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MISSION
The Mission of the Academy is to promote the

interests of urban education in both public and private schools and
universities in the Metropolitan area.

 

VISION
The Vision of the Academy is to create an AGORA for the exchange

of ideas among educators who wish to encourage and uphold the
promotion of the highest standards and ideals of Public Education in

the Greater New York Metropolitan area.
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FROM THE EDITOR

The field of education continues to be one of continuous evolution.  In addition 
to the more mundane aspects of curriculum, pedagogy and standardized testing, 
education reform has become a political hot-potato.  No level of education has 
been untouched.
Within the past year, there has been renewed effort by the New York State Edu-
cation Department to move away from the traditional schools of education for 
teacher training, to enable private organizations to assume this responsibility.  
What this means for education majors is still unknown.     
Additionally, the State Education Department has required all of the local school 
districts to negotiate a teacher/principal rating system with their teacher and 
supervisor unions.  A deadline was imposed to accomplish this feat by January 

17, 2013.  Although the majority of districts were successful in this endeavor, the state’s largest city was 
unable to agree with its United Federation of Teachers on a viable evaluation tool.  Consequently, hun-
dreds of millions of dollars of school aid was lost.  Originally designed to be a penalty to the New York 
City Department of Education and its unions, the denial of funding hits at the very core of the educational 
program – the children who attend those schools.  They are being penalized for something not their fault 
and entirely out of their control.  
The New York Academy of Public Education is closely following these concerns, as well as others on the 
state, national, and local levels.  Since membership is comprised of both K-12 and higher education ad-
ministrators and supervisors, it is necessary for the Academy to remain in the fore-front of trends that have 
an effect on education in the New York Metropolitan Area.  This is accomplished through the Academy’s 
numerous committees, activities and forums.  Two key undertakings of the Academy that focus on such 
change are the Annual Educational Forum and the College Consortium Committee.  If you are looking for 
a way to become involved, joining the Academy and attending these activities is something that will pro-
vide you with both purpose and peace of mind.  We are always looking for “a few good men” and women.
With the commencement of our second century of existence, the Academy has taken a new look.  In addi-
tion to a new slate of officers, our President, Frank DeSario has commissioned a new website.  The ad-
dress is the same but the content has changed.  It is now a bit more interactive and contains more material 
than our past website.
Finally, the Officers and Board of Directors of the Academy would like to convey their congratulations 
and best wishes to our own Madeleine D. Brennan.  On this past March 1st, Madeleine celebrated her 
fiftieth anniversary of being a principal at Dyker Hts. Intermediate School in Brooklyn.

John C. Jangl, Ed.D.
Editor
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A Message from the President 

 

As the New York Academy of Public Education ends its 101
st
 year, I hope 

you enjoy our Professional Journal.  Through this Journal, members of the 

Academy and the Journal’s contributors continue to demonstrate their 

exceptional spirit and concern for the edification of others.   

 

We find ourselves in a time when many educators feel isolated from each 

other, whether they are administrators from universities, supervisors from the 

Department of Education, or members of the Academy.  Whether the issues 

causing the distress and/or isolation are the Common Core State Standards or 

the new teacher evaluation system, the New York Academy of Public 

Education continues to lead in helping its membership improve its mastery of 

effective instruction and assessment practices.  The Academy will continue 

to bring the partners in education together for the betterment of the students 

that they serve.  

 

Some of the methods the Academy employs to keep our membership current 

and to help ease their feeling of isolation are our Annual Forum, which 

conducts a panel discussion on hot events of the day, the quarterly 

Newsletter, which keeps the membership up to date with professional and 

social events in and around the area, and, of course, our Professional Journal.  

The Academy continues to publish the Professional Journal and the 

Newsletter on its website at www.nyape.org.  Finally, the dinner meetings 

are also excellent sources for our members to keep abreast of what is 

happening, through discussions on relevant topics with the keynote speaker. 

 

On behalf of the New York Academy of Public Education and the members 

of the Board of Directors, I would like to thank Dr. John Jangl and Robert 

Spata, along with the members of the Peer Review Committee for the 

enormous task of putting together NYAPE Professional Journal.  I would 

also like to extend my appreciation to the authors who contributed their time 

and ideas to make the Professional Journal the success that it continues to 

enjoy. 

 

I wish all of our membership and readers a very happy and healthy, rapidly 

approaching, summer season. 

 

     Very truly yours, 

     Frank DeSario 
     Frank DeSario 

     President 

www.nyape.org 
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Letters to the Editor
 Time for a Second Look at Extended Learning Time (ELT)?

                                                   
The mission of the New York Academy of Public 
Education is to consider and to promote the interests of 
urban education in both public and private schools and 
universities in the Metropolitan area.
With this directive in mind, I would like to report to 
the members of the Academy the results of a recently 
concluded study, The Relationship Between Extended 
Learning Time (ELT) and ELA Assessment Scores of 
Socio-Economically Disadvantaged Fourth Grade Students 
in New York State’s Big Five Cities (a St. John Fisher Col-

lege doctoral dissertation).
The results of the study, in brief, failed overall to sup-
port the hypothesis that ELT led to improved academic 
outcomes. The support of the negative hypothesis in this 
particular study—in combination with other recent dis-
sertation studies—does at the very least call into ques-
tion the assertions of those who state that the argument 
should have been considered settled long ago.
        
                                  Catalina Castillo, Ed.D.

Reorganization of the DoE
                                                   The reorganization of schools in New York City dur-

ing the last decade appears to have left a measurable 
void in instructional leadership across one of the largest 
school systems in the country. The school superinten-
dency in the Department of Education for the City of 
New York has been redefined as part of this organiza-
tional change. In the past superintendents in New York 
City were responsible for the management of schools, 
leadership related to vision of the Board of Education 
and the New York State Education Department, develop 
a budget, provide educational leadership related to cur-
riculum, select qualified personnel and provide supervi-
sion, professional development, building management, 
and maintain positive community relations.  The new 
configuration of the superintendency brings a very dif-
ferent presence to the school arena which leads us to 
give serious consideration to each of the criteria listed 
above. The adoption of the Common Core Learning 
Standards has given us further reason to be concerned 
about leadership at the superintendents’ level in the stra-
tegic and comprehensive implementation of systemwide 
instructional initiatives for the Department of Educa-
tion. The common core is one of the most integral and 
far reaching initiatives that requires a tenacious atten-
tion to detail in planning, and professional development 
provided at the level of the principalship, teachers, and 
parents. The planning and preparation with a keen focus 
on instruction and assessment, requires an accurate 
evaluation of schools and the financial and professional 
resources to move the initiative forward. Superinten-
dents in New York City could provide this leadership 
with checkpoints or benchmarks along the way to full 
and measurable adoption of the Common Core Learn-
ing Standards.
In the current arrangement principals interact with su-
perintendents for the annual rating, the principal’s per-
formance review, the quality review,  and conferences 
regarding evaluation of credentials and performance of 

teachers for granting of tenure. The system of networks 
and CFNs support schools in the areas of budget, per-
sonnel, and compliance with city and state mandates and 
regulations. The expectation for instructional leadership 
in its current configuration can benefit from greater clar-
ity of thought, and consistent procedures, with regular 
supervision. It is difficult to develop an accurate picture 
of the relationship among the superintendents and all 
other agencies that service schools. Principals are left to 
provide the professional development for their teachers 
as best they can. The information is being delivered in 
a piecemeal fashion that sends the message that we are 
not seriously organized in our thinking about this work 
focused on instructional change. 
The locations where students were successful continue 
to be high achieving in spite of the reorganization of 
school leadership. The principals in these areas have 
figured out what works and have a tenacious hold on the 
instructional levers that support their school communi-
ties. These successful principals work within an array 
of elaborate connecting lifelines that again function in 
spite of the established yet confusing configuration of 
the NYC Department of Education. The remaining areas 
across the city struggle with sporadic school openings 
and closings, new teachers and new principals with 
insufficient support in the most challenging assignments, 
and budgets that require unique talents to meet the needs 
of ravaged school communities.  
We know that effective superintendents are the foun-
dational elements in the successful implementation of 
the instructional shifts in English Language Arts  and 
Mathematics. The true power of the position has always 
been known to us. We only require the will to build the 
superintendency into the seat of instructional leadership 
that can support principals and put in place the consistent 
instructional practices designed to render our students 
college and career ready.
             
                                            Linda K. Patterson, Ph.D. 
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     On March 1st of this year, Mrs. Madeleine D. Brennan celebrated her 50th year as Principal of Dyker 
Heights Intermediate School in Brooklyn, N.Y.  According to records at the National Association of Second-
ary School Principals, Mrs. Brennan is the longest serving active middle/high school principal in the United 
States, although there is one individual who has longer membership as an active supervisor (but only 43 
years as a principal).  In addition to being involved with numerous professional, civic and community orga-
nizations, Madeleine is also the longest serving active member of the New York Academy of Public Educa-
tion, having served as our President from 1988 to 1990 and currently holding the position of Treasurer. 

     A graduate of St. John’s University, Madeleine Brennan began her storied career as a teacher at JHS 178 
in Bedford-Stuyvesant in 1946 – more than 66 years ago!  Prior to her appointment as principal, she served 
as an assistant principal at JHS 109 in Queens Village.  During her 50 year span as principal, Mrs. Brennan 
has seen many changes in the educational system and has served under twenty different chancellors, each 
having an average tenure of two and a half years.  Recently, when asked about the changes in the system, 
she responded that the more things change, they more they stay the same.  No matter the changes that occur, 
there is one constant and that is the quality of instruction at Dyker Heights I.S. 201.  Naturally, all of the 
current staff has been hand selected by Mrs. Brennan.  She calls them, along with the students, her family.  
Among the changes alluded to earlier, the student population has evolved from children of Italian immi-
grants to a population of more than 45% Asian-American and 18% Latino.  Yet, there are consistencies: 
rules and consequences; a dedicated, hard-working staff; and student activities, including fairs, plays, clubs 
and musicals.

Fifty Years and Counting
by	John	C.	Jangl,	Ed.D.

2
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     Upon entering the school, you quickly note the cleanliness of the building - the neatly painted pastel 
hallways, the shining marble staircase and the litter-free floors.  The staff dress code is just as neat.  Fe-
male teachers are required to wear slacks, not jeans; male staff wear shirts with collars and ties; and female 
secretaries, guidance counselors and assistant principals are asked to wear dresses or skirts.  Students, for 
the most part are attentive in class, hardworking and quiet.  During class time, there isn’t a sound to be heard 
in the hallways.  However, during lunchtime and between classes, the children let loose of their inhibitions.  
Mrs. Brennan says that her students are well behaved in class and are allowed to get it all out of their sys-
tems during passing and lunch: “These are young teenagers and they need to expend their energies so that 
they can concentrate when they need to.”  To say that Mrs. Brennan runs a tight ship is an understatement.  
She is strict and holds everyone accountable, including students who know that there are consequences if 
they step out of line.  Consequently, her school runs smoothly and is considered to be one of the best in New 
York City.  It wasn’t like this when she assumed the principalship 50 years ago.  At that time, students were 
unruly, graffiti covered the walls, and windows were smashed regularly.

     In addition to the score of chancellors that Mrs. Brennan has lived through, there were also seven may-
ors, eight governors and 10 presidents.  She has outlasted Central Board of Education control, Community 
School Districts, Regions, Support Organizations and, now, the Children First Networks.  Over these same 
years, Mrs. Brennan has produced close to 50 assistant principals, principals and superintendents.  She was 
principal during the construction of the Verrazano Bridge, linking Brooklyn and Staten Island; the rise and 
destruction of the Twin Towers; the rise of the new Freedom Tower; and numerous other towering edifices.  
She presided over the Dyker Heights school during the Vietnam War, the Granada Conflict, Gulf Wars I and 
II, the Somalia Conflict, and the War in Afghanistan.
  
     If her principalship was all that she has accomplished, that would be a tremendous feat.  Yet during her 
tenure, Madeleine Brennan has found the time to become involved in numerous professional, civic and com-
munity organizations, serving as an officer in many of them.  She has been honored with awards and cita-
tions by numerous organizations, institutions and politicians.  Although there are far too many to mention in 
this space, Mrs. Brennan is very proud of being awarded the New York State Principal of the Year in 1999 
by the National Association of Secondary School Principals.

     Madeleine may have slowed down a bit as she climbs the stairs to her office, but that didn’t stop her 
from getting out on the dance floor during the gala celebration that her staff gave her recently.  She can still 
“move with the best of them.”  Her tiny frame belies the animation, gusto and “spunk” with which she lives 
her life, and her infectious smile lights up whatever room she enters.  Her loyalty is undeniable, yet she still 
demands responsibility and accountability from her staff and her associates.  Madeleine Brennan is a true 
professional who is disliked by few, loved by many and respected by all.

     The New York Academy of Public Education is proud of its relationship with Madeleine D. Brennan, a 
President Emerita and current Treasurer.

3
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As an introduction to the recommendations and obser-
vations presented in this article, I will share my own 
experience as a practitioner, because it has influenced 
my thinking and my practice. During my first year as 
instructional leader in one urban school district, I quickly 
became aware that one of my major responsibilities, both 
legally and morally, was to recommend that resources be 
allocated fairly, adequately, equitably, and effectively to all 
students in every school in the district. I soon discovered 
that this was a daunting task, given the reality of the poli-
tics surrounding the educational process and the inevitable 
competition for available resources.

Prior to my tenure in that district, most, if not all, deci-
sions about the allocation of resources had been based 
on the needs, opinions, and desires of a small number of 
adults who had influence over the policy makers, lo-
cal politicians, and political processes at the district and 
school levels. Thus, it became my task, that school year, to 
work to change the thinking within the schools and district 
to focus on the needs of 
children.

Through a collaborative effort, policy makers, school 
administrators and staff, parents, and community and 
business leaders developed and implemented a Theory 
of Action for school improvement that focused on the 
needs of each individual student. That Theory  of  Action  
included  one  very  simple  rule:  Every  decision  about  
current  or
 
anticipated revenues or resources was based on the fol-
lowing question: How does that decision support instruc-
tion in the classroom and meet our goal of success for all 
students? Many difficult and controversial decisions were 
made that year, which required the reallocation of resourc-
es that were being used ineffectively or unproductively. 
All those decisions influenced how teachers and programs 
supported the unique needs of each individual student.

Two things happened after this reprioritization was 
articulated into a Theory of Action. First, resources 
were more appropriately targeted toward student needs 
through the establishment of programs and structures 
that supported improved teacher practice. Some less 
effective programs and positions were eliminated in 
order to establish sound instructional practices based on 
the realities of student needs. Second, as a result of these 
changes, students made significant achievement gains 
in literacy and mathematics, and this progress continued 
for each year following the effort to more effectively 
channel available resources while seeking additional 
needed resources.

During this first year in this district, I learned that ad-
ministrators have an enormous responsibility not only 
to manage resources effectively, but also to ensure that 
resources are allocated to provide adequate student sup-
port and, most importantly, to improve teacher practice.

Purpose
The purpose of this article is to assist educators, poli-
cymakers, and other school community members in 
exploring some of the key components of successful 
schools serving diverse student populations. Although 
the strategies provided are based on research and the 
experiences of veteran teachers and administrators, it is 
important that
 
each strategy is evaluated against the local context prior 
to implementation, and that ongoing evaluation is used 
to gauge its effectiveness. Below, the key components 
are identified and briefly described.
•    Leadership for District and School Success

Effective leadership is essential at the district and school 
levels to promote school success and student achieve-
ment. Characteristics of effective leaders include:

Effective Schools are Led by Instructional Leaders and Supported by
Service-Oriented Support Systems

Anthony	P.	Cavanna,	Ed.D.,	Virginia	Baran,	Ph.D.,	and	Mindee	O’Cummings,	Ph.D.
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1)  a recognition that shared accountability requires 
shared resources,

2) a reliance on data driven decision making to guide 
student instruction,
 
3) a dynamic ability to engage all stakeholders in the 
education process, and

4) an ability to establish and sustain a professional 
learning community that is sensitive to both student and 
teacher needs.  (Dailey, 2005)

Change vs. Progress
Changing school structures, adding programs, or allo-
cating additional resources does not automatically result 
in improved student achievement. Instead, change must 
be well articulated, focused, and sustained over time if it 
is to have positive effects on student outcomes (Dailey, 
2005).

Support from a Client-Oriented Central Office or 
Support Organization
Having a clearly defined roadmap for change is criti-
cal (Daily, 2005).  In developing it, one must be aware 
of local context and able to prioritize needs addressing 
adult, as well as student, learning. In addition, a clearly 
articulated vision and mission that is inclusive of all 
students will enable everyone to work toward shared 
goals. It is only together that the mission and vision can 
be realized. Lastly, high teacher and student expecta-
tions are vital for student success. Professional develop-
ment promotes teacher quality, while clear and rigorous 
standards, use of multiple assessments, strength-based 
teaching strategies, and accelerated learning opportuni-
ties are among some of the strategies to raise student 
standards.

Policy and Resources
As important as providing ample resources to districts 
and schools is the need to appropriately allocate these 
resources. Formulas that are sensitive to individual stu-
dent need, rather than simple per student allocation, en-
ables all students to have their needs met. Student data 
should drive this process, while policy should solidify 
it. It is also important to note that money alone cannot 
raise student achievement. Instead, appropriate alloca-
tion, along with a comprehensive plan that addresses 

school leadership, teacher professional development, 
and student learning, is required.

School, Community, Climate, and Connectedness
The success of individual students and school commu-
nities is positively affected when students feel connect-
ed to and valued within their schools. A safe and orderly 
school environment creates the foundation for student 
engagement in learning activities. Related to providing 
engaging instruction—particularly at the intermediate and 
secondary levels—is the need for a personalized learning 
environment wherein each student’s individual progress 
is noted and encouraged. In addition, emphasizing
 prevention can  mitigate  some  of  the  costly interven-
tion  strategies  needed  when students’ needs are left 
unmet over a long period.

Table 1

Primary Themes
Successful schools/districts:
•   Focus first and foremost on student achievement and  
    learning
•   Have a theory of action for how to effect improve 
     ments and establish clear goals
•   Commit to professional learning at all levels and  
     provide multiple, meaningful learning opportunities
•   Use data to guide improvement strategies
•    Enact comprehensive, coherent reform policies
•    Have educators who accept personal responsibility   
     for improving student learning and receive support to   
     help them to succeed
•    Monitor progress regularly and intervene if necessary

Secondary Themes
Successful schools/districts focus attention on:
•   Partnerships/stakeholder involvement
•   Resource acquisition and allocation
•   District–school collaboration/shared responsibility  
     and autonomy
•   Customized/tailored support for schools (Waters, 2004)
 
As table 1 illustrates, dynamic instructional leaders are 
less concerned with day-to-day management matters 
and more focused on what is going on in classrooms. 
Strong leadership is fundamental to student success, 
because strong leaders ensure that teachers and other 
staff receive meaningful and relevant professional 
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development, cultivate professional learning communi-
ties, use data rather than instinct to make decisions, and 
ultimately work to guarantee that every student receives 
high-quality instruction.
 
Today, school principals and other school leaders face 
mounting accountability demands in a climate  of  
urgency;  therefore,  some  may  end  up  simply  re-
placing  structures  and strategies with others instead 
of planning carefully to accomplish goals and ensure 
actual progress.  When schools and districts/systems 
articulate and implement a Theory of Action to guide 
school reform, everyone can recognize their role in the 
process. The alignment of district/system and school 
priorities and strategies is more likely to raise student 
achievement than is a disjointed, piecemeal approach 
(Daily, 2005) Further, schools can provide better oppor-
tunities for student and adult learning when their efforts 
are supported by a systemic strategy. Successful schools 
and districts routinely collect and analyze student data 
to make important decisions about policies and resource 
allocation.  This data is most useful when it is used to 
make decisions about instructional strategies, curricu-
lum and professional development.

Effective schools build capacity, develop relationships 
around effective learning and monitor progress toward 
meeting standards. Research (Dailey,2005) on best 
practices indicates that the most successful school re-
form strategies are those that emerge through a process 
involving the entire school community, where various 
stakeholders come together to design a strategy that 

meets the unique situational needs of the schools and 
district. Moreover, the success or failure of any reform 
strategy depends on the strength of its implementation, 
that is, whether it creates tangible and long lasting im-
provements throughout the school, the school system, or 
both. The past decades have taught us that reform hap-
pens at the school level, but systemic supports, from the 
district or the state, must be in place to provide and steer 
resources, professional development, and support and 
encouragement (a top down/bottom up approach). Poli-
cymakers, state education agencies, and district/system 
administrators need to set criteria, provide support, and 
allow schools to meet expectations in self-determined 
ways, because the educators closest to students know 
what students need.   At the same time, policymakers 
need to be ready to intervene in failing schools when 
necessary (Calkins 2008).

The most important lesson learned from many school 
improvement efforts is that raising student achieve-
ment is challenging work that takes time and focus. It 
also requires that we assess our strengths and weakness, 
admit what we do not know, design focused learning 
experiences for both students and educators and focus 
resources on activities that improve student learning. 
This requires that school leaders, administrators, and 
policymakers make difficult decisions about how to as-
sess needs and respond accordingly, as well as ensuring 
that adequate resources are available to implement the 
necessary strategies.
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Abstract
Educational leaders are under increased scrutiny to close 
the achievement gap characterized by students’ race and 
class. As a result of this reality, school-based leaders are 
more like middle managers instead of effective transfor-
mational leaders. We posit that in order to reform schools, 
specifically in urban areas, transformational leaders who 
systematically practice metacognition are better able to 
promote effective, caring, and socially just schools and 
communities than those who do not. This article provides 
a paradigm for and examples of metacognitive transfor-
mational leadership. This paradigm can be used to pro-
mote and guide research on the use of metacognition in 
transformational leadership.

Transformational Leaders Who Practice Metacognition
Many education reform efforts are centered in urban 
schools where communities are plagued by social and 
economic inequities. These disparities, often character-
ized by students’ race and class, impede meaningful and 
equitable educational outcomes. Kozol (2005) reported 
the findings of his 5-year study of 60 urban schools in 
11 states. He noted that despite the promise of Brown v. 
Board of Education (1954) many schools in America’s 
urban areas serve primarily African American and His-
panic children. Furthermore, in addition to being separate 
and unequal, many of these schools lack the necessary 
physical facilities, teaching staff, and funding to meet the 
academic needs of its students (Kozol, 2005). 
Our charge as citizens in a democratic society is to ensure 
that all children are afforded the opportunity to learn and 
are given access to societal integration and economic 
wellbeing. We posit that in order to reform schools, 
specifically in urban areas, transformational leaders who 
systematically practice metacognition are better able to 
promote effective, caring, and socially just schools and 
communities than those who do not. 
In the last decade there has been an increased effort to 
close the achievement gap and to ameliorate the condi-
tions that plague many urban communities. Recently, the 
federal government expanded its role in public education 
and reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Educa-

tion Act (1965) to improve student outcomes. This 
reauthorization, aptly titled The No Child Left Behind 
Act (NCLB, 2008), promulgated a number of initia-
tives aimed at improving the performance of primary 
and secondary schools by increasing the standards of 
accountability for states, school districts, and schools. 
In addition, the federal government funded Race to the 
Top (2009). A series of competitive grants aimed to 
reward states that promote innovation, best practices, 
and student achievement. Based on the respective state’s 
response to these new federal initiatives, schools have 
experienced heightened public scrutiny, which has 
encouraged many school leaders to become managers 
rather than effective transformational leaders. This real-
ity is palpable in urban schools.

Why Transformational Leadership?
     While there are over a dozen educational leader-
ship paradigms, very few speak to the realities of urban 
school leaders. Urban schools appear to be operating in 
a crisis mode due to an increased focus on accountabil-
ity, efficacy, and student achievement. As delineated in 
NCLB, all students are required to make Adequate Year-
ly Progress and teachers must demonstrate effectiveness 
as measured by student achievement data. Also, school 
leaders are held accountable for academic outcomes, 
school climate, and parental involvement while given 
little, if any, autonomy. Moreover, little to no power is 
placed in the hands of school leaders despite the fact that 
they are arguably the most vital components in student 
success. Last, in conjunction with Race to the Top ef-
forts, many districts and schools are handed packaged 
curricula and professional development. These actions 
serve to undermine the professionalism of school-based 
leaders and relegate them to inconsequential middle 
managers. 
      John Dewey, often considered the father of modern 
education, asserted that the ultimate goal of education is 
the development of reflective, creative, and responsible 
thought (1938). This premise is absent in many educa-
tional reform measures where school leaders are evalu-
ated based on student achievement data and checklists. 
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Undoubtedly, the role of a principal is more than that of 
an instructional leader and building manager. It is incum-
bent upon school leaders, specifically in urban areas, to 
create safe havens where dreams are fostered and success 
becomes achievable. This means that not only must urban 
school leaders make effective data driven decisions; they 
must also facilitate the transformation of their respective 
schools and communities. 
Burns (1978) introduced transformational leadership to 
the field of education. He theorized that transformational 
leadership occurs when people engage in ways that raise 
their levels of motivation and morality. Essentially recip-
rocal in nature, transformational leadership can improve 
the human condition and increase ethical aspirations 
(Burns, 1978). Urban schools are in communities where 
children are faced with dismal realities as a result of long-
standing systemic inequities: increased crime rates, high 
poverty, substandard housing, poor healthcare, and most 
distressing, low expectations. We argue that a leadership 
platform centered on transformation and practiced meta-
cognitively can challenge these paradigms. In this light, 
urban school leaders become a vehicle for substantive 
change resulting in meaningful reform. 

What is Metacognition? 
Metacognition, commonly defined as thinking about one’s 
own thinking, requires engaging in a critical analysis 
about one’s thinking processes and products (Hartman, 
2009). It is essentially reflective and requires self-regu-
lation before, during, and after one’s actions.  This broad 
view of metacognition is consistent with Schon’s (1983) 
distinction between reflection on action and reflection in 
action. Our position is that transformational leaders can 
be more effective if they think metacognitively about how 
they raise levels of motivation and morality and the extent 
to which they are succeeding in improving the life out-
comes in their schools and communities. As such, urban 
school leaders must actively engage in and reflect on their 
respective school and surrounding community to encour-
age student achievement, promote parent involvement, 
develop community partnerships and advocate for socially 
just policies at the local and state levels.  
Metacognitive reflection on one’s prior actions or learning 
mediates future actions as it is based on lessons learned. 
Accordingly, metacognitive reflection is a cyclical pro-
cess. Two major categories of metacognition are “execu-
tive management” and “strategic knowledge” (Hartman, 

2001). Executive management entails planning, monitor-
ing, revising and evaluating one’s performance. Strategic 
knowledge entails knowing what knowledge and skills 
one has, in addition to when, why, and how to use them.  
With this in mind, urban school leaders must be able 
to locate resources and facilitate positive resolutions in 
real-time to promote student success. To explain, a child 
cannot learn if s/he is hungry or worried about familial 
situations. Thus, urban school leaders must be aware of 
their students’ realities and be able to identify and provide 
access to means to address their needs. 
Holzman (2012) studied the largest urban public school 
system in the nation – New York City. She found that 
African American and Hispanic children have a severely 
limited opportunity to learn in New York City’s public 
school system as they “languish in schools that lack the 
resources and capacity to meet their academic or social 
needs” (p. vii).  Metacognitively reflecting on their effica-
cy in addressing the needs of their students, urban school 
leaders must think critically about the extent to which they 
place the human condition over packaged curricula and 
ensure the personal, social, and academic needs of their 
students are attended to and fulfilled.
 
Transformational Leadership and Metacognition
According to Dewey (1933), observation is the first step 
in reflective practice. Observation helps create an under-
standing of the conditions and impact of one’s actions. 
The essence of metacognition is an awareness of and 
control over one’s own thinking processes and products. 
Transformational leaders must observe their own actions, 
inactions, and attitudes, as well as their impact on others. 
Upon awareness, they should take steps to enhance their 
effectiveness.  A leadership framework centered on trans-
formation and metacognition must consist of the follow-
ing essential components: Critical Self-Reflection, Care 
and Social Justice. 
Critical Self Reflection. The Brazilian educationalist 
Freire (1998) aligned critical self-reflection to liberation. 
In the first stage of this activist learning paradigm, the 
oppressed, through critical self-reflection, realize they 
are indeed oppressed. Correspondingly, metacognition is 
critical self-reflection. Often leaders look outward rather 
than inward and negate this basic premise. Urban school 
leaders must first see their true selves before they can 
comprehend and serve others. This self-awareness can 
help school leaders become who and what they aspire to 
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be: agents of change. For Friere, self-reflection is crucial 
as it serves to liberate the oppressed and, in turn, inspires 
them to liberate others. 
Urban school leaders can promote student achievement by 
themselves becoming more metacognitive and facilitating 
metacognition in their administrators, teachers, students 
and parents. Therefore, urban school leaders should lead 
both with and for metacognition. Self-questioning has 
been demonstrated to be a powerful strategy for promot-
ing metacognition (Wong, 1985). To maximize their ef-
fectiveness, metacognitive transformational leaders should 
ask themselves executive management questions such as: 
“To what extent am I creating a caring community in my 
school? How could my words and actions be improved to 
make my school more caring?” They should then ask their 
stakeholders to do the same to promote and to encourage 
a critical caring community.
Care. Urban communities oftentimes face harsh realities 
and to “care” about the students and families who exist in 
these settings is simply not enough. Urban school leaders 
must create caring communities where an ethic of care is 
established and aggressively practiced. Noddings (2005) 
described the ethic of care as interpersonal and believed 
that in order for caring to be actualized, both parties must 
be fully committed and engaged. Hence, the charge for 
urban school leaders is to facilitate environments where 
all stakeholders care for and about their communities and 
greater society. 
Urban school leaders create caring communities by con-
sidering the impact of their words and actions. To accom-
plish this goal, metacognitively, transformational urban 
school leaders must deliberately plan, monitor, revise, and 
evaluate how and the extent to which their words and ac-
tions promote a caring environment where all children can 
learn. These leaders must work with all members in their 
internal and external communities and seek assistance for 
those who may be unable to advocate for them selves to 
encourage student achievement and improve life out-
comes. In addition, metacognitive transformational school 
leaders must adhere to district and state level mandates 
while advocating for all community members. To do so, 
they should ask themselves strategic knowledge questions 

such as: “What are the standards for student learning?” 
“How are these standards identified and mapped? “How 
can I promote teacher efficacy and best practices to meet 
these standards for student learning?” 
 Social Justice. Urban school leaders must play an active 
role in creating a socially just school site and community. 
Schools are microcosms of the greater society. Brown 
(2003) argued that as such, schools are not moral enter-
prises. He wrote, “A society stratified by unequal positions 
of power, income, and social status can hardly alter social 
and economic mobility through its schools. It can merely 
reproduce the existing inequities” (p.75). Alternatively, 
we argue that as agents of change, urban school leaders 
must create communities where the common goal is to 
improve the existing conditions for all members. This 
means that urban school leaders must facilitate active 
partnerships, connecting students and families to the ap-
propriate human resources when needed and rallying with 
their communities when injustices are inflicted upon a 
community member. Indeed, schools, to some extent are a 
reflection of society; however, urban school leaders must 
promote effective change by being proactive and moral 
members of their respective communities. Consequently, 
metacognitive transformational school leaders should ask 
themselves strategic knowledge questions similar to the 
following: “What do I mean when I talk about social jus-
tice? Why are social just practices important in my school 
and community? How can I promote social justice most 
effectively?

Conclusion
     Leadership matters. The tenets of a leadership frame-
work centered on transformation and metacognition are 
vital in eradicating the achievement gap and improving 
the realities of all children. Our objective was to offer a 
paradigm of transformational leadership and metacogni-
tion to promote effective, caring, and socially just schools 
and communities. Urban school leaders, in particular, 
have the potential to change lives in real and meaningful 
ways. We feel that this can be achieved with the use of 
morally and socially just reflective practices.
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 Educators must grasp the concept that the needs 
of disadvantaged students do not automatically place 
them at an academic disadvantage. While students might 
enter schools with a social and/or economic disadvan-
tage, principals and staff can create environments where 
the personal status of students is not a hindrance to 
academic success. There are many steps that profession-
als can take to create the best chance for disadvantaged 
students to succeed.

Flexibility
The majority of students who are disadvantaged based 
upon economic or social factors struggle with academic 
studies. However, we must not let being disadvantaged 
serve as a causative factor for academic failure; even 
though it certainly can influence academic outcomes. 
“Not all students are alike. Based on this knowledge, 
differentiated instruction applies an approach to teach-
ing and learning that gives students multiple options for 
taking in information and making sense of ideas” (Hall, 
T., Strangman, N., & Meyer, A. ,2003, para 1). The use 
of what might be considered uncommon educational 
interventions to reach students whose background is 
not robust, either academically or socially, is required 
and needs to be scripted. The key word for any educa-
tor working with students from a disadvantaged setting 
is flexibility. Flexibility is the foundational mantra for 
ensuring that the disadvantaged student has a plan in 
place specifically to support their needs and subsequent 
efforts. “…without early experiences of success at 
learning, a student will become increasingly frustrated 
with academic difficulty and failure, and will develop 
low self-esteem in general and vis-a-vis the educational 
system in particular, will ultimately alienate himself 
from, and be alienated by, the school” (Cope, Lemon, 
Mace,Simone & Tait, 1997). Disadvantaged students 
require flexibility to reach success. “A curriculum de-
signed approach to increase flexibility in teaching and 
decrease the barriers that frequently limit student access 
to materials and learning in classrooms” (Rose & Meyer, 
2002). Flexibility provides the best chance for success 
for disadvantaged youth.

Dare to Drive Down a One Way Street in the Oppo-
site Direction
“Understand the difficulties and disadvantages that low 
income students may face and accommodate them ac-
cordingly. However, do not let empathy be mistaken for 
apathy or leniency. Make sure that it is clear that you 
care about their individual success” (Clark, 2003, para. 
3). Chances are that nothing common to the practice 
of pedagogy will render significant impacts for disad-

vantaged students. If common practice efforts could, it 
would have occurred already in the child’s educational 
career. Public education is steeped in the common, the 
usual, the predictable, the scripted, and the adherence to 
past practice. Any ‘one-size-fits-all’ model many times 
leaves educators with a short-sighted vision or a myo-
pic view of how to educate children successfully. Many 
educators are uncomfortable or even unwilling to step 
out of the prescribed, usual remedies and try something 
different.
The more flexibility an educator (teacher and principal) 
can exhibit, the better chance to mitigate for students 
the impact of being academically and/or socially disad-
vantaged. It boils down to flexibility with the prescribed 
curricula and even more flexibility with instructional 
application and style. Dare to drive down the pedagogi-
cal one-way street in the opposite direction, if necessary, 
when a student needs it.
“American teachers are understandably angry at what 
they see as the eagerness of the American public and 
policy makers to hold them accountable for what is 
really a failure of the society as a whole, that is, for 
sending them children whose poverty greatly handicaps 
the ability of their teachers to bring them up to global 
standards of achievement” (Tucker, 2013). The first step 
is to recognize the target population and why they are 
poorly prepared. Then it is important to detail what skills 
will be necessary to teach disadvantaged population. 
This calls for an exploration and discussion amongst 
members of the staff; from classroom teachers to school 
psychologists and from physical education teachers to 
supportive service specialists in reading and math. Find-
ing pedagogy that relates strategies, methodologies, and 
resources thus allowing students to relate learning to 
their lives is critically important.
Understanding the culture from which students come to 
school is the first step in reaching them. Emphasis needs 
to be placed on pedagogical principles that create school 
environments where disadvantaged students feel com-
fortable and welcomed. This is not a classroom by class-
room limited initiative but rather an effective principal 
realizes and takes action to ensure that there is a school-
wide ethos of understanding and acceptance concerning 
disadvantaged students within the school.

Flexibility Translates into Modification
Changes in school organization and instructional prac-
tices need to be made to eliminate the impact of current 
practices. Accommodations to address disadvantaged 
students reflect modified teaching styles more than 
modified curricula or differentiated instruction. Both of 
these two processes are important and have a significant 
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place in the process, but until a teacher understands and 
embraces the modification of his or her teaching style to 
meet the needs of the disadvantaged students, nothing of 
significance will be accomplished. Educating the disad-
vantaged means extending educational opportunities; be 
it pre-school, summer school, alternate school, and/or ex-
tended opportunities during, prior to, or after the school 
day. By doing so, principals and teachers create an 
educational context that gives the disadvantaged student 
forums where reforms to assist them can take place.
The first and probably statistically most important thing 
you can do as a principal can do for disadvantaged 
students is to place the best team of teachers on the 
staff working with them. While the tendency might be 
to place the best teachers in a high school setting in the 
most demanding college prep, AP, or IB classes, the aca-
demic and social demands presented by lower perform-
ing students requires the best teachers in those environ-
ments. Those top-quartile of teachers on every grade 
level, those identified as ‘highly effective’, represent the 
best chance that disadvantaged students have to achieve 
success. Even with that parameter established, one must 
realize that in most instances there is a huge disconnect 
between the backgrounds of disadvantaged youth and the 
background of their teacher. Therefore, teacher education 
in regard to sensitivity and understanding for where their 
students ‘are coming from’ (both literally and figura-
tively) is important. Teachers understanding their own 
background in relation to their students, being aware of 
the environment in which they teach, and looking at the 
school from the perspective of a disadvantaged student 
are quality and useful reflective practices.
Today, the impossible is being asked of teachers working 
with disadvantaged students; or so it would seem. The 
juxtaposing of Annual Professional Performance Review 
standards and accountability to fit into unconventional 
pedagogical practices necessary for disadvantaged 
students is outside the box of conventional practice and 
measurement. In the statistical analysis that serves as the 
foundation for Annual Professional Performance Review, 
there are no asterisks that signify outliers that are the 
disadvantaged student. 

Best Practices Give Disadvantaged Students the Best 
Chance
The concept of creating and utilizing best practices is 
imperative. Issues arise when students do not have the 
support, time, or resources at home to complete home-
work; for example, assignments configured to improve 
expressive writing; teachers need to structure time and 
obtain resources within the parameters of the school 
day to support completion of the task. In addition, the 
simplicity of a classroom that is rich in routines can pro-
vide a sense of comfort and security for a student whose 
home life might regularly be in shambles. Both of these 
concepts recognize a teacher’s awareness of the needs of 
his or her students.
A strong teacher of the disadvantaged has a bank of 

knowledge on community resources available to assist 
students and their families. Breakfast, free or reduced-fee 
lunch programs, after school and social service resources 
are just a few that can assist a disadvantaged student in 
being better prepared to learn in school. An educator’s 
knowledge and ability to work with school social work-
ers, guidance counselors, school psychologists, coaches, 
mentors, youth counselors, and community service of-
ficers is an important part of the school’s support system. 
The parental component in educational practices and 
success is extremely important but is an area over which 
we have the least amount of control. There are many 
challenges with communicating with the parents of dis-
advantaged students. In terms of working with disadvan-
taged students, the term in loco parentis takes on a more 
significant and important meaning.

What Does a Successful Teacher of the Disadvantaged 
Look Like?
When all is said, principals are not looking for a teacher 
who feels sorry for the disadvantaged learner. Rather, 
they are seeking teachers who have confidence that all 
students can learn and succeed at the highest level. You 
are looking for a teacher who truly believes that disad-
vantaged only relates to their current academic or social 
status, not their academic potential. Disadvantaged 
students need teachers geared toward ameliorating the 
effects of being academically and/or socially disadvan-
taged. This teacher must be skilled at creating a coopera-
tive learning environment where disadvantaged students 
can earn respect amongst his or her peers.
A teacher of the disadvantaged must present instruction 
in a scaffolding manner, within a print-rich environment 
with computers and efforts to create meaningful bridges 
between lessons and relevancy for the student. This 
means creating connections between existing knowl-
edge and curricula. Content knowledge might need to be 
assessed in a non-conventional manner with hands-on 
learning and non-traditional learning opportunities. 
Teachers need to build a sense of community within 
the school for the disadvantaged student and a sense of 
belonging, therefore, building their confidence and self-
esteem. Academic success can be built upon a foundation 
of a student’s sense of self-worth and sense of belonging 
to a community. This is especially true when they know 
their teacher respects them and has high expectations 
for them. All of this contributes to a student’s desire and 
confidence to take academic and social risks.
The teacher needs to assist in removing the fear that they 
will be measured by their possessions (e.g., sneakers, cell 
phones, clothes, etc.) and not by their accomplishments. 
Disadvantaged students need to know the staff value 
time with them.

Being Disadvantaged Only Hides the Potential, It 
Doesn’t Mean it Isn’t There
“Schools with higher proportions of disadvantaged 
students are at greater risk of challenges that can result 
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in under performance, affecting education systems as 
a whole. Low performing disadvantaged schools of-
ten lack the internal capacity or support to improve, as 
school leaders and teachers and the environments of 
schools, classrooms and neighborhoods frequently fail to 
offer a quality learning experience for the most disad-
vantaged. Five policy recommendations have shown 
to be effective in supporting the improvement of low 
performing disadvantaged schools:
1. Strengthen and support school leadership
2. Stimulate a supportive school climate and environ-
ment for learning
3. Recruit, develop, support and retain high quality 
teachers
4. Ensure effective classroom learning strategies
5. Prioritize linking schools with parents and communi-

ties” (OECD, 2012).
Educating disadvantaged students requires a school-
wide effort, mindset, commitment, and supportive 
ethos. There needs to be an across the board culture that 
supports learning, builds trust, and expects academic 
success. This requires staff flexibility to ensure that the 
disadvantaged student has a plan in place support their 
needs and efforts. Students entering your school who are 
disadvantaged have probably lacked academic and social 
stimulation and enter with that as a stigma. The salient 
points that should guide the principal are that the disad-
vantaged student enters your school with the greatest of 
potential. How principals expose that potential requires 
talented and committed educators and a plan that is flex-
ible and student centered. Disadvantaged should not be a 
handicapping condition.
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Value-added models in education have garnered a great 
deal of attention from both policy makers and research-
ers because they offer a process for separating the effect 
a teacher has on student performance from other factors 
identified as impacting student achievement such as socio-
economic status, disability, family background, or limited 
English proficiency (Betts, Zau and Rice, 2003, Mendro, 
Jordan, Gomez, Anderson & Benbry, 1998).  In addition, 
value-added models have the ability to identify differ-
ences in teacher effectiveness within and between schools 
(Rockoff, Staiger, Kane & Taylor, 2010) and measure the 
effect of teaching on student learning over time (Sand-
ers & Rivers, 1996).   Several controversies have erupted 
with the publication of estimated teacher value-added by 
major media outlets in New York and Los Angeles. While 
the validity of these models has been debated since their 
inception, there is no doubt that value-added modeling in 
education is here to stay. Hence instead of contributing to 
the debate about value-added’s validly, in this paper we 
examine the practicality of using value-added data at the 
school level to improve student outcomes. 
Until recently only a few school districts and researchers 
were using value-added models to evaluate school and 
teacher effectiveness (Meyer & Dokumaci, 2010), but to-
day many more states and school districts are using some 
form of value-added model to distinguish between effec-
tive and ineffective teachers (Pennsylvania DOE, 2012).
     The surge in popularity of value-added models for 
school and teacher evaluation needs to be tempered by 
their financial and educational limitations. First, imple-
mentation of a value-added model requires the resources 
and capacity to manage a complex, computer-based 
statistical algorithm and extensive longitudinal data that 
link student records to specific teachers.  Aside from the 
cost of implementation, research has indicated that value-
added models are vulnerable to inaccuracy as a result of 
incomplete or incorrect data, data that has been inaccu-
rately linked from teacher to student, and measurement 
and statistical errors.  While the ability to disaggregate the 
effect of individual teachers on student performance re-
mains attractive, a critical view must be considered before 
districts and states invest heavily in value-added systems.   
In addition, while the benefits of value-added models as 
a measure of effective teaching are supported by research 

literature, the use of these data by teachers and school ad-
ministrators for school improvement remains problematic.     
     This paper uses a critical analysis of the value added 
research literature to argue that, while value added models 
generate data for district and state level accountability (and 
teacher and school sanctions),  any real benefit to instruc-
tion requires that these evaluation data be usable by school 
administrators to improve classroom instruction. The use 
of value-added data by school administrators remains 
scattered and inconsistent. This paper uses New York State 
as a context in which to understand the tension between 
mandatory use of value-added models and using the data 
at the school level and presents recommendations for how 
value-added data might be used by school administrators 
to make decisions about teachers placement and training 
and facilitate school improvement. 
 
Research on Value-Added Models 
     Policy makers from across the political spectrum agree 
on the importance of good teaching to student achieve-
ment. “The importance of teachers to the educational 
process has seldom, if ever, been seriously questioned by 
either academians or lay people” (Frase, 2005, p. 437). Re-
search on value-added models throughout the country has 
demonstrated that teaching is a major contributing factor 
to student achievement  (Wright, Horn & Sanders, 1997; 
Rowan, Correnti & Miller, 2002; Rivkin, Hanushek & 
Kain, 2000),  that effective teaching contributes to student 
academic success over time (Sanders & Rivers, 1996; Riv-
ers, 1999; Mendro et al., 1998), and that effective teaching 
has the greatest impact on the lowest achieving students 
(Sanders & Rivers, 1996).  
     These studies showed, in multiple trials using differ-
ent data sets and various statistical models, that the single 
largest factor that contributed to student performance was 
the teacher who taught the class.   While each study has 
been criticized by experts in value-added modeling, and 
many have been found to have flaws that question the size 
of the teaching effect on student test scores, no critique or 
reanalysis has disputed the fundamental finding that teach-
ing is a significant factors in student achievement (McCaf-
fery, Lockwood, Koretz & Hamilton, 2003).  Value-added 
modeling, however limited, offers a way to disaggregate 
the effect of classroom teaching from other factors that 
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contribute to student achievement.    In spite of flaws in 
data, metrics, and models the value-added studies have 
made a substantial contribution to our understanding of 
teacher effect on student learning.
  
Teaching Effects Learning 
     Several value-added studies have modeled teacher 
effectiveness by controlling for various other factors 
shown to effect student learning.  Wright et al., (1997) 
examined data from two cohorts of third, fourth, and fifth 
grade students in 54 school districts in Tennessee. They 
found the teacher effect to be a significant contributing 
factor to the variance in student test scores. Only previ-
ous student achievement was a greater contributor to 
test score outcomes.     Rivkin et al., (2000) examined 
multiple cohorts of students’ test scores over a three year 
period and derived the teacher effect after controlling for 
other causal factors.  Using a sample of 500,000 student 
records, they found that 3.2% of the variance in student 
achievement could be attributed to teaching.  Criticism of 
this study has been aimed at the model’s use of tests that 
were not scored on a consistent scale—leaving in question 
whether the results accurately reflect movement in student 
performance (McCaffery et al., 2003).  Tests and scoring 
scales that vary from year to year by district and by state 
pose a limitation of metric and measurement. Like Wright 
et al. (1997), the value-added model used by Rivkin et 
al. (2000) identified the remaining effect after controlling 
for all other variables as the teacher effect.  Value-added 
models, to be reliable, require careful consideration and 
thorough inclusion of a wide range of factors shown to 
contribute to student learning.   Studies by Wright et 
al.(1997) and Rivkin et al.(2000) have been criticized for 
limiting the number of causal factors that were controlled 
for (McCaffery et al., 2003); however, influential factors 
on student learning are numerous (such as school culture 
and neighborhood dynamics) and are often difficult to 
quantify (Hinde, 2004; Freiberg, 1998).   
     Rowan et al., (2002) used two cohorts from a nation-
wide sample to identify the variance between students 
based on teacher effect.  This study used four different 
statistical models to examine teacher effect and found that 
teacher effect ranged from 8% to 78% of  the variance in 
student achievement.  While an effect was, indeed, found, 
the range of the effect points to how variations in statis-
tical modeling can produce wide ranging results.  This 
study has been questioned because of a large amount of 
missing data. Because robust value-added models depend 
on the aggregation of individual student’s test scores from 
one grade to another for individual teachers, it is vital that 
missing data be accounted for in the findings.  

     In each of these studies the authors separated the 
teacher effect from other causal effects through statisti-
cal modeling in spite of the limitations of missing data, 
inconsistent metrics and the problems associated with 
controlling for various other causal factors such as student 
background, socio-economic status, peers, neighborhood 
and a myriad of others (Betts, Zau  & Rice, 2003; Mendro 
et al., 1998).  In fact, McCaffery et al’s., (2003) replication 
of these studies, which attempted to correct the flaws, also 
found a significant relationship between effective teaching 
and student achievement.
     Effective teaching has a long term effective on learning
     The persistence of the teacher effect on student 
achievement was identified by Sanders and Rivers (1996) 
in their early seminal study of value-added models in edu-
cation.  Replication of their study using various datasets 
supported the consistency of the findings and suggested 
that persistence of the teacher effect over multiple school 
years is a significant factor in student success (McCaffery 
et al., 2003; Rivers, 1999).   
     Sanders and Rivers’ (1996) study of several Tennes-
see school systems using third, fourth and fifth grade 
standardized test scores in two cohorts from 1991 to 1995 
identified the persistence of a long lasting and cumula-
tive teacher effect. Rivers (1999) replicated the study 
three years later to address criticism of the original study 
and again found a cumulative teacher effect in students’ 
standardized test score performance. Finally, Mendro et 
al. (1998) replicated the Sanders and Rivers (1996) study 
using data from the Dallas public schools.  Each of the 
studies used similar methodology to replicate and identify 
flaws in the original Sanders and Rivers (1996) study. 
These multiple analyses have added to the validity and 
reliability of the findings that good teaching over time sig-
nificantly contributed to long term student success, while 
repeated poor teachers had a negative effect on learning.
     Sanders and Rivers (1996) used the Tennessee Value-
Added Assessment System (TVASS), which was designed 
specifically to determine individual teacher’s influence on 
the rate of student academic growth. Sanders and Rivers 
(1996) believed that the strengths of their model were  1) 
tests  aligned to the curriculum that produced a measure-
ment that was vertical and horizontal in scale, 2) a longitu-
dinal data set, and 3) and a statistical model that facilitated 
multivariate, longitudinal analysis to produce unbiased 
and efficient estimates of teacher effects.   In their analy-
sis, Sanders and Rivers (1996), first, estimated the teacher 
(classroom) effect for students in second, third and fourth 
grades over time.  A second analysis divided the teachers 
into quintiles from high to low effectiveness.   When these 
quintiles were examined for reading and mathematics, the 
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study found between second grade and fourth grade that 
the cumulative teacher effect was responsible for 52-54 
percentile points difference on student achievement tests 
between high effectiveness teachers and low effectiveness 
teachers.  In the third analysis, Sanders and Rivers (1996) 
identified that within every level of student achievement, 
average gains increased with teacher effectiveness; that is, 
students with the lowest academic achievement benefited 
the most from highly effective teachers.  
     McCaffery et al (2003) criticized the Sanders and Riv-
ers (1996)  study for overstating the effects when their 
reanalysis of the TVASS data found the difference in cu-
mulative teacher effect (between most and least effective) 
to be closer to 20 percentile points.   In addition, the Sand-
ers and Rivers (1996) study has been questioned because 
teacher effects were not fully extracted from student char-
acteristics, and the actual teacher effect was  susceptible 
to residual effects from unaccounted for characteristics.  
Although, approximately a 30 percentile point difference 
existed between the Sanders and Rivers’ (1996) study and 
McCaffery et al’s  (2003) reanalysis, the persistence of a 
long-lasting teacher effect was still evident. 

Effective Teachers have the Greatest Effect on the 
Lowest Performing Students
     Rivers (1999) replicated Sanders and Rivers’ (1996) 
study to correct some of the weakness that were identi-
fied in the original study. While Rivers (1999) continued 
to omit student characteristics, his model allowed for a 
correlation between scores from the same student.  Riv-
ers (1999) modeled scores for five subjects (reading, 
language, science, social studies and mathematics). These 
scores “partially adjust[ed] for the omitted students char-
acteristics” (Mendro, et al., 1998).  Rivers (1999) used 
fixed variables for each school district resulting in the 
teacher effects being comparable only to other teachers in 
the same district.  In addition, Rivers (1999) differed from 
Sanders and Rivers (1996) by analyzing longitudinal test 
data for students through grade nine. He found that teacher 
effects from fourth, fifth, sixth, and seventh grade were 
statistically significantly related to the test scores for those 
students when they reached ninth grade.  In assessing the 
teacher effect for seventh grade students on mathematics 
tests, he found that fifth and sixth grade teachers had a 
greater effect than fourth grade teachers.   The impact of 
fifth grade teachers on ninth grade test scores was nearly 
twice as much for students who ranked in the lowest 
quartile of achievement on their fourth grade test scores 
as for students in the highest quartile. The effect of each 
teacher decreased overtime but continued to exist.  Men-
dro et al. (1998), in their replication of the Sanders and 
Rivers’ (1996) study, advanced the importance of effective 

teaching overtime. They concluded that students taught 
by an ineffective teacher in one year did not make up for 
the loss even after additional years. Mendro et al. (1998) 
confirmed the persistence of the teacher effect over time.  
Kain’s (1998) replication of long term teacher effect found 
that teacher effects for every year were statistically signifi-
cant predictors of final year scores.
     As a result of these seminal works of research and the 
subsequent replications, policy makers across the country 
have begun to use value added models to differentiate be-
tween highly effective and less effective teachers. A value-
added model of assessment of student learning is mandat-
ed for all schools in Tennessee, Pennsylvania, and Ohio as 
well as several hundred school districts in 21 states. Dallas 
and Seattle are the most prominent urban districts that use 
the value-added approach, along with a number of districts 
in Colorado, North Carolina, and Florida (Pennsylvania 
DOE website, 2012). Recent legislation has mandated 
value-added measurements in Arkansas, Minnesota, Iowa 
and New York. Many of these are being used specifically 
to link teacher evaluations to student performance.
Limitation of value added data for teacher evaluation
     The limitations of using value added data for teacher 
evaluations have been discussed in dozens of studies 
and articles by widely recognized experts in the field of 
teacher evaluation (Darling-Hammond, Amrein-Beardsley, 
Haertel & Rothstein, 2012; Amrein-Beardsley & Col-
lins, 2012; Braun, 2005; McCaffery et al., 2003).   These 
discussions do not argue that value-added models fail 
to provide, in some way, a strategy for disaggregating a 
teacher’s effect on learning from student and school char-
acteristic.  Their arguments center around the limitations 
of value-added models, and around the wisdom (or lack 
thereof) of using value-added data for teacher evaluation.
     In a background paper on teacher evaluation aimed 
at policy makers, Darling-Hammond et al. (2012) sum-
marized the drawbacks to the use of value-added models 
for teacher evaluations.  They point out that the research 
has demonstrated that value-added models are unstable, 
that teacher ratings can vary substantially from year to 
year and from class to class, and that teacher value-added 
scores are significantly influenced by differences in the 
characteristics of the students in their classroom and by 
school and community influences on student progress.   
     In addition, to identify teacher effect, value-added mod-
els rely on certain assumptions that limit their usability: 
The models assume that all schools are the same without 
accounting for difference in school culture, leadership, or 
neighborhood, that all teachers have the same background 
and academic ability, and that student living situations by 
and large are homogenous (poverty may be accounted for, 
but parent education and family living situation rarely are) 
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(Braun, 2005)  New York City’s value-added model
     The New York City Department of Education’s (NYC-
DOE) value-added model ties teacher evaluations to 
student achievement.  It uses data from the annual fourth 
through eighth grade English/language arts and mathemat-
ics standardized tests.  Student growth is measured by the 
difference between the pre-test (the standardized test taken 
the prior Spring) and the post-test (the test taken during 
the current Spring), the results are linked to the specific 
school, teacher and classroom in which each student is 
currently enrolled. (Meyer & Dukomaci, 2010). The data 
is analyzed in three stages:  First, 10 student character-
istics  and three classroom characteristics  are controlled 
for in order to reveal each teacher’s overall effect on their 
class of students. “Variables at the student level provide 
information about individual students, while variables at 
the classroom level provide information about classrooms 
students are in, including the average characteristics of 
the students in the classroom” (VARC, 2010 p.18). Stu-
dent characteristics are controlled for in order to find an 
individual teacher’s effectiveness with particular types of 
students such at English language learners. Then, teach-
ers are assigned to a quintile based on their effectiveness 
compared to other teachers in the district with similar 
years of experience and who work with similar popula-
tions of students.   Each teacher’s effectiveness score, 
then, is a mean of the growth for each of his/her  students.  
These means are used to rank each teacher by quintile: 
‘low’ (0th through 4th percentiles); ‘below average’ (5th 
through 24th percentiles); ‘average’ (25th through 74th 
percentiles); ‘above average’ (75th through 94th percen-
tiles); or ‘high’ (95th trough 99th percentiles) (VARC, 
2010).   Finally, using an established link between each 
student and teacher, the value added model ascribes an 
estimated teacher effect for each classroom teacher.  
Teachers’ estimated value-added is determined by com-
paring each teacher against other teachers across the 
district who teach at the same grade level, have similar 
levels of experience and teach students with similar char-
acteristics. (Kane, Fullerton, Rockoff and Staiger, 2008).   
This is an important component of the NYCDOE model 
because it attempts to account for the impact student 
characteristics can have on academic achievement in as-
signing value-added to teachers.  So, while the students 
growth rate of students is measured on a continuous scale, 
teacher effectiveness scores have been distilled to one of 
five categories.  
     The first page of the teacher data report allows New 
York City teachers to examine their percentile in compari-
son to other teachers with similar experience for one year 
and over the course of a four-year span. The second page 
disaggregates the data to display the teacher’s value-added 

with different subgroups for one school year. These sub-
groups are: the highest performing third of the students, 
the middle performers, the lowest performers, gender, 
English language learning and special education students. 
Therefore teachers are able to compare their value-added 
scores to teachers with similar students and similar experi-
ences. 
     While similar, the NYCDOE value-added model dif-
fers from the Tennessee model in an important way: The 
NYCDOE model uses multiple years of student perfor-
mance data to estimate a teachers value-added (test data 
from the current teacher’s class compared to the previous 
year’s test scores), rather than information from the stu-
dent’s testing trajectory over their entire school experience 
(Kane et al, 2008). While the NYC value-added model 
“is similar to that used in  research and by other school 
districts, there are limitations to this model that exist 
within every value-added model (Kane et al., 2008).   For 
instance, if pre or post test scores are missing for English/
language arts the mathematics test scores is inputted into 
the model and likewise, if the mathematics test score is 
missing the English/language arts test score is inputted. 
(VARC, 2010). This method of replacing the pretest may 
bias the teacher effect. (Braun, 2005).  
     The teacher data initiative, which began in the NYC-
DOE as a pilot program for the State of New York, began 
compiling teacher data during the 2007-2008 school year 
for the stated purpose of improving the quality of instruc-
tion for the students that attend New York City public 
schools. The teacher data reports generated by the teacher 
data initiative are not unique to large school systems. 
Value-added modeling has been viewed by education 
reformers as a method for objectively evaluating the ef-
fectiveness of teachers (McCaffery et al, 2003). Currently, 
New York State is adopting a value-added model that will 
be counted towards up to 40% of each teacher’s annual 
rating as part of the requirements for the Race to Top 
funding from the U.S. Department of Education.   New 
York State’s model is due to be implemented within the 
next two school years.  

Controversy about value-added models
     In New York City, the controversy surrounding the 
value-added model and resulting data has centered around 
two issues: disagreement about using the data for teacher 
evaluation and release of teacher rankings to the pub-
lic.  Release of the teacher data reports to the press was 
the result of a lawsuit brought against the NYCDOE by 
several media sources  in February 2012.  The media 
sources claimed that the data should be released for public 
consumption based on the Freedom of Information Act. 
After several appeals by the NYCDOE, the court ruled in 
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favor of the media and the value-added rankings of sev-
eral thousand teachers were published. Each of the media 
outlets manipulated the reports to create a format that was 
easily read by the public at large. 
     In New York City, the release to the press of teacher 
rankings from the value-added data raised a firestorm. 
(Gonen, Sanderson, & Campanile, 2012). While Mayor 
Michael Bloomberg  supported the “people’s right to 
know” (Rubenstein, 2012), the United Federation of 
Teacher objected to the release of data on the grounds that 
the data was incomplete and an inaccurate measure of 
teacher effectiveness.  Television coverage after the initial 
media release, profiled teachers who had received value-
added rankings in the lowest quintile but who had long 
been considered by the their administrators to be excellent 
teachers.  Michael Mulgrew, the union president stated, 
“With the release today of the teacher data reports, we 
have thousands of teachers [concerned] that their parents 
are getting misinformation and misleading information 
about what is going on in the schools” (De Avila, How-
erton, Barbanel, Barry, and Maloney, 2012, p. 2). With 
the public release flaming the fire of controversy around 
value-added models, principals increasingly shied away 
from the using the data. 
      In Los Angeles, the Los Angeles Times worked with 
an education researcher from RAND, to develop a value-
added model specifically for the purpose of publicizing 
the difference in  the effectiveness of 6,000 teachers 
(using data from 600,000 students)  in the Los Angeles 
Unified School District. The resulting controversial series 
“Grading the Teachers: Who’s Teaching L.A.’s Kids” 
(Felch, Song & Smith, 2010) listed effective and ineffec-
tive teachers by name.  The article, which also included 
anecdotes describing “good” teachers and “bad” teachers, 
caused an uproar among school personnel.  As in New 
York City, follow up media coverage features a number of 
teachers for whom the value-added model results had run 
counter to the perceptions of principals. 
School administrators’ use of value-added data
     We might reasonably argue that value-added data is a 
credible means of disaggregating teacher effect on student 
learning; however, given the cost of using a value-added 
model and what we know about the limitations of the data, 
are the data useful in improving instruction or merely a 
strategy for attaching a measure to teaching that can sup-
port a system of punishment and reward?  It’s important to 
note that value-added models only place a teacher along 
a continuum of their effect on student test score out-
comes. The results of the models are categorical  rankings 
that don’t provide any information on how effective the 
teacher is or the characteristics that make a teacher effec-

tive (or not effective).  
     Our observation, as school administrators, is that few 
principals in NYCDOE are using the value-added data, 
and that those who are attempting to use it find themselves 
at a loss for how to use it meaningfully.   
 
Use of VAM by School administrators 
     While politicians argue that value-added models pro-
vide a quantitative and decisive measure that can be used 
to grant or deny tenure, terminate a probationary teacher, 
or document a tenured teacher as ineffective, school ad-
ministrators tend to approach the data with skepticism. 
Aside from the controversy in the media, school adminis-
trators shy away from using the data for several reasons:  
Some school administrators are discouraged from using 
the value-added data because of the lack of agreement 
among scholars  on the most accurate value-added models 
(Darling-Hammond, et. al., 2012) as well as the potential 
for errors in a system the size of the NYCDOE. 
     A larger population of school administrators simply 
lack the training to understand the value added model.   
School administrators, who are responsible for the safety 
and effective operation of schools with up to 4000 student 
as well as parent relations, instructional support,  teacher 
professional development a myriad of other factors have 
little time to study the algorithms and research on value-
added models.  Moreover, value-added data can vary 
substantially from year to year for an individual teacher.  
One report of value-added data claimed that as many as 
25% of teachers had value-added scores that soared from 
low to high in one year (Ravitch, 2012).  Moreover, there 
is variability between the value-added data and a princi-
pal’s observed perception of a teacher’s effectiveness. For 
example, school organizational culture is broader than just 
test scores.  A principal perception may be informed by 
years of professional observation or skewed by non-in-
structional performance such as a teacher volunteering to 
lead after-school activities.  Long term principals are more 
comfortable relying on the accumulated knowledge of 
teachers (Jacob & Lefgren, 2007).  As a result, principals 
rely more heavily on their observations and knowledge of 
or familiarity with a teacher than on value-added data.  In 
addition, value-added data may conflict with a principal’s 
observations or established perceptions of a teacher’s ef-
fectiveness. The inclination to trust personal observation 
and professional judgment over limited, controversial, 
variable, and poorly understood data is strong (Jacob & 
Lefgren, 2007).  
     Even for principals who choose to use the value-added 
data, the use of the data to make hiring and tenure deci-
sion is problematic.  First, in NYCDOE the value-added 
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ranking constitutes only 20% of a teachers evaluation and 
a low value-added ranking does not negate the need to 
consider observations and teacher portfolios.  For tenured 
teachers,  performance must be documented over time.  
An “ineffective” ranking in value-added data for one year 
does not guarantee that that teacher can be (or should be 
dismissed).  If a non-tenured teacher is dismissed, he/she 
must be replaced, and principal’s consideration of the fac-
tors involved in hiring and orienting a new teacher weight 
heavily on a decision to dismiss.   How hard is the school 
to staff?   If a new teacher can be found and placed, how 
long will they last?   What kind of support will he/she 
need?  Can the principal be assured that the new teacher 
will rank higher on the value-added ranking than his/her 
predecessor?   Useful teacher effectiveness data needs to 
provide school administrators with information on the in-
structional skills and weakness of their teachers in order to 
help them guide the placement and development of teach-
ers.   Only value-added data over time, as demonstrated 
by Sanders & Rivers (1996)  can mitigate the effects of 
variability.   
     Research has revealed several distinct teacher attributes 
that bear a relationship to student learning outcomes: 
academic and verbal ability, subject matter knowledge, 
pedagogical knowledge, and teaching experience (Dar-
ling-Hammond, 2002), and student performance on stan-
dardized tests has been linked to these teacher attributes 
(Kennedy, Peters, and Thomas, 2012). Although long term 
affects of high quality teachers have been identified, such 
as college attendance, lower teenage pregnancy rates and 
lifetime earnings (Chetty, Friedman and Rockoff, 2011), 
value-added models, as they currently exist, are not able 
to identify these teacher characteristics.   
Recommendations for use of value-added data 
    We believe that it can be reasonably concluded that 
value-added data contribute in some way to understand-
ing the effect of teaching on student achievement and 
that states and districts will continue to sustain the cost 
of these expensive models.  Our concern, then, is how 
the data might be used in a way that acknowledges their 
limitations but provides a benefit to school administrators 
for improving instruction.    
     Here, we draw on the research that addresses data use 
for school improvement in general and teacher evaluation, 
specifically,  as a foundation for proposing ways in which 
school administrators might use value-added data in com-
bination with other teacher evaluation data to mitigate the 
negative aspects of making high stakes personnel deci-
sions using only the unstable value-added data.  

    Bernhardt (2004) and Kennedy et al (2012) agree that 

the first step for adequate use of data is to commit re-
sources for the analysis.   Data teams made up of teachers 
and administrators are increasingly common in schools 
across the country, charged with examining and analyzing 
student formative and summative assessment data.  Ber-
nhardt (2004) and Kennedy et al (2012) recommend that  
school data teams be employed to study and analyze the 
data.  The data team can identify teachers who have shown 
weak results over time and recommend an action plan to 
the school administrators. Districts that use value-added 
models need to support the work of these data teams.  In 
the context of NYCDOE a formal structure exists for this 
purpose: Data Inquiry Teams .   The use of the school data 
team removes the pressure from the school administrator 
to study and apply the data alone and employs the exper-
tise gained by other professionals in the building. 
      addition,  the researchers recommend that data teams 
focus on the methods used to generate the value-added 
data (Kennedy et al, 2012).   Studies have emphasized that 
value-added models are most valid and reliable when the 
data is viewed longitudinally (Sanders & Rivers, 1996).  
An investment in time and resources to gather,  under-
stand, and interpret the value-added data over several 
years is crucial.    How the value-added data are derived 
and the limitation that may exist in the data can be dis-
cussed within the data inquiry teams. Perceptions about 
value-added data among teachers vary between schools 
and teachers (Jacob & Lefgren, 2007).  An open and 
informed discussion can provide an opportunity to shift 
perspectives among team members (Bernhardt, 2004). 
     Analysis of the value-added data should be considered 
in the context of school and classroom level factors that 
affect student achievement.    For instance, school wide 
processes might include classroom assignment of students, 
grade level assignments of teachers, curriculum, inclusion 
of special needs students in classroom, or methods for 
identifying at-risk students (Bernhardt, 2004). Classroom 
process would include lesson planning format, instruction-
al program being used, and classroom behavioral support 
among others. 
     Through the data team, an action plan for improving 
teaching might include recommendations that a school 
administrator spend time observing teachers in the highest 
value-added quintile in order to learn which specific prac-
tices or characteristics effective teachers possess (Ken-
nedy et al., 2012). The disconnect between value-added 
modeling and school based reform is that identification 
of specific practices that have may have contributed to a 
high value-added score are not expressed in a value-added 
reports (Darling-Hammond, et al., 2012). 
     In addition, teachers who rank high on the value-added 
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data reports can be identified to form study groups to 
share their best practices.  Once a teacher has been identi-
fied as effective over time, the characteristics and prac-
tices of that teacher can be identified and shared.
Also, the data team should focus on the teachers that con-
sistently rank in the lower quintiles and recommend that 
administrators conduct frequent and lengthy observations 
to ascertain those teachers’ weaknesses. Once the weak-
nesses have been identified a principal can offer a teacher 
coaching, peer mentoring, or professional development 
opportunities.  
      Furthermore, teachers who rank in the top quintiles 
consistently can be paired with consistently low ranked 
teachers to build capacity and enhance professional 
practice. Collaboration between teachers across the value-
added spectrum can offer ways to evaluate programs and 
curriculum, generate professional development programs, 
and cultivate discussion among staff members regarding 
how value-added results can be beneficial to instructional 
improvement. 
     When considered over several years, value-added data 
can be examined for patterns across a school or an entire 
district. Are all the fifth grade teachers showing weak 
value-added rankings?  Maybe the curriculum needs to be 
reviewed or teachers need to be reassigned to a new grade 

level.  Conversely, consistently high performing second 
grade teachers may point to a strong reading program in 
first and second grade that could be considered for imple-
mentation in other grades.   
     Aaronson, Barrow, and Sander (2007) in their discus-
sion of their value-added models assert that if a principal 
could know, overtime, who his/her best teachers were, 
they could put the teachers in strategic positions to en-
hance the learning of the neediest students.  Kane et al. 
(2008) states the importance of a school administrator 
understanding that all measures of teacher performance 
(value-added included) are imperfect and are best inter-
preted in the context of other information. This is a vital 
factor in making teacher evaluation and placement deci-
sions.  High stakes personnel decisions aside, principals 
can use value-added data to enhance several aspects of 
their schools ability to affect student outcomes. 
     We do not recommend the exclusive use of value-
added data by principals in making school wide decisions, 
but there is a place for this new form of data to improve 
student outcomes. Value-added measures are here to stay, 
and it is likely that their accuracy will improve.  Like any 
form of school wide data, in the hands of a thoughtful and 
capable professional this is another tool that can improve 
both teaching and student learning.
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Abstract
In this era of accountability, the success of schools 
is largely determined by test scores and graduation 
rates. However, the challenge for school leaders is 
to ensure that all students progress through school 
and are prepared to succeed in college and in the 
workplace. Although the majority of high schools are 
not located on a college campus, many participate in 
school-college collaborative programs. This paper 
demonstrates how a collaborative program engages 
at-risk students to graduate from high school to prog-
ress on to college.  It is useful to school leaders who 
are looking to create and sustain an effective learning 
environment while meeting the demands to improve 
the achievement of at-risk students.
Keywords: Leadership; School-college Collabora-
tion; Student Engagement; Retention

Introduction
Postsecondary education is necessary for academic 
and economic success. With increasing demands 
for a skilled workforce, those in need of academic 
credentials find themselves in low-paying jobs and 
intermittent employment. Employers are keenly in-
terested in the type of education that students receive 
that allows them to succeed economically. Higher 
education institutions depend on students to persist 
through the educational pipeline. In fact, successful 
progress of students through middle and high school 
results in higher education institutions keeping their 
doors open. This means getting involved in the edu-
cation of students as early as middle school as this is 
when potential dropouts are identified (Carter, 2004). 
Currently, test scores and graduation rates dictate 
school success. One barrier to the success of at-risk 
students may be a state’s standardized graduation 
requirements (Goodman, Hazelkorn, Bucholz, Duffy 
and Kitta, 2011). Why should school leaders work 
relentlessly to retain at-risk students who constantly 
bring down their schools’ test scores? School leaders 
must create and sustain an effective learning envi-
ronment that meets the needs of the public to im-
prove student achievement. The larger challenge is to 
ensure that at-risk students progress through school 
and are prepared to succeed in college and in the 
workplace. The value of a high school diploma for 
students has changed greatly over the last fifty years. 
In the 1970s, it was seen as an avenue to various 

promising careers. Now, with advances in technol-
ogy, the labor force has to be highly skilled making 
a high school diploma a necessity for entering the 
labor market. 
Efforts at improving the achievement of potential 
dropouts often focus on course content, resources 
and cognitive learning. Little attention is placed 
on the important role of collaboration among the 
difference schools levels and between schools and 
colleges in addressing the needs of this population. 
Middle College High School was selected for this 
paper as a successful model in moving students 
through high school and on to college. The fol-
lowing is some information about this program, a 
review of the literature on retention and transition-
ing, methodology and lessons learned.

Context
At-risk students are defined as: 
Students who are not experiencing success in school 
and are potential dropouts. They are usually low 
academic achievers who exhibit low self-esteem. 
Disproportionate numbers of them are males and 
minorities. Generally they are from low socioeco-
nomic status families. Students who are both low 
income and minority status are at higher risk; their 
parents may have low educational backgrounds and 
may not have high educational expectations for their 
children (Donnelly, 1987, p.1). 
The 2001 No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act and 
its 2011 reauthorization challenges educators to 
improve the academic achievement of at-risk public 
school students. School leaders must ensure that all 
students have full access to general education cur-
riculum and participate in assessments. However, 
high stakes testing has affected all aspects of school 
life, such as grade promotion, graduation, profes-
sional tenure, and school, and district accreditation 
(Thurlow & Johnson, 2000). Ensuring that at-risk 
students succeed in school and progress through the 
grades proves to be a major challenge for school leaders.

Review of the Literature
The research on transition, student retention, student 
engagement and school leadership offers important 
insights to the efforts of progressing at-risk students 
through school and on to college as exhibited by 
Middle College.

College Bound: Preparing At-risk Students for College Life
Hazel	M.	Carter,	Ph.D.

City College of New York
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Impact of Dropping Out
The economic and social consequences of dropping 
out of high school are severe. Dropouts place an 
economic burden on society as they are more likely 
to rely on public assistance than high school gradu-
ates. If this problem is left unattended, there will be 
increased “incarceration, welfare, high poverty rates 
among children, and healthcare costs for all U.S. 
taxpayers as dropouts and their families continue to 
fall through the cracks” (NCES, 2011).  This popu-
lation is more likely to be unemployed compared 
to adults with a high school diploma.  Those who 
work earn significantly less (roughly $23,000) than 
persons in the same age group who completed high 
school ($42,000). Dropouts contribute less in taxes 
to the economy, rely more on welfare, Medicaid and 
Medicare and engage in more criminal activity than 
those who complete high school. Dropouts:
cost our nation more than $260 billion dollars. That 
is in lost wages, lost taxes, and lost productivity 
over their lifetimes (NCES, 2011). They are re-
ported to be in worse health than adults who are not 
dropouts, regardless of income (Pleis, Lucas, and 
Ward, 2009). Additionally, the United States “would 
save $41.8 billion in health care costs if the 600,000 
young people who dropped out in 2004 were to 
complete one additional year of education (Muen-
ning, 2005).

Student Engagement and the Dropout Process
Student engagement is best defined “as a relation-
ship: between the student and school community, 
the student and school adults, the student and peers, 
the student and instruction, and the students and cur-
riculum” (Yazzie-Mintz, 2010, p.1).  For students, 
strong relationships with both adults and peers are 
predictors of student engagement (Perdue, Manz-
eske, & Estell, 2009) and are important for success-
ful academic achievement, persistence, graduation 
and school connectedness (Blum, 2005; Klem & 
Connell, 2004; Morse, Anderson, Christenson, & 
Lehr, 2004). School dropout is not necessarily an 
isolated “event” but a “process” of disengagement 
from school that often begins as early as elemen-
tary school.  Often, at-risk students show signs 
of disengaging from school (missing classes, not 
completing schoolwork, getting bad grades, or being 
suspended). They may express disinterest in school 
and have low expectations for completing school 
(Morse, Anderson, Christenson, & Lehr, 2004).
Characteristics of Effective Transition and
Retention Programs
Students’ progress to and success in college first be-

gins with the successful completion of high school. 
Successful transition programs need to look at what 
is occurring at both the middle school and high 
school levels. At-risk students tend to have more 
difficulty coping with the transition to high school, 
and have a narrower range of support than higher-
performing students (Newman, Lohman, Newman, 
Myers, and Smith, 2000). For many dropouts, leav-
ing school 
“Follows observable patterns through the education 
pipeline, exhibiting very clear signs of educational 
difficulty and disengagement well before tenth grade 
and often prior to high school. That means schools 
and districts can identify most potential dropouts 
early enough to intervene” (Jerald, 2007).
Since high school students must meet rigorous 
standards for admission to college and  their middle 
school counterparts must pass stringent examina-
tions to earn a high school diploma, more attention 
must be paid to the experience of students early in 
their journey through school.
The landmark Carnegie Council Turning Points re-
port provides strategies that school leaders can em-
ploy in assisting with young adolescents transition 
from middle to high school. Most of these strategies 
can be applied to high school students preparing to 
go on to college:  
•   Creating smaller communities for learning.
•   Teaching an academic core program.
•   Ensuring success for all students by eliminating      
     tracking.
•   Empowering teachers and administrators to make     
    decisions about the experiences of middle school    
    students.
•   Staffing middle grade schools with teachers with    
     expertise in teaching young adolescents.
•   Reengaging families in the education of young          
     adolescents.
•    Connecting schools with communities (Carnegie  
     Council on Adolescent Development, 1989).
Schools need to examine the way they are struc-
tured if they are to engage students in meeting their 
academic expectations. Schools must make sure that 
they are organized to:
•   Offer social and emotional support services for         
    students and their families.
•   Provide rigorous and relevant instruction.
•   Create positive relationships with teachers and     
     counselors.
•   Develop partnerships with community organiza-       
     tions and families that foster learning outside of        
the classroom (Colorado Department of Education, 2010).
The way in which a school or program is set up and 
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administered has been found to impact retention of 
at-risk students and the dropout rate. Small schools 
and those with a low student/teacher ratio have been 
shown to be effective with dropout-prone youth. 
Additionally, alternative schools, designed to serve 
at-risk students have been successful, as has the 
practice of locating dropout prevention programs 
outside of schools in nontraditional settings in the 
community. Successful programs often include char-
acteristics, such as:
•   Collaborations between high schools and col    
     leges.
•   Business partnerships and community learning.
•   Flexible programming and scheduling.
•   Careful staff selection, teacher autonomy and pro      
     fessional development.
•    Parents, staff and students involved in school 
wide goals, objectives and rules.
A family atmosphere that involves parents in school 
activities has been found to be important. 
There are various strategies that may be used to ad-
dress the entire range of factors that alienate stu-
dents from school. Identifying potential dropouts, 
providing early intensive intervention to insure early 
success, involving families and soliciting parental 
assistance are all strategies related to the success 
of students. Intensive individualized attention and 
instruction, including the use of tutoring and men-
toring programs, and instruction technologies are 
recommended. In addition, successful programs are 
characterized by instruction and management in 
which there are clear instructional objectives, activi-
ties that are tied to the objectives, and close monitor-
ing of student progress (Peck, Law, & Mills, 1987). 
Effective programs characteristically feature student 
assistance services to address substance abuse, teen 
pregnancy and young parenthood, suicide preven-
tion, and other mental and physical health issues. In 
successful programs, staff members are committed 
to program success and hold high expectations for 
student academic achievement and behavior. Caring 
adults deal with the “whole child,” showing interest 
and concern. A climate of collegiality exists among 
staff and extends to engendering a sense of belong-
ing in children and their families (Peck, Law, & 
Mills, 1987).

The Study
 The Research Design 
Qualitative methodology used in this study al-
lowed participants to make sense of their world 
and is concerned with experience as it is “lived” or 
“felt” or “undergone” (Sherman, & Webb, 1988). 

The researcher is responsive to the context and can 
process data immediately (Guba & Lincoln, 1981). 
Finally, qualitative research allows for the construc-
tion of theory from themes, categories, typologies 
concepts and tentative hypotheses (Merriam, 1998). 
Part of a larger case study, this paper centered on the 
experiences of students, the director of guidance and 
the program founder who addressed the following 
research questions:
Why do students come to Middle College? Why do 
they stay? What happens to them?
How do students value their experiences at Middle 
College? What do they particularly value? Are there 
aspects they find problematic?
The experiences of students attending Middle 
College are best explained through a descriptive 
case study, a useful method in studying innovative 
programs and practices in the field of education. 
This method allows for a detailed account of the 
phenomena under study (Merriam, 1998), giving the 
researcher the opportunity to use a “thick” complete 
literal description of Middle College. A case study 
method was used as it provides an in-depth explora-
tion of a bounded system based on extensive data 
collection (Creswell, 2008).  With a grounded theory 
design, the process “involves both the integration 
and the refinement of categories, properties and 
the hypotheses” (Merriam, 1998). The end result is 
to unearth core themes found in studies on transi-
tion and student retention and professional practice 
from the experiences of the people involved in 
this school. The sources of data were open-ended 
interviews (individual and student focus groups), 
observations, documents and reports, all being key 
data collection tools in studies using a grounded 
theory design.  Students were interviewed in their 
classrooms. Their teachers assisted in scheduling the 
classroom visits, distributing and collecting the par-
ent consent forms.
Observational data allowed a first-hand encounter 
with the phenomena under study. It provided context 
to the study and the observer may notice things that 
have become routine to the participants (Merriam, 
1998). Observations of the classroom layout, dis-
cussion among faculty, discussion with faculty and 
students, Middle College students using LaGuardia’s 
library or participating in a college course, all pro-
vided information about the climate of the school, 
and provided new dimensions for understanding the 
students’ relationship with the school. An observa-
tion protocol was kept, including a journal of field 
notes and analytical memos were written after every 
observation.
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The Setting 
Middle College, located on LaGuardia Commu-
nity College, is the site of this study. The goals of 
Middle College were to reduce the dropout rate by 
improving students’ academic performance and 
their self- concept and to enhance college and career 
options by helping students reach their full poten-
tial. The school’s creators saw the objectives of the 
school as:
•    Students who complete the Middle College               
      program will earn the New York State high school            
      diploma and college degree at the two-year level.
•    In comparison with average high school gradu      
     ates, a higher proportion of Middle College stu        
      dents will have college-level skills by the end of  
      the twelfth year.
•     The rate of retention at both high school and       
       college levels will be higher than average.
• Through career education and exploration            
      students will acquire broad job skills and
  life goals (LaGCC Middle College Plan, 1973).
 
The Participants
The data analysis used in this study attempts to cap-
ture the essential features of a successful program 
through the experiences of various informants. The 
director of guidance had over 20 years at the school 
and was a key player in the implementation of the 
current guidance program. The program founder 
had extensive knowledge of collaborative programs, 
grant funded programs and school reform efforts. 
Having taught at various educational levels, she saw 
one of her main goals as providing the underprivi-
leged with the same opportunities as the privileged.  
Sixty students were interviewed, arranged in 6 focus 
groups, representing the sophomore, junior and se-
nior years. The focus groups were from the classes 
of the teachers interviewed for the larger study and 
represented the various subject area classes: Eng-
lish, Global Studies and Math. The teachers provid-
ed assistance in scheduling the interviews, enlisting 
the support of students, and distributing the permis-
sion materials.

 
Analysis
Data analysis allows the researcher “to extend 
analysis to developing categories, themes, or other 
taxonomic classes that interpret the meaning of the 
data” (Merriam 1998). These categories become the 
findings of the study, and through repeated refin-
ing, theory is developed to explain the data. The 
analysis of the data followed the standard format of 

open coding and research memoing as described by 
Glaser and Strauss (1967). The computer software 
program, NUD.IST was used to assist the researcher 
in managing the data, for example, locating key 
word or phrases, organizing codes and categories, 
linking categories and themes.

Findings
The Middle College model encouraged potential 
dropouts to succeed through a support system that 
includes visible peer models, small classes, and 
superior academic and support services. The follow-
ing findings addressed the issues of transition and 
retention:

Creating a Student-centered Environment
Although Middle College is small in comparison 
to other New York City public schools, it is made 
smaller by its division into three clusters. Each 
cluster is comprised of a house teacher, a guidance 
counselor, and a house parent. Students stay in a 
house for three years, allowing for continuity and 
the building of a relationship with the adults. The 
house teacher monitors the attendance of students 
and provides assistance in the areas of graduation 
requirements, academic sequence requirements 
and personal needs. The school’s structure sup-
ports one of the Carnegie Council Turning Points 
essential characteristics of effective transition and 
retention programs: creating smaller communities 
for learning.  One unique aspect of Middle College 
is its emphasis on the school to work relationship. 
Modeled after the LaGuardia Community College’s 
cooperative education program, students are able 
to relate school to work opportunities and to de-
velop motivation and a sense of purpose through a 
program of internships. The internships are part of 
the career education requirement and students are 
allowed to work in schools, colleges, hospitals and 
other service organizations.  For several students, 
the uniqueness of the school was instrumental in 
making them remain in school: 
“When I talk to my friends about this school, they 
think I’m lying”. 
“They make you feel like you’re at home, not like a 
school where you have to do this, do that... ”

Emphasis on Guidance 
Students are at the center of the school. Guidance 
services are included in the institutional program 
and the schedule of students. Group counseling, pro-
vided to all students, is another feature of the clus-
ters described above. One student remarked:
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“Guidance counselors are available for problems. If 
you have a problem, they try to help you out. Even 
personal problems, they will help you out”.
The guidance component embraces all aspects of 
the Middle College experience from the adminis-
trator to the teacher to the auxiliary staff. This is 
because the originators of the school saw teaching 
and counseling as logical counterparts of the same 
process combined in one position:
“Middle College will carry interdisciplinary instruc-
tion one step further by combining teaching and 
counseling in one process. Few urban high school 
students receive sufficient career counseling. Not 
only is the ratio of students to counselors too high, 
but also career counseling is normally treated as an 
auxiliary service rather than as an integral part of 
instruction. Compounding the problem, few teach-
ers get to know their students well enough to be 
able to use the knowledge of how individual learn-
ing occurs to improve instruction” (LGCC Middle 
College Plan, 1973).
This close connection between teaching and coun-
seling is evident by the hiring of teachers with 
strong guidance backgrounds and the importance of 
the guidance counselor as an integral part of instruc-
tion. Closeness and a sense of belonging are very 
important to the at-risk students who need constant 
support. Everyone on staff-teachers, counselors, 
para-professionals, administrators, secretaries, and 
security personnel understand that each can make a 
significant impact on the lives of the students; they 
know their roles!
.
Impact of the College Environment on High 
School Students
The designers of Middle College saw the location of 
the school on a college campus as one of the critical 
factors in working with an at-risk population. They 
felt the location on a college campus will enable 
Middle College students to behave in a more ma-
ture manner. Further, they reasoned that high school 
students would not want to be considered immature 
or easily identified from the LaGuardia students on 
account of their behavior. Their reasoning was con-
firmed by student comments.  As one student noted: 
“I feel like a freshman college student. It’s weird.”
The program designers also hoped that access to 
college facilities would foster contact and com-
munication with older students. The outcomes did 
indeed happen, as evidenced by the reports of the 
students I interviewed:
“When I first went to the gym, I saw the college stu-
dents playing basketball and I was scared. But, after 

a while, I started playing with them.”
The environment of the school is non-restrictive and 
LaGuardia and Middle College students seem to 
co-exist peacefully. Despite their high-risk history, 
Middle College students are treated as college stu-
dents in a school that shares the facilities and mis-
sion of a community college. Many of the students 
interviewed did not want to be distinguished from 
the college students; they wanted to blend in, sup-
porting the premise used by the program designers 
that a fifteen-year old has more in common with an 
eighteen year-old than with a twelve year-old. This 
was further supported by observations of college 
and Middle College high school students in one 
of the college cafeterias. The only indicators that 
differentiated college students from high school 
students were the color of their identification cards 
and the high school students’ interaction with the 
Department of Education food service personnel 
who were serving them lunch.
 
Students’ Desire to Avoid Patterns of Risky Behavior
Many students involved with Middle College were 
keenly aware of the behaviors and risks associated 
with high school dropouts and the importance of 
progressing through school and onto college. An-
other benefit of placing a high school in the midst of 
a college campus is that it creates a pressure to stay 
in school. Experiencing the learning opportunities 
of being part of a college campus made them deter-
mined to not make the mistakes of their peers and 
their parents:
“My brothers never graduated high school and I 
don’t want to be like that”. 
“My mom had me at my age and I want to prove 
that I can graduate from high school and go onto 
college”.
Before coming to Middle College High School, 
many of the students had not previously envisioned 
college as a reality for themselves. They came from 
communities where it was common for family 
members or friends to drop out of school. Many stu-
dents entered Middle College keenly aware of the 
behaviors and risks associated with dropouts.  Being 
in the midst of college students has provided them 
with an opportunity to see first-hand the benefits of 
progressing on to college. This fueled their motiva-
tion to attend college.

Improved Self-esteem for Students
Location on a college campus positively impacted 
at-risk students who may not have seen college 
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as an option. A guidance counselor supported this 
claim as she saw the improvement to the self-es-
teem of students:
“Students hold their head up a little bit higher. 
They’re not just going to Middle College; they’re 
going to Middle College which is on a college 
campus. They have the ability to be part of a com-
munity. Being on a college campus is important to 
them, and that’s the difference it makes. They carry 
around a LaGuardia ID. It is only a piece of paper 
but there is a lot of pride in that”.
The above guidance counselor view was supported 
by the school’s founder:
“I think where you put the students, how you house 
them, and the environment in which they function 
has a great deal to do with motivation and self-
esteem and achievement. When we put the high 
school students on the college campus they don’t 
want to be considered as babies and so they raise 
the level of their behavior to the level of the college 
students”. 
The end result for at-risk is a desire to remain in 
school with the goal of progressing on to college. 
Access to the college facilities and interaction with 
college students and college faculty increase the 
self-esteem of high school students, a needed factor 
in academic success.

Teachers Care
Perhaps the most valuable experience for students 
was the relationship they have with their teachers. 
“Teachers care’ was the most common statement 
made throughout the interviews. When asked what 
is best about Middle College, students often cited 
the caring attitude of the faculty who take the extra 
time and effort to seek out students who are having 
academic and personal difficulties:
“[Teachers] don’t care if they have to go home at 5 
or 4pm; they take their time to help you. This is not 
like in other high schools where you get in trouble if 
you go to a teacher without permission”.
“If Middle College teachers see that you’re crying, 
they will come and talk to you like a friend. They 
make you feel comfortable in our school”.
Students also emphasized the accessibility of teachers:
“You have a better relationship with the teachers 
because you always know where they are. They 
are either in their cubicles or teaching. In other 
high schools, you just see a teacher for class, that’s 
it. There are private lounges in other schools. In 
Middle College, we are allowed to go to teachers’ 
cubicles”.
“Teachers try to work with you”.

An informal environment permits students to call 
teachers by their first names:
“If you were to say Mr. Smith, you would not feel 
as close to your teacher.”
The Middle College model places importance on 
closeness and a sense of belonging. When students 
become attached to their teachers and counselors, 
they develop a personal stake in meeting those 
adults’ expectations.  This attachment results in a 
commitment to stay in school.

Negative Experiences for Students
While most students praised the school, they spoke 
of areas that they found problematic. For some stu-
dents too much freedom led to action that mitigated 
against the purpose of the school:
“You can cut class”,
“Because of [too much freedom], I’m supposed to 
graduate but I’m not. You got to have discipline”. 
Another student’s attitude to the issue of freedom 
was very pragmatic. She felt that while “freedom” is 
good, students are still in high school:
“You’re not in college yet. There are certain things 
that remind you that you have to be here. You’re 
still in high school you still have to get out. You 
don’t really have a choice to be in high school; it’s 
mandatory to be here. Here, they treat you like a 
college student but yet, you are still in high school”.
For some students staying in school was difficult 
and the threat of dropping out was a constant pres-
ence. Some exhibited one of the main behaviors 
which usually preceded dropping out. They were 
cutting classes, claiming that there was too much 
freedom:
“It’s like we got our good points about Middle Col-
lege well in a way, then again the way the freedom 
here is good but the freedom here is bad because 
you can take advantage of it. See I’m here, when is 
the last time I’ve been in this class”?

Discussion and Conclusions
Middle College maintained successful transitioning 
for students as central to their work. The creators of 
Middle College envisioned that a collaborative and 
supportive relationship between a college and a high 
school would reduce the attrition rate of students 
characterized as potential dropouts and would intro-
duce at-risk students to the values of higher educa-
tion. Transition through high school and onto col-
lege would be seamless in an environment that was 
supportive to students. Successful transition was 
not merely moving from grade to grade but having 
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a longitudinal view of the pathway through school 
and beyond. For example, Middle College teachers 
have adjunct faculty status and the opportunity to 
teach college level courses at LaGuardia Commu-
nity College. This provides them with a longitudinal 
view of the learning process (Carter, 2011) and the 
experience to best prepare high school at-risk stu-
dents for transitioning to college. 
One of the greatest challenges for school leaders 
who are constantly bombarded with demands to im-
prove test scores is to include the at-risk student in 
conversations around college access. The first step 
for the school leader is to identify the individual 
needs of at-risk students while sending the message 
that all students can learn and should be prepared 
to enter and succeed in college and the workplace.  
This begins with creating an environment of en-
gagement and inclusiveness which were key com-
ponents of the Middle College model. Extensive use 
of guidance counseling provides a model for school 
leaders who must address the needs of all students, 
including those who are at-risk of dropping out of 
school.
Middle College brought at-risk high school students 
into contact with college students. The connec-
tion between the two groups, many of whom may 
have had similar social backgrounds, introduces 
at-risk students to the values of higher education 
and increases their motivation to attend college.  
While a relationship with an adult is critical to 
engaging at-risk students, one cannot underestimate 
the powerful impact school-college collaborative 
programs have on at-risk teenage students. Al-
though the majority of high schools are not located 
on a college campus, many participate in school-

college collaborative programs. This collaborative 
program brought high school students into contact 
with their older counterparts at the college, a delib-
erate strategy that helps at-risk students to envision 
their future. Colleges benefit from collaborating 
with high school students who are at-risk. They are 
able to serve an under-represented group and show a 
commitment to working with non-traditional stu-
dents. College faculty has the opportunity to work 
with school personnel on developing instructional 
practices for working with this student population 
and their teachers. Similarly, college students who 
are interested in pursuing careers in education can 
serve as tutors or mentors in the school system. 
Lastly, high school students can audit a college class 
bringing tuition dollars to the college. 
In large public school systems, there are often large 
communication gaps at the points of transition and 
articulation among the middle school, high school 
and college levels. Despite attempts at reorganizing 
the public school organizational structure to make it 
more streamlined and manageable, school faculty do 
not regularly exchange information about the needs 
of their students, curricular sequence, and high 
school graduation requirements. Establishing a fo-
rum for this communication would create a context 
not only for useful appraisal but also for the devel-
opment of new activities and initiatives. Similarly, 
for colleges to admit students who are ready to suc-
ceed and complete their studies, more collaboration 
needs to occur with the school system. Colleges that 
are faced with high dropout rates, or with students 
who do not complete their studies on time, would 
best be served by working with schools to meet the 
needs of at-risk students before it is too late.

Dr. Hazel M. Carter has almost 30 years’ experience in education reform programs, cur-
riculum development, program design, evaluation, grant writing and teaching at both school 
and college levels. She is currently the director and a professor of Educational Leadership 
at The City College of New York.  Her career as a college professor, a school teacher, and a 
former administrator is grounded in the belief that all students can learn. Dr. Carter strongly 
believes that educators must embrace the community (higher education institutions, school 
systems, community-based organizations, parents, and business and government agencies) 
in creating an environment that supports effective teaching and learning. Her book, Creating 
Effective Community Partnerships: a Guide for School Leaders, Routledge, 2013, encourag-
es leaders to embrace the community and to focus on the often overlooked and underutilized 
college and university partnerships.
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               www.VSLConsulting.org 

                                         Call us! 
         888-723-9439 

                                                                                                                      
VSL Consulting is an innovative leadership development 
company with a focus on college and career readiness.  
With extensive experience delivering high-quality 
programming to educational institutions, we are 
committed to achieving positive results for our 
participants.  Our student programs cater to middle 
schools to colleges and universities.  We also provide 
professional development to school staff and workshops 
for parents.  We serve the Greater New York area. 
Our strengths include conceptualization, training, and 
facilitation.  Student programs are aligned with the DOE 
Common Core Curriculum and the Danielson Framework 
is used in our staff professional development sessions. 
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