attempting to increase the rate of college-going in a local high school serving low-income
students, by offering scholarships to students who qualified. When this offer did not generate a
significant increase in high school graduation and college enrollment, Ketelsen expanded the
effort to include the associated middle and elementary schools that fed into the high school and
administrative costs of the national coordinating organization, Project GRAD USA. The present evaluation
does not include a cost analysis.
5
In some sites, Project GRAD also operates in pre-K classes.
6
See Project GRAD USA (2004a, 2004b).
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combined additional reforms intended to increase the chances that students could take advantage of the opportunity provided by a college scholarship. Based on encouraging results in the
first feeder pattern, Project GRAD expanded to other feeder patterns within the Houston district.
In 1998, Newark, New Jersey, became the first site outside Houston to implement Project
GRAD. Currently, Project GRAD operates in five feeder patterns in Houston and in 12 school
districts and 211 schools in eight states across the country, serving more than 131,000 students.7
Project GRAD’s Approach to Improving Student Outcomes
As with many reform strategies, Project GRAD’s principles were crafted in fairly broad
terms at the outset and then were refined on the basis of early operational experiences and lessons. What has remained constant is a central premise that all students can be effective learners,
regardless of their backgrounds, if appropriate and timely programmatic interventions are infused in the primary grades and if the appropriate supports are provided at the secondary level.
Project GRAD is not based on one specific educational philosophy or pedagogical approach;
rather, it is a collection of program components and complementary operational strategies
backed by research and/or experiential support. As such, the initial choice of components was
more pragmatic than theory-driven, compared with other reform approaches, and Project
GRAD has continued to develop and refine both the program’s individual components and its
general approach.
Figure 1.1 illustrates the Project GRAD approach. Though the basic structure was initially presented as a set of five components, additional elements have been added over time, and
Project GRAD’s founders emphasize the importance of operating the initiative as an integrated
set of programs and supports –– structural components and program components that enhance
each other and that collectively create a consistent educational experience for Project GRAD
students and schools.
The Scope of the Project GRAD Effort
A defining characteristic of the Project GRAD model is its recognition that many of the
challenges that undermine students’ success in high school and beyond begin at a much earlier
point in their educational careers. Therefore, Project GRAD breaks from the school-by-school
approach used by many reforms and instead is implemented throughout a “feeder pattern” ––
that is, throughout a cluster of elementary and middle schools that feed into a particular high
school where the Project GRAD program and scholarship guarantee are put into place. In so
7

At the time of this report, Project GRAD sites include Akron, OH; Atlanta, GA; Brownsville, TX; Cincinnati, OH; Columbus, OH; Houston, TX; Kenai Peninsula, AK; Knoxville, TN; Long Island, NY; Lorain,
OH; Los Angeles, CA; and Newark, NJ.

3

4

doing, Project GRAD seeks to implement a set of reforms that follow students in a feeder pattern from the elementary level through the end of high school. Simultaneously, Project GRAD
offers support for students at all grade levels, even if they have not had the benefit of this initiative in their early school years. Project GRAD does not require the realignment of staff or new
staff. It is implemented with the existing student body in the schools and with the schools’ current administrators and teachers, in an effort to “work with the existing assets.”8
Project GRAD’s components, academic support, classroom management, social services, parental involvement, and other activities throughout the feeder pattern are intended to
motivate students, to increase their engagement and achievement, to provide important skills
and tools for teachers, and ultimately to help build community expectations. The Project GRAD
approach as an improvement strategy for middle and high schools is influenced by the extent to
which real feeder patterns exist where it operates. Since the majority of its efforts to improve
academic instruction come directly in the early grades (and mostly at the elementary school
level), much of its force at the middle and high school levels rests on a growing percentage of
students’ arriving at Project GRAD high schools with better academic preparation.
Operational Strategies
As detailed in Box 1.1, Project GRAD employs three operational strategies: (1) creating
a school and classroom environment that is conducive to learning, (2) strengthening opportunities to learn, and (3) enhancing school-level capacity for program management and implementation. The initiative draws on specific program components and on the coordination and quality
assurance provided by the local and national Project GRAD organizations, described in the next
section. In short, Project GRAD combines a scholarship guarantee and a set of interrelated initiatives selected to improve the focus and motivation of high school students with a set of curricular, instructional, and behavioral reforms designed to improve the preparation of students
arriving at Project GRAD high schools.
Key Components of Project GRAD
One tenet of the Project GRAD approach is a commitment to work with existing students, teachers, and administrators in the schools that are part of the feeder pattern selected for
program implementation. As a result, districts that choose Project GRAD are not expected to

8
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Box 1.1

Project GRAD’s Operational Strategies
• Creating a school and classroom environment that is conducive to learning.

Project GRAD is typically introduced in schools that have discipline problems, weak
student engagement, and a low sense of efficacy and pessimism about the possibility
of academic success. Project GRAD feeder patterns are frequently described as containing the lowest-performing high schools and many of the most troubled elementary schools. In response, Project GRAD seeks to address students’ social service
needs, increase parental involvement, strengthen school-community linkages
(through Communities In Schools [CIS] or Campus Family Support [CFS]), promote student self-discipline and engagement (through Consistency Management &
Cooperative Discipline [CMCD℠]), and create excitement about the possibility of
going to college (through a scholarship offer and summer institutes on college campuses and special Project GRAD activities such as the Walk for Success). The annual
Walk for Success –– which includes visits to the homes of students in the feeder pattern by school staff and community representatives –– is sponsored each year by the
local Project GRAD office to build awareness of the scholarship offer and the goals
of the initiative. Both CIS and CMCD℠ are offered at all grade levels. Though only
high school students who meet Project GRAD’s requirements can participate in the
summer institutes and receive a scholarship, the Project GRAD scholarship is also
publicized in elementary and middle schools, to help improve students’ (and teachers’) motivation and create a sense of possibility for real change.
• Strengthening opportunities to learn. Low student achievement is often one rea-

son that a district or group of schools adopts Project GRAD. An early goal of the initiative is to strengthen instruction in the lower grades, to help improve the basic academic skills of students and to prepare them for the secondary grades. Key Project
GRAD components focus on literacy (typically, Success for All [SFA]) and mathematics (preferably, MOVE IT™ Math) in grades 1 through 6, to provide students
with the skills they need to succeed in other subjects and in later grades. SFA has
begun a middle school program that was pilot-tested in Project GRAD sites, and
MOVE IT™ Math has expanded to the middle school grades.* The use of these
middle school curricular components varies from site to site. The summer institutes
for high school students (some of which are residential in specific sites) also provide
an opportunity to address specific skills gaps among students and to enrich the educational offerings in the Project GRAD schools.
(continued)

6

Box 1.1 (continued)

•

Enhancing school-level capacity for program management and implementation. In each Project GRAD site, a local nonprofit organization is formed to support the implementation of the program through the feeder pattern(s) and to coordinate with the local district. This local organization works with staff at the district
and school-building level to implement the Project GRAD components effectively, and it plays a key role in building local support for the initiative and school
reform efforts, by developing strategic partnerships with other institutions and by
fundraising. Although the degree to which the local organizations are connected to
the school district varies, a partnership with the district is an important element in
the Project GRAD implementation strategy, even though the local organizations
are viewed largely as independent catalysts supporting improvement in the Project
GRAD schools. The national Project GRAD organization –– Project GRAD USA
–– monitors progress, provides technical assistance, coordinates component service delivery, develops new components and approaches, and provides funding to
the local not-for-profit organizations. Project GRAD USA also regularly convenes
the Project GRAD network and provides fundraising support.

________________________________
*

When districts do not implement SFA or MOVE ITTM Math in Project GRAD feeder patterns,
Project GRAD endeavors to support or supplement the district’s curriculum choice. For example, support might include reading consultants or a reading manager for each school, along with
special teacher training and materials.

select specific teachers or to reassign principals or teachers or other staff to implement the program.9 Though Project GRAD is an evolving reform, its key components include:
•

The Project GRAD college scholarship. The program’s offer of a college
scholarship is often referred to as the cornerstone of Project GRAD because
it most directly represents the ultimate goal: increasing student enrollment
and success in college. Through this component, Project GRAD seeks to

9

Project GRAD describes its structural components as including the feeder system, the local Project
GRAD organization and Project GRAD USA, community involvement and collaboration, and working with
the district’s existing assets (Project GRAD USA, 2004b).
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raise the academic expectations of students in kindergarten through grade 12
(K-12) by providing a financial incentive and college awareness and preparation activities. Scholarship amounts and criteria vary slightly by site but usually average $1,000 to $1,500 each year during the four years of college. Project GRAD scholars are high school youth who sign a contract to document
their intent to meet the scholarship criteria.10 The program places a scholarship coordinator in each Project GRAD high school to help encourage students to pursue the scholarship and college access. The scholarship coordinators provide counseling, tutoring, and information about eligibility for the
Project GRAD scholarship and other sources of financial support for college.
They help students prepare for college entrance examinations, and they
monitor students’ progress in meeting graduation requirements. Scholarship
coordinators build college awareness and guide scholars through the college
selection and admission process.
•

Summer institutes. Typically offering four to six hours per day of instruction and related activities for four to six weeks, the summer institutes provide
an opportunity for Project GRAD scholars to experience a college-campusbased program taught by college faculty and to enhance their academic skills.
The institutes vary by site but typically include reading, writing, math, science, and enrichment and as needed remedial activities. (See Box 1.2.)

•

Classroom management. Consistency Management & Cooperative Discipline℠ (CMCD℠) is a classroom management and discipline program that
seeks to build student support for classroom management, responsibility, and
self-discipline by promoting cooperative learning and positive working relationships among students, teachers, and other adults in the school. CMCD℠
moves beyond the traditional concept of student discipline as a set of adult
responses to a student’s negative behavior to offer a comprehensive classroom management program that is intended to build a shared sense of responsibility among students and adults in the building. Usually, CMCD℠ is
put in place in all grades at the Project GRAD schools.11

10

Project GRAD’s college scholarships are for students who have a cumulative 2.5 grade point average,
graduate within a four-year period, complete a recommended college preparatory curriculum, and participate in
two summer institutes designed to expose them to an enhanced curriculum while introducing them to college.
Students who receive the scholarship also get follow-up support from Project GRAD while they are in college,
expanding Project GRAD’s reach to K-16.
11
Project GRAD USA now has an agreement with CMCDSM that allows the national organization to manage this component at each site after two and a half years of program implementation.
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Box 1.2

The Summer Institutes
During their four years of high school, Project GRAD students are expected to attend
two four-week summer institutes on local college campuses. These sessions are
planned by the Project GRAD staff in conjunction with the college and usually are
taught in part by college staff. Project GRAD students get real-life perspectives on
college as they go back and forth to classes, eat in the cafeteria, and have access to
other amenities that make up the college experience. Some sites provide stipends or
make special arrangements for transportation so that students can attend the institutes.
Some sites also have residential programs whereby the high school students live in
the college dorms during their summer experience.

•

Social services and parental involvement. Communities In Schools (CIS) is
a national program that brings additional support (that is, volunteers, social
services, and academic enrichment and support activities) directly into
schools. CIS is implemented in all grades at Project GRAD schools. In some
sites, each school has a full-time CIS staff person. The CIS component seeks
to enhance social and academic support services available through the school
and to provide targeted assistance to students who have problems outside
school that may affect their classroom performance. The range of activities
may include guidance counseling, community outreach, and family case
management. Project GRAD views parental involvement as an important
strategy to help build family aspirations for academic success, meeting
graduation requirements, and going to college. Project GRAD USA has developed the Campus Family Support (CFS) Plan, which contains similar
elements for school districts that have no CIS program. Coordinated by CIS
or the CFS staff, Project GRAD conducts an annual Walk for Success, during which students’ homes are visited by the Project GRAD staff, district
staff (including principals and teachers), and community leaders, who encourage parents to connect with their child’s school and who explain Project
GRAD and the scholarship offer. (See Box 1.3.)

•

A research-based literacy program. The elementary schools in the feeder
pattern put in place a research-based literacy program. Most, but not all, Project GRAD sites use Success for All (SFA), a nationally recognized reading
program that promotes comprehensive restructuring of school resources to

9

Box 1.3

The Walk for Success
During a time period when students’ homes are seldom visited by school officials
unless there is a problem, Project GRAD has initiated a unique strategy to bridge
home and school –– and ultimately to engage parents, community leaders, and other
key stakeholders in school reform.
Project GRAD’s annual Walk for Success in the fall is a community outreach effort
in which volunteer principals, teachers, other school-level staff, district administrators, representatives from the business community, and key community leaders visit
the homes of students attending Project GRAD schools. It is not unusual for the volunteers to also include college and university partners, parents, and older students in
Project GRAD schools or for the total number of participants to include several thousand people. Typically, teams of two go door to door visiting the homes of ninthgraders on a designated Saturday and share background information about Project
GRAD, encourage the students and their families to sign the scholarship contact, and
conduct a “needs survey” to see whether the families require other assistance. The
contract specifies the eligibility requirements for the Project GRAD scholarship and
describes the services and activities that the initiative provides. In Houston, volunteers include Spanish-speaking individuals, and the information is provided in both
English and Spanish.
Project GRAD volunteers in some sites also visit the families of students in the early
elementary grades (K-2) and in the sixth grade. Parents of elementary and middle
school students are encouraged to sign a pledge that helps encourage their children to
pursue academic achievement and college. Some sites hold Walk for Success rallies
in central locations and showcase high-profile individuals from a variety of fields
(noted authors, athletes, political leaders, and so on) who serve as motivational
speakers and role models for students, encouraging them to prepare for college and to
be optimistic about their future.
The Walk for Success helps break down the barriers that many parents feel exists between schools and home, particularly when parents may have unhappy memories of
their own school experiences. In essence, Project GRAD brings the school to parents’
doorsteps. The Walk for Success is an important constituency-building activity for
Project GRAD, providing a way for an array of stakeholders to become involved in
the program and to help support school improvement efforts.
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provide concentrated instructional time (90 minutes each day) for reading, to
bring students to grade level in this subject area by the third grade.
•

A research-based math curriculum. The elementary schools in the feeder
pattern also put in place a research-based math curriculum. Project GRAD’s
preferred math component is Math Opportunities, Valuable Experiences, Innovative Teaching (MOVE IT™ Math), which is organized around the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) Standards. It is a K-8
professional development program that advocates math instruction based on
the use of manipulatives to address a wide variety of learning styles.12
(MOVE IT™ Math emphasizes daily problem solving and introduces algebra in the early grades.)

Intended Effects on Student Outcomes
The Project GRAD components are hypothesized to improve the school climate and
classroom instruction as shown in the bottom panel of Figure 1.1. The expectation is that the
program will result in reduced discipline referrals and suspensions, improved attitudes toward
school, higher expectations, greater time spent on task, and improved teaching and learning.
These effects, in turn, are expected to lead to improved student achievement, as indicated by
higher average achievement test scores and greater numbers of students performing at grade
level, particularly in the lower grades. These improvements in achievement are also expected to
reinforce the cycle of improved school climate and instruction.
The momentum created by improved student achievement in the lower grades is then hypothesized to provide a foundation for increased achievement at the middle and high school levels, as well as prepare students to perform better in existing courses and create a demand for
higher-level courses. Over time, this is expected to generate increases in both the offerings and the
completion of more demanding courses. This better high school preparation is in part motivated
by the offer of the Project GRAD scholarships, which are able to offer an immediate reward: the
chance to earn a scholarship to go to college. Finally, this improved student achievement then produces increases in the number of students completing high school, going on to college, and receiving a degree. The Project GRAD planners envision that success in one feeder pattern will lead to
adoption of the initiative in other low-performing feeder patterns, up to the point where Project
GRAD reaches a critical mass in the district and, as a result, develops “staying power,” enabling
the initiative to play an important role in driving change throughout the district.

12

Project GRAD USA has licensed the right to serve as the national implementation manager of MOVE
IT™ Math.
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The Project GRAD Implementation Effort
It is critically important to understand the scope and complexity of the implementation
task that Project GRAD undertakes. As soon as the initiative is announced, program staff begin
working at once in 8 to 10 schools in a district and with whatever administrative unit or units the
district has in place to manage the set of schools. The Project GRAD components are typically
phased in over two or three school years, and several of them (CMCD℠, SFA, and MOVE
IT™ Math) require staff development and training prior to implementation. Most components
require support personnel (managers, coordinators, and facilitators) to help build the capacity
needed for teachers and principals to implement them effectively. SFA and MOVE IT™ Math
require program materials and special classroom artifacts, and CMCD℠ also requires special
artifacts. Finally, the network of component staff must be coordinated by the local Project
GRAD office in and across the schools in the feeder pattern.
As a national initiative, Project GRAD USA coordinates 12 districts, including rural
sites in Alaska, and anticipates that several additional districts will join in the near future. Currently, 211 schools are part of the initiative in a network that includes 21 high schools, 34 middle schools, and 149 elementary schools. (Alaska’s Kenai Peninsula has 7 schools that contain
both elementary and secondary grades.) Project GRAD Ohio is a special statewide effort in
which four of the state’s largest districts are implementing the program.

The Project GRAD Evaluation
This report grows out of MDRC’s independent third-party evaluation of the Project
GRAD national expansion sites. It discusses the model’s approach to school capacity-building
and the specific components that are used in the initiative; summarizes Project GRAD’s implementation in Houston –– the initial site –– and in three expansion districts (Atlanta, Columbus,
and Newark); and presents what has been learned thus far about the impacts of this major
school reform effort on students’ academic performance at the elementary school level.13 A
companion report analyzes the early effects on high school outcomes in selected sites.14
Key Questions Addressed in This Report
The key research questions addressed in this report are:

13

The initial expansion sites were Atlanta, GA; Columbus, OH; Los Angeles, CA; Nashville, TN; and
Newark, NJ. Los Angeles is not included in this analysis because the district’s data system does not provide the
historical information that is required by the research methodology in order to assess program effects. Nashville is no longer a Project GRAD site.
14
See Snipes, Holton, Doolittle, and Sztejnberg (2006).
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•

What was the local context in which Project GRAD was implemented, and
what challenges were faced in its implementation?

•

What are the impacts, or effects, of Project GRAD in Houston, the program’s
original site, on elementary students’ outcomes, over and above the changes
that would have been observed in the absence of the intervention?

•

What is the impact of Project GRAD on elementary students’ achievement in
the expansion sites through the first several years of implementation?

•

How do Project GRAD’s impacts relate to the quality of program implementation and the nature of the context in which implementation occurred?

The Approach for Assessing Program Effects
In each site, Project GRAD was implemented in feeder patterns of elementary and middle schools that fed into a particular high school. Given this structure, it was not feasible to randomly assign schools or students to program and control groups. Therefore, this analysis is
based on the application of an interrupted time series (ITS) framework to the available data in
each site. Described more fully in Chapter 3, this approach rests on three basic comparisons:
•

A comparison of post-program achievement at Project GRAD schools and
pre-program achievement at those same schools to determine whether there
were improvements over time

•

A comparison of baseline and follow-up achievement patterns at a set of
similar schools from the same district, to determine whether these schools ––
without Project GRAD –– also experienced improvements over time

•

A comparison of the changes from baseline achievement patterns at both the
program schools and the comparison schools, to determine whether the improvements at the Project GRAD schools are greater than at the comparison
schools

As a framework for the discussion of Project GRAD’s results, this report covers three
important areas. First, it discusses the context in the school districts where Project GRAD implemented its reforms. Second, it tracks the implementation process and describes how the initiative’s components were put in place, to better understand the degree to which Project GRAD
was in place in the sites over the time period studied. Finally, it addresses whether Project
GRAD was able to generate improvement outcomes greater than those achieved by a similar set
of comparison schools from the same district.
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The Evaluation as a “Differential” Impact Study
This report focuses on the elementary school level and examines impacts on student
achievement in reading and math. It is a differential impact study, meaning that it compares
changes in student outcomes at Project GRAD’s elementary schools with changes in student
outcomes at comparison schools that may be implementing other reforms or that are subject to
other school improvement efforts undertaken by the district.
Project GRAD proves to be attractive to districts that are interested in a reform agenda,
and –– in an era of accountability and emphasis on low-performing schools –– it is seldom the
only approach being utilized. For example, almost every school in most urban districts is doing
something to improve student achievement, and districts are increasingly playing a direct role in
instructional change and in improvement efforts at the building level. In some cases, districts
adopted Project GRAD as one strategy for some schools in a broader, districtwide improvement
plan. As a result, when Project GRAD schools are compared with similar schools, this typically
means that the comparison schools are implementing other school-level reform strategies and
approaches and are subject to districtwide improvement efforts. In the proliferation of comprehensive school reform models –– and most recently with the advent of No Child Left Behind
legislation –– low-performing schools that have not been targeted for some type of school improvement are rare. These school-level reform efforts are summarized in Chapter 2, which discusses Project GRAD’s implementation in each site.
In addition, during the period of Project GRAD’s implementation, there has been a
heightened climate of oversight and accountability because of federal and state initiatives. To
varying degrees across the study sites, specific mandates for required improvement in a range of
student outcomes, including benchmarks and timetables, were set for all schools in the districts.
As a result, student performance outcomes were routinely reviewed by the district, principals,
and model developers and program implementers. Further, over time, districts increasingly became involved in making curricular and instructional decisions at the elementary school level,
which affected both Project GRAD and the comparison schools. These district initiatives led
Project GRAD to become somewhat more flexible in the choice of curricular components.
Formal and informal networks also supported efforts of schools implementing other non-GRAD
reforms, and for some this also included coordination and technical support. Specific strategies
that focused on improving instruction and teacher development emerged; although different
from Project GRAD in their content, they were similar in their intent. In some instances, districts provided schools with other types of supports that were not available to Project GRAD
schools, and, conversely, Project GRAD schools received support from districts over and above
what their non-Project GRAD counterparts received.
Thus, in this evaluation, schools adopting Project GRAD faced a specific, ambitious, but
policy-relevant standard: Impacts are defined as making more progress than comparison group
14

schools — which were also making considerable efforts to improve test scores. To make the
analysis clear and to document the progress that did occur, findings are presented in three stages:
1. Were there improvements at the Project GRAD schools over time (from the
baseline period into the follow-up period)?
2. What was occurring at similar comparison schools over the same period?
3. How do changes from the baseline to the follow-up period at Project GRAD
schools differ from changes at the comparison schools?
In summary, in studying an education reform effort like Project GRAD, both the
strength of its implementation and the other local contextual features affecting similar schools
can influence the impacts. Chapter 2, in discussing the implementation of Project GRAD, presents a framework that describes the experiences in Houston and in the three expansion sites as
illustrations of different combinations of implementation strength and local context. This perspective can help readers to interpret the impact findings presented in the later chapters.

Topics Addressed in This Report
The remainder of this report is organized as follows:
•

Chapter 2 provides an overview of the Project GRAD model’s evolution in
Houston, the flagship site. It also describes the implementation experience in
the expansion sites and presents key lessons that have emerged from that experience.

•

Chapter 3 describes the basic approach to the report’s impact analysis.

•

Chapter 4 discusses program impacts in Houston’s elementary grades, and
Chapter 5 covers impacts in the expansion sites.

•

Chapter 6 summarizes the findings across the Project GRAD sites and places
them in the broader context of school reform and research on comprehensive
school reform.
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Chapter 2

The Implementation of Project GRAD
This chapter provides an overview of the implementation of Project Graduation Really
Achieves Dreams (GRAD) in Houston — the original site — and in the expansion sites covered
in this evaluation. In interpreting findings from the evaluation, it is important to understand the
timing and strength of Project GRAD implementation and the context in which the program was
operating. This helps set expectations about when impacts might be expected to emerge, and it
illustrates the nature of the comparisons with non-Project GRAD schools undertaken in each site.

The Evolution of the Project GRAD Model: The Houston Story
Project GRAD Houston developed from a business-supported scholarship offer that began at Jefferson Davis High School in Houston, Texas, in 1988. The business-school partnership provided Davis students with university-based summer institutes, mentoring, tutoring, social services, leadership development and summer jobs, and college scholarships. However,
high school graduation and college enrollment rates remained lower than desired, and anticipated improvements did not occur. James Ketelsen –– the former CEO of Tenneco and an active leader in the effort to reform Jefferson Davis High School –– concluded that the supports at
the high school level were offered too late to compensate for weak academic preparation in the
earlier grades. In collaboration with the Houston Independent School District (HISD), Ketelsen
sought promising reforms intended to enhance learning at the elementary and middle school
levels and to enable more students over time to take advantage of the college awareness and
scholarship opportunities in high school.
Table 2.1 illustrates the initiation and expansion of Project GRAD in the Houston
feeder patterns. The Davis feeder pattern consists of a high school, one middle school, and six
elementary schools. Project GRAD was pilot-tested in this feeder pattern in the 1993-1994
school year, beginning with the implementation of the classroom management component,
Consistency Management & Cooperative Discipline℠ (CMCD℠).1 However, not all the elementary schools began implementation that year.2 Project GRAD implementation began at Jack
Yates High School in the 1996-1997 school year, with the implementation of MOVE IT™
Math. In the 1999-2000 school year, the program began expanding into the schools that were

1

See Chapter 1 for a full description of the Project GRAD components.
Given that not all elementary schools implemented CMCDSM in the 1993-1994 school year, this analysis
considers 1994-1995 as the first year of Project GRAD.
2
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Table 2.1
Project GRAD Implementation in Houston, Texas
Key Components for
Davis Feeder Pattern
Consistency Management
& Cooperative
DisciplineSM→

1993-1994

1994-1995

Implemented in middle
schools

Implemented in elementary
schoolsa

MOVE IT™ Math→

Implemented in elementary
schools

Success for All→
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Implemented in middle
schools and Jefferson Davis
High Schoolb
1996-1997

1997-1998
Implemented in elementary
schools

Consistency Management
& Cooperative
DisciplineSM→
MOVE IT™ Math→

1996-1997
Implemented in Jefferson
Davis High School

Implemented in middle
schools
Implemented in elementary
schools and middle schools

Communities In Schools→

Key Components for
Yates Feeder Patternc

1995-1996

Implemented in elementary
schools

Implemented in elementary
schools

1998-1999

1999-2000

Implemented in middle
schools

Implemented in middle
schools

Success for All→

Implemented in elementary
schools

Communities In Schools→

Implemented in elementary
schools

Implemented in middle
schoolsd
(continued)

Table 2.1 (continued)
Key Components for
Wheatley Feeder Pattern
Consistency Management
& Cooperative
DisciplineSM→

MOVE IT™ Math→

1999-2000

2000-2001

2001-2002

2002-2003
Implemented in Wheatley
High School

Implemented in elementary
schoolse
Implemented in middle
schoolse
Implemented in elementary
schoolsf
Implemented in middle
schools

Success for All→

Implemented in elementary
schoolsg

Communities In Schools→

Implemented in elementary
schoolsh

Implemented in middle
schoolsg

19

Implemented in middle
schools and Wheatley High
School
SOURCES: Opuni (2005); Opuni and Ochoa (2002a).
NOTES:
a
Ryan Jefferson and Lamar Elementary Schools started in 1993-1994. Four other Davis elementary schools began in 1994-1995.
b
Communities In Schools (CIS) in the Davis feeder pattern operated prior to Project GRAD. Funding support from Project GRAD began in 19951996.
c
CIS at Yates High School predated Project GRAD.
d
Cullen Middle School began CIS in 1999-2000. Ryan Middle School began CIS before Project GRAD.
e
Several elementary and middle schools began Consistency Management & Cooperative DisciplineSM (CMCDSM) in 1999-2000. Other elementary
and middle schools began CMCDSM in later years.
f
Several elementary schools began MOVE ITTM Math in 1999-2000. Other elementary schools began MOVE ITTM Math in 2000-2001.
g
Success for All (SFA) began in several elementary schools in 1999-2000. Other elementary schools began SFA in later years. SFA began in
middle schools in 2001-2002 and in other middle schools in later years.
h
CIS began in several elementary schools in 1999-2000. Other elementary schools began CIS in later years.

part of the feeder pattern for Phillis Wheatley High School with CMCD℠, MOVE IT™ Math,
and Communities In Schools (CIS), the social services and parental involvement component.3
Project GRAD Houston, the initial site, benefited from having some familiarity with the
core program components prior to their inclusion in the model and in having geographic proximity with three key component developers, creating a direct feedback loop regarding implementation challenges and needed refinements. CMCD℠ was developed at the University of
Houston, was operated by an independent contractor, and initially was pilot-tested in the Houston schools. MOVE IT™ Math –– the first curricular component that was put in place at the
elementary schools that feed into Davis High School –– was initially an independent program,
but Project GRAD became the program operator in response to the development demands of the
scaling-up process. CIS, largely viewed as a dropout prevention program, was an established
service provider in the Houston schools and already operated at the first Project GRAD high
school; coincident with Project GRAD’s implementation, CIS was refined and strengthened. In
contrast, Success for All (SFA) existed as a stand-alone reading program at some schools prior
to its integration into the Project GRAD model and was operated by an independent developer
with a national infrastructure.
Project GRAD’s design and early experience were heavily influenced by the particular
challenges faced and opportunities discovered in Houston. This unusual history influenced how
the approach evolved, was presented to and perceived by potential expansion sites, and was replicated and scaled up. The Houston district context also shaped both the program and the organizational structure that emerged in the subsequent expansion effort.
The Houston setting in the late 1990s was conducive to Project GRAD’s development
and implementation. The district’s priorities and strategic vision were compatible with those of
Project GRAD, and the newly developed regional administrative structure and feeder patterns
for student assignment facilitated its implementation. The district was willing to give the Project
GRAD implementers significant flexibility in the day-to-day operation of the initiative. Further,
Project GRAD’s administration was eased by the flexibility in staffing and staff development
days that were possible in a district without strong teacher and principal unions and without collective bargaining agreements covering these areas. As the district permitted Project GRAD to
expand from its original feeder pattern to multiple high schools, Project GRAD’s developers
were able to refine the model and to add and eliminate elements during what was an extended
pilot-test phase.4 Thus, when Project GRAD expanded to other districts, its developers were
3

The Project GRAD scholarship for Wheatley High School began earlier, in 1997-1998. In addition, two
other Houston feeder patterns (the Reagan and Sam Houston patterns) began implementing Project GRAD later
but, given the shorter implementation period, are not included in this analysis.
4
When Project GRAD was launched in Houston, it also included or pilot-tested other services that were not
continued in the later feeder patterns or sites, and the initiative built on existing initiatives in HISD. To reinforce
(continued)
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optimistic that the structure of the reform was established, and they were ready to specify its
architecture for additional sites.

Organizational Evolution as Project GRAD Expands
In the late 1990s, reports of the improvements in academic achievement at the Project
GRAD Houston schools attracted the attention of national funders and other urban districts seeking a solution to poor academic performance and low rates of high school graduation and college
enrollment. These early trends were especially noteworthy because they represented the academic
performance of students who had received only part of the full Project GRAD program — that is,
they had not been exposed to the program in elementary or middle school. Such encouraging
news coming out of Project GRAD’s schools stimulated interest in the expansion effort.
As the initiative expanded, Project GRAD continued to rely on the core service providers that had participated in implementing key elements of the reform in Houston. For SFA, Project GRAD’s national expansion could be accommodated within an existing national organization; for CMCD℠ and MOVE IT™ Math, however, the expansion required rapid development
of new organizational structures and expanded delivery systems in order to work outside Houston. Both components lacked trainers and other resources needed to operate in several sites at
once. Furthermore, Project GRAD’s reliance on CIS (which is a national association of local
affiliates) for key services presented a need for local organizational development in sites that did
not have a local CIS program or redevelopment in sites where the existing CIS program was not
immediately able to take on the role envisioned by the Project GRAD context. Although CIS
had previously operated in Newark, Atlanta, and Columbus, the program in each of these sites
had to refocus the services provided to Project GRAD schools in order to be consistent with the
approach used in Houston.
The move to sites beyond Houston surfaced a range of typical expansion issues: quality
control of the service delivery system of developers and contractors, coordination among and
across components, the relationship of the original site to the growing expansion network of
independent not-for-profit organizations, the need for implementation monitoring, and establishing cooperative agreements (programmatic and financial) with school districts.5

the leadership skills of principals, who played a central role in implementing the initiative, Project GRAD supported their participation in leadership training at the Harvard School of Education. At one point in the early years
of Project GRAD in Houston, the University of Chicago’s middle school math program was used at the middle
school level, but this aspect of Project GRAD was not part of the expansion program. Project GRAD Houston
also was able to offer summer programs to introduce incoming sixth- and ninth-graders to the new schools and to
ease their transition into middle and high school.
5
For a discussion of the implementation progress and challenges, see Holland (2005).
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As the expansion sites began to operate and worked with the original Project GRAD
staff in Houston, an inevitable tension arose between the new sites’ desire to adapt Project
GRAD to local circumstances and the program developers’ desire for fidelity to the original
model. During the early phase of the expansion period, new sites were required to implement
four of the five Project GRAD components, and some sites were resistant to this approach. Over
time, Project GRAD has moved away from this requirement. It is important to note this tension
because those seeking to expand school reforms (and other types of social program innovation)
often must decide whether they wish to replicate the original vision of the reform in new settings or adapt its core model to make it more appropriate to specific conditions in new settings.6
These issues and the continued growth of the network of sites led to the creation of a
new organization, Project GRAD USA, which became operational in 2000. This national organization focused on implementation issues across the several Project GRAD districts, and it
supported the local organizations in spearheading implementation efforts in individual school
districts. Project GRAD USA faced numerous challenges. As new sites were added, it had to
develop an infrastructure to support expansion and guide implementation. It had to package
several of the model’s components to be more user-friendly, and it had to monitor the quality of
the components as they operated in new sites. And when district mandates and the initiative’s
strategies were not aligned or were in conflict, Project GRAD USA had to serve as broker between the sites and the school districts. Where unions operated in the districts, Project GRAD
USA and local Project GRAD had to learn ways of working within the context of union agreements. Most important, the national organization had to help the local organizations position
Project GRAD so that teachers and principals saw it as an important strategy to meet their goals
and improve scores on the required state assessments.7 Finally, Project GRAD USA was created
after several sites had begun implementation. As this organizational evolution occurred, the expansion sites received varying levels of support, depending on when they joined the Project
GRAD network; Newark and Columbus grappled with these issues early on, while Atlanta –– a
newer site –– received more support from Project GRAD USA.

The Expansion Sites Included in the Analysis
Project GRAD’s selection of expansion districts and schools has generally begun with the
identification of districts facing serious educational challenges and a specific high school that is
perceived to be particularly troubled, which will serve as the home for the Project GRAD scholars
6

At times, the expansion sites expressed frustration with Project GRAD’s requirements about the use of specific preferred components that they saw as unable to fully meet local needs. At varying points, some sites argued
for the option of local choice for one or more of Project GRAD’s central components.
7
In fact, eventually Project GRAD moved away from specifying specific curricula for math and reading and
positioned the initiative as a support mechanism for the district’s chosen curricula.
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and scholarships. All the expansion sites were facing serious academic challenges, and the feeders
that were identified as appropriate for Project GRAD served low-income students, most of whom
were in minority racial or ethnic groups. Across all the new sites, academic achievement in the
new Project GRAD feeders was below the overall level of performance in the local district and
tended to decline relative to state or national norms as students advanced through the grades. Further, in the sites where achievement was measured for several years prior to the start of Project
GRAD, using comparable tests, trends in achievement were either declining or at best stable.
Thus, Project GRAD succeeded in expanding into districts and feeders that met its criteria and
were in need of a new education initiative to improve academic outcomes for students.
The school districts included in this report represent a substantial expansion and adaptation of the Houston-based Project GRAD model to new feeder patterns of schools in very different settings within a relatively brief time period. Although each of the districts is largely minority, urban, and poor, they differ from Houston in important ways, lending support to the idea
that Project GRAD can take root in many different settings. For example, contextual differences
from Houston include how (and by whom) the initiative was first introduced, the presence and
strength of unions, different state and local accountability systems, and variations on the feeder
pattern concept –– all of which affected the process of implementation. The diversity of Project
GRAD sites is an important finding in assessing the general applicability of the initiative.
Overview of the Expansion Sites
Tables 2.2, 2.3, and 2.4 in the following sections detail the implementation timetables
for the three expansion sites in this study: Newark, Columbus, and Atlanta. Three key themes
emerge from the information in the exhibits. First, the sites began implementing Project GRAD
at different times, so the length of follow-up available for an analysis of student outcomes varies. Second, the model’s components were not implemented in the same order across the sites.
In each site, the launch of Project GRAD began with an announcement of the scholarships, but,
beyond that, there were considerable differences in how the program unfolded. Choices were
driven by local perceptions of most pressing needs and by component developers’ capacities to
take on new sites at specific times. Third, there was some variation across the sites in the specific curricular approaches implemented. While Project GRAD USA –– particularly during the
period covered by the evaluation –– preferred sites to adopt the SFA reading program and
MOVE IT™ Math, local pressure and desires sometimes dictated other choices. This variety is
illustrated by the following site profiles, which present how the initiative began in each district,
the district’s context, the role of various organizations, and the accomplishments as Project
GRAD was implemented.
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Newark, New Jersey
Project GRAD Newark was the first expansion site and began implementation in the
spring of 1998.8 The feeder pattern consisted of seven elementary schools, a middle school, and
a high school. The first Project GRAD high school was frequently described as the district’s
worst comprehensive high school, with low student and faculty engagement, serious discipline
issues, an emerging gang problem, and low student achievement and graduation rates.9
The Newark Public School District was the subject of a state takeover in 1995, resulting
from concerns about weak educational and financial management, low student engagement and
attendance, discipline problems, poor academic achievement, and low graduation rates. Further,
the district was part of a landmark series of state court cases that found that the system of educational finance had not provided sufficient financial resources to high-need districts to allow
them to provide an adequate educational opportunity. Immediately prior to Project GRAD’s
implementation, each school in Newark was required to select one of five comprehensive
school reform models as part of the remedy. The SFA reading program was one of these models, but Project GRAD was not. As a result, some schools had invested considerable time investigating the five options and had already expressed interest in a model other than SFA, and most
were unfamiliar with Project GRAD.
The state-appointed superintendent strongly embraced Project GRAD as part of a
broader reform strategy. Further, the initiative was supported by two foundations that publicly
pledged to support the initiative for the first five years. A local not-for-profit board was created,
which included the state-appointed superintendent and community representatives and several
representatives of one of the key funders. In the early years of implementation, a former corporate executive led the implementation process, followed by the former principal of Malcolm X
Shabazz High School. The early implementation activities in Newark predated the creation of
Project GRAD USA as a not-for-profit organization and of a comprehensive new-site development or orientation plan.10 A former principal from Project GRAD Houston was designated as
the national implementation director, and her role was to provide guidance and coaching to the
sites. Newark principals and other district administrators visited Houston to observe how the
model operated and how the components provided training and staff development, but most of
the implementation process was locally crafted, and negotiations with the developers and contractors who operated the Project GRAD components were done independently. During this
8

Teacher training for CMCDSM, the classroom management component, began in the spring, and CMCDSM
was introduced into the classrooms in the fall of 1998.
9
In 2000, the Newark Public School District and Project GRAD funders subsequently selected a second high
school feeder pattern for further expansion, but this group of schools is not included in the MDRC evaluation.
10
Subsequently, Project GRAD USA developed a comprehensive handbook and training program for new
sites: New Site Development Handbook (Project GRAD USA, 2004c).
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Table 2.2
Implementation Timetable for Project GRAD Newark
Core Elements of Project GRAD

Status in Newark, New Jersey

Implementation begins

1998-1999

Classroom management: Consistency Management
and Cooperative DisciplineSM (CMCDSM)

Began in the fall of 1998 for grades K through 8 and
in the fall of 1999 for high school.

Social service support: Communities In Schools
(CIS) or Campus Family Support (CFS)

CIS began in the fall of 1998. In the fall of 2003,
some schools switched to CFS.

First summer institute

1998

Reading: Success for All (SFA)

Began in the fall of 1999 for elementary schools. An
SFA middle school pilot-test began in 1999 and was
discontinued in the fall of 2002. A district-adopted
reading program (for all schools) began in the fall of
2004, replacing SFA.

Math

Initially, district opted not to use MOVE ITTM Math
and continued using district-developed math program. Replacement program, Math Wings, began in
the fall of 2001, up to the spring of 2003, for grades
K through 8. Replacement program, Everyday
Math, began in the fall of 2003.

First graduating class

2000-2001
30 Project GRAD scholars

period, strong funding from the two anchor foundations provided special resources to address
many implementation problems, but Project GRAD was so strongly identified with its anchor
funders that the development of a broader local funding base was delayed.
The social services component, CIS, began in the fall of 1998,11 and the first summer
institute was held in the summer of 1999. SFA, the reading program, began in the fall of 1999 at
the elementary and middle school levels (the middle school pilot-test was discontinued in 2003).
The district opted to continue its own math program initially, but, in the fall of 2001, SFA’s
Math Wings program began in the Project GRAD schools. In the fall of 2003, the district
switched to Everyday Math for all the schools in the district. By the end of its fourth year of
11

Prior to this, a special CIS Academy operated as a “school within a school” in the high school, and it was
phased out over time as Project GRAD was implemented. To service the Project GRAD schools, Communities In
Schools of New Jersey, a statewide organization, had to create a Newark organization on an aggressive timetable.
In 2003, some Newark schools switched to Campus Family Support (CFS).
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implementation (spring of 2001), all five Project GRAD components were in operation.12 The
first graduating class in 2001 included 30 scholars.
Newark was Project GRAD’s first exposure to a district with a strong teachers union,
and it was the first time that the implementers had negotiated with a district other than Houston,
and there were inevitable missteps. The announcement of the initiative and the scholarship offer
came as a surprise to the teachers and many administrators, who would then be asked to implement it. Although teachers were asked to vote for the initiative, some felt that the expectation
was that Project GRAD would eventually be implemented regardless of the vote. And, in the
absence of a concerted information-sharing process, teachers did not fully understand the scope
of the initiative and its components. In this new setting, ensuring that the relationships –– conceptual and operational –– among the individual components were understood became an issue.
Teachers and principals reported that the Project GRAD components at the school level required greater specification and needed cross-component strategies for working together. Other
funders were reluctant to embrace the initiative in part because, at its inception, it was largely
identified with a major funder already and in part because there were concerns that it would disrupt existing programs in which the funders had made investments.
Nonetheless, in the early years, implementation activities proceeded largely as scheduled, and Project GRAD Newark made a concerted effort to communicate the goals of the initiative and to encourage school staff to buy in to the components. In later years, the press of
competing district priorities, budget issues, and a weakened Project GRAD Newark board were
major challenges.
During the early period of Project GRAD’s implementation in Newark, district-level reform efforts that were spearheaded by the state’s takeover largely focused on improving administration, personnel operations, and financial management.13 Gradually the district began to
focus more on instruction, leading to some disagreement about the appropriate math program to
offer at the Project GRAD schools and an eventual choice — as discussed above — of programs other than MOVE IT™ Math and the transition to a district-developed reading program
for all Newark schools.14 Moreover, because of the statewide litigation discussed above, individual schools in Newark were often implementing some kind of whole-school reform. The individual schools that were the best comparison matches with the Project GRAD schools for the
MDRC evaluation –– based on student characteristics and trends in academic performance ––

12

The school district is now phasing out SFA (and other reading curricula used in non-Project GRAD
schools) for a district-developed curriculum that will be implemented systemwide.
13
See Community Training and Assistance Center (2000).
14
With the 2004-2005 school year, Newark adopted a new reading program, the Harcourt Brace Trophies Series, and it was instituted districtwide. Project GRAD provides support to this program.
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include several schools that operated whole-school reform models. At least two schools used
SFA independent of any other Project GRAD components.15
Columbus, Ohio
Project GRAD Columbus began in the fall of 1999, a time frame in which two other sites,
Los Angeles and Nashville (which are not part of this study), also began implementing the program. This rapid growth of Project GRAD placed added stress on the capacity of Project GRAD
Houston and its component providers to support planning and local implementation. The feeder
pattern in Columbus consisted of 12 schools: a high school, 4 middle schools, and 7 elementary
schools.16 Prior to becoming the Project GRAD high school, Linden-McKinley High School was
nearly closed because of declining enrollments, weak student and faculty engagement, and low
rates of student achievement and graduation. It was also a low-ranked school in the Ohio accountability system, and it operated in a deteriorating facility. The school is historically important to the
local African-American community, which expressed strong opposition to its closure. In reaching
a decision to keep the school open, the superintendent chose the Project GRAD initiative as a signal to the community that there would be a major break with the troubled past. Although technically the Project GRAD elementary and middle schools feed into the high school in the student
assignment plan, all Columbus schools operate as “schools of choice,” whereby parents and students may select schools throughout the district to attend.
Based on students’ low scores, the school district in Columbus was identified by Ohio’s
statewide performance accountability system as a district in “academic emergency.” This designation requires a district to develop a continuous improvement plan, and the district is subject to
monitoring and intervention by the state’s Department of Education and must adhere to annual
progress guidelines. Columbus is also a district that for many years operated under a citywide
school desegregation plan; in the wake of final court orders, there was considerable reassignment of students.
Project GRAD was brought to the Columbus school superintendent by a local philanthropist who became the chair of the Project GRAD Columbus board and a key voice in developing the local not-for-profit organization. Project GRAD Columbus struggled to establish an
organizational framework. Initially, its office was headquartered in a middle school that, during
one period, declined to participate in the initiative. Project GRAD Columbus at first relied on
district staff to lead the organization, which may have given rise to unclear or competing priorities. Subsequently, the initiative did not always have an identity that was clear and distinct from
15

In 2004, the Newark Public School District began to move away from the use of whole-school reforms as a
key part of its reform approach, and many such reforms are no longer in use.
16
One of the seven elementary schools, Hudson, closed in 2004.
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Table 2.3
Implementation Timetable for Project GRAD Columbus
Core Elements of Project GRAD

Status in Columbus, Ohio

Implementation

1999-2000

Classroom management: Consistency Management
and Cooperative DisciplineSM (CMCDSM)

Elementary schools began training in February of
2000. Three middle schools began in January 2001.
One middle school began in the fall of 2003.

Social service support: Communities In Schools
(CIS) or Campus Family Support (CFS)

High school began in 1999. Middle and Elementary
schools began in 2000 and 2001.

First summer institute

2002

Reading

Grades K through 5 began Success for All (SFA) in the
fall of 1999, but implementation varied widely. Several
efforts were made to restart implementation thereafter.
The middle school pilot-test began in the fall of 2000,
but was discontinued in the spring of 2003.
Project GRAD reading support for the districtadopted SFA replacement program, LACES, began
in 2002-2003 with one consultant for SFA schools (6
of 7 elementary schools). By 2004-2005 Project
GRAD completely supported LACES for grades K5. Support for grades 6-8 began in 2005-2006.

Math

MOVE ITTM Math began in fall 2003 for grades K –
5 and fall 2004 for grades 6-8.

First graduating class

2002-2003
51 Project GRAD scholars

another not-for-profit organization, with which it shared key staff. Project GRAD USA was not
fully in place when Project GRAD Columbus began, but it intensified its support and technical
assistance as it developed over time. When the local organization floundered, Project GRAD
USA placed a former staff member from Project GRAD Houston on-site for an extended period
of time, to help the site reorganize and enhance its implementation of the program.
CMCD℠, the classroom management component, started in the Columbus schools in
the 1999-2000 school year. Prior to Project GRAD, CIS operated in Columbus but did not provide school-level services; as a result, significant service adaptation was required. CIS began in
the high schools in 1999, and it began in the elementary and middle schools in 2000. The SFA
reading program began in the fall of 1999, but there was strong and persistent resistance from
some teachers, who preferred another reading approach that was operating in the district. SFA
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was further constrained by the failure of Project GRAD Columbus to have in place a manager
who was focused on the implementation of the reading component until well after the implementation activity had begun, and implementation was markedly uneven across schools. The
first real summer institute was held in 2002, as the planners learned from an earlier unsuccessful
effort. MOVE IT™ Math began in 2003 for grades K-5 and in 2004 for grades 6-8, after an important but difficult process whereby the component was aligned with the state’s standards and
staff development and training activities were refined. The math component operated in grades
K-8. Implementation across schools has been inconsistent, however, and the scheduled expansion to a second feeder pattern was delayed.
In summary, the scaling-up process and the implementation pressure of several new cities
–– coupled with expansion in Houston –– stretched the resources of Project GRAD’s component
developers, and at times this was reflected in the quality of the staff training that was provided to
the expansion sites. Columbus, with a fragile organizational structure, was less able than Newark
to resolve some of the problems in a timely fashion. Moreover, Columbus struggled to build momentum and gain buy-in at the individual school level. As a result, Columbus made several attempts to jump-start the initiative –– in essence, to start over. As Project GRAD USA itself developed, its support became more strategic and more comprehensive, and at one juncture it placed an
implementation expert on-site to help restructure the Columbus implementation strategies. The
first class of Project GRAD scholars in Columbus graduated in the spring of 2003. Project GRAD
Columbus is now extended to a second feeder pattern, the Marion-Franklin High School, which
serves over 9,000 students. This feeder pattern is not part of the present evaluation.
Districtwide reform efforts developed more slowly in Columbus than in the other sites
in this study, though the district did face strong pressures to improve schools because of a poor
rating under the state’s accountability system. At non-Project GRAD schools, several reading
programs were in place; Comprehensive Literacy Reading: The Four Block Model and Direct
Instruction operated in the elementary schools, as did SFA prior to Project GRAD.17
Atlanta, Georgia
Implementation of Project GRAD Atlanta began in 2000. The first feeder pattern consisted of 12 schools: a high school, 2 middle schools, and 9 elementary schools. The selected high
school was the first African-American high school in the district and has a long history of service
to the African-American community. Many noted public figures are alumni, but the school had
experienced substantial declines in student achievement and attendance over the past decade. The
schools in the feeder pattern have been the focus of other improvement efforts, including career
academies at the high school and substantial investments in technology and facilities renovation
17

In the 2003-2004 school year, a district-developed reading program was added as a districtwide curricular
component, and other methods of reading instruction are being phased out.
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Table 2.4
Implementation Timetable for Project GRAD Atlanta
Core Elements of Project GRAD

Status in Atlanta, Georgia

Implementation begins

2000-2001

Classroom management: Consistency Management and
Cooperative DisciplineSM (CMCDSM)

Began in the fall of 2001 for elementary and middle schools, in the fall of 2002 for high schools.

Social service support: Communities In Schools (CIS)
or Campus Family Support (CFS)

Began in the fall of 2000.

First summer institute

2001

Reading: Success for All (SFA)

Began in elementary and middle schools in the
fall of 2000.

Math

MOVE IT™ Math began in the fall of 2002 for
grades K through 8.

First graduating class

2003-2004
150 Project GRAD scholars

for schools serving the lower grades. Observers have noted that the introduction of Project GRAD
helped lay the foundation for other reform efforts and fostered community support.
In 1999, the arrival of a new superintendent in Atlanta signaled a new period of reform for
the school system. The superintendent –– formerly the state-appointed superintendent in Newark,
New Jersey –– brought previous experience with the Project GRAD initiative to Atlanta and
pushed for its establishment in the lowest-performing schools in the district. Project GRAD was
positioned as an important part of the district’s overall reform strategy. A board of directors was
formed to create Project GRAD Atlanta, and it included the superintendent, school board members, funders, and representatives from Atlanta’s business community and other educational institutions. The superintendent’s executive assistant briefly led the initial planning activities while the
board searched for an executive director. The board selected an executive director who had extensive experience in not-for-profit management and fundraising, and –– to manage implementation
across the schools –– it chose a deputy director who had experience as a district-level administrator and as a school principal. The Project GRAD executive director attends the superintendent’s
cabinet meetings, which helped position the initiative in the district.
Project GRAD Atlanta made a strategic decision to implement the initiative at an accelerated pace and to rapidly institutionalize it within the district, with the expressed intent of allowing the district to gradually take over financial responsibility and oversight. SFA began in
30

the fall of 2000 for elementary and middle schools. CIS coordinators were hired in the fall of
2000, and CMCD℠ began in the 2001-2002 school year at the elementary and middle school
level and in the fall of 2002 for the high school. CIS already existed in Atlanta but did not serve
the Project GRAD schools, and it needed revamping to operate as envisioned in the model. A
second feeder pattern (which is not part of this study) began planning in 2001-2002.18 MOVE
IT™ Math was implemented in the fall of 2002 –– after many discussions between the district
and Project GRAD Atlanta and Project GRAD USA as to which math program would best meet
the needs of students and align with state standards.
Atlanta can be considered the last of Project GRAD’s first-generation expansion sites,
and it was able to learn from and build on the implementation experiences of the other sites.
Atlanta was also able to benefit from a network of community partners, including strong corporate sponsors, prominent funders, an organized volunteer network, and local colleges and universities that provided tutors and support to the summer institutes. Also, major fundraising efforts have been successful. Yet Project GRAD Atlanta faced serious challenges. The high rate
of teacher turnover in Atlanta was a recognized problem, and so Project GRAD faced a district
where teacher quality and staff development were ongoing issues. In addition, the accelerated
rollout of the model’s components stretched the capacity of school staff to learn multiple components within a tight time period and called for a concerted effort to put in place all the schoolbased positions required by various components. Nevertheless, Atlanta is frequently cited by
Project GRAD USA as an example of strong implementation, and even the older sites have
turned to Atlanta for implementation advice. The first class of Project GRAD Atlanta scholars
graduated in May 2004.
During the early years of Project GRAD’s implementation, Atlanta was a “reform-rich”
setting at the elementary school level. The district’s comparison schools for this study implemented such programs as New American Schools, America’s Choice, Co-nect, Core Knowledge, Direct Instruction, Modern Red School House, and SFA.

Key Accomplishments in Implementing Project GRAD
Although Project GRAD’s implementation included the range of typical problems that
occur as new programs are introduced to schools, the initiative can be credited with several important accomplishments that helped undergird the implementation of specific components:
•

18

Across the expansion districts, Project GRAD systematically trained substantial numbers of principals and teachers to implement the initiative’s compo-

In the fall of 2002, Project GRAD Atlanta expanded into the Carver and South Atlanta feeder systems.
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nents and, as a result, provided new skills and ongoing support related to
both instructional strategies and classroom management.
•

Project GRAD had to contend with the realities of the urban teaching force,
often facing high turnover and many emergency or alternative certified staff
who had less experience. The high teacher turnover rate resulted in extensive
demand for continued staff development, to maintain school staffs that are
able to fully implement the reform and to provide the needed ongoing support for inexperienced teachers.

•

Through activities like the Walk for Success and outreach efforts that are part
of specific Project GRAD components, the initiative engaged parents and
community members in school improvement efforts in meaningful ways. For
parents and key stakeholders, Project GRAD engagement strategies have
helped build a constituency for school reform.

•

Project GRAD helped school staff develop a focus on student achievement
and data measurement as critical markers of student progress. Throughout
the Project GRAD network, participating schools have placed a premium on
outcome data and have emphasized the tracking of trends in achievement and
other student outcomes. This was made possible to large degree by the partnerships with the school districts and by using information generated routinely by the initiative’s components.

•

Although the sites differ in this regard, in general, Project GRAD’s feederpattern focus bolstered the vertical alignment of schools and facilitated new
ways of communicating across school levels and from school to school.

•

A recurring theme reported by principals is that the training they received
through curricular components and the classroom management program
helped hone their classroom observation skills and provided a needed template for instruction and management across classrooms in the same school.

•

Project GRAD’s scholarship offer became a galvanizing force for teachers
and parents of students in lower grades, fostering a greater awareness of college-going requirements and the importance of higher education.

•

In each site, Project GRAD scholars have now graduated, and each year
other students sign scholarship contracts attesting to their commitment to
meet the criteria. To date, at least 4,300 young people from Project GRAD
schools nationwide have been able to meet the scholarship requirements and
go on to college –– one of Project GRAD’s priority goals.
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The Implementation Story’s Implications
for the Impact Analysis
Subsequent chapters discuss the impacts of Project GRAD on a set of key elementary
student outcomes. The following observations provide a framework for that discussion.
The nature of the differential impact test varies across the study sites
The impact analysis seeks to isolate the effects of Project GRAD over and above the effects of other efforts to improve student outcomes that constituted the education program in the
evaluation’s sites. Thus, the analysis includes trends in student outcomes at the Project GRAD
schools and trends at similar comparison schools that represent the education options that students
might have received if they did not participate in Project GRAD. As discussed earlier in this report, the period of this evaluation was a time of many different efforts to improve student academic outcomes. Some occurred at the level of individual schools, as evidenced by the list of reform efforts at the comparison schools used in the impact analysis. Such school-level reform efforts do seem to constitute “business as usual” for schools during this period. In part, Project
GRAD emerged as an effort to overcome the limitations of this school-based approach. In design
and execution (throughout a feeder pattern, with strong local and national support), Project GRAD
is intended to be distinctive and more effective than this school-level approach, creating a network
of principals, teachers, and schools that are focused on a specific school improvement agenda.
A second source of pressure and support for improvement occurred at the district level,
partly in response to state and (more recently) federal pressures. All the schools and districts
included in the analysis faced academic challenges and pressures to improve; thus, they were
interested in Project GRAD as one of a set of potential reforms. But it appears that the way that
the district push for improvement played out varied somewhat across the sites and over time. As
discussed in Chapter 4, it appears that, among the sites in this study, the Houston school district
played the most active role in directly supporting instructional improvement across all schools
in the district. During the school years included in this analysis, district-level activity that was
directly related to instructional improvement was intense, but it seems to have been inconsistent
in Newark and to have been less pronounced in Columbus. In Newark, many of the key district
efforts in the early years of Project GRAD dealt with basic issues of administration and financial management. The circumstances in Atlanta are probably closer to those of Houston than
those of Columbus and Newark. This characterization is reinforced by overall district trends in
student achievement, as discussed in Chapter 4.
Thus, in each site, the comparison schools are crucial to the analysis in that they represent the likely trends in student outcomes in the absence of Project GRAD. As discussed above,
the forces producing these trends vary across the sites.
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In addition, the implementation of Project GRAD varied in strength across the sites. In
Houston, Newark (during the period covered in this analysis), and Atlanta, implementation of Project GRAD was generally strong, acknowledging the difficulties of working in large urban school
districts and low-performing schools. In Newark, although implementation was markedly stronger
in the early phases, it slowed in later years as the initiative increasingly faced competing district
priorities and was buffeted by political and financial issues. In Columbus, however, implementation was noticeably weaker during the school years included in this analysis.
Both the local context and the local implementation of Project GRAD can influence
impacts, and this analysis suggests that the four sites represent three illustrative cases:
•

Houston and Atlanta had more district support for instructional improvement
and strong Project GRAD implementation.

•

Newark had less district support for instructional improvement (in part because of unclear and underspecified priorities) and strong Project GRAD implementation (during the period of analysis).

•

Columbus had less district support for instructional improvement and weaker
Project GRAD implementation.

Results must be interpreted in light of the stage of program
implementation in each site
By offering this analysis at this point in the initiative’s timetable, the evaluation is depicting Project GRAD’s effects partway through the effort to put the program fully into place in
some of the expansion sites: The model’s components were coming on line and were being
strengthened, and students were working their way through the new Project GRAD education
approach. Even in expansion sites where all the components are in place, they have not yet had
much time to work together as a combined initiative and may not yet have developed their full
momentum. This fact is important in interpreting the findings, but it does not suggest that the
analysis should be delayed until the program is fully in place in all sites. Project GRAD –– with
its gradual rollout of components and its focus on improvements in the early grades to position
students to take advantage of the college scholarships –– stands in contrast to other school reforms that are pushed more quickly and more directly to tackle the educational problems in high
schools. Project GRAD’s approach is based on the argument that an investment of effort over
time to develop students who have better skills will provide substantial payoffs in the long run.
So the findings here should be seen as part of an effort to track the early stages of this theory of
action and its early results.
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Feeder patterns vary in the extent to which they are “self-contained,”
complicating the challenge that Project GRAD faces
This analysis treats Project GRAD as an intervention that operates at the level of schools
and feeder patterns, and it tracks effects on the academic performance of students in the Project
GRAD schools over time. The initiative’s theory of action presumes that feeder patterns are sufficiently self-contained so that improvements at the elementary schools –– feeding into middle and
high schools –– can change educational outcomes at those later schools. But high mobility among
students in urban school districts can undermine this assumption. For example, among Newark’s
first-graders in the early 1990s who were attending schools that later became Project GRAD
schools, only 10 percent to 15 percent were attending the designated Project GRAD high school in
the ninth grade, and only about 50 percent to 60 percent of ninth-graders in this school had attended a “Project GRAD” school earlier. Columbus, which provides many school-choice options,
presents an even more daunting challenge for the implementation of Project GRAD.
To the extent that feeder patterns are not self-contained, many students leave Project
GRAD elementary schools prior to the transition to Project GRAD secondary schools, and
significant numbers of students in those secondary schools did not come from Project GRAD
elementary schools; in such cases, the reform faces a challenge in implementation. Acknowledging this, as a supplement to the basic focus on Project GRAD as a school and feederpattern reform, the analysis will make note of findings at key points for students who have
remained at Project GRAD schools over an extended time. The analysis for “nonmobile” students is presented in Appendix C.19

19

In general, however, narrowing the sample to nonmobile students does not change the basic conclusions of
the analysis.
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Chapter 3

The Evaluation’s Data Sources and Analytic Approach
The typical urban school district often has a multiplicity of reforms in place. Comprehensive school reform models are, or at least have been, the most common response to student
achievement challenges in urban schools and school systems.1 Even where comprehensive
school reforms are not undertaken or are not supported by the central office, school districts often undertake efforts to improve teaching and learning across their schools. Preceding chapters
indicate that the urban school systems that implemented Project Graduation Really Achieves
Dreams (GRAD) were no exception. During the time that Project GRAD was being implemented, most of these districts were attempting to implement some other form of systemic reform. Moreover, it was often the case that non-Project GRAD schools serving similar populations were undertaking a variety of comprehensive school reform efforts.
Therefore, the central question for Project GRAD –– as is generally the case for any
school reform effort –– is really one of differential impact. In other words, the analysis does not
ask “What is the effect of Project GRAD on student outcomes versus doing nothing?” Rather,
the evaluation focuses on identifying the effect of Project GRAD versus the available alternatives in the school systems where it is being implemented. Given that there are few — if any —
struggling urban schools that are not undertaking any type of reform, a key question for Project
GRAD is whether the program appears to have had an effect over and above whatever reforms
would have been implemented in the absence of the program. In other words, is Project GRAD
more effective than other approaches in improving student outcomes? Is it less effective? Or has
it about the same effect on outcomes as the mix of reforms that would have occurred without it?
This report presents estimated program effects in Houston, Texas –– Project GRAD’s
flagship site –– and in three of its early expansion sites: Newark, New Jersey; Columbus, Ohio;
and Atlanta, Georgia. Within these sites, the analysis focuses on six different sets of schools, or
“feeder patterns,” in which Project GRAD was implemented. This chapter presents the evaluation’s key outcome measures and data sources and the approach on which the analysis is based.

Key Outcome Measures and Data Sources
Project GRAD’s elementary reforms emerged in large part out of the sense that the lack
of academic preparation among students entering high school remained a significant impediment to improving graduation rates and success in college and that, in order to address academic
1

See, for example, Bifulco, Duncombe, and Yinger (2005).
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preparation, the program had to begin as early as possible in the educational pipeline. This suggests that, at the elementary level, the key questions regarding Project GRAD’s effectiveness
center on the program’s effects on reading and math skills, as measured by standardized tests.2
In order to address such questions, the evaluation relies on the individual student records
databases obtained from each of the districts in this study. MDRC collected data for every student
in every school in each of the four districts in the study, from several years before the program
was implemented in each district through the spring of 2003. The resulting database includes 608
schools across four districts and a total of 44 school years. This database includes information on
individual students’ performance on the assessments administered in each district as well as data
regarding students’ race/ethnicity, enrollment status, and (sometimes) their eligibility for free or
reduced-price lunch and their status as an English language learner. Importantly, the database
links students over time and also links them to the particular schools they attended.
Table 3.1 describes the key elementary achievement outcome measures in each district
and the number of baseline and follow-up years of data available for the elementary schools in
each Project GRAD feeder pattern in the study. For the majority of outcomes included in the
study, the database contains at least three years of baseline data. There are a few exceptions to
this rule, however, and the implications of this are discussed later in the chapter.

The Analytic Approach
The most challenging aspect of this analysis is reliably determining what would have
happened in the absence of the program. In the literature of program evaluation, this is often referred to as the “counterfactual.” The most reliable technique for establishing the counterfactual is
the random assignment of subjects to a treatment group that has access to the program or to a control group that does not. Alternatively, as in the case of a comprehensive school reform, one may
randomly assign entire schools to an experimental group that has access to the program or to a
nonexperimental group that does not. In either case, because membership in these groups occurs
at random, this approach can establish for certain that there are no systematic differences in measured or unmeasured characteristics of the individuals who have access to the program and of those
who do not. Therefore, the control group’s outcomes represent a reliable estimate of the outcomes

2

Student attendance rates, another common educational outcome measure, are generally high at the elementary school level, and expulsions and suspensions are generally rare and strongly influenced by policy
changes, such as the institution of “zero tolerance” rules. Student retention is also rare and strongly influenced
by policy changes, such as the ending of “social promotion.” Thus, attention is focused here on elementary
student achievement as measured by performance on standardized tests. Appendix D does present findings on
promotion rates.
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Table 3.1
Overview of Tests Used in Project GRAD Sites
Test in Place

Grades

Type of Test

Baseline Yearsa

Follow-Up Yearsb

Texas Assessment of
Academic Skills (TAAS)

3, 4, 5

Criterion-referencedc

1

8

TAAS was administered until 2002.

Stanford Achievement
Test (SAT-9)

3, 4, 5

Norm-referencedd

1

4

SAT-9 administration started in 19971998.

Texas Assessment of
Academic Skills (TAAS)

3, 4, 5

Criterion-referenced

3

6

TAAS was administered until 2002.

Stanford Achievement
Test (SAT-9)

3, 4, 5

Norm-referencedd

1

4

SAT-9 administration started in 19971998.

Texas Assessment of
Academic Skills (TAAS)

3, 4, 5

Criterion-referenced

3

3

TAAS was administered until 2002.

Stanford Achievement
Test (SAT-9)

3, 4, 5

Norm-referencedd

1

4

SAT-9 administration started in 19971998.

Newark, NJ

Stanford Achievement
Test (SAT-8/9)

2, 3

Norm-referencedd

6

2

The SAT-8 test was administered until
1996. In 1997, the new version, SAT9, began administration.

Columbus, OH

Ohio Proficiency Test
(OPT)

4

Criterion-referenced

3

4

Norm-referenced

3

4

Criterion-referenced

1

3

Site

Special Issues

Houston, TX
Davis

Yates

Wheatley
39

Metropolitan
Achievement Test
(MAT)
Atlanta, GA

Criterion-Referenced
Competency Test
(CRCT)

2, 3, 5

4

NOTES:
a
Baseline years are the years prior to Project GRAD implementation.
b
Follow-up years are the years following the point of implementation and forward.
c
Criterion-referenced tests are used to measure absolute performance and assess whether students have met standards.
d
Norm-referenced tests provide a student’s scores relative to a group.

that would have been observed among treatment group individuals in the absence of the program.
Any differences between the two groups can be reliably attributed to the program.
In the case of Project GRAD, the feeder-pattern design of the intervention and the fact
that the evaluation started several years after the program was implemented combine to make
the random assignment of students or schools impossible. An alternative approach is needed in
order to generate reliable estimates of what would have happened in the absence of the program. In this analysis, the evaluation relies on several different applications of the interrupted
time series (ITS) approach with comparison groups.3 This approach uses the prior history of
achievement in the program schools as the best predictor of the performance levels that would
have been observed in the absence of the program. The basic logic of the approach is that ––
absent any intervention or change in the school’s student body –– the best predictor of future
educational outcomes in a given school is the history of student outcomes in that same school.
The approach therefore rests on two comparisons, discussed below.
Comparison 1 –– Deviation from the Baseline Average: The difference between baseline achievement patterns at Project GRAD schools and actual
achievement in the years following program implementation, that is, the deviation from the baseline achievement pattern
Figure 3.1 illustrates a hypothetical example of this comparison as applied to academic
achievement test scores in a fictional set of program schools. The figure plots student achievement over a three-year baseline period and through two years of follow-up after program implementation. The asterisks on the left-hand side of the graph represent average achievement
scores among, for example, third-grade students across all program schools in the analysis. The
solid line running through these points represents average test scores across the baseline years.
The right-hand side of Figure 3.1 illustrates average achievement patterns during the
two-year follow-up period. The dashed line projects the baseline averages into the follow-up
period and serves as the “benchmark” against which postimplementation outcomes can be
measured. The points that are marked “D1” and “D2” represent hypothetical outcomes in each
follow-up year. The distance between these points and the baseline mean –– that is, the deviation from the baseline average –– represents the first component of the impact estimate.
The dotted lines above and below the projected baseline represent a 95 percent “confidence interval,” that is, the margin of error around the projection. To the extent that the average
outcome value in any follow-up year falls outside the margin of error for the predicted trend, the
estimated deviation from baseline for that year is statistically significant.
3

Bloom (2003); Snipes (2003); Kemple, Herlihy, and Smith (2005).
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Figure 3.1
An Illustration of Interrupted Time Series Analysis:
Deviation from the Baseline Average

Average Score

D1

D2
Deviation from average

Follow-Up

Baseline
School Year

For example, in the context of Figure 3.1, D1 indicates the actual outcome in the first
follow-up year. It is somewhat higher than would be expected based on the trend before the
program was implemented. However, D1 lies within the confidence interval for the predicted
trend in achievement. Therefore, one cannot be sure whether this difference reflects real change
or is simply a result of random fluctuation in test scores. In the second follow-up year, the difference between the average achievement in the program schools and the baseline average (indicated by “D2”) is larger, and the average outcome is outside the margin of error. In this case,
one can say with at least 95 percent confidence that the deviation from the baseline average in
the second year of the program did not occur by chance.
“Local History.” While improvement over baseline achievement patterns in a set of
program schools is suggestive, it does not necessarily represent a program effect. In particular,
an important threat to the validity of this basic (interrupted time series) comparison is the potential for local events other than the program to affect student achievement. Looking at the program schools alone, it is impossible to determine how much of the observed change from the
baseline achievement patterns results from the program in question and how much is generated
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by changes in other local circumstances. If, during the same period as the particular program,
major changes that are unrelated to the program are implemented (such as district-level initiatives, new state standards, or changes in curriculum), these changes could drive the observed
differences, rather than the program itself. Inasmuch as reform is the rule rather than the exception in urban school districts, it seems particularly important to account for this phenomenon in
the evaluation of Project GRAD.
The primary mechanism for addressing this issue is to add comparison schools from the
same local context to the analysis. To the extent that the deviations from baseline patterns at
Project GRAD schools can be compared with the average deviation from baseline at a set of
comparison schools from the same district, one can rule out the possibility that the impact estimates are biased as a result of systemwide events that coincide with Project GRAD’s implementation. In particular, instead of relying solely on the deviation from the baseline, the final
impact estimates are based on the following comparison.
Comparison 2 –– Difference in the Deviation from the Baseline Average:
The difference between the deviation from the baseline patterns at Project GRAD
schools and the deviation from the baseline patterns at a set of carefully selected
comparison schools from the same district4
Figure 3.2 illustrates this approach. The upper panel of the figure illustrates the average
deviation from the baseline at the original hypothetical set of program schools (as shown in
Figure 3.1). The lower panel illustrates the deviation from the baseline at a hypothetical set of
comparison schools. In the second year of follow-up, the upper panel shows a significant deviation from the baseline average at the program schools. On the other hand, among the comparison schools, systematic differences from the baseline mean do not appear. The impact estimate
would be based on the differences between these two patterns (for example, D2 − D2' ). To the
extent that the deviation from baseline at the program schools is statistically distinguishable
from the apparently smaller deviation from the baseline at the comparison schools, one concludes that the program had a statistically significant impact on student performance. If, on the
other hand, student achievement improves relative to the baseline by similar amounts at both the
program schools and the control schools, one cannot conclude that the program had an impact
on student achievement over and above the effects of whatever reforms were present at the
comparison schools or in the district as a whole. In short, the approach is to:
1. Calculate the deviation from baseline at a set of schools implementing Project GRAD (as illustrated in Figure 3.1).

4

For details, see Bloom (2003) and Snipes (2003).
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Figure 3.2
An Illustration of Interrupted Time Series Analysis:
Difference in the Deviation from the Baseline Average
Program Schools

Average Score

D1

D2
Deviation from average

Follow-Up

Baseline
School Year

Average Score

Comparison Schools

D1'

D2'
Deviation from average

Follow-Up

Baseline
School Year
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2. Calculate the deviation from baseline at a set of carefully chosen comparison
schools (as illustrated in the lower panel of Figure 3.2).
3. Compare the deviations from baseline at Project GRAD schools with the deviation from baseline at comparison schools from the same districts.
To the extent that the deviations from baseline at program and comparison schools systematically differ in a positive direction, one can conclude that Project GRAD had an effect on
student achievement, over and above what would have occurred in the absence of the program.
To the extent that the deviations do not differ, such a conclusion is not supported.

Choosing Comparison Schools
In effect, comparison schools are included in the analysis in order to provide an estimate of the progress that would have occurred at the program schools without Project GRAD.
Therefore, the goal in choosing comparison schools was finding a set of schools from within the
same district that, in the absence of any intervention, would be expected to perform similarly to
the Project GRAD schools (and to be treated similarly by local stakeholders). Logic suggests
that the most accurate predictor of future performance on any given outcome is usually previous
performance on that same outcome. Therefore, inasmuch as this report focuses on Project
GRAD’s effect on elementary school achievement, prior academic achievement is the primary
criterion by which comparison schools were selected.
It could be argued that, even with similar prior achievement patterns, schools that serve
different student populations might be expected to evolve differently over time, particularly in
response to local events or district policies. Moreover, it is important to ensure that, for purposes
of face validity, one does not compare schools that simply appear to be serving different “types”
of students than the Project GRAD schools, even if they exhibit similar achievement levels.
Therefore, in addition to having similar prior achievement patterns, the comparison schools
were also limited to those that served demographically similar student bodies.
Given these priorities, for each Project GRAD school, a set of comparison schools was
selected from the same district, and these schools had to meet the following criteria:
•

Average achievement in reading and math during the baseline period (typically
the three years prior to Project GRAD’s implementation) were each within
0.25 standard deviation of average achievement at the Project GRAD school.5

5

In Project GRAD Newark, there appeared to be a trend in baseline test scores. As a result, an additional
criterion was applied in selecting comparison schools: that the average change in test scores at each comparison
(continued)
44

•

The percentages of students in key racial/ethnic groups were within 20 percentage points of levels for the modal racial/ethnic groups at the Project
GRAD school.6

These matching criteria were generally applied to the earliest grade being studied in
each district. In most cases, this process resulted in a set of several comparison schools for each
Project GRAD school in the study. More important, the process resulted in sets of comparison
schools that, for each feeder pattern, were similar to the Project GRAD schools in terms of student demographics as well as baseline achievement. This is clear in Table 3.2, which shows the
baseline achievement levels and racial/ethnic composition of the Project GRAD and comparison schools from each feeder pattern in the study.7
Accounting for Pre-Program Trends in Achievement
This chapter presents an interrupted time series model with comparison groups based
on the difference between postprogram achievement and average baseline achievement. For
most of the feeder patterns in this evaluation, there was little evidence of either positive or negative trends in student achievement prior to program implementation. Therefore, this approach
seems appropriate. If there are meaningful positive or negative pre-program trends in student
performance, however, it is important to account for these in the analysis. Otherwise, one cannot distinguish between a change in patterns of achievement and continuation of the growth or
decline in student outcomes from the years prior to implementation. Where trends in baseline
achievement exist, the interrupted time series model can be adapted to compare the difference
between postprogram achievement levels and the baseline trend. In this case, postprogram
achievement is compared with the levels of achievement based on projecting the pre-program
trend into the follow-up period. In five of the six feeder patterns in this study, this was considered unnecessary. However, this “deviation from trend” model was applied in Newark, where,
during the six years before program implementation, achievement scores at the set of schools
that were eventually chosen for Project GRAD substantially declined. As such, rather than being based on the deviation from the baseline mean, the program effects in the Newark site are
based on a deviation from baseline trends in achievement.8
school during the six years prior to Project GRAD’s implementation had to be in the same direction as the program school with which it was being compared.
6
For example, if the majority of students at the Project GRAD school were black, then comparison schools
were limited to those at which the percentage of black students was within 20 percentage points of the percentage of black students at the Project GRAD school.
7
As further evidence of the similarity of the Project GRAD and comparison schools, Appendix B presents
a full description of student characteristics and baseline achievement levels at Project GRAD and comparison
schools for each feeder pattern.
8
This analysis is discussed in detail in Snipes (2003).

45

The Project GRAD Evaluation

Table 3.2
Baseline Averages and Demographic Characteristics of
Project GRAD and Comparison Schools, by Feeder Pattern

Feeder Pattern

Project GRAD
Schools

All Project GRAD and
Comparison
Comparison Schools
Schools
in District

Houston, Davis
3rd-grade math TAASa
3rd-grade reading TAAS
Race/ethnicity
Black
White
Hispanic
Houston, Yates
3rd-grade math TAAS
3rd-grade reading TAAS
Race/ethnicity
Black
White
Hispanic
Houston, Wheatley
3rd-grade math TAAS
3rd-grade reading TAAS
Race/ethnicity
Black
White
Hispanic
Newark
3rd-grade math SATb
3rd-grade reading SAT
Race/ethnicity
Black
White
Hispanic
Columbus
3rd-grade math MATc
3rd-grade reading MAT
Race/ethnicity
Black
White
Hispanic

60.2
70.6

62.2
70.1

61.7
70.3

9.5
1.9
88.4

12.5
5.3
80.4

11.7
4.4
82.6

66.1
72.0

67.4
73.0

67.1
72.8

85.7
1.8
11.7

80.1
2.2
16.1

81.6
2.1
14.9

72.3
77.2

73.4
78.3

73.2
78.2

45.0
1.3
53.1

40.5
6.3
51.0

41.1
5.7
51.3

43.6
37.9

42.2
37.4

48.7
43.3

87.7
0.4
12.0

94.0
0.0
5.8

69.6
6.7
22.3

33.6
37.5

34.8
37.4

42.8
44.5

85.6
10.7
0.7

83.1
13.3
0.8

53.4
41.2
1.1
(continued)
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Table 3.2 (continued)

Feeder Pattern

Project GRAD
Schools

Comparison
Schools

All Project GRAD and
Comparison Schools
in District

295.3
298.0

290.7
293.0

296.3
300.1

97.7
1.5
0.6

98.1
0.5
1.2

87.9
7.5
3.1

Atlanta
4th-grade math CRCTd
4th-grade reading CRCT
Race/ethnicity
Black
White
Hispanic

SOURCES: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent
School District, Newark Public Schools, Columbus Public Schools, and Atlanta Public Schools.
NOTES:
a
TAAS stands for Texas Assessment of Academic Skills. The average presented in this table is a Texas
Learning Index (TLI) score; see Chapter 4.
b
SAT stands for Stanford Achievement Test, versions 8 and 9. The average presented in this table is a
percentile score.
c
MAT stands for Metropolitan Achievement Test. The average presented in this table is a percentile
score.
d
CRCT stands for Criterion-Referenced Competency Test. The average presented in this table is a
scale-score point.

Key Threats to Validity
By adding carefully chosen comparison schools from the same district, the methodology of using interrupted time series with comparison groups effectively eliminates the possibility that districtwide events might undermine the validity of impact estimates. However, several
other threats to validity must be taken into account.
Test Changes and Availability of Baseline Data
In general, most of the comparative interrupted time series analysis in this report relies
on at least three years of baseline data. That somewhat increases the confidence level that the
analysis can ascertain whether or not there is a baseline trend to be accounted for and that it can
develop a reasonable estimate of the baseline mean. As Table 3.1 illustrates, however, there are
a couple of feeder patterns for which three years of baseline data are not available. In Houston,
for example, the Davis High School feeder pattern has only one year of state data for the Texas

47

Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS) prior to the implementation of Project GRAD. Ideally,
one would prefer a longer trajectory of baseline data in order to ascertain whether a baseline
average or a baseline trend model is more appropriate and to be certain that the baseline average
is an accurate representation of school performance. The lack of data, however, makes this impossible. Yet the fact that there are multiple program and comparison schools in the analysis
increases confidence in the baseline mean and reduces the likelihood that the findings are driven
by random fluctuations in the data.
In addition to the state test, the Houston Independent School District (HISD) began annual administrations of the Stanford Achievement Test (SAT-9) to elementary school students
throughout the district in 1998 — several years after the implementation of Project GRAD. The
SAT measures students’ performance relative to a nationally representative sample of students.
Given the systematic gains on the TAAS during the period of this study, the focus on performance
on the TAAS throughout the local school system and entire state, and the high performance levels
observed in HISD near the end of the follow-up period, estimates of Project GRAD’s impact on
an alternative assessment (the SAT-9) may shed useful light on the effects of the program. In particular, the estimates might address questions regarding the presence of ceiling effects –– that is,
an inability to measure Project GRAD’s impacts on achievement due to high scores on the TAAS
throughout the school system. The estimates might also address the possibility of tradeoffs between progress on local assessments and progress on broader measures of student achievement, as
well as the interaction of Project GRAD’s reforms with this dynamic.
The fact that the test changes occurred after Project GRAD’s initial implementation deprives the analysis of a pre-program baseline. As such, the analysis uses 1999 as a “pseudobaseline” and estimates the effects of Project GRAD on SAT-9 improvements since 1999 in the
three feeder patterns for this analysis.9 This approach has two primary limitations: (1) these estimates would not reflect any impacts on skills measured by the SAT-9 occurring prior to 1999,
and (2) the lack of multiple years of baseline data reduces the precision with which the pseudobaseline is estimated.10
In Atlanta, the state test (the Criterion-Referenced Competency Test, or CRCT) was
administered to all fourth-grade students in each year of the follow-up period. Unfortunately,
the first year of test administration was only one year prior to program implementation. As
such, it is difficult to be confident in this as a measure of baseline achievement. However, ab-

9

In order to minimize the potential distortion associated with the initial year of administration of a new
test, the 1998 data were not used in this analysis.
10
For more on how the properties of interrupted time series approaches vary depending on data availability, see Quint, Bloom, Rebeck Black, and Stephens (2005).
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sent a genuine treatment effect, there is no reason to think that this phenomenon would affect
program and comparison schools differently.
Compositional Shifts
Another potential threat to the validity of this analytic approach is the possibility of systematic changes over time in the student populations served by the Project GRAD schools.
Whatever their cause, such “compositional shifts” can generate changes in student performance
that are unrelated to the program and that make it difficult to distinguish between program effects and changes in student performance that would have occurred whether or not the program
had been in place. For example, suppose that Project GRAD schools succeed at retaining more
low-performing students than they would have in the absence of the program. Without some
way to correct for this phenomenon, it would drive down average achievement and would result
in an underestimate of the effect of Project GRAD. On the other hand, suppose that wellinformed parents –– on hearing about the new program –– made a concerted effort to enroll
their children in the Project GRAD schools. This scenario could result in a shift in the average
levels of academic readiness and parental support among the students who are typically served
by Project GRAD schools and, consequently, could overestimate the effects of Project GRAD
on student outcomes.
This issue is addressed by using individual students’ background characteristics and prior
achievement levels to control for potential changes in students’ characteristics. As such, the estimates of annual achievement levels sometimes differ from the unadjusted numbers often reported
by districts, states, and other stakeholders. Specifically, estimated program effects in this report
control for such characteristics as race/ethnicity, eligibility for free or reduced-price lunch, and
prior academic performance. Prior academic performance is measured two ways. An indicator
variable based on each student’s age controls for whether he or she appears to have repeated a
grade in the past. When possible, estimates also adjust for students’ achievement test scores in the
prior grade. For example, when evaluating trends in third-grade achievement, the analysis adjusts
for second-grade achievement data, if available. This “value-added” approach is analogous to
evaluating the trends in achievement gains between second and third grade, and it controls for any
measurable shifts in student composition that occur throughout the life of the program.
This approach affects the interpretation of the estimated program effects in the analysis.
In each site, the estimated effects for the earliest grade examined –– where prior achievement
data are not available –– reflect the cumulative program effects across all the lower grades. The
program estimates for subsequent grades represent the incremental effects, or the added value of
the program over and above the effects in prior grades. Together, these estimates provide a
complete picture of program effects across the grades for which achievement data are available.
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It is possible for cumulative effects through the highest elementary grade to exist but
not to be reflected in these estimates. In order to explore this possibility, program effects were
estimated with and without controlling for background characteristics and student performance.
This did not have any effect on the overall pattern of estimates. In addition, subsets of students
in the higher elementary grade were identified who had been at Project GRAD schools for their
entire elementary school experiences. Estimated program effects among these students were
also similar to those in the incremental estimates presented in the body of this report.
Selection Bias
In general, the interrupted time series approach — even with comparison schools — is
vulnerable to biases generated by the process of selecting schools into the treatment sample.
Because the selection of schools for Project GRAD is not random, the process whereby schools
are selected into the program group can have important implications for treatment effects. To
the extent that schools that are more or less likely to improve over time are systematically more
or less likely to receive the treatment, comparative interrupted time series analysis could yield
biased estimates of program effects.
If program participation is completely voluntary, it can be argued that –– even among
schools that are similar in terms of average baseline achievement and demographics –– schools
that would be systematically more or less likely to improve even without the intervention in
question might be more likely to volunteer. Schools that have energetic and effective leaders,
for instance, might be more likely to seek out new interventions and to build the staff consensus
needed to adopt a new program. One might expect that such leaders could generate improvements in student achievement even in the absence of a genuine program effect. If program participation is not voluntary but is assigned by the district or other local stakeholders, selection
can still be done in ways that could bias the analysis. Districts may make a concerted effort to
ensure that reforms target schools that have sufficient capacity for successful implementation
and progress. This could also result in overestimates of program effects. On the other hand, districts may make a concerted effort to direct these resources to schools that are in the most need
of support. This may result in program schools that — even given similar student populations
and average levels of achievement — have less capacity and are less likely to improve in the
absence of an intervention. This could generate underestimates of program effects.
The fundamental problem is that — as long as program participation is not random —
such phenomena cannot be distinguished with absolute certainty from genuine program effects.
In the case of Project GRAD, however, elementary schools are selected on the basis of their
membership in feeder patterns that send students to Project GRAD middle schools and high
schools. Although the assignment of schools is not random, program developers and district
personnel are restricted in their choices of elementary schools to those that feed into the Project
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GRAD high schools being served by the program. Even if high schools and elementary schools
were selected simultaneously, the presence of six to eleven elementary schools per feeder pattern suggests that stakeholders would not be able to freely choose elementary schools that are
systematically more or less likely to improve on their own. Rather, if district personnel and program developers choose a high school, they are restricted to the set of elementary schools that
are already associated with that high school. So while selection is not random, the process does
not suggest the presence of any systematic selection issues for elementary school analysis.
Chapters 4 and 5 present the results of applying the analytic approach outlined in this
chapter to estimating Project GRAD’s effects in six different feeder patterns across four
school districts.
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Chapter 4

The Effects of Project GRAD on Elementary Student
Achievement in Houston
A core concept underlying the model for Project Graduation Really Achieves Dreams
(GRAD) is that progress in achievement at the elementary level is essential if students are to
succeed in high school and college. Therefore, understanding whether the program improves
elementary-level achievement is a fundamental question underlying the efficacy of Project
GRAD. In order to address this question, the analysis presented in Chapters 4 and 5 focuses on
whether Project GRAD improved students’ achievement in elementary schools over and above
what would have been observed in the absence of the intervention. In particular, changes in
achievement at the Project GRAD schools are compared with changes in achievement at the set
of carefully chosen comparison schools. This chapter focuses on the results in Houston, Texas
— Project GRAD’s flagship site. Chapter 5 presents estimated impacts in three of the early expansion sites: Newark, New Jersey; Columbus, Ohio; and Atlanta, Georgia. Chapter 6 discusses
the implications of these results.
This chapter focuses on two measures of student achievement: (1) the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS), a state test that was the focus of great state and local attention; and (2) the Stanford Achievement Test (SAT-9), a national test that is designed to measure
a broader range of academic skills, is not sensitive to specific instructional approaches, and allows comparisons of Houston’s students and the national pool of test-takers. Having these two
different measures of student achievement is important because of the intense state and local
focus on the TAAS and its reputation as a relatively easy test and because of concerns that emphasis on TAAS scores might undermine progress on broader measures of student achievement.
Moreover, high overall performance levels on the TAAS that were observed near the end of the
follow-up period could theoretically obscure program effects, should they exist. As such, estimated impacts on an alternative assessment could shed useful light on discussion of the effects
of Project GRAD on elementary school achievement. The analysis presented in this chapter
suggests several key findings:
•

In general, achievement on the Texas state standards-based assessments
(the TAAS) at Project GRAD Houston schools improved substantially
during the years following Project GRAD’s implementation.
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•

Comparison schools throughout the district made similar progress on
these tests, suggesting that Project GRAD did not improve these outcomes beyond what would have happened without the program.

•

In the years following Project GRAD’s implementation, student
achievement on the national test (the SAT-9) declined at the district’s
comparison schools, which were similar to the schools implementing
Project GRAD.

•

At the same time, SAT-9 achievement at Project GRAD Houston’s elementary schools generally remained stable. The differences suggest that
— as measured by nationally “norm-referenced” tests — Project GRAD
had a positive effect on elementary student achievement in Houston.

As mentioned earlier, Project GRAD was implemented in several different feeder patterns
in the Houston Independent School District (HISD). Specifically, Project GRAD began implementing the elementary components of the program in the Jefferson Davis High School feeder
pattern in the 1993-19941 school year, in the Yates High School feeder pattern in the 1996-1997
school year, and in the Wheatley High School feeder pattern in the 1999-20002 school year. The
following sections present the results of the analysis for each of these feeder patterns, beginning
with the Davis feeder pattern, where Project GRAD has been in place the longest.

The Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS)
TAAS Results in the Davis Feeder Pattern
•

Elementary TAAS scores increased substantially after Project GRAD
was implemented in the Davis feeder pattern.

•

In most years, TAAS increases at Project GRAD schools were matched
by similar increases at comparison schools from the district.

1

Given that not all elementary schools in the Davis feeder pattern implemented CMCDSM in the 19931994 school year, this analysis considers 1994-1995 as the first year of Project GRAD.
2
Although scholarships were announced in 1997-1998, the first program components did not begin at
Wheatley until 1999-2000. Project GRAD was also implemented in two other feeder patterns in Houston in
subsequent years. However, due to the limited time elapsed for follow-up analysis, these schools are not included in this analysis.
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The TAAS was administered to elementary school students in Houston (and in the
rest of Texas) annually from the spring of 1992 through the spring of 2002.3 The available
data track the effects of Project GRAD in the Davis feeder pattern through the first eight years
of implementation.
The primary TAAS outcome considered here is a score referred to as the “Texas Learning Index” (TLI).4 Figure 4.1 illustrates the estimated program effects on TLI math scores
across the Davis feeder pattern for grades 3 through 5. (Figures 4.1 to 4.6 are found on pages 59
to 70.) The shaded bars represent the average change or deviation from the baseline average in
the TLI score at Project GRAD schools during each of eight years of implementation, controlling for any changes in students’ demographic characteristics. The unshaded bars represent the
average deviation from baseline in the TLI scores at the comparison schools over the same
school years, also controlling for any changes in students’ demographic characteristics.
The numbers above the bars represent the difference between the changes from the
baseline average at the Project GRAD schools and the changes from the baseline average at the
comparison schools in each follow-up year. This is the estimated program effect for each year.
It represents the estimated impact of Project GRAD over and above what would have been observed in the absence of the program.
The estimates presented in Figure 4.1 show that, over the course of the follow-up period, average TLI math scores at the Project GRAD schools increased relative to the baseline
average. However, scores also increased at the comparison schools. The results for the two
groups of schools suggest that progress at Project GRAD schools exceeded progress at the
comparison schools in some grades and years. Examining the follow-up period as a whole,
however, shows that math test scores improved substantially for both sets of schools. The patterns do not generally suggest sustained positive effects for Project GRAD, over and above the
progress that occurred in similar schools throughout the district.

3

In 2003, the State of Texas began a new test, the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS).
Although MDRC has obtained TAKS data for 2003, given the change in tests and test metrics, those data are
not included in the analysis.
4
The TLI is a continuous score that describes a student’s performance on the TAAS. The TLI is provided
for both the TAAS reading and mathematics tests. The raw score on the TAAS is simply the number answered
correctly on the test, and since this raw score can be interpreted only in relation to the number of items on the
test, the score is limited in use. The TLI makes it possible to relate student performance to a passing standard
and to compare student performance from year to year. In each year, the raw scores are standardized into TLI
scores relative to the state’s passing standard of 70. For TLI frequency distributions for each grade and subject,
see Texas Education Center (2005).
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For example, the top panel of Figure 4.1 shows math findings for third-graders. In the
baseline period, TLI math scores among third-graders at Project GRAD schools averaged 60.1
points. (Baseline averages for the two sets of schools are shown below the bars in each panel.) In
the first year of the program, the average TLI math score for third-graders at the Project GRAD
schools improved by 5.2 points (represented by the height of the shaded bar), to 65.3 points. Over
the same follow-up years, the average TLI math score at the comparison schools fell from 63.1
points in the baseline period to 62.7 points in the first year of the program, a difference of -0.4
point. In other words, TLI math scores for third-grade students at Project GRAD schools improved by an estimated 5.7 points more than did the scores at the comparison schools. The asterisk on this number indicates that this difference is statistically significant; that is, it is unlikely to
have occurred by chance.5 This suggests that Project GRAD had a statistically significant impact
of 5.7 points during its first year of implementation in the Davis feeder pattern.
As Figure 4.1 shows, however, this impact did not persist over time. Third-grade TLI
math scores on the TAAS generally improved relative to the baseline average over the eight
years after implementation, and, in most years, progress at Project GRAD and comparison
schools was similar. In particular, it appears that — for the most part — the growth at the comparison schools during the eight-year follow-up is statistically indistinguishable from the growth
at the program schools, as indicated by the lack of asterisks on most of the impact estimates.
Interestingly, in the eighth year of the program, the growth in third-grade math test scores at
Project GRAD schools again outpaced the growth at the comparison schools, suggesting a net
impact of 8.7 points on the TLI. Given that this result appears only in the last year of follow-up,
it is difficult to know what to make of it.
A similar pattern of growth in TLI math scores occurred in the fourth and fifth grades,
as shown in the middle and bottom panels of Figure 4.1. Compared with the third grade, however, in these grades, there were even fewer systematic positive differences between the growth
at the Project GRAD schools relative to the comparison schools.6 Across the grades and during
the follow-up period as a whole, the patterns do not generally suggest sustained positive effects

5

In order to conserve space, the report uses exhibits like Figure 4.1 to report most of the impact estimates.
Appendix A presents the estimated impacts in tabular format for all grades and sites in the evaluation. These
impacts are translated into an “effect size” metric — that is, the estimated effect divided by the standard deviation of the outcome in question.
6
It is worth noting that the program estimates for fourth and fifth grade control for achievement in the prior
school year. As a result, they represent the net effect of Project GRAD over and above any effects in previous
grades. Appendix C examines program effects without these controls and does not find substantial differences
between the results.
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on TAAS math scores for Project GRAD, over and above the progress that occurred at comparison schools throughout the district. In other words, there is little evidence that Project
GRAD schools achieved any progress that would not have occurred without the program.
Figure 4.2 illustrates estimated effects on TLI reading scores on the TAAS at the elementary schools in the Davis feeder pattern, and it suggests a similar pattern. Average TLI reading scores among third- and fourth-graders at Project GRAD schools appear to have improved
over the course of the follow-up period. Again, these improvements are generally matched by
improvements at the comparison schools, suggesting no systematic effects from Project GRAD.
Interestingly, as shown in the bottom panel of Figure 4.2, fifth-grade reading scores do not show
a consistent pattern of improvement over time at either set of schools. While there are estimated
positive effects for fifth-graders in several follow-up years, there are negative effects in at least
one year. Given the manner in which the data fluctuate from year to year, it is hard to draw conclusions regarding progress in fifth-grade reading achievement in the Davis feeder pattern. One
possibility is that Project GRAD began to generate effects on reading scores in the third and
fourth years of the intervention but that, for some reason, neither test scores nor program effects
were consistent after that point.
TAAS Results in the Yates and the Wheatley Feeder Patterns
•

As in the Davis feeder pattern, elementary school TAAS scores within
the Yates and the Wheatley feeder patterns rose in the years following
Project GRAD’s implementation.

•

Also as in the Davis feeder pattern, the progress at the Project GRAD
schools in the Yates and the Wheatley feeder patterns was matched by
progress at comparison schools throughout the district.

Project GRAD began implementation at the elementary schools feeding into Yates
High School in the 1996-1997 school year, allowing for six years of follow-up through the
spring of 2002. Figures 4.3 and 4.4 present estimated impacts on average TLI scores for math
and reading, respectively, in the Yates feeder pattern. Though there are some fluctuations, Figure 4.3 shows that math scores at Project GRAD elementary schools generally improved after
program implementation. It also shows that the test scores at the comparison schools experienced similar improvements during the follow-up period. While the impact estimates fluctuate
from positive to negative, there seem to be no sustained effects by Project GRAD on students’
math scores over and above the progress at the comparison schools.
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Similarly, Figure 4.4 shows that Project GRAD schools experienced improved reading
test scores over the six-year follow-up period. In most grades and years, this growth is statistically indistinguishable from improvements at the comparison schools. However, there do appear to be statistically significant negative effects on fourth-grade reading achievement in the
first few years of implementation. While the Project GRAD schools appear to have “caught up”
in the latter years of the program, this pattern should at least raise questions about the effectiveness of Project GRAD with respect to fourth-grade reading in the Yates feeder pattern. In the
fifth grade, there appears to have been less improvement overall and no systematic pattern of
difference at the Project GRAD schools versus the comparison schools.
Project GRAD began implementation in the elementary schools that feed students into
Wheatley High School in the 1999-2000 school year. Figures 4.5 and 4.6 present findings for
elementary achievement at these schools through 2002 –– three years of program implementation. The estimates show positive effects for Project GRAD on fourth- and fifth-grade math
achievement in the first year of implementation. However, these estimated impacts diminish in
the second and third years of the program. For reading scores, the improvements at the Project
GRAD schools exceeded improvements at the comparison schools only for fifth-graders in the
third year of implementation. Otherwise, changes at the Project GRAD schools and the comparison schools are similar.
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Figure 4.1
Impact Estimates Across All Project GRAD Elementary Schools,
Davis Feeder Pattern, Math Scores, by Grade
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Figure 4.1 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School
District.
NOTES: Estimates are regression-adjusted for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
Sample consists of students for whom administrative records exist between the 1990-1991 and 2002-2003
academic years.
The "deviation from the baseline" for each year was calculated as the difference between the baseline average
and the average for the specified year.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD
schools and the "deviation from the baseline" for the comparison schools.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and
comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are
adjusted to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5
percent; * = 10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 3 and 8 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
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Figure 4.2
Impact Estimates Across All Project GRAD Elementary Schools,
Davis Feeder Pattern, Reading Scores, by Grade
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Figure 4.2 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School
District.
NOTES: Estimates are regression-adjusted for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
Sample consists of students for whom administrative records exist between the 1990-1991 and 2002-2003
academic years.
The "deviation from the baseline" for each year was calculated as the difference between the baseline average
and the average for the specified year.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD
schools and the "deviation from the baseline" for the comparison schools.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and
comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted
to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * =
10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 3 and 8 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
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Figure 4.3
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Impact Estimates Across All Project GRAD Elementary Schools,
Yates Feeder Pattern, Math Scores, by Grade
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Figure 4.3 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School
District.
NOTES: Estimates are regression-adjusted for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
Sample consists of students for whom administrative records exist between the 1990-1991 and 2002-2003
academic years.
The "deviation from the baseline" for each year was calculated as the difference between the baseline average
and the average for the specified year.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD
schools and the "deviation from the baseline" for the comparison schools.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and
comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted
to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * =
10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 4 and 15 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
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Figure 4.4
Impact Estimates Across All Project GRAD Elementary Schools,
Yates Feeder Pattern, Reading Scores, by Grade
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Figure 4.4 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School
District.
NOTES: Estimates are regression-adjusted for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
Sample consists of students for whom administrative records exist between the 1990-1991 and 2002-2003
academic years.
The "deviation from the baseline" for each year was calculated as the difference between the baseline average
and the average for the specified year.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD
schools and the "deviation from the baseline" for the comparison schools.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and
comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted
to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * =
10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 4 and 15 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
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Figure 4.5
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Figure 4.5 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School
District.
NOTES: Estimates are regression-adjusted for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
Sample consists of students for whom administrative records exist between the 1990-1991 and 2002-2003
academic years.
The "deviation from the baseline" for each year was calculated as the difference between the baseline average
and the average for the specified year.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD
schools and the "deviation from the baseline" for the comparison schools.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and
comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted
to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * =
10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 2 and 19 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
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Figure 4.6

Deviation from Baseline
Average

Impact Estimates Across All Project GRAD Elementary Schools,
Wheatley Feeder Pattern, Reading Scores, by Grade
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Figure 4.6 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School
District.
NOTES: Estimates are regression-adjusted for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
Sample consists of students for whom administrative records exist between the 1990-1991 and 2002-2003
academic years.
The "deviation from the baseline" for each year was calculated as the difference between the baseline average
and the average for the specified year.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD
schools and the "deviation from the baseline" for the comparison schools.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and
comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted
to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * =
10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 2 and 19 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
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The Stanford Achievement Test (SAT-9)
In the spring of 1998, HISD began administering the national Stanford Achievement
Test (SAT-9) to students at various grade levels within the school system. Previous research has
shown that student achievement patterns on state tests that are designed to measure student performance relative to a state standard often differ from achievement patterns on nationally normreferenced achievement tests.7 Moreover, given the strong state and local emphasis on improving TAAS scores and the resulting “rising tide” of TAAS scores in HISD as well as in Texas as
a whole, it is possible for Project GRAD to have generated achievement impacts that would
have been obscured by “ceiling effects” on the TAAS.8 Therefore, supplementing the TAAS
analysis with a second measure of student achievement that is not subject to these pressures and
problems is an important addition to the analysis.
As mentioned in Chapter 3, the use of the SAT-9 to estimate impacts on student
achievement is hampered by the fact that SAT-9 administration began after Project GRAD was
implemented in the Davis and the Yates feeder patterns (but before implementation in the
Wheatley pattern). As such, one cannot compare SAT-9 progress with a pre-program baseline.
Nevertheless, changes in SAT-9 achievement can be compared with the average in the early
years of implementation. Specifically, one can compare the differences between SAT-9 progress at Project GRAD schools and progress at the comparison schools in the years following
the initiation of SAT-9 testing.
•

In the several years following implementation of SAT-9 testing, students’ performance on the SAT-9 at the Project GRAD comparison
schools actually declined.

•

At the same time, SAT-9 achievement at the Project GRAD schools
within the Davis and the Wheatley feeder patterns tended to remain
relatively stable, to increase, or to fall by less than at the comparison
schools.

•

The difference between these patterns suggests that SAT-9 achievement
at the Project GRAD schools in the Davis and Wheatley feeder patterns
was significantly higher than it would have been in the absence of the
program.

7

Koretz (2002); Klein, Hamilton, McCaffrey, and Strecher (2000).
In other words, to the extent that many students were doing well on the TAAS and were answering most
questions correctly, it is possible for a program to improve achievement in ways that would not be measured
accurately by this test. To some extent, the use of TLI scores instead of the pass rate in analyzing TAAS results
protects against this.
8
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•

Interestingly, the results in the Yates feeder pattern do not suggest that
Project GRAD improved elementary-level SAT-9 achievement at these
schools.

Figures 4.7 and 4.8 illustrate SAT-9 math and reading progress, respectively, in the
Davis feeder pattern using scores from the spring of 1999 as a quasi-baseline.9 (Figures 4.7 to
4.12 are found on pages 75 to 86.) As in earlier figures, the shaded bars show changes since the
spring of 1999 at the Project GRAD schools, and the unshaded bars show changes at the comparison schools. The estimated impacts for each year are shown above each pair of bars. For
example, the top panel of Figure 4.7 shows that average third-grade SAT-9 achievement in the
Davis feeder pattern was relatively flat, starting at 47.1 normal curve equivalents (NCEs)10 in
the spring of 1999 and declining by 3.4 NCEs by the fourth year of the analysis (spring of
2003). However, SAT-9 achievement at the comparison schools fell noticeably after 1999. Over
the same period of time, SAT-9 achievement at the comparison schools fell by 11.3 NCEs ––
from 52.0 NCEs in 1999 to 40.7 NCEs in 2003. Comparing these differences, there is an estimated significant, positive effect of 7.9 NCEs (or 0.4 standard deviation) on third-grade math
achievement in the fourth year of the analysis. In other words, the evidence suggests that thirdgrade SAT-9 achievement is 0.4 standard deviation higher than it would have been without the
program. Moreover, the effects are statistically significant in every year, and the magnitude of
the effects grows over the course of the follow-up period. Though the estimated program effects
are somewhat smaller, a similar pattern of estimated impacts on SAT-9 math scores can be seen
in the fourth and fifth grades as well.
Figure 4.8 presents estimated effects on SAT-9 achievement in reading within the Davis
feeder pattern. The estimates suggest significant positive effects on third-grade reading
throughout the follow-up period. As is the case for math achievement, these effects are generated by the combination of relatively stable SAT-9 achievement at the Project GRAD schools
compared with declining SAT-9 performance at the comparison schools. Differences in changes
in SAT-9 scores between Program GRAD schools and comparison schools in fourth and fifth
grades are generally small and are not statistically significant.
A somewhat different pattern can be observed in the estimated effects on SAT-9
achievement at the elementary schools in the Yates feeder pattern (Figures 4.9 and 4.10). In
9

While SAT-9 testing began in 1998, it is often the case that the initial year of a particular test is a less reliable measure of student achievement than the following years. Therefore, 1999 was used as a pseudo-baseline
year, and the SAT-9 analysis focuses on progress from that point on.
10
Like percentile scores, NCEs describe students’ achievement relative to the national sample against
which the test was normed. NCEs can range from 0 to 100, with a mean of 50 across the population against
which the test was normed. Because it is valid to perform arithmetic operations only on cardinal measures, the
analysis reported here is based on NCEs rather than on percentile measures of student achievement.
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general, these estimates suggest similar patterns of achievement at both sets of schools. For example, the top panel of Figure 4.9 indicates that third-grade SAT-9 math achievement at the
Project GRAD schools averaged 50.9 NCEs in 1999. This fell to 45.3 NCEs by 2003 –– a decline of 5.6 NCEs. At the same time, SAT-9 math scores at the comparison schools fell from
49.5 NCEs to 43.7 NCEs –– a decline of 5.8 NCEs. In short, there is virtually no difference in
the degree of progress on this outcome over time. The middle and bottom panels of Figure 4.9
illustrate the existence of similar patterns in fourth- and fifth-grade SAT-9 math scores. Figure
4.10 shows that SAT-9 reading achievement at both the Project GRAD and the comparison
schools in the Yates feeder pattern were relatively stable since 1999, suggesting no program
effects on this outcome.
Figures 4.11 and 4.12 present estimated program effects on SAT-9 scores at the elementary schools within the Wheatley feeder pattern. As in the Davis feeder pattern, these estimates suggest that Project GRAD had a significant positive effect on achievement. For example, Figure 4.11 presents estimated effects on SAT-9 achievement in math. The top panel indicates that, in the first two years after 1999, average third-grade math achievement improved
from 47.3 NCEs to 52.9 NCEs –– an increase of 8.8 NCEs. At the same time, average thirdgrade math scores at the comparison schools declined from 51.2 NCEs to 47.2 NCEs. The difference suggests a positive effect of 9.9 NCEs, or 0.5 standard deviation. Interestingly, this effect appears to have dissipated by the end of the follow-up period. Figure 4.11 also shows effects on fourth- and fifth-grade math achievement, which are also consistently positive and statistically significant.
Figure 4.12 presents estimated effects on SAT-9 reading achievement at the elementary
schools within the Wheatley feeder pattern. As is the case for third-grade math, the estimates
reveal initial progress in third- and fourth-grade SAT-9 reading performance, which eventually
fades out during the final years of the follow-up period. The effects on fifth-grade reading, however, are positive and statistically significant throughout the follow-up period.
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Figure 4.7
Impact Estimates Across All Project GRAD Elementary Schools,
Davis Feeder Pattern, SAT-9 Math Scores, by Grade
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Figure 4.7 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School
District.
NOTES: Estimates are regression-adjusted for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
Sample consists of students for whom administrative records exist between the 1990-1991 and 2002-2003
academic years.
The "deviation from the baseline" for each year was calculated as the difference between the baseline
average and the average for the specified year.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD
schools and the "deviation from the baseline" for the comparison schools.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and
comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are
adjusted to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5
percent; * = 10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 3 and 8 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
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Figure 4.8
Impact Estimates Across All Project GRAD Elementary Schools,
Davis Feeder Pattern, SAT-9 Reading Scores, by Grade
Houston, Davis: 3rd-Grade SAT-9 NCEs
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Figure 4.8 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School
District.
NOTES: Estimates are regression-adjusted for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
Sample consists of students for whom administrative records exist between the 1990-1991 and 2002-2003
academic years.
The "deviation from the baseline" for each year was calculated as the difference between the baseline
average and the average for the specified year.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD
schools and the "deviation from the baseline" for the comparison schools.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and
comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are
adjusted to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5
percent; * = 10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 3 and 8 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
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Figure 4.9
Impact Estimates Across All Project GRAD Elementary Schools,
Yates Feeder Pattern, SAT-9 Math Scores, by Grade
Houston, Yates: 3rd-Grade SAT-9 NCEs
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Figure 4.9 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School
District.
NOTES: Estimates are regression-adjusted for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
Sample consists of students for whom administrative records exist between the 1990-1991 and 2002-2003
academic years.
The "deviation from the baseline" for each year was calculated as the difference between the baseline
average and the average for the specified year.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD
schools and the "deviation from the baseline" for the comparison schools.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and
comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are
adjusted to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5
percent; * = 10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 4 and 15 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
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Figure 4.10
Impact Estimates Across All Project GRAD Elementary Schools,
Yates Feeder Pattern, SAT-9 Reading Scores, by Grade
Houston, Yates: 3rd-Grade SAT-9 NCEs
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Figure 4.10 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School
District.
NOTES: Estimates are regression-adjusted for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
Sample consists of students for whom administrative records exist between the 1990-1991 and 2002-2003
academic years.
The "deviation from the baseline" for each year was calculated as the difference between the baseline
average and the average for the specified year.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD
schools and the "deviation from the baseline" for the comparison schools.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and
comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are
adjusted to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5
percent; * = 10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 4 and 15 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
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Figure 4.11
Impact Estimates Across All Project GRAD Elementary Schools,
Wheatley Feeder Pattern, SAT-9 Math Scores, by Grade
Houston, Wheatley: 3rd-Grade SAT-9 NCEs
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Figure 4.11 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School
District.
NOTES: Estimates are regression-adjusted for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
Sample consists of students for whom administrative records exist between the 1990-1991 and 2002-2003
academic years.
The "deviation from the baseline" for each year was calculated as the difference between the baseline
average and the average for the specified year.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD
schools and the "deviation from the baseline" for the comparison schools.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and
comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are
adjusted to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5
percent; * = 10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 2 and 19 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
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Figure 4.12
Impact Estimates Across All Project GRAD Elementary Schools,
Wheatley Feeder Pattern, SAT-9 Reading Scores, by Grade
Houston, Wheatley: 3rd-Grade SAT-9 NCEs
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Figure 4.12 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School
District.
NOTES: Estimates are regression-adjusted for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
Sample consists of students for whom administrative records exist between the 1990-1991 and 2002-2003
academic years.
The "deviation from the baseline" for each year was calculated as the difference between the baseline
average and the average for the specified year.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD
schools and the "deviation from the baseline" for the comparison schools.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and
comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are
adjusted to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5
percent; * = 10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 2 and 19 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
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Implications of the Findings from Project GRAD Houston
The findings across the feeder patterns in Project GRAD Houston suggest substantial
increases in TAAS scores at the Project GRAD elementary schools. Yet the comparison schools
that did not participate in Project GRAD also experienced similar increases in these test scores.
In general, the period from 1995 to 2003 was one of substantial progress in students’ test scores
across the low-performing schools in Houston. For example, third-grade reading achievement at
the comparison schools used for the Davis feeder pattern improved by 0.61 standard deviation;
the pass rates on this portion of the TAAS rose from 58 percent to 79 percent. The progress was
even more substantial in math: Third-grade student achievement improved by 0.84 standard
deviation, and the pass rates grew from 43 percent to 73 percent.
This ten-year period encompassed a phase of intense reform in the Houston Independent School District.11 In fact, the available information does suggest that a substantial set of reforms aimed at improving student performance was in place at many low-performing schools
during the period covered by this evaluation –– among both the Project GRAD schools and the
comparison schools.
Given the similarity in progress on the TAAS among both sets of schools in this reform-rich environment, it is not possible to separate out the specific contributions of Project
GRAD to this overall progress. If Project GRAD was the principal improvement in the Project
GRAD schools, and if other district-initiated reforms were focused on other schools (including
the comparison schools), the similar progress would imply that Project GRAD and the other
reforms were similarly effective in improving TAAS scores. In other words, while other school
reform efforts may have produced progress at the comparison schools, Project GRAD may have
been the vehicle driving the TAAS increases at the Project GRAD schools.
On the other hand, it is possible that the district- and state-initiated programs and policies
that were in place at the comparison schools were also in place — at least to some extent — at the
Project GRAD schools. Moreover, it is likely that the reforms present at the comparison schools
are the best proxy for reforms that would have been implemented at the program schools in the
absence of Project GRAD. However, it is not possible to determine (especially after the fact) exactly how much the district- and state-initiated efforts to improve student achievement affected
Project GRAD schools. To the extent that this is the case, the findings reported here suggest that
the TAAS improvements at the Project GRAD schools were driven by a combination of the program reform and other reform efforts. To the extent that the progress at these schools is similar to
the progress at the schools where Project GRAD was not part of the reform mix, the marginal
value of Project GRAD as a tool for improving TAAS performance is limited.
11

McAdams (2000); Snipes, Doolittle, and Herlihy (2002).
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Finally, some have questioned the extent to which the gains on the TAAS, in general,
and in Houston, in particular, represent real improvements in student learning versus the effects
of helping students improve their test-taking skills, combined with teachers’ improved sense for
and focus on the content of the TAAS.12 To the extent that this is true, these results would suggest not the presence of two effective reforms but, rather, two sets of schools that were both affected by a regime of high-stakes accountability that was in place across the state.
The SAT-9 analysis presented here sheds light on this issue and suggests that — though
Project GRAD did not have a differential impact on elementary students’ TAAS scores — the
program did have consistently positive, statistically significant, and substantively important effects on students’ performance on the SAT-9. In many cases, this was a result of an erosion in
SAT-9 performance that occurred at the comparison schools throughout Houston but that did
not occur at the Project GRAD elementary schools.
This finding underscores the possibility, as has been raised in previous research, that the
progress on the TAAS reflects improvements on different dimensions of skill than those measured
by the SAT-9 and that the progress on the specific material germane to the TAAS may have come
at the expense of the dimensions of academic skill measured by nationally norm-referenced tests
such as the SAT-9. The findings also reflect the possibility that ceiling effects on the TAAS obscure meaningful variation across schools in student performance and school progress.
Perhaps just as important, these estimates strongly suggest that Project GRAD schools
made progress on the TAAS at the same time that they avoided the apparent erosion in the skills
measured by the SAT-9 that was occurring at comparison schools throughout the district. The
resulting effects are not only statistically significant but also substantively important. The sizes
of these effects range from 0.2 to 0.5 standard deviation. While there is no absolute standard for
program effects, in the context of education reforms aimed at improving test score outcomes,
these are relatively substantial.13 For example, an improvement of 0.5 standard deviation translates into the difference between the 25th and the 43rd percentiles on the SAT-9.
In the context of a reform-rich environment focused on meeting state standards, Project GRAD had substantial positive effects on elementary students’ achievement relative to
12

See, for example, Klein, Hamilton, McCaffrey, and Strecher (2000); Haney (2000).
Impact effect sizes are calculated by dividing the program effect by the standard deviation of the outcome in question. While no absolute standard exists as to what represents a large versus a small effect size,
many researchers nevertheless rely on a rule of thumb that suggests that effect sizes of approximately 0.20
standard deviation or less be considered small, effect sizes of 0.50 be considered moderate, and effect sizes of
0.80 be considered large. A meta-analysis of treatment effectiveness studies by Lipsey (1990) also sheds light
on these issues. This study found that, out of 102 studies –– most of which were from education research –– the
bottom third of the distribution of impacts ranged from about 0 to 0.32, the middle third of impacts ranged
from 0.33 to 0.50, and the top third of impacts ranged from 0.56 to 1.26.
13
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national norms, in two out of three feeder patterns. Though it cannot be known for certain,
these effects may reflect Project GRAD’s emphasis on relatively well-articulated curricular
and instructional reforms at the elementary level that emphasize fundamental academic skills
rather than specific state competencies. In particular, it is possible that –– even in the presence
of a set of reforms focused on the specific content mandated by the state standards –– the
presence of Success for All and MOVE IT™ Math may have encouraged enough of a focus
on core academic skills to support the current levels of achievement on the more general set
of academic skills measured by the SAT-9.

89

Chapter 5

The Effects of Project GRAD on Elementary Student
Achievement in the Early Expansion Sites
As discussed in detail in Chapter 2, Project Graduation Really Achieves Dreams
(GRAD) has expanded into several different districts across the country. This chapter examines
the program’s effects in three early expansion sites: Newark, New Jersey; Columbus, Ohio; and
Atlanta, Georgia.
The overall pattern of effects is somewhat mixed in these three sites. In Newark, Project
GRAD appears, in two years of follow-up, to have reversed a substantial decline in second- and
third-graders’ performance on the Stanford Achievement Test (SAT-9), resulting in positive effects on achievement. In Columbus, where implementation faltered, student achievement scores at
Project GRAD schools seem to have fallen behind the scores at comparison schools –– at least
initially. Finally, in Atlanta (a reform-rich environment like Houston), student achievement on
state-mandated criterion-referenced tests at Project GRAD schools increased substantially in the
several years following implementation — progress that was mirrored by the comparison schools.

Project GRAD Newark
•

Prior to the implementation of Project GRAD Newark, second- and
third-grade test scores were declining substantially both at Project
GRAD schools and at comparison schools throughout the district.

•

In the first two years of follow-up after Project GRAD’s implementation, student achievement at Project GRAD elementary schools improved substantially relative to the pre-program trend. No such improvement occurred at the comparison schools.

•

This difference indicates that Project GRAD Newark had positive effects
on elementary student achievement in the first two years of follow-up.

•

The lack of follow-up data beyond two years of program implementation makes it impossible to identify the program’s longer-term effects.

Implementing the program at seven elementary schools beginning in the 1998-1999
school year, Project GRAD Newark was the first of the initiative’s expansion sites. During the
first year of the program, Communities In Schools (CIS), Consistency Management & Cooperative Discipline℠ (CMCD℠), and the college scholarship offer were put in place. In the second
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year, the Success for All (SFA) reading program began operation.1 Unfortunately, the limited
availability of data makes it impossible to analyze the Newark program’s effects on elementary
student achievement beyond the first two years of implementation.2
Over the six years prior to Project GRAD’s implementation in Newark, average test
scores at what became the Project GRAD schools were declining. For example, average thirdgrade reading scores on the Stanford Achievement Test (SAT)3 at Project GRAD schools declined from approximately 47 normal curve equivalents (NCEs) to 36 NCEs. This is a change
of about 0.56 standard deviation and is equivalent to a drop from the 44th to the 25th national
percentile. In math, average third-grade achievement at Project GRAD schools declined from
53 NCEs to 41 NCEs –– a decline of about 0.54 standard deviation, which is equivalent to
dropping from the 56th to the 34th national percentile. Similar declines in reading and math
achievement took place at the comparison schools in Newark.
These trends must be taken into account when calculating program effects. Therefore,
in Newark, rather than comparing postprogram achievement with the baseline average, followup achievement is compared with the achievement levels that would be predicted by the baseline trend at each school. The average deviation from trend at the Project GRAD schools is then
compared with the average deviation from trend at the comparison schools. As in Houston (see
Chapter 4), the difference in the deviation from the baseline pattern at the program schools versus the comparison schools represents the estimated program effect.4
Figure 5.1 illustrates estimated impacts on second- and third-grade math in the Newark
feeder pattern.5 The graphs indicate that, at the program schools, achievement grew relative to
the baseline trends but that, at the comparison schools, achievement fell below even alreadynegative baseline trends. The net result was substantial estimated program effects in both follow-up years. In particular, as shown in the lower panel of the figure, the estimated program
effects indicate that third-grade math scores were approximately 9.2 NCEs, or 0.44 standard

1

These program components are described in further detail in Chapter 1 of this report.
In particular, second- and third-grade students were no longer tested after the 1999-2000 school year.
Other changes in test administration also make it difficult to develop reliable impact estimates of Project
GRAD’s effects in any elementary grades other than the second and third.
3
Prior to the 1996-1997 school year, the Newark Public Schools administered Version 8 of the Stanford
Achievement Test to elementary students throughout the district. In the spring of 1997, it began administering
Version 9 of the same test.
4
For greater detail, see Bloom (2003) and Snipes (2003).
5
Whereas the bars in the graphs for the other sites represent the deviations from the baseline average, the bars
in this graph represent the deviation from the baseline trend. As in the other sites, the difference between the deviation from trend at the Project GRAD and at the comparison schools represents the estimated program impact.
2
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Figure 5.1
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Figure 5.1 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from Newark Public Schools.
NOTES: The "deviation from the trend" for Year 1 was calculated as the difference between the expected Year 1
achievement and the actual Year 1 achievement. The "deviation from the trend" for Year 2 was calculated as the
difference between the expected Year 2 achievement and the actual Year 2 achievement.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the trend" for Project GRAD
schools and the "deviation from the trend" for the comparison schools.
Estimates are regression-adjusted to account for background characteristics.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and
comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted
to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * =
10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 1 and 7 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.

deviation, higher than they would have been without the program, and this difference is statistically significant. In the second year of the program, third-grade math achievement was approximately 7.4 NCEs, or 0.35 standard deviation, higher than they would have been otherwise.
A similar pattern can be observed for the second grade, in the upper panel of Figure 5.1.
In the first program year, math scores were 7.1 NCEs, or 0.32 standard deviation, above what
they otherwise would have been predicted to be, and this difference is statistically significant. In
the second year, this difference declined slightly and is no longer statistically significant. Interestingly, while not shown in Figure 5.1, the estimates indicate a positive, statistically significant
impact on the percentage of second-graders who scored above the 25th percentile in math in
both the first and the second years of the program.
Figure 5.2 illustrates estimated program effects on second- and third-grade reading in
the Newark feeder pattern. The figure does not suggest positive effects in the second grade. On
the other hand, the estimates indicate that, in the first year of the program, Project GRAD Newark had a positive impact of approximately 7.1 NCEs, or 0.37 standard deviation, on third-grade
reading scores. In the second year of the study, this effect appears to have diminished and is no
longer statistically significant.
These estimates indicate that Project GRAD Newark had a substantial impact on early
elementary achievement in the first two years of the study. These impacts represent meaningful
differences between the math scores achieved at Project GRAD elementary schools and the levels

94

The Project GRAD Evaluation

Figure 5.2

Deviation from Baseline
Trend

Impact Estimates Across All Project GRAD Elementary Schools,
Newark Feeder Pattern, Reading Scores, by Grade
20

Newark: 2nd-Grade SAT-8/9 NCEs

15
10
5

Impact =
4.2

0.9

0
-5

Year 1

Year 2

Year 3

-10

Year 4
Year 5
Follow-Up Years

Baseline Average: Project GRAD Schools = 41.5

Deviation from Baseline
Trend

20
15

Year 6

Year 7

Year 8

Comparison Schools = 38.4

Newark: 3rd-Grade SAT-8/9 NCEs
Impact =
7.0*

4.7

10
5
0
-5
-10

Year 1

Year 2

Year 3

Year 4

Year 5

Follow-Up Years
Baseline Average: Project GRAD Schools = 32.8
Project GRAD Schools

Year 6

Year 7

Year 8

Comparison Schools = 34.5
Comparison Schools
(continued)

95

Figure 5.2 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from Newark Public Schools.
NOTES: The "deviation from the trend" for Year 1 was calculated as the difference between the expected Year 1
achievement and the actual Year 1 achievement. The "deviation from the trend" for Year 2 was calculated as the
difference between the expected Year 2 achievement and the actual Year 2 achievement.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the trend" for Project GRAD
schools and the "deviation from the trend" for the comparison schools.
Estimates are regression-adjusted to account for background characteristics.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and
comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted
to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * =
10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 1 and 7 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.

that would have occurred in the absence of the intervention. For example, in the spring of the
1999-2000 school year, average third-grade math scores across Project GRAD schools reached
45.6 NCEs, or the 48th percentile. In the absence of the intervention, the estimates imply that
third-grade scores would have averaged 36.2 NCEs, or the 28th percentile. So while the math
scores at Project GRAD Newark schools remained below the national average, these estimates
indicate that their position relative to the rest of the nation would have been much lower in the
absence of the program. Translated into effect sizes, the effects on math represent an impact of
0.44 standard deviation. While there is no absolute standard for program effects, in the context of
education reforms aimed at improving test score outcomes, these are relatively substantial.6
These effects, however, diminished over the second year of the study, leaving at least two
important questions. First, one must ask what was driving these program effects. In the first year
of Project GRAD Newark, the program’s curricular components were not yet implemented; the
only components that were in place were classroom management and community involvement
and support. Therefore, to the extent that effects occurred in the first year of the program in Newark, they must have been driven either by these noncurricular components or by some sort of
“halo effect” associated with program implementation. Second, the district discontinued testing in
6

Impact effect sizes are calculated by dividing the program effect by the standard deviation of the outcome
in question. While no absolute standard exists as to what represents a large versus a small effect size, many
researchers nevertheless rely on a rule of thumb that suggests that effect sizes of approximately 0.20 standard
deviation or less be considered small, effect sizes of 0.50 be considered moderate, and effect sizes of 0.80 be
considered large. A meta-analysis of treatment effectiveness studies by Lipsey (1990) also sheds light on these
issues. This study found that, out of 102 studies –– most of which were from education research –– the bottom
third of the distribution of impacts ranged from about 0 to 0.32, the middle third of impacts ranged from 0.33 to
0.50, and the top third of impacts ranged from 0.56 to 1.26.

96

the second and third grades after the second year of the program. As a result, it is impossible to
ascertain whether these effects were sustained beyond the first two years of the program.

Project GRAD Columbus
•

Project GRAD Columbus does not appear to have had a positive effect
on elementary student achievement.

•

As is sometimes the case with new reforms, achievement at Project
GRAD schools declined relative to the comparisons schools in the early
years of the program.

•

In most grades, the negative effects dissipated over the first several years
of the study. In some cases, however, these effects persisted through the
end of the follow-up period.

•

This pattern is consistent with the presence of implementation challenges that are discussed in Chapter 2.

In the 1999-2000 school year, Project GRAD began implementation in a set of seven
elementary schools in Columbus. Figures 5.3 and 5.4 present program effects through the first
four years of implementation. Columbus Public Schools administered the Metropolitan
Achievement Test (MAT) to second-, third-, and fifth-graders and the Ohio Proficiency Test
(OPT) to fourth-graders. The MAT is a nationally norm-referenced test, while the OPT is a criterion-referenced test developed by the State of Ohio.
Figure 5.3 shows that, across several grades and years, average math achievement at
Project GRAD Columbus schools in the follow-up period declined relative to the baseline average. In some years, this decline represented significantly less progress than was observed at the
comparison schools. For example, in the first year of the program, average third-grade MAT
math scores at Project GRAD schools dropped by 1.6 NCEs. At the same time, average MAT
scores at the comparison schools increased by about 3 NCEs, for a net difference of negative 4.6
NCEs. This difference is statistically significant, and it implies that the presence of Project
GRAD suppressed third-grade math scores in the first year of the program. These effects appear
to have dissipated over the next three follow-up years, as the progress at Project GRAD schools
caught up with that at the comparison schools. This is consistent with the type of disruption that
can be associated with new programs. It is also consistent with the implementation findings reported in Chapter 2, which suggest that the conflicts associated with the attempts to implement
Project GRAD Columbus may have been somewhat disruptive.
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Figure 5.3
Impact Estimates Across All Project GRAD Elementary Schools,
Columbus Feeder Pattern, Math Scores, by Grade
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Comparison Schools = 194.1
Comparison Schools
(continued)

Figure 5.3 (continued)
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from Columbus Public Schools.
NOTES: The "deviation from the baseline" for Year 1 was calculated as the difference between the baseline
average and the Year 1 average. The "deviation from the baseline" for Year 2 was calculated as the difference
between the baseline average and the Year 2 average. The "deviation from the baseline" for Year 3 was
calculated as the difference between the baseline average and the Year 3 average.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD
schools and the "deviation from the baseline" for the comparison schools.
Estimates are regression-adjusted using ordinary least squares, controlling for students' background
characteristics and prior achievement.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and
comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted
to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * =
10 percent. Homoscedasticity was assumed when summing degrees of freedom for significance-level calculations.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 6 and 7 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.

Among fifth-graders, the negative effects on math seem to have persisted or even
grown over the first four years of the study. There was little or no difference in the deviation
from the baseline average of fifth-grade math scores in the first year of the program. However,
from the second year on, as fifth-grade math scores improved at the comparison schools,
achievement levels at the Project GRAD schools appear to have stagnated or declined slightly.
Taken together, these two estimates imply a negative effect on fifth-grade math performance
that did not necessarily dissipate over time.
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The estimated effects of Project GRAD Columbus on reading scores are more consistent with the presence of a temporary disruption in progress. Figure 5.4 shows that, in the early
years of the program, the progress in reading achievement at Project GRAD schools was generally weaker than at the comparison schools. In some grades, scores actually declined at both sets
of schools. But whether reading scores were increasing or decreasing, the progress at the comparison schools generally exceeded progress at the Project GRAD schools. Among third-grade
students, these differences in the first two years of implementation are statistically significant,
though they dissipated over the next two years. The negative effects among fourth-grade students –– though never statistically significant –– declined over the follow-up period as well and
even reversed in the third and fourth years of the study. Among fifth-graders, reading effects
were negative throughout the follow-up period, but they are not statistically significant.

Project GRAD Atlanta
•

Project GRAD Atlanta exhibits a pattern like Houston’s, in that average
scores on the state achievement test rose in the three years following
Project GRAD’s implementation.

•

Also as in Houston, however, this progress was matched by increased
achievement at comparison schools in the district.

Project GRAD was implemented in nine elementary schools in Atlanta Public Schools
in the 2000-2001 school year. The implementation discussion in Chapter 2 suggests some
commonalities between Atlanta’s program and Project GRAD Houston. In particular, both sites
achieved relatively full implementation of the model. At the same time, both sites were implemented in the context of relatively “rich” reform environments with a focus on meeting state
standards. The effects on achievement on the state standards tests also share some similarities,
in that while they may reflect progress on the state assessments, they do not generally suggest
systematic differences between the progress at Project GRAD elementary schools and the progress at comparison schools from throughout the same district.
Beginning in the spring of 2000, the Georgia Criterion-Referenced Competency Test
(CRCT) was administered to fourth-graders in Atlanta Public Schools. The test has been administered in each of the three years since Project GRAD Atlanta was implemented.7 Given that not
all elementary schools implemented CMCD℠ in the 1993-1994 school year, this analysis considers 1994-1995 as the first year of Project GRAD. Figures 5.5 and 5.6 present estimated program effects on math and reading. They indicate that, among fourth-graders, average scores on

7

Chapter 3 discusses the implications of having only one available year of baseline achievement data.
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Figure 5.4
Impact Estimates Across All Project GRAD Elementary Schools,
Columbus Feeder Pattern, Reading Scores, by Grade
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Figure 5.4 (continued)
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from Columbus Public Schools.
NOTES: The "deviation from the baseline" for Year 1 was calculated as the difference between the baseline
average and the Year 1 average. The "deviation from the baseline" for Year 2 was calculated as the difference
between the baseline average and the Year 2 average. The "deviation from the baseline" for Year 3 was calculated
as the difference between the baseline average and the Year 3 average.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD
schools and the "deviation from the baseline" for the comparison schools.
Estimates are regression-adjusted using ordinary least squares, controlling for students' background
characteristics and prior achievement.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and
comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted
to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * =
10 percent. Homoscedasticity was assumed when summing degrees of freedom for significance-level calculations.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 6 and 7 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.

the CRCT were clearly rising in the three years following implementation of the program. For
example, average fourth-grade CRCT reading scores at Project GRAD schools improved by
39.4 scale score points, or 0.90 standard deviation, over the first three years of implementation
(Figure 5.6). However, these improvements in state test scores did not exceed the improvements
that occurred at the comparison schools. In the first two years of the program, the progress at the
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Figure 5.5
Impact Estimates Across All Project GRAD Elementary Schools,
Atlanta Feeder Pattern, Fourth-Grade Math Scores
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from Atlanta Public Schools.
NOTES: Sample consists of students who were present during the testing period.
The "deviation from the baseline" for Year 1 was calculated as the difference between the baseline average and
the Year 1 average.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD
schools and the "deviation from the baseline" for the comparison schools.
Estimates are regression-adjusted using ordinary least squares, controlling for for students' background
characteristics and prior achievement.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline between Project GRAD and
comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted
to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * =
10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 3 and 12 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column Figure
reflect averages
across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
5.5 (continued)
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Figure 5.6
Impact Estimates Across All Project GRAD Elementary Schools,
Atlanta Feeder Pattern, Fourth-Grade Reading Scores
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SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from Atlanta Public Schools.
NOTES: Sample consists of students who were present during the testing period.
The "deviation from the baseline" for Year 1 was calculated as the difference between the baseline average and
the Year 1 average.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD
schools and the "deviation from the baseline" for the comparison schools.
Estimates are regression-adjusted using ordinary least squares, controlling for for students' background
characteristics and prior achievement.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline between Project GRAD and
comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted
to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * =
10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 3 and 12 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.

comparison schools was somewhat greater than at the Project GRAD schools, though the differences are not statistically significant. By the third year of the program, the gains relative to
the baseline period at both sets of schools were similar.8
8

The State of Georgia also administers nationally norm-referenced tests to third-grade students in Atlanta
Public Schools on an annual basis. Changes in test administration make the estimated effects on these outcomes difficult to interpret. In particular, the State of Georgia administered the Iowa Test of Basic Skills
(continued)
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Conclusions
Looking across Project GRAD’s first three expansion sites, the overall pattern of effects is
somewhat mixed. In Newark, the first expansion site, Project GRAD’s estimated impacts on second- and third-graders’ achievement on nationally norm-referenced assessments were substantial.
In particular, the program appears to have reversed a substantial decline in achievement that
would have otherwise continued. Though results are available only through the first two years of
implementation in Newark, they are similar to the findings regarding norm-referenced achievement tests in Houston. Together, these findings indicate that, under some circumstances, Project
GRAD’s elementary-level reforms can have a substantial positive effect on student achievement.
In the other two expansion sites –– Columbus and Atlanta –– the analysis did not find
evidence that Project GRAD improved elementary students’ achievement over and above the
changes that occurred in comparison schools from the same districts. In Columbus, where implementation faltered, student achievement scores at Project GRAD schools seem to have fallen
behind the scores at comparison schools. While much of this decline appears to have faded after
the first few years, some of these negative effects persisted into the fourth year of implementation. As Chapter 2 discusses, program implementation in Columbus was characterized by the
presence of conflict, uneven efforts, and several attempts to restart the process. The pattern of
impacts in Columbus is consistent with the hypothesis that these experiences may have resulted
in a temporary disruption to the school routine that, for a time, undermined progress. The question going forward is whether or not these patterns reverse themselves if and when some measure of stable, thorough implementation is achieved.
In Atlanta –– a reform-rich environment like Houston –– student achievement on statemandated criterion-referenced tests at Project GRAD schools increased substantially in the several years following implementation. However, as in Houston, the progress at the program
schools was mirrored by substantial progress at the comparison schools. This is consistent with
the implementation finding that, in Atlanta (as well as in Houston), there were meaningful reforms driven by the central offices as well as myriad comprehensive school reforms in place at
comparison schools throughout the district.
There are several potential explanations for this pattern. First, it is possible that both Project GRAD and the reforms that were in place at the comparison schools were effective at raising
student achievement. To the extent that other reform efforts in the district did not affect the Project
(ITBS) through the fall of 2001. In 2001, the first year of Project GRAD Atlanta, the third-grade test was
changed to the SAT-9. In the third year of the program, 2003, the test was changed back to the ITBS. Moreover, due to a scoring error by the test publisher, third-grade test score data for 2002 — the second year of the
program — are unavailable. Given the difficulty of distinguishing program effects in the context of the additional “noise” created by these changes, these estimates are not included in this report’s analysis.
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GRAD schools and that test scores improved at both groups of schools, one can argue that both
sets of reforms were “effective.” However, based on the evidence presented here, one cannot say
whether Project GRAD actually drove the improvement at these schools or whether the improvements would have occurred without the presence of the program. In other words, it is possible that
the reforms, including districtwide effects that drove improvement at the comparison schools, also
affected achievement at the Project GRAD schools and that the program did not generate any additional progress over and above these reforms. It is also possible that — in the absence of Project
GRAD — the district would have implemented the set of reforms that were generally present at
comparison schools throughout the district. The estimated effects suggest that, even in the absence
of Project GRAD, program schools in Atlanta would likely have experienced gains on the state
tests that would have been similar to the gains that were actually observed.
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Chapter 6

Conclusions and Implications
Though the ultimate, perhaps even fundamental, goal of Project Graduation Really
Achieves Dreams (GRAD) is helping poor and minority children graduate from high school and
succeed in college, the effectiveness of its feeder-pattern reform strategy depends in part on its
ability to improve elementary student achievement. Project GRAD’s early experiences in Houston — as well as other available research on the subject — suggest that improvement in students’ basic academic skills is a prerequisite to improving their high school outcomes and preparing them for college. Because students’ deficits in basic skills begin early in their education,
so must the interventions that are designed to address them. For this reason, though Project
GRAD is focused on high school graduation and college success, the vast majority of its instructional improvement efforts are targeted toward elementary schools. Consequently, understanding whether or not Project GRAD improves elementary student achievement is a key step
in assessing the initiative’s effectiveness.1
To address this question, this report focuses on implementation and program effects of
Project GRAD’s elementary school reforms in its flagship site in Houston, Texas, and in three
early expansion sites across the country: Newark, New Jersey; Columbus, Ohio; and Atlanta,
Georgia. Several important findings emerge from this study.
•

The ambitiousness of the Project GRAD model and the desire of its developers to scale up the initiative influenced the evolution of the model
and the Project GRAD organization in several important ways.

Unlike almost all other comprehensive school reform models, Project GRAD attempts
to simultaneously address students’ needs at the elementary, middle, and high school levels.
While Project GRAD does not operate as a district-level reform, it pushes beyond reforms that
are focused on a single school by working in “feeder patterns” of elementary and middle
schools that send students to particular high schools. Though Project GRAD began as a college
scholarship program for high school students, the program developers’ desire to affect the skills
that students bring with them to high school resulted in the expansion to the entire feeder system
and the development of additional program components, including those designed to improve
students’ achievement in the elementary grades.

1

A companion report from MDRC directly addresses the effects of Project GRAD on high school outcomes. See Snipes, Holton, Doolittle, and Sztejnberg (2006).
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The scope of this effort –– combined with the program developers’ desire to expand
what they believed was an effective model to new sites –– required the creation of a national
organization (Project GRAD USA) that developed its own technical assistance capacity,
worked with other stakeholders to create local Project GRAD organizations, and learned how to
work together with these local organizations to support the interventions in the expansion sites.
However, even prior to the creation of Project GRAD USA, the efforts to expand into additional
feeder patterns in the original site and simultaneously to reach new sites stretched the capacity
of each program component’s developers to support their reforms.
•

In general, Project GRAD was able to operate in varying local contexts
that had differing trends in achievement, local capacity, existing reforms, and staffing rules. Across the sites, however, the success with
which the components were implemented varied in important ways,
with Houston and Atlanta achieving the strongest implementation.

Some of the Project GRAD sites had strong existing district-level supports for improving instruction, while others were just beginning these efforts. In Atlanta and Houston, Project
GRAD was implemented in a context of districtwide instructional reform and rising student
achievement. In other sites, though districts attempted to mount reform efforts, they had not yet
made substantial changes in the core of instructional activities and supports, and test scores
were flat or declining. In Newark, for example, though there were several reform efforts affecting the district (including a great deal of pressure resulting from a recent state takeover), there
was not yet a comprehensive approach to improving reading and math instruction, particularly
at the elementary level.
The sites also had varying success in fully implementing the program’s components.
Though there were challenges and exceptions, Project GRAD was able to achieve complete implementation of the elementary school components in most schools in Houston and Atlanta. On
the other hand, in Columbus, implementation appeared to proceed in “fits and starts,” experiencing both resistance and limitations in the capacity of the local stakeholders. In Newark,
strong support by funders helped the site overcome strained local administrative capacity, and,
in the early phases of implementation, Project GRAD Newark met important milestones and put
in place some of the model’s key components.
This experience –– coupled with Project GRAD’s multiple-component design and implementation strategy (whereby components were phased in gradually over several years, and in a
different order at each site) –– means that the evaluation is unable to disentangle the contributions
of individual components. As a result, the report’s observations about the efficacy of Project
GRAD address the model as a composite set of reform strategies that are evolving over time.
Regarding the initiative’s effects on student achievement, an important story emerges
from the study’s findings: Project GRAD has the potential to help participating schools avoid
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some of the “downsides” of focusing on specific academic competencies as measured by state
tests used in accountability systems. Though data limitations prevent a full examination of this
theme, the Project GRAD schools with reasonably good implementation appear to have achieved
similar improvements on state tests as other, similar local schools while avoiding declines in
scores on national tests that measure broader academic skills not linked to specific curricula.
•

Across the sites, achievement on state standards tests improved at many
Project GRAD schools, especially when the program was reasonably well
implemented. Where this occurred, student achievement tended to improve by similar amounts at comparison schools from the same districts.

•

In two of the Project GRAD districts, performance on national normreferenced tests at the comparison schools appeared to fall in the years following program implementation. Project GRAD often prevented or lessened this deterioration in performance relative to national norms, resulting
in substantial improvements in student achievement over and above the
changes that would have occurred in the absence of the program.

Implementing Project GRAD takes resources, administrative effort, and organizational
development, and there are typically other substantial reforms in the Project GRAD districts.
This suggests that the fundamental evaluation question involves differential effects: whether or
not Project GRAD’s considerable efforts at reform result in improvement in student achievement over and above what would have been observed without the program.
This report’s impact estimates suggest that the answer to this question is complicated
and depends in part on the specific achievement outcomes examined. In Atlanta and Houston,
the districts were mounting reforms that focused on and actually produced progress toward
state-mandated performance criteria. In such a setting, Project GRAD did not appear to generate
systematic improvements on state assessments that were greater than those that occurred at the
comparison schools, which are the best proxy for what would have happened without the presence of the program. On the other hand, in both Houston and Newark, performance on nationally norm-referenced tests was declining in schools like those that implemented Project GRAD.
In these sites, the Project GRAD schools either reversed the declines or avoided them.
The net result was performance levels that were substantially higher relative to national
norms than would have been the case without the program. Nationally norm-referenced tests are
not linked as closely to state accountability mechanisms, and scores on them are typically seen as
more difficult to improve than scores on state assessments. Moreover, several researchers have
questioned whether improvements in state measures –– absent progress on norm-referenced tests
–– represent genuine improvement in students’ academic skills.2 Thus, in Houston and Newark,
2

Koretz (2002); Klein, Hamilton, McCaffrey, and Strecher (2000); Haney (2000).
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there is evidence that Project GRAD substantially improved overall measures of elementary student achievement relative to the levels that would have occurred without the program.3
Finally, in Columbus, where implementation of Project GRAD faltered, the presence of
the program seemed to disrupt progress in student achievement on both local and national assessments. While some of these effects were temporary, not all of them dissipated over time.
•

The study’s finding are based on a small number of feeder patterns in
districts that were largely at an early stage of program implementation,
so it is important to be cautious about the implications of these findings
for the future work of Project GRAD.

Though the analysis in this report includes many schools, the evaluation represents the
experience of only four district sites and six feeder patterns. The expansion sites were the first of
the new districts added to the Project GRAD network. Important revisions in the current implementation process — many growing out of this early experience — are not captured in this
evaluation. In addition, with the exception of Project GRAD Houston, this evaluation focuses on a
relatively early period in the life cycle of these programs. Many argue that it takes at least five
years for effective educational reforms to take hold and show results, which highlights the potential that results in Columbus and Atlanta might improve in the future.4 Finally, though there are
positive results in Newark, the district’s change in tests does not provide enough follow-up data to
know whether or not these effects will persist over time. Thus, there is simply not sufficient evidence to assume that implementation of the evolving Project GRAD model in different sites and
different circumstances will necessarily follow the same patterns as those shown here.
•

These findings suggest that site selection may be an important element
in Project GRAD’s future success in elementary settings. The most
promising settings are districts that have a clear need for added instructional improvement efforts and where there is likely to be strong local
support for implementation.

The manner in which the reform context, program implementation, and program effects
vary across districts may have implications for how one interprets the results in this report. In
some districts — even in low-performing districts serving large proportions of economically
disadvantaged students — ongoing reforms may be producing rising achievement scores, even
though achievement levels may still be lower than desired. This is particularly likely to be the
case for performance on state-mandated standards-based assessments. In these settings, Project
GRAD may not fill a gap in the efforts already in place to improve elementary instruction in
ways that help meet these standards, and the initiative may possibly compete for attention and
3
4

In Atlanta, the frequent changes in testing using national tests prevents a similar analysis.
Bloom (2001); Borman (2002).
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support. Even in these contexts, however, Project GRAD may improve (or at least prevent the
erosion of) student performance on the more general skills that are not necessarily measured by
state standards tests.
In other districts, existing reform efforts may not yet be providing adequate support to
improve elementary-level instruction, and Project GRAD’s programmatic and structural elements
may meet an important need. In other words, Project GRAD may have the greatest potential to
improve elementary student achievement in districts where there is limited support for basic elementary reading and math curricula and where elementary student achievement has been flat or
declining. This would not mean focusing only on districts with low achievement and high levels
of disadvantaged and minority students (for example, Atlanta and Houston); rather, it would imply
focusing on districts where Project GRAD’s emphasis on elementary-level instruction in reading
and math and on classroom management and social service supports would represent a difference
or added value over and above the district- and school-level reforms that are already in place. Project GRAD’s core instructional components are not tailored to meet the specific standards in each
district, and its track record suggests stronger effects on norm-referenced achievement tests than
on state standards tests. Therefore, evaluating the appropriateness of Project GRAD for particular
sites probably involves making some judgments about the relative importance of progress on the
specific state standards tests in place in each district.
Project GRAD is in place in a variety of school districts across the country, including
some where the reform field is not especially crowded. In these sites, if there is still substantial
room for improvement in the implementation of Project GRAD, the findings here suggest that
there may be significant payoffs to additional investments in achieving full implementation. In
other words, if Project GRAD can improve implementation in sites where other effective reforms
do not exist, the program may have the potential to improve outcomes on student achievement.
To the extent that Project GRAD USA seeks to work in districts that already have substantial and apparently effective reforms in place, the organization could examine the similarities and differences between the content of its reforms and other existing reform approaches to
discover whether the model could be supplemented or changed to be more effective. In particular, it might be possible to build on and extend existing reforms, rather than substituting one
reform for another. Clearly, though state test scores are improving in such districts as Atlanta
and Houston, there is further still to go. Districts like these still need assistance in improving the
dimensions of student achievement beyond what is measured by state standards tests, as well as
help in raising student achievement to the levels needed to succeed in high school and beyond.
Finally, to the extent that there are limitations on what can be accomplished in the short run in
terms of elementary-level achievement, Project GRAD may want to consider increasing the instructional support components at the middle and high school levels of the model, to address the
skill deficits that hamper progress in secondary schools in most urban school districts.
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Appendix A

Impact Effect Sizes

Appendix Table A.1 reports estimates of baseline achievement levels, deviations from
the baseline average, and program effects on math performance, as measured by both the Texas
Learning Index (TLI) score1 and the pass rate, among third-graders in the Jefferson Davis High
School feeder pattern in Houston. Appendix Table A.2 presents a similar analysis for reading
achievement.
•

Section I of the tables shows the average outcomes and the differences between baseline performance and average performance in each year, that is,
the deviation from baseline, for the Project Graduation Really Achieves
Dreams (GRAD) feeder pattern and for its comparison schools during the
first four years of program implementation.

•

Section II of the tables compares the differences between the deviations from
baseline attendance at Project GRAD schools and at the comparison schools.
This difference represents the estimated “impact” of the program on student
attendance.

•

Section III of the tables shows the impact effect size, which is a standardized
measure that is calculated by dividing the impact by the standard deviation
for the baseline years.

In general, over the course of the follow-up period, test scores went up relative to the
baseline levels. While there are some positive and negative differences for particular grades and
years, the differences do not generally suggest a pattern of sustained positive effects. As an example, in the first year of the program, math TLI scores among third-graders at Project GRAD
schools appear to have improved, moving from an average 60.1 points at baseline to 65.3 points
in Year 1 of the program, an improvement of 5.2 points. At the same time, the average TLI
score at the comparison schools fell from 63.1 at baseline to 62.7 points in Year 1, a difference
of –0.4 point. This suggests a statistically significant impact of 5.6 points. In other words, the
estimates indicate that, during the first year of implementation, Project GRAD had a positive
effect of nearly 6 points on the TLI scores in the Davis feeder pattern.

1

The TLI is a continuous score that describes a student’s performance on both the mathematics and the
reading tests of the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS). The raw score on the TAAS is simply the
number answered correctly on the test, and since this raw score can be interpreted only in relation to the number of items on the test, the score is limited in use. The TLI makes it possible to relate student performance to a
passing standard and to compare student performance from year to year. In each year, the raw scores are standardized into TLI scores relative to the state’s passing standard of 70. For TLI frequency distributions for each
grade and subject, see Texas Education Center (2005).
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For each feeder pattern in the evaluation of Project GRAD, Appendix Table A.3 presents achievement impact estimates, translated into an “effect size” metric. In particular, the table compares the average difference in the deviation from baseline at the Project GRAD schools
with the deviation from baseline at the comparison schools, divided by the standard deviation of
the outcome in question. The estimated program effect is divided by the standard deviation of
the outcome in question across the entire analysis sample for each district during the baseline
period, that is, during the years immediately preceding the implementation of Project GRAD.2

2

For analyses of Project GRAD in Houston, where there were three separate feeder patterns, the standard
deviation is calculated across the 1993-1994 through 1995-1996 school years.
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Appendix Table A.1
Interrupted Time Series and Impact Estimates for Selected Third-Grade Math Test Score Outcomes,
Nine-Year Follow-Up Results, Davis Feeder Pattern

Outcome
Math total
TLI score
Deviation from baseline average
Pass rate
Deviation from baseline average

I. Outcome Levels Compared with Baseline Year and Follow-Up Years
Project GRAD Schools
Comparison Schools
Baseline Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4
Baseline Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4
60.1 65.3
5.2
65.1 55.4
-9.7

68.5
8.4
59.6
-5.5

70.5
10.4
54.2
-10.9

70.9
10.8
68.4
3.3
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II. Impact of Project GRAD Schools Compared with
Impact of Comparison Schools
Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4
Math total
TLI score
Deviation from baseline average
Pass rate
Deviation from baseline average

5.6 *
10.4

63.1 62.7
-0.4
63.6 43.5
-20.1

67.4
4.3
54.8
-8.8

72.5 71.3
9.4 8.1
65.0 60.8
1.4 -2.8

III. Impact Effect Size a
Year 1

Year 2 Year 3

Year 4

4.1

1.1

2.7

0.3 *

0.2

0.1

0.2

3.3

-12.3

6.1

0.2

0.1

-0.3

0.1

(continued)

Appendix Table A.1 (continued)

Outcome
Math total
TLI score
Deviation from baseline average
Pass rate
Deviation from baseline average

Baseline

I. Outcome Levels Compared with Baseline Year and Follow-Up Years
Project GRAD Schools
Comparison Schools
Year 9
Year 5 Year 6 Year 7
Year 8
Baseline Year 5 Year 6 Year 7 Year 8

60.1 67.1
7.0
65.1 54.6
-10.5

72.9
12.8
66.0
0.9

74.7
14.6
64.9
-0.2

82.4
22.3
91.6
26.5

91.1
25.4

II. Impact of Project GRAD Schools Compared with
Impact of Comparison Schools
Year 5 Year 6 Year 7
Year 8
Year 9
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Math total
TLI score
Deviation from baseline average
Pass rate
Deviation from baseline average

-0.3

2.9

2.7

-8.0

0.8

-5.3

8.7 ***
17.1 *

15.9

63.1 70.5
7.4
63.6 61.2
-2.4

73.0
9.9
63.7
0.1

75.0 76.7
11.9 13.6
68.8 73.0
5.2 9.4

Year 9

72.1
9.5

III. Impact Effect Size a
Year 5 Year 6 Year 7

0.0

0.2

0.2

-0.2

0.0

-0.1

Year 8

Year 9

0.5 ***
0.4 *

0.3

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School District.
NOTES: The "deviation from the baseline" for Year 1 was calculated as the difference between the baseline average and the Year 1 average.
The TLI score is not available in Year 9 because the state test changed from the TAAS, which was issued in the prior years, to the TAKS in 2003.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for the Project GRAD schools and the "deviation from baseline" for
the comparison schools.
Estimates are regression-adjusted using ordinary least squares, controlling for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical
significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** =
5 percent; * = 10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 3 and 8 comparison schools. Results in the Comparison Schools columns reflect
averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
a
The "impact effect size" was calculated by dividing the "impact" by the standard deviation from school years 1998-2000 of outcomes for all 3rd-grade
students in the district's nonselective comprehensive elementary schools.
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Appendix Table A.2
Interrupted Time Series and Impact Estimates for Selected Third-Grade Reading Test Score Outcomes,
Nine-Year Follow-Up Results, Davis Feeder Pattern

Outcome
Reading total
TLI score
Deviation from baseline average
Pass rate
Deviation from baseline average

I. Outcome Levels Compared with Baseline Year and Follow-Up Years
Project GRAD Schools
Comparison Schools
Baseline Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4
Baseline Year 1 Year 2 Year 3
70.2 72.7
2.5
68.5 67.4
-1.1

67.6
-2.6
54.7
-13.8

69.4
-0.9
56.2
-12.3

74.0
3.8
71.3
2.8

118

II. Impact of Project GRAD Schools Compared with
Impact of Comparison Schools
Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4
Reading total
TLI score
Deviation from baseline average
Pass rate
Deviation from baseline average

3.9

-0.7

4.7

-9.7

-3.6
-14.3 **

70.7
64.0

69.3
-1.4
58.2
-5.8

68.8
-1.9
59.9
-4.0

Year 4

73.5
2.8
66.0
2.0

75.5
4.8
72.5
8.5

III. Impact Effect Sizes
Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

-1.0

0.2

0.0

-5.7

0.1

-0.2

a

Year 4

-0.2

-0.1

-0.3 **

-0.1

(continued)

Appendix Table A.2 (continued)

Outcomes
Reading total
TLI score
Deviation from baseline average
Pass rate
Deviation from baseline average

I. Outcome Levels Compared with Baseline Year and Follow-Up Years
Project GRAD Schools
Comparison Schools
Baseline Year 5 Year 6 Year 7 Year 8
Year 9
Baseline Year 5 Year 6 Year 7
Year 8
70.2 75.2
5.0
68.5 70.9
2.4

77.6
7.4
80.4
11.9

77.4
7.2
76.1
7.6

84.2
14.0
92.7
24.2

70.7
48.5
-19.8

II. Impact of Project GRAD Schools Compared with
Impact of Comparison Schools
Year 5 Year 6 Year 7 Year 8
Year 9
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Reading total
TLI score
Deviation from baseline average
Pass rate
Deviation from baseline average

0.0
-1.3
0.0
-7.9

0.0
-0.4
0.0
-3.4

0.0
-0.3
0.0
-3.7

0.0
5.5 **
0.0
9.4

64.0

77.0
6.4
74.3
10.3

78.5
7.8
79.2
15.3

78.2
7.5
75.3
11.3

79.1
8.4
78.8
14.8

III. Impact Effect Sizes
Year 5 Year 6

Year 7

Year 9

47.3
-15.7

a

Year 8

Year 9

0.0
0.0
-4.1

-0.1

0.0

0.0

-0.2

-0.1

-0.1

0.3 **
0.2

-0.1
(continued)

Appendix Table A.2 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School District.
NOTES: The "deviation from the baseline" for Year 1 was calculated as the difference between the baseline average and the Year 1 average.
The TLI score is not available in Year 9 because the state test changed from the TAAS, which was issued in the prior years, to the TAKS in 2003.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for the Project GRAD schools and the "deviation from baseline" for
the comparison schools.
Estimates are regression-adjusted using ordinary least squares, controlling for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical
significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; **
= 5 percent; * = 10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 3 and 8 comparison schools. Results in the Comparison Schools columns
reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
a
The "impact effect size" was calculated by dividing the "impact" by the standard deviation from school years 1998-2000 of outcomes for all 3rd-grade
students in the district's nonselective comprehensive elementary schools.
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Appendix Table A.3
ITSa Impact Effect Sizes,
Follow-Up Results, by Feeder Pattern
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Feeder Pattern

Year 1

Year 2

Year 3

Year 4

Year 5

Year 6

Year 7

Year 8

Houston, Davis
Math
3rd-grade TAAS
4th-grade TAAS
5th-grade TAAS

0.34 *
-0.24
-0.28 ***

0.25
-0.39 ***
-0.12

0.06
-0.10
0.13

0.16
0.09
0.19

-0.02
-0.28 *
-0.29 ***

0.17
0.00
-0.04

0.16
-0.07
0.06

0.53 ***
-0.10
-0.04

Reading
3rd-grade TAAS
4th-grade TAAS
5th-grade TAAS

0.24
-0.31 *
-0.08

-0.04
-0.36 **
0.08

-0.22
-0.03
0.22 *

-0.06
0.06
0.41 ***

-0.08
-0.22
-0.23 *

-0.02
0.00
0.07

-0.02
-0.14
0.20 *

0.34 **
-0.08
0.14

Houston, Yates
Math
3rd-grade TAAS
4th-grade TAAS
5th-grade TAAS

0.01
-0.11
0.02

0.19
0.07
0.07

0.06
-0.15
-0.03

0.06
-0.21 *
0.00

0.01
0.00
0.02

-0.13
-0.09
-0.07

Reading
3rd-grade TAAS
4th-grade TAAS
5th-grade TAAS

-0.06
-0.29 ***
0.04

0.18 *
0.09
0.10

0.08
-0.30 ***
-0.10

-0.01
-0.24 **
-0.03

0.09
-0.09
0.01

-0.03
-0.17
-0.09

Houston, Wheatley
Math
3rd-grade TAAS
4th-grade TAAS
5th-grade TAAS

0.10
0.20 **
0.17 **

0.18 *
0.06
0.11

Reading
3rd-grade TAAS
4th-grade TAAS
5th-grade TAAS

-0.04
0.08
0.08

0.04
0.03
0.11

0.06
0.08
0.10
0.00
-0.01
0.15 *
(continued)

Appendix Table A.3 (continued)
Feeder Pattern
Newark
Math
b
2nd-grade SAT
3rd-grade SAT
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Year 1

Year 2

Year 3

Year 4

0.32 *
0.44 **

0.29
0.35 *

Reading
2nd-grade SAT
3rd-grade SAT

0.22
0.37 *

0.05
0.24

Columbus
Math
2nd-grade MAT
3rd-grade MAT
4th-grade OPT
5th-grade MAT

-0.17
-0.21 *
-0.26
-0.02

-0.16
-0.04
-0.35 *
-0.14 *

-0.20
-0.07
-0.32
-0.22 **

-0.01
0.00
-0.07
-0.19 **

Reading
2nd-grade MAT
3rd-grade MAT
4th-grade OPT
5th-grade MAT

-0.09
-0.23 **
-0.12
0.01

-0.18
-0.21 *
-0.13
-0.10

-0.13
-0.09
0.06
-0.07

-0.09
-0.08
0.12
-0.11

Atlanta
Math
4th-grade CRCT

-0.13

-0.19

-0.01

Reading
4th-grade CRCT

-0.13

-0.19

-0.01

Year 5

Year 6

Year 7

Year 8

(continued)

Appendix Table A.3 (continued)
SOURCES: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School District, Newark Public Schools,
Columbus Public Schools, and Atlanta Public Schools.
NOTES: Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS); Stanford Achievement Test, versions 8 and 9 (SAT); Metropolitan Achievement Test
(MAT); Ohio Proficiency Test (OPT); Criterion-Referenced Competency Test (CRCT).
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and comparison schools. Standard errors and
statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated
as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * = 10 percent.
a
Impact estimates generated by comparative interrupted time series (ITS) analysis is described in detail in Chapter 3.
b
In 1999, the test administered changed from the SAT-8 to the SAT-9.
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Appendix B

Selecting Comparison Schools

Comparison schools are included in the evaluation of Project Graduation Really
Achieves Dreams (GRAD) in order to build on the information already provided in the baseline
patterns at Project GRAD schools. Combined with the information regarding student achievement at baseline, information from the comparison schools provides an estimate of the outcomes that would have been observed at the program schools in the absence of an intervention.
Specifically, the comparison schools refine the estimates of how student achievement outcomes
in the program schools would have changed in the absence of Project GRAD. For example, if
student achievement grows dramatically at schools that are similar to the Project GRAD schools
in terms of students’ demographic characteristics and prior achievement, then — if appropriate
comparison schools have been selected — it may be reasonable to conclude that Project GRAD
schools would have experienced a similar amount of progress even in the absence of the program. On the other hand, if outcomes at a set of comparison schools decline after the baseline
period, the most reasonable conclusion may be that test scores at the Project GRAD schools
would have declined absent the intervention of the program.
If the comparison schools are to serve this purpose, they must be as similar as possible
to the program schools in the analysis. Therefore, the goal in choosing comparison schools is to
find a set of schools that, absent any intervention, would be expected to perform in a manner
similar to that of the Project GRAD schools. Both logic and evidence suggest that the most accurate predictor of future performance on any given outcome is past performance on that same
outcome. Inasmuch as the elementary-level analysis focuses primarily on the effects of Project
GRAD on student achievement, prior academic achievement at the schools in question was the
primary basis on which comparison schools were chosen.
In order to ensure “face validity” as well as to guard against the possibility that schools
serving different populations of students could evolve differently in response to the same local
events, the analysis also limits comparison schools to those that served demographically similar
student bodies. In particular, for each Project GRAD school, the selected set of comparison
schools from the same school district met the following criteria:
•

Average achievement in reading and math during the baseline period (typically the three years prior to Project GRAD’s implementation) were each
within 0.25 standard deviation of average achievement at the Project GRAD
school.

•

The percentages of students in key racial/ethnic groups were within 20 percentage points of the percentage of levels for modal racial/ethnic groups at
the Project GRAD school.
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In the case of Project GRAD Newark, because there was a negative trend in achievement
in the several years prior to program implementation, comparison schools were limited to those
that had baseline trends that were in the same direction as the Project GRAD school in question.
Appendix Tables B.1 through B.6 present the characteristics of Project GRAD and
comparison schools during the baseline period for each feeder pattern in the analysis. These tables show that, during the years immediately preceding the implementation of Project GRAD,
the comparison schools chosen for the analysis served similar populations of students and exhibited similar levels of achievement. The tables also show that, in general, the Project GRAD
schools and their comparison counterparts served higher proportions of poor and minority students than the other elementary schools in their districts.
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Appendix Table B.1
Characteristics of Davis Feeder Pattern Elementary Schools,
1991-1992 Through 1993-1994
Project GRAD
Schools

Comparison
Schools

All Project GRAD and
Comparison Schools
in the District

Average school size
1st grade
2nd grade
3rd grade
4th grade
5th grade
Total

108
94
90
85
87
463

134
119
116
116
111
596

127
112
109
107
105
560

Race/ethnicity (%)
Black
White
Hispanic
Asian
Other

9.5
1.9
88.4
0.2
0.0

12.5
5.3
80.4
1.7
0.0

11.7
4.4
82.6
1.3
0.0

Gender (%)
Male
Female

52.2
47.8

51.8
48.2

51.9
48.1

Classified as English speaker of other
language (ESOL) (%)

78.2

79.7

79.3

6.7

6.2

6.3

98.7

98.1

98.3

Overage for gradea (%)

40.4

35.2

36.6

Attendance rateb (%)

89.8

88.0

88.5

70.6
60.6

70.1
58.9

70.3
59.4

60.2
32.0

62.2
39.4

61.7
37.4

Characteristic

Classified for special education (%)
Eligible for free or reduced-price lunch (%)
Characteristics of 3rd-grade students

TAAS test scores
Reading total
Texas Learning Index (TLI) score
Pass rate
Math total
Texas Learning Index (TLI) score
Pass rate

(continued)
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Appendix Table B.1 (continued)
Project GRAD
Schools

Comparison
Schools

All Project GRAD and
Comparison Schools
in the District

Overage for gradea (%)

50.0

43.4

45.2

Attendance rateb (%)

90.2

89.2

89.5

74.8
44.2

77.0
36.9

76.2
38.9

73.1
53.7

75.5
47.8

74.7
49.4

72.0
59.9

71.6
59.4

71.7
59.5

66.0
49.3

65.0
44.8

65.3
46.0

6

16

22

Characteristic
Characteristics of 5th-grade students

TAAS pretest scores
Reading total
Texas Learning Index (TLI) score
Pass rate
Math total
Texas Learning Index (TLI) score
Pass rate
TAAS test scores
Reading total
Texas Learning Index (TLI) score
Pass rate
Math total
Texas Learning Index (TLI) score
Pass rate
Total number of schools

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent
School District.
NOTES: All values are for the pre-Project GRAD school years 1997-1998 to 1999-2000.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 3 and 8 comparison
schools. Results in the Comparison Schools columns reflect averages across these groups of non-Project
GRAD schools.
a
A student is defined as overage for grade if he or she turns 9 before the start of the 3rd grade or 11
before the start of the 5th grade.
b
Attendance rate is calculated by dividing the number of days present by 180.
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Appendix Table B.2
Characteristics of Yates Feeder Pattern Elementary Schools,
1993-1994 Through 1995-1996
Project GRAD
Schools

Comparison
Schools

All Project GRAD and
Comparison Schools
in the District

Average school size
1st grade
2nd grade
3rd grade
4th grade
5th grade
Total

90
86
83
76
73
408

117
105
101
94
92
509

110
100
96
90
87
483

Race/ethnicity (%)
Black
White
Hispanic
Asian
Other

85.7
1.8
11.7
0.8
0.0

80.1
2.2
16.1
1.6
0.1

81.6
2.1
14.9
1.4
0.1

Gender (%)
Male
Female

51.3
48.7

51.6
48.4

51.5
48.5

Classified as English speaker of other
language (ESOL) (%)

55.0

57.0

56.5

Classified for special education (%)

12.9

11.5

11.9

Eligible for free or reduced-price lunch (%)

94.3

93.5

93.7

Overage for gradea (%)

28.2

27.6

27.8

Attendance rateb (%)

90.4

88.2

88.7

72.0
64.5

73.0
67.0

72.8
66.4

66.1
51.3

67.4
55.5

67.1
54.4

Characteristic

Characteristics of 3rd-grade students

TAAS test scores
Reading total
Texas Learning Index (TLI) score
Pass rate
Math total
Texas Learning Index (TLI) score
Pass rate

(continued)
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Appendix Table B.2 (continued)
Project GRAD
Schools

Comparison
Schools

All Project GRAD and
Comparison Schools
in the District

Overage for gradea (%)

38.8

37.0

37.5

Attendance rateb (%)

91.3

89.3

89.8

73.6
55.7

72.3
51.8

72.6
52.8

64.8
45.2

64.5
42.2

64.6
43.0

73.9
65.2

73.6
64.7

73.7
64.9

67.1
51.2

67.3
51.1

67.2
51.1

11

31

42

Characteristic
Characteristics of 5th-grade students

TAAS pretest scores
Reading total
Texas Learning Index (TLI) score
Pass rate
Math total
Texas Learning Index (TLI) score
Pass rate
TAAS test scores
Reading total
Texas Learning Index (TLI) score
Pass rate
Math total
Texas Learning Index (TLI) score
Pass rate
Total number of schools

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent
School District.
NOTES: All values are for the pre-Project GRAD school years 1997-1998 to 1999-2000.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 4 and 15 comparison
schools. Results in the Comparisons Schools columns reflect averages across these groups of nonProject GRAD schools.
a
A student is defined as overage for grade if he or she turns 9 before the start of the 3rd grade or 11
before the start of the 5th grade.
b
Attendance rate is calculated by dividing the number of days present by 180.
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Appendix Table B.3
Characteristics of Wheatley Feeder Pattern Elementary Schools,
1996-1997 Through 1998-1999
Project GRAD
Schools

Comparison
Schools

All Project GRAD and
Comparison Schools
in the District

Average school size
1st grade
2nd grade
3rd grade
4th grade
5th grade
Total

85
78
72
69
64
369

131
120
112
109
104
576

125
115
107
104
99
550

Race/ethnicity (%)
Black
White
Hispanic
Asian
Other

45.0
1.3
53.1
0.5
0.1

40.5
6.3
51.0
2.1
0.1

41.1
5.7
51.3
1.9
0.1

Gender (%)
Male
Female

51.7
48.3

51.0
49.0

51.1
48.9

Classified as English speaker of other
language (ESOL) (%)

58.0

60.3

60.1

Classified for special education (%)

11.3

10.4

10.5

Eligible for free or reduced-price lunch (%)

93.4

85.0

86.1

Overage for gradea (%)

27.8

21.3

22.1

Attendance rateb (%)

87.5

85.8

86.0

77.2
74.7

78.3
77.2

78.2
76.9

72.3
65.9

73.4
70.5

73.2
70.0

Characteristic

Characteristics of 3rd-grade students

TAAS test scores
Reading total
Texas Learning Index (TLI) score
Pass rate
Math total
Texas Learning Index (TLI) score
Pass rate

(continued)
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Appendix Table B.3 (continued)
Project GRAD
Schools

Comparison
Schools

All Project GRAD and
Comparison Schools
in the District

Overage for gradea (%)

34.4

28.3

29.0

Attendance rateb (%)

88.1

86.5

86.7

81.1
80.4

79.3
76.5

79.5
77.0

77.4
78.3

75.9
73.5

76.1
74.1

79.8
75.5

81.0
77.0

80.9
76.8

77.5
76.4

78.5
78.9

78.3
78.6

12

85

97

Characteristic
Characteristics of 5th-grade students

TAAS pretest scores
Reading total
Texas Learning Index (TLI) score
Pass rate
Math total
Texas Learning Index (TLI) score
Pass rate
TAAS test scores
Reading total
Texas Learning Index (TLI) score
Pass rate
Math total
Texas Learning Index (TLI) score
Pass rate
Total number of schools

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent
School District.
NOTES: All values are for the pre-Project GRAD school years 1997-1998 to 1999-2000.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 2 and 19 comparison
schools. Results in the Comparison Schools columns reflect averages across these groups of nonProject GRAD schools.
a
A student is defined as overage for grade if he or she turns 9 before the start of the 3rd grade or 11
before the start of the 5th grade.
b
Attendance rate is calculated by dividing the number of days present by 180.
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Appendix Table B.4
Characteristics of Nonselective Comprehensive Elementary Schools in
the Newark, New Jersey, School District,
1995-1996 to 1997-1998
Project GRAD
Schools

Comparison
Schools

All Newark Elementary
Schools in the District

Average school size
1st grade
2nd grade
3rd grade
Total

88
80
72
241

75
64
57
196

70
67
62
199

Race/ethnicity (%)
Black
White
Hispanic
Asian
Other

87.7
0.4
12.0
0.0
0.0

94.0
0.0
5.8
0.0
0.2

69.6
6.7
22.3
0.5
0.8

Gender (%)
Male
Female

49.8
50.2

49.6
50.4

49.2
50.8

11.0

14.5

12.5

45.0
39.6

43.5
37.6

46.5
42.9

45.8
43.4

46.8
43.7

51.2
51.8

14.8

18.9

15.8

37.9
26.7

37.4
25.2

43.3
37.4

43.6
39.0

42.2
34.6

48.7
47.4

7

9

50
(continued)

Characteristic

Characteristics of 2nd-grade students
Overage for gradea (%)
SAT-9 test scores
Reading total
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score
At or above grade level (%)
Math total
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score
At or above grade level (%)
Characteristics of 3rd-grade students
Overage for gradea (%)
SAT-9 test scores
Reading total
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score
At or above grade level (%)
Math total
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score
At or above grade level (%)
Total number of schools
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Appendix Table B.4 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from Newark Public Schools.
NOTES: All values are for the pre-Project GRAD school years 1995-1996 to 1997-1998.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 1 and 7 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
a
A student is defined as overage for grade if he or she turns 8 before the start of the 2nd grade, 9 before the
start of the 3rd grade, or 11 before the start of the 5th grade.
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Appendix Table B.5
Characteristics of Nonselective Comprehensive Elementary Schools in
the Columbus, Ohio, School District,
1996-1997 to 1998-1999
Project GRAD
Schools

Comparison
Schools

All Columbus Elementary
Schools in the District

Average school size
1st grade
2nd grade
3rd grade
4th grade
5th grade
Total

75
75
69
66
61
346

75
66
63
58
55
317

74
69
65
61
58
327

Race/ethnicity (%)
Black
White
Hispanic
Asian
Other

85.6
10.7
0.7
1.1
0.1

83.1
13.3
0.8
0.8
0.2

53.4
41.2
1.1
2.2
0.2

Gender (%)
Male
Female

52.0
48.0

51.7
48.3

51.9
48.1

2.5

1.1

1.9

Classified as disabled student (%)

10.3

9.8

10.8

Classified as economically or academically
disadvantaged (%)

81.8

83.4

66.8

Characteristics of 2nd-grade students
Overage for gradea (%)

19.5

18.2

17.4

Attendance rateb (%)

92.0

91.2

92.3

35.1
17.5

36.2
20.7

41.9
31.9

32.2
18.0

34.7
23.1

41.0
33.9

Characteristic

Classified as English speaker of other
language (ESOL) (%)

MAT test scores
Reading comprehension
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score
At or above grade level (%)
Math total
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score
At or above grade level (%)

(continued)
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Appendix Table B.5 (continued)
Project GRAD
Schools

Comparison
Schools

All Columbus Elementary
Schools in the District

Characteristics of 3rd-grade students
Overage for gradea (%)

22.8

19.5

18.3

Attendance rateb (%)

92.5

91.6

92.7

MAT pretest scores
Reading comprehension
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score
Math total
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score

34.5

36.3

42.5

33.2

35.3

42.2

37.5
20.5

37.4
21.2

44.5
35.4

33.6
20.7

34.8
23.4

42.8
37.1

Characteristics of 5th-grade students
Overage for gradea (%)

26.4

22.4

21.7

Attendance rateb (%)

92.3

92.1

92.4

MAT pretest scores
Reading comprehension
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score
Math total
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score

39.4

39.3

45.7

38.2

37.7

45.4

40.4
24.6

41.2
28.8

47.1
41.8

35.3
20.5

34.9
19.1

42.8
34.1

7

19

88

Characteristic

MAT test scores
Reading comprehension
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score
At or above grade level (%)
Math total
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score
At or above grade level (%)

MAT test scores
Reading comprehension
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score
At or above grade level (%)
Math total
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score
At or above grade level (%)
Total number of schools

(continued)
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Appendix Table B.5 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from Columbus Public Schools.
NOTES: All values are for the pre-Project GRAD school years 1996-1997 to 1998-1999.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 6 and 7 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflects averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
a
A student is defined as overage for grade if he or she turns 8 before the start of the 2nd grade, 9 before the start
of the 3rd grade, or 11 before the start of the 5th grade.
b
Attendance rate is calculated by dividing the number of days present by the number of days enrolled.
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Appendix Table B.6
Characteristics of Nonselective Comprehensive Elementary Schools in
the Atlanta, Georgia, School District,
1997-1998 to 1999-2000
Project GRAD
Schools

Characteristic

Comparison All Atlanta Elementary
Schools Schools in the District

Average school size
1st grade
2nd grade
3rd grade
4th grade
5th grade
Total

84
85
85
77
73
403

94
90
88
79
73
425

93
89
87
78
75
421

Race/ethnicity (%)
Black
White
Hispanic
Asian
Other

97.7
1.5
0.6
0.1
0.0

98.1
0.5
1.2
0.1
0.0

87.9
7.5
3.1
1.0
0.1

Gender (%)
Male
Female

48.7
51.3

50.2
49.8

50.2
49.8

Classified as English speaker of other
language (ESOL) (%)

0.3

0.4

1.9

Classified for special education (%)

1.1

0.6

0.6

84.0

85.1

77.6

0.0

0.0

0.0

Attendance rate (%)

82.3

81.1

82.5

ITBS pretest scores
Reading total
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score
Math total
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score

55.1

54.3

55.6

60.7

59.7

61.5

Eligible for free or reduced-price lunch (%)
Characteristics of 3rd-grade students
Overage for gradea (%)
b

(continued)
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Appendix Table B.6 (continued)
Project GRAD
Schools

Characteristic
ITBS test scores
Reading total
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score
At or above grade level (%)
Math total
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score
At or above grade level (%)

Comparison All Atlanta Elementary
Schools Schools in the District

46.3
42.0

46.3
44.7

47.5
45.8

48.0
46.7

48.3
45.9

50.7
49.8

17.1

18.9

20.2

Attendance rate (%)

83.9

83.2

84.1

ITBS pretest scores
Reading total
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score
Math total
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score

45.4

49.2

49.8

50.8

52.0

54.0

44.4
39.6

47.8
46.1

48.4
47.6

45.3
43.2

45.6
42.8

48.0
47.0

9

26

68

Characteristics of 5th-grade students
a

Overage for grade (%)
b

ITBS test scores
Reading total
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score
At or above grade level (%)
Math total
Normal curve equivalent (NCE) score
At or above grade level (%)
Total number of schools

SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from Atlanta Public Schools.
NOTES: All values are for the pre-Project GRAD school years 1997-1998 to 1999-2000.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 3 and 12 comparison schools.
Results in the Comparison Schools column reflect averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
a
A student is defined as overage for grade if he or she turns 9 before the start of the 3rd grade or 11 before
the start of the 5th grade.
b
Attendance rate is calculated by dividing the number of days present by 180.
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Appendix C

The Cumulative Effects of Project GRAD
on Elementary Student Achievement

The analysis presented in the body of this report focuses on the impact of Project
Graduation Really Achieves Dreams (GRAD) on student achievement, that is, Project GRAD’s
effect on elementary student achievement, over and above what would have happened in the
absence of the program. In addition to focusing on Project GRAD’s effects over and above
whatever interventions were occurring at the comparison schools, much of MDRC’s analysis
focuses on what can be called the incremental effect of Project GRAD in each grade. For most
grades, this means that the estimates reflect only the effect of Project GRAD over and above the
effects in any previous grades. For example, in Project GRAD Houston, the impact estimates
for third-grade achievement controlled for such student characteristics as race/ethnicity and eligibility for free or reduced-price lunch. The estimates did not control, however, for each student’s prior achievement, inasmuch as third grade was the earliest grade for which achievement
data were available.
On the other hand, estimated effects on student achievement in the fourth and fifth grades
did control for prior achievement. For fourth-graders, impacts on achievement were estimated
controlling for each student’s third-grade achievement. Among fifth-grade students, program effects were estimated using regression controls for each student’s fourth-grade achievement level.
Therefore, while the estimated effects on third-grade achievement represent the cumulative impact
of Project GRAD through the third grade, the estimated impacts in the fourth and fifth grades each
represent the incremental effect of the program on achievement between that grade and the previous grade, that is, the incremental effect of the program for that particular grade.
Though unlikely, some may argue that these effects underestimate the cumulative effect. In other words, it is possible, for example, for incremental effects in the fourth and fifth
grades to be statistically distinguishable from zero but for the cumulative effect through the fifth
grade to be positive.
In order to ascertain whether or not this is the case, MDRC undertook several types of
sensitivity analyses. First, the program effects among fifth-graders in all the sites were reestimated, taking out all statistical controls. In addition to testing the sensitivity of the results to
specification, this provides estimates of cumulative program effects.
Appendix Table C.1 compares “unadjusted” and “adjusted” impact effect sizes for the
highest grade available in each feeder pattern. In particular, the table presents the program impacts among fifth-grade students in the three Project GRAD Houston feeder patterns, among
third-grade students in Project GRAD Newark, and among fourth-grade students in Atlanta and
Columbus. The program impacts are divided by the standard deviation of the outcome in question, in order to translate them into an “effect size” metric. The rows of the table present the
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Appendix Table C.1
Adjusted Versus Unadjusted ITSa Impact Effect Sizes on Test Scores,
Follow-Up Results, by Feeder Pattern

Houston, Davis: 5th grade
Math TAAS
Adjusted
Unadjusted
Reading TAAS
Adjusted
Unadjusted
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Houston, Yates: 5th grade
Math TAAS
Adjusted
Unadjusted
Reading TAAS
Adjusted
Unadjusted
Houston, Wheatley: 5th grade
Math TAAS
Adjusted
Unadjusted
Reading TAAS
Adjusted
Unadjusted

Adjusted Versus Unadjusted Achievement Outcomes
Year 3
Year 4
Year 5
Year 6

Year 1

Year 2

-0.28 ***
-0.21 *

-0.12
-0.17

0.13
0.06

0.19
0.27 **

-0.29 ***
-0.23 *

-0.08
-0.07

0.08
-0.04

0.22 *
0.06

0.41 ***
0.43 ***

0.02
0.01

0.07
-0.01

-0.03
0.07

0.04
0.01

0.10
-0.01

-0.10
0.02

0.17 **
0.09
0.08
-0.01

0.11
0.09

0.10
0.12 *

0.11
0.09

0.15 *
0.14

Year 7

Year 8

-0.04
-0.12

0.06
0.11

-0.04
0.06

-0.23 *
-0.21

0.07
-0.10

0.20 *
0.12

0.00
-0.03

0.02
-0.07

-0.07
-0.08

-0.03
-0.06

0.01
-0.07

-0.09
-0.17

0.14
0.09

(continued)

Appendix Table C.1 (continued)
Year 1

Year 2

Newark: 3rd grade
Math SAT-9
Adjusted
Unadjusted

0.44 **
0.33 *

0.35 *
0.34 *

Reading SAT-9
Adjusted
Unadjusted

0.37 *
0.29 *

0.24
0.21

Columbus: 5th grade
Math MAT
Adjusted
Unadjusted

-0.02
-0.06

Adjusted Versus Unadjusted Achievement Outcomes
Year 3
Year 4
Year 5
Year 6
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-0.14 *
-0.13

-0.22 **
-0.35 **

-0.19 **
-0.25 **
-0.11
-0.20 *

Reading MAT
Adjusted
Unadjusted

0.01
0.00

-0.10
-0.07

-0.07
-0.19 *

Atlanta: 4th grade
Math CRCT
Adjusted
Unadjusted

-0.13
-0.16

-0.19
-0.20

-0.01
-0.02

Reading CRCT
Adjusted
Unadjusted

-0.13
-0.15

-0.17
-0.22

0.00
-0.05

Year 7

Year 8

(continued)

Appendix Table C.1 (continued)
SOURCES: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School District, Newark Public Schools,
Columbus Public Schools, and Atlanta Public Schools.
NOTES: Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS); Stanford Achievement Test, versions 8 and 9 (SAT); Metropolitan Achievement Test
(MAT); Criterion-Referenced Competency Test (CRCT).
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and comparison schools. Standard errors and
statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated
as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * = 10 percent.
a
Impact estimates generated by comparative interrupted time series (ITS) analysis are described in detail in Chapter 3.
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original impact effect sizes, controlling for prior achievement and other background characteristics. The rows below the “adjusted” impacts present impact effect sizes for “unadjusted” program effects, which do not control for any student characteristics, including prior achievement.
The results in this table indicate that the adjusted and unadjusted program effects are
consistent with one another. The unadjusted impact effect sizes are not generally larger than the
adjusted impacts, suggesting that the original, adjusted impacts that are presented in the body of
the report are not somehow masking larger cumulative program effects.
The estimates provided in Appendix Table C.1 do not, however, account for the possibility that program effects are concentrated among students who receive more exposure to Project GRAD during their elementary school years. Given the high rates of student mobility, fifthgrade samples are likely to be made up of a combination of a smaller number students who have
been in the same elementary school since the first grade and a larger number of students who
have been in several different elementary schools during the first grade. If there are cumulative
effects to exposure to Project GRAD, then effects would be larger among students who were
exposed to Project GRAD for a longer period of time.
To explore this idea, MDRC identified subsamples of Project GRAD students who had
attended the same Project GRAD elementary school long enough to get what might be considered a “higher dose” of the program’s interventions. In Houston, within the Project GRAD
Yates feeder pattern, data were available for fifth-grade students; a subsample was selected of
fifth-graders who had been in the same elementary school for five consecutive school years. In
Columbus, since fourth grade was the highest elementary grade for which data were available, a
subsample was selected of fourth-graders who had been in the same elementary school for four
consecutive school years.1 Impact estimates among these “nonmobile” subgroups can shed light
on whether the patterns of effects appear to be different among Project GRAD students who
received more exposure to the program. The nonmobile students from the comparison schools
provided a suitable counterpart, that is, a subset of non-Project GRAD students who were similarly stable. By comparing these students with similarly nonmobile students from the comparison schools, these analyses control for some of the bias that is introduced by concentrating on a
select group of Project GRAD students.2
1

Because this is an effort to identify the effects of Project GRAD on students who had been stable over
time and who had been exposed to the program for several years, this analysis is limited to the feeder patterns
that had at least four years of both follow-up and baseline data. This process established a baseline among stable students so that achievement patterns among those who had been exposed to Project GRAD for several
years could be examined.
2
To the extent that Project GRAD had an impact on student mobility or on the composition of students
who stayed at or left Project GRAD elementary schools, the interpretation of these comparisons as program
effects is undermined.
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As in the study’s primary analysis, the deviations from baseline achievement patterns
among the nonmobile subsamples at Project GRAD schools were compared with the deviations
from baseline patterns among similarly nonmobile students at the comparison schools. However, in order to allow for the cumulative effect of Project GRAD, these analyses do not control
for individual student’s prior achievement.
Appendix Table C.2 reports program impacts among both mobile and nonmobile students in the Yates and the Columbus feeder patterns. The first two rows of each panel present
results for nonmobile students, that is, the students with longer exposure to Project GRAD or to
the particular comparison school that they attended. These impacts have been divided by the
standard deviation of the outcome in question, in order to translate them into an “effect size”
metric. In the Yates feeder pattern, the impact estimates suggest no positive effects over and
above the changes that occurred at the comparison schools. This is the case even in Year 5 and
beyond, when the Project GRAD students had been exposed to the program for their entire elementary experience. The results in Project GRAD Columbus show a similar pattern: no positive
effects among the nonmobile fourth-graders, even in Year 4 of the intervention, when they had
been exposed to Project GRAD since entering elementary school.
Appendix Table C.2 also presents results for “mobile” students, that is, students who
had not been in the same elementary school for as long as the nonmobile group. The results for
these subgroups are not substantially different from one another. In sum, these results do not
suggest the existence of any substantial cumulative effects that were not detected by the primary
analysis presented in this report.
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Appendix Table C.2
Impact Effect Sizes for Mobile and Nonmobile Students, Not Controlling for Pretest,
Houston (Yates) and Columbus Feeder Patterns
Year 1
Houston, Yates: 5th grade
Nonmobile students
Math - TAAS pass rates
Reading - TAAS pass rates
Mobile students
Math - TAAS pass rates
Reading - TAAS pass rates
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Columbus: 4th grade
Nonmobile students
Math - OPT pass rates
Reading - OPT pass rates
Mobile students
Math - OPT pass rates
Reading - OPT pass rates

Year 2

Achievement Outcomes
Year 3
Year 4

Year 5

Year 6

Year 7

0.07
0.08

-0.03
-0.07

0.03
0.02

-0.02
-0.02

-0.06
-0.04

-0.02
-0.06

-0.26 **
-0.39 ***

-0.04

0.03
0.08

0.01

-0.02
0.07

0.05

0.09

-0.07

-0.07
-0.17

-0.22 **
-0.29 **

-0.15

-0.10
-0.08

-0.04
0.08

-0.13
0.08

-0.17
0.03

-0.09
0.04

-0.10
0.03

-0.07
0.09

0.04

-0.08

SOURCES: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School District and Columbus Public Schools.
NOTE: Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS), Ohio Proficiency Test (OPT).

Appendix D

The Impacts of Project GRAD on
Elementary Student Promotion Rates

In addition to determining whether Project Graduation Really Achieves Dreams
(GRAD) affected elementary students’ achievement, MDRC’s analysis investigated whether
Project GRAD increased student promotion rates over and above what would have been observed in the absence of the intervention.
Promotion rates are based on student-level enrollment data provided to MDRC by the districts participating in the study. In particular, MDRC received annual enrollment files from each
district in the study. Using district identification numbers and other information, MDRC identified
the individual students enrolled in each school and the grade in which they were enrolled, for
every year for which data were available. Students were classified as “promoted” in a given
school year if they were enrolled in the subsequent grade during the following school year (regardless of whether or not they were in the same school). Students who were enrolled in the same
grade in the following year were classified as “not promoted.” Promotion status for students who
could not be found in the district’s data for the following school year was classified as “missing.”
As in analyzing student achievement, MDRC’s analysis of promotion rates compares
the average rates during the years immediately preceding Project GRAD’s implementation and
the average rates in each subsequent year. These changes over time at the Project GRAD
schools are then compared with the changes over time at the set of comparison schools that
were originally chosen for the achievement analysis.

Impact Estimates
Appendix Tables D.1 through D.5 present the estimated impacts on promotion rates in the
Houston, Atlanta, and Columbus Project GRAD sites.1 Appendix Tables D.1 through D.3 present
the impact estimates for the three feeder patterns in Project GRAD Houston: Davis, Yates, and
Wheatley, respectively. Appendix Table D.4 presents the impact estimates for Project GRAD Atlanta, and Appendix Table D.5 reports the promotion impacts for Project GRAD Columbus.
Overall, the results do not suggest that Project GRAD had systematic effects on student promotion
rates. In particular, in most sites, changes in promotion rates at Project GRAD and at the comparison schools are similar. The exception is Project GRAD Atlanta, which appears to have had a
positive effect on promotion to the third, fourth, and fifth grades in the first year of the program;
this effect appears to have dissipated in the second year of implementation (Appendix Table D.4).
The other sites show no consistent patterns of positive or negative effects on promotion
rates. Although there were occasional positive or negative effects in particular school years,
there were no sustained differences in one direction or the other.
1

Unfortunately, this analysis could not be performed for Project GRAD Newark because the necessary
student-level enrollment data were not available.
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Appendix Table D.1
Interrupted Time Series and Impact Estimates for Promotion,
Eight-Year Follow-Up Results, Davis Feeder Pattern

Outcome

Baseline

I. Outcome Level Compared with Baseline Year and Follow-Up Years
Project GRAD Schools
Comparison Schools
Year 1
Year 2
Year 3
Year 4
Baseline Year 1
Year 2 Year 3

Year 4

Promoted to 4th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

88.4

90.9
2.6

85.8
-2.5

87.3
-1.0

83.2
-5.2

84.1

85.7
1.6

83.4
-0.7

83.9
-0.1

81.7
-2.4

Promoted to 5th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

87.3

88.6
1.2

92.3
5.0

90.5
3.2

90.4
3.1

83.9

89.0
5.2

86.7
2.8

89.6
5.7

85.3
1.5

Promoted to 6th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

88.2

88.5
0.3

84.0
-4.3

85.9
-2.4

83.7
-4.6

86.1

84.5
-1.6

86.5
0.4

83.4
-2.7

78.6
-7.5
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II. Impact of Project GRAD Schools Compared with
Impact of Comparison Schools
Year 1
Year 2
Year 3
Year 4

III. Impact Effect Sizes a
Year 1

Year 2

Year 3

Year 4

Promoted to 4th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

1.0

-1.9

-0.9

-2.8

0.03

-0.05

-0.02

-0.08

Promoted to 5th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

-3.9

2.2

-2.5

1.6

-0.11

0.06

-0.07

0.05

Promoted to 6th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

1.9

-4.7

0.3

2.9

0.05

-0.13

0.01

0.08

(continued)

Appendix Table D.1 (continued)
I. Outcome Level Compared with Baseline Year and Follow-Up Years
Project GRAD Schools
Comparison Schools
Outcome

Baseline

Year 5

Year 6

Year 7

Year 8

Baseline

Year 5

Year 6

Year 7 Year 8

Promoted to 4th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

88.4

71.7
-16.7

85.4
-3.0

83.2
-5.1

84.4
-3.9

84.1

74.4
-9.7

81.6
-2.4

80.7
-3.4

82.2
-1.9

Promoted to 5th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

87.3

85.3
-2.0

84.2
-3.1

81.8
-5.6

83.8
-3.5

83.9

79.7
-4.2

76.5
-7.4

78.7
-5.1

85.2
1.3

Promoted to 6th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

88.2

84.4
-3.9

79.3
-8.9

84.4
-3.9

83.1
-5.1

86.1

79.3
-6.7

79.2
-6.8

78.8
-7.3

81.2
-4.8

II. Impact of Project GRAD Schools Compared with
Impact of Comparison Schools
Year 5
Year 6
Year 7
Year 8
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Promoted to 4th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

-7.0 **

III. Impact Effect Sizes a
Year 5

Year 7

-0.02

-0.05

-0.06
-0.14 *

-0.5

-1.8

-2.0
-4.8 *

0.06

0.12

-0.01

-0.3

0.08

-0.06

0.09

Promoted to 5th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

2.2

4.2

-0.4

Promoted to 6th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

2.8

-2.1

3.4

-0.20 **

Year 6

Year 8

-0.01

(continued)

Appendix Table D.1 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School District.
NOTES: The "deviation from the baseline" for Year 1 was calculated as the difference between the baseline average and the Year 1 average.
The TLI score is not available in Year 9 because the state test changed from the TAAS, which was issued in the prior years, to the TAKS in 2003.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD schools and the "deviation from baseline" for
the comparison schools.
Estimates are regression-adjusted using ordinary least squares, controlling for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical
significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent;
** = 5 percent; * = 10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 3 and 8 comparison
schools. Results in the Comparison Schools columns reflect averages across these groups of comparison schools.
a
The "impact effect size" was calculated by dividing the "impact" by the standard deviation from school years 1998-2000 of outcomes for all 3rd-grade
students in the district's nonselective comprehensive elementary schools.
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Appendix Table D.2
Interrupted Time Series and Impact Estimates for Promotion,
Six-Year Follow-Up Results, Yates Feeder Pattern

Outcome

Baseline

I. Outcome Level Compared with Baseline Year and Follow-Up Years
Project GRAD Schools
Comparison Schools
Baseline
Year 1
Year 2
Year 1
Year 2
Year 3

Year 3

Promoted to 4th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

87.5

86.8
-0.7

84.9
-2.6

77.5
-10.0

85.3

81.6
-3.7

82.5
-2.8

74.6
-10.7

Promoted to 5th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

90.6

89.5
-1.1

89.4
-1.2

85.3
-5.2

87.6

84.6
-3.0

84.8
-2.8

81.7
-5.8

Promoted to 6th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

86.8

86.5
-0.3

85.8
-0.9

82.7
-4.1

86.5

85.8
-0.7

84.7
-1.8

83.1
-3.4
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II. Impact of Project GRAD Schools Compared with
Impact of Comparison Schools
Year 1
Year 2
Year 3

III. Impact Effect Sizes
Year 1

Year 2

a

Year 3

Promoted to 4th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

3.0

0.2

0.7

0.08

0.00

0.02

Promoted to 5th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

1.9

1.6

0.6

0.06

0.05

0.02

Promoted to 6th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

0.4

0.9

-0.7

0.01

0.02

-0.02
(continued)

Appendix Table D.2 (continued)

Outcome

Baseline

I. Outcome Level Compared with Baseline Year and Follow-Up Years
Project GRAD Schools
Comparison Schools
Baseline Year 4
Year 5
Year 4
Year 5
Year 6

Year 6

Promoted to 4th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

87.5

79.4
-8.1

81.0
-6.5

82.1
-5.4

85.3

80.0
-5.3

79.0
-6.3

81.5
-3.8

Promoted to 5th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

90.6

82.9
-7.6

84.4
-6.2

83.8
-6.8

87.6

81.7
-5.8

80.7
-6.8

83.8
-3.7

Promoted to 6th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

86.8

84.0
-2.8

78.4
-8.3

86.0
-0.8

86.5

80.4
-6.1

81.4
-5.1

82.1
-4.4
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II. Impact of Project GRAD Schools Compared with
Impact of Comparison Schools
Year 4
Year 5
Year 6

III. Impact Effect Sizes a
Year 4

Year 5

Year 6

Promoted to 4th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

-2.8

-0.3

-1.5

-0.08

-0.01

-0.04

Promoted to 5th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

-1.8

0.6

-3.0

-0.05

0.02

-0.09

Promoted to 6th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

3.3 *

-3.3 *

3.6 **

0.09 *

-0.09 *

0.10 **
(continued)

Appendix Table D.2 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School District.
NOTES: The "deviation from the baseline" for Year 1 was calculated as the difference between the baseline average and the Year 1 average.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD schools and the "deviation from the
baseline" for the comparison schools.
Estimates are regression-adjusted using ordinary least squares, controlling for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical
significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1
percent; ** = 5 percent; * = 10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 4 and 15 comparison schools. Results in the Comparison Schools
columns reflect averages across these groups of comparison schools.
a
The "impact effect size" was calculated by dividing the "impact" by the standard deviation from school years 1998-2000 of outcomes for all 3rd-grade
students in the district's nonselective comprehensive elementary schools.
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Appendix Table D.3
Interrupted Time Series and Impact Estimates for Promotion,
Three-Year Follow-Up Results, Wheatley Feeder Pattern

Outcome

Baseline

I. Outcome Level Compared with Baseline Year and Follow-Up Years
Project GRAD Schools
Comparison Schools
Year 1
Year 2
Year 3
Baseline
Year 1
Year 2

Year 3

Promoted to 4th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

81.0

80.4
-0.5

84.0
3.0

81.4
0.4

79.6

79.6
-0.1

79.0
-0.6

81.0
1.3

Promoted to 5th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

86.8

79.7
-7.1

82.7
-4.1

87.0
0.3

84.4

79.1
-5.4

80.0
-4.4

83.3
-1.1

Promoted to 6th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

88.5

83.2
-5.3

84.7
-3.8

88.2
-0.3

82.8

77.8
-5.0

79.0
-3.8

80.7
-2.1
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II. Impact of Project GRAD Schools Compared with
Impact of Comparison Schools
Year 1
Year 2
Year 3

III. Impact Effect Sizes

a

Year 1

Year 2

Year 3

Promoted to 4th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

-0.4

3.7

-0.9

-0.01

0.10

-0.03

Promoted to 5th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

-1.7

0.3

1.4

-0.05

0.01

0.04

Promoted to 6th grade (%)
Deviation from baseline average

-0.4

0.0

1.8

-0.01

0.00

0.05
(continued)

Appendix Table D.3 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from the Houston Independent School District.
NOTES: The "deviation from the baseline" for Year 1 was calculated as the difference between the baseline average and the Year 1 average.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD schools and the "deviation from the
baseline" for the comparison schools.
Estimates are regression-adjusted using ordinary least squares, controlling for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and comparison schools. Standard errors and
statistical significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as:
*** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * = 10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 2 and 19 comparison schools. Results in the Comparison Schools
column reflect averages across these groups of comparison schools.
a
The "impact effect size" was calculated by dividing the "impact" by the standard deviation from school years 1998-2000 of outcomes for all 3rdgrade students in the district's nonselective comprehensive elementary schools.
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Appendix Table D.4
Interrupted Time Series and Impact Estimates for Promotion,
Two-Year Follow-Up Results, Atlanta Feeder Pattern
Outcome

Project GRAD Schools
Baseline Year 1
Year 2

Promoted to 2nd gradeb (%)
Deviation from baseline average

77.5

Promoted to 3rd gradec (%)
Deviation from baseline average

77.6

Promoted to 4th graded (%)
Deviation from baseline average

74.9

Promoted to 5th gradee (%)
Deviation from baseline average

81.5

Comparison Schools
Baseline Year 1 Year 2

76.0
-1.5

71.0
-6.5

78.6

81.0
3.4

77.3
-0.3

77.5

75.9
1.0

68.4
-6.6

76.6

84.2
2.7

75.5
-6.0

81.7

Impact
Year 1
Year 2
-1.8
-0.8

0.0
-1.9

Impact Effect Sizesa
Year 1
Year 2

77.8
-0.7

74.0
-4.6

76.3
-1.1

74.6
-2.9

4.7
4.6 *

0.0
2.6

0.11 *

0.06

73.1
-3.5

68.3
-8.3

2.9
4.5

0.0
1.7

0.11

0.04

78.0
-3.7

72.7
-9.0

6.5 **

3.0

0.17 **

0.08

-0.02

-0.05
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(continued)

Appendix Table D.4 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from Atlanta Public Schools.
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NOTES: The "deviation from the baseline" for Year 1 was calculated as the difference between the baseline average and the Year 1 average.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD schools and the "deviation from the baseline"
from the non-Project GRAD schools.
Estimates are regression adjusted using ordinary least squares, controlling for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical
significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** =
5 percent; * = 10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 3 and 12 comparison schools. Results in the Comparison Schools columns
reflect averages across these groups of comparison schools.
a
The "impact effect size" was calculated by dividing the "impact" by the standard deviation from school years 1998-2000 of outcomes for all 4th-grade
students in the district's nonselective comprehensive elementary schools.
b
1st-grade students were considered promoted if they were listed as 2nd-graders in the next year's administrative data file. Students in this sample were on
file in both their 1st- and 2nd-grade years.
c
2nd-grade students were considered promoted if they were listed as 3rd-graders in the next year's administrative data file. Students in this sample were on
file in both their 2nd- and 3rd-grade years.
d
3rd-grade students were considered promoted if they were listed as 4th-graders in the next year's administrative data file. Students in this sample were on
file in both their 3rd- and 4th-grade years.
e
4th-grade students were considered promoted if they were listed as 5th-graders in the next year's administrative data file. Students in this sample were on
file in both their 4th- and 5th-grade years.
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Appendix Table D.5
Interrupted Time Series and Impact Estimates for Promotion,
Three-Year Follow-Up Results, Columbus Feeder Pattern

Outcome

Baseline

I. Outcome Levels Compared with Baseline Year and Follow-Up Years
Project GRAD Schools
Comparison Schools
Baseline
Year 1
Year 2
Year 1
Year 2
Year 3

Year 3

Promoted to 3rd gradeb (%)
Deviation from baseline average

88.2

89.5
1.4

93.2
5.0

84.6
-3.6

86.6

88.8
2.2

89.5
2.9

85.7
-0.9

Promoted to 4th gradec (%)
Deviation from baseline average

91.3

94.4
3.1

95.1
3.8

88.7
-2.6

89.4

92.5
3.1

91.9
2.6

89.7
0.3

Promoted to 5th graded (%)
Deviation from baseline average

91.3

93.3
2.0

96.0
4.6

89.4
-1.9

91.3

93.5
2.2

92.0
0.7

87.1
-4.3
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Impact of Project GRAD Schools Compared with
Impact of Comparison Schools
Year 1
Year 2
Year 3

III. Impact Effect Sizes a
Year 1

Year 2

Year 3

Promoted to 3rd gradeb (%)
Deviation from baseline average

-0.9

2.1

-2.8

-0.02

0.06

-0.08

Promoted to 4th gradec (%)
Deviation from baseline average

-0.1

1.2

-2.9

0.00

0.03

-0.08

Promoted to 5th graded (%)
Deviation from baseline average

-0.2

3.9 *

2.4

-0.01

0.12 *

0.07
(continued)

Appendix Table D.5 (continued)
SOURCE: MDRC calculations from individual student school records from Columbus Public Schools.
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NOTES: The "deviation from the baseline" for Year 1 was calculated as the difference between the baseline average and the Year 1 average. The "deviation
from the baseline" for Year 2 was calculated as the difference between the baseline average and the Year 2 average. The "deviation from the baseline" for Year
3 was calculated as the difference between the baseline average and the Year 3 average.
The "impact" was calculated as the difference between the "deviation from the baseline" for Project GRAD schools and the "deviation from the baseline"
from the non-Project GRAD schools.
Estimates are regression-adjusted using ordinary least squares, controlling for students' background characteristics and prior achievement.
A two-tailed t-test was applied to differences in deviations from the baseline for Project GRAD and comparison schools. Standard errors and statistical
significance levels of deviations from the baseline are adjusted to account for cohort effects. Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** =
5 percent; * = 10 percent.
Clusters consist of a Project GRAD school matched with a group of between 6 and 7 non-Project GRAD schools. Results in the Comparison Schools column
reflects averages across these groups of non-Project GRAD schools.
a
The "impact effect size" was calculated by dividing the "impact" by the standard deviation from school years 1997-1999 of outcomes for all 2nd-grade
students in the district's nonselective comprehensive elementary schools.
b
2nd-grade students were considered promoted if they were listed as 3rd-graders in the next year's administrative data file. Students in this sample were on file
in both their 2nd- and 3rd-grade years.
c
3rd-grade students were considered promoted if they were listed as 4th-graders in the next year's administrative data file. Students in this sample were on file
in both their 3rd- and 4th-grade years.
d
4th-grade students were considered promoted if they were listed as 5th-graders in the next year's administrative data file. Students in this sample were on file
in both their 4th- and 5th-grade years.
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About MDRC
MDRC is a nonprofit, nonpartisan social and education policy research organization
dedicated to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people.
Through its research and the active communication of its findings, MDRC seeks to enhance the effectiveness of social and education policies and programs.
Founded in 1974 and located in New York City and Oakland, California, MDRC is best
known for mounting rigorous, large-scale, real-world tests of new and existing policies
and programs. Its projects are a mix of demonstrations (field tests of promising new program approaches) and evaluations of ongoing government and community initiatives.
MDRC’s staff bring an unusual combination of research and organizational experience to
their work, providing expertise on the latest in qualitative and quantitative methods and
on program design, development, implementation, and management. MDRC seeks to
learn not just whether a program is effective but also how and why the program’s effects
occur. In addition, it tries to place each project’s findings in the broader context of related
research — in order to build knowledge about what works across the social and education
policy fields. MDRC’s findings, lessons, and best practices are proactively shared with a
broad audience in the policy and practitioner community as well as with the general public and the media.
Over the years, MDRC has brought its unique approach to an ever-growing range of policy areas and target populations. Once known primarily for evaluations of state welfareto-work programs, today MDRC is also studying public school reforms, employment
programs for ex-offenders and people with disabilities, and programs to help low-income
students succeed in college. MDRC’s projects are organized into five areas:
•

Promoting Family Well-Being and Child Development

•

Improving Public Education

•

Raising Academic Achievement and Persistence in College

•

Supporting Low-Wage Workers and Communities

•

Overcoming Barriers to Employment

Working in almost every state, all of the nation’s largest cities, and Canada and the
United Kingdom, MDRC conducts its projects in partnership with national, state, and
local governments, public school systems, community organizations, and numerous private philanthropies.

