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In many public school districts, standardized test scores have become the focus of
accountability systems. Little has been done to help schools and teachers under-
stand the connection between test scores and day-to-day classroom practices,
however, and without this understanding, score-based accountability systems will
not lead to meaningful educational reform. This article describes the Erikson
Institute Schools Project’s efforts to use analyses of standardized test scores as the
entry point for an assessment and intervention process aimed at improving school
curricula and instruction.

INTRODUCTION: MAKING CONNECTIONS BETWEEN
TEST SCORES AND TEACHING PRACTICES

Since the publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983 (National
Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983), the use of stan-
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dardized tests has increased dramatically in U.S. public schools,
with more than 100 million administered each year (FairTest, 1997;
Sacks, 1997). One commonly used test is the Iowa Tests of Basic
Skills (ITBS), which the Chicago Public Schools have been admin-
istering since 1975. Initially, school administrators used the test to
learn how well Chicago students were performing compared to
national norms (Bryk, Thum, Easton, & Luppescu, 1998). In 1996,
as part of its reform efforts, the Chicago Board of Education also
began to use the ITBS as the primary indicator of schools’ aca-
demic performance. More specifically, the board decided to use
scores on the ITBS reading section as the criterion for elementary
school intervention: A school is placed on probation when fewer
than 15% of its students score at or above national norms. Although
schools on probation do receive assistance to improve student per-
formance, the threat of principal and teacher replacement often
overshadows many of the supportive aspects of the probationary
process among school personnel.

When standardized tests are used for accountability purposes as
they are in Chicago, they are called high-stakes tests (Resnick,
1981). Critics of such tests caution that they can distort and narrow
school curricula and instructional practices by encouraging teach-
ing that mirrors the form and content of the tests. They also caution
that the tests reward only compartmentalized, superficial learning
and therefore thwart meaningful educational reform. Furthermore,
there is little evidence that accountability systems focused on stan-
dardized test scores actually lead to higher student achievement in
the long run (Darling-Hammond & Lieberman, 1992; FairTest,
1992; National Association for the Education of Young Children,
1988; Neill, 1997; Olson, 1998; Sacks, 1997). Critics assert that
standardized test scores should not be the sole criterion for judging
schools: Other assessment techniques such as direct observation
and portfolios should be part of the school evaluation process as
well (Chen & Gardner, 1997; Darling-Hammond, 1991; Meisels,
1997; Neill, 1997).
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These criticisms of high-stakes tests have had little impact on
policy makers, and Chicago is not alone in using standardized test
scores for accountability purposes: At least 32 states and 34 large
urban school districts currently have accountability systems based
in large part on standardized test scores, and the numbers are in-
creasing (Olson, 1998). In response to this trend, advocacy efforts
in support of alternative forms of school assessment have increased,
and educators and researchers have done much good work in devel-
oping alternative assessment protocols (Chen & Gardner, 1997;
Hart, 1994; Heller, Sheingold, Nunez, & Paulukonis, 1998; Herman,
Aschbacher, & Winters, 1992; Krechevsky, 1998; Meisels, 1997;
Sternberg, 1997; Wiggins, 1998). Although these activities are
undeniably important, standardized tests are not likely to disap-
pear. In light of this fact, there must also be a serious effort to help
schools and teachers understand the connection between test scores
and day-to-day classroom practices.

Unfortunately, little has been done to turn standardized test
scores into a tool for improving teaching and learning and for for-
mulating educational goals (Brown, 1993; Bryk et al., 1998; Ogle &
Fritts, 1981; Wood, 1982). This article describes the Erikson Insti-
tute Schools Project’s efforts to address this need. In writing the
article, we have not sought to debate the wisdom of accountability
systems based on standardized test scores or to ascertain the valid-
ity of those scores. Rather, with all the limitations of standardized
tests in mind, we have sought to describe a way to use test scores for
the examination and improvement of curriculum content and
instructional methods. The Schools Project has developed an
approach that uses analyses of standardized test scores as the entry
point for an assessment and intervention process aimed at improv-
ing students’ reading skills. Although the focus of the assessment
process is test score analyses, they are augmented by surveys, class-
room observation, focus groups, and other investigative activities.
The goal of the assessment process is to help a school identify the
strengths and weaknesses of its reading program and then design a
customized intervention to create a stronger program.

We developed this assessment-based approach at Garfield
School in Chicago,1 and the next section of this article is a case
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study of our collaboration with Garfield during the 1996 to 1997
and 1997 to 1998 school years including our assessment activities,
the components of the intervention designed for Garfield, and the
impact of the intervention on teaching practices and student perfor-
mance. The final section of the article is a more in-depth discussion
of the conceptual framework for the approach and its applicability
to subject areas other than reading and to schools other than those in
the inner city.

IMPROVING THE READING PROGRAM
AT CHICAGO’S GARFIELD SCHOOL

BACKGROUND ON GARFIELD

In 1996, 71 (15%) of the elementary schools in Chicago were
placed on probation for low ITBS reading scores, and Garfield
School was one of them. According to the 1996 ITBS results, only
13.8% of Garfield’s students could read at or above national norms.

Located on Chicago’s South Side, Garfield serves approxi-
mately 680 students in prekindergarten through eighth grade. All
the students are African American, and 99% of them are eligible for
the free or reduced-price lunch program. The school also has a high
student mobility rate: In 1995-1996, the year that Garfield ended up
on probation, the mobility rate was 43.7%, 14.7 percentage points
higher than the average mobility rate for other Chicago public
schools.

As a school on probation, Garfield was required to work closely
with a probation manager assigned by the school district, with a
representative from the district’s Office of Accountability, and with
an external educational partner. Garfield administrators invited the
Erikson Institute Schools Project to be the external partner to help
assess the school’s reading program and create a more effective
one. Garfield already had a relationship with the Schools Project:
As one of the project’s network schools, Garfield had been receiv-
ing basic curriculum consulting services since 1991, and since
then, its ITBS reading and math scores had improved almost every
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year, albeit in small increments (see Figures 1 and 2). When Gar-
field was placed on probation in 1996—the first year that ITBS
scores were used for that purpose—we stepped up our involvement
and embarked on a more formal assessment and intervention pro-
cess as the external partner.

THE ASSESSMENT PROCESS

The Initial Test Score Analyses

When Garfield teachers learned their school was on probation,
they were panicky, confused, and angry. Many attributed the low
reading scores to the problems of students and their families: The
children were “unprepared” and “unmotivated,” parents were not
supporting what they were doing in school, and families’ frequent
moves prevented educational continuity and stability. In response
to the teachers’ concerns, our first ITBS score analyses focused on
student mobility, motivation, and preparedness.

Student mobility. In the field of education, many researchers
have examined the relationship between student mobility and
achievement, but the findings have been varied: Some studies con-
cluded that mobility had no significant negative impact on the per-
formance of transient students; some indicated that mobility
resulted in low performance; and others found that mobile students
actually performed better than stable students (see Heywood,
Thomas, & White, 1997, for a detailed description of these differ-
ent studies). Whereas student populations seem to be affected dif-
ferently by mobility, clearly it can be a factor in performance.
Given Garfield’s high mobility rate, we deemed it important to
examine what kind of effect, if any, it was having on students’ low
reading scores. Our first analysis compared the ITBS reading
scores of students defined as either stable or mobile within a single
academic year. Stable students were those who enrolled at Garfield
before October 1 and stayed there at least until they took the ITBS
in May. Mobile students were those who transferred to Garfield on
or after October 1 and took the ITBS there in May. As Table 1
shows, there were no significant differences between the
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grade-equivalent gains for the two types of students in any of the
grades at Garfield.

Considering that the effects of mobility might be cumulative, we
analyzed the reading scores of Garfield’s fifth graders to examine
the impact of multiyear transience on their performance. We com-
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FIGURE 1 The Percentage of Students Performing at or Above National
Norms for Reading

NOTE: Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS) reading scores for grades three through
eight were provided by the Chicago Board of Education. The 1996 percentage is
13.8 if the second-graders’ scores are included.The figure does not include second-
grade scores because the second grade did not take the ITBS every year. The
school hired many new teachers in 1995 because a large number of staff had taken
early retirement. This turnover probably contributed to the decrease in test scores
for the year.

FIGURE 2 The Percentage of Students Performing at or Above National
Norms for Math

NOTE: Iowa Tests of Basic Skills [ITBS] math scores for Grades 3 through 8 were
provided by the Chicago Board of Education.



pared the scores of those fifth-grade students who had attended
Garfield for at least 3 consecutive years (fall 1993 to spring 1996) to
the scores of those who had attended two or more schools during
the same period of time. Again, the scores of the two groups were
similar (see Table 2): Whether a student had moved from school to
school over the years or stayed at Garfield, the grade-equivalent
gain in reading was not significantly different.

When we presented these findings to Garfield’s administrators
and teachers, they provoked a debate because they contradicted the
prevailing attitude that transient students were pulling down the
school’s test scores. The lack of difference in scores between
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TABLE 1
The Effects of Within-Year Mobility on Iowa
Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS) Reading Scores

Mean Grade-
Grade and Group n Equivalent Gain SD t Significance

Second grade
Mobile 9 0.21 0.89 0.90 0.37
Stable 57 0.42 0.61

Third grade
Mobile 23 0.82 0.62 1.83 0.07
Stable 46 0.53 0.61

Fourth grade
Mobile 13 1.18 0.86 1.03 0.31
Stable 52 0.92 0.80

Fifth grade
Mobile 25 1.06 0.73 1.06 0.29
Stable 43 0.83 0.94

Sixth grade
Mobile 8 1.51 1.23 1.08 0.28
Stable 42 1.01 1.18

Seventh grade
Mobile 15 1.06 1.34 0.83 0.41
Stable 39 1.40 1.36

Eighth grade
Mobile 22 1.29 1.18 0.009 0.99
Stable 32 1.28 1.14

NOTE: Stable students enrolled at Garfield before October 1, 1995, and took the
ITBS there in May 1996. Mobile students enrolled at Garfield on or after October 1,
1995, and took the ITBS there in May 1996. ITBS reading scores from May 1996
were provided by the Chicago Board of Education.



mobile and stable students showed that poor reading skills were in
fact a problem for both types of students. Although the possibility
remained that high mobility at Garfield was diminishing the cli-
mate for learning for all students at the school and thus resulting in
general lower achievement, the next set of analyses we performed
showed that this was not the case.

Motivation and preparedness. As mentioned earlier, many of
Garfield’s teachers felt that the students were not motivated or pre-
pared in general, but our test score analyses indicated otherwise: In
recent years, the school as a whole had performed better on the
writing and math sections of the Illinois Goal Assessment Program
(IGAP) test than on the reading section (see Figure 3).2 In other
words, the students’ poor performance was not generalized but evi-
dent only in the reading section. If students really were unmoti-
vated and unprepared, it would probably be noticeable across skill
areas and not just in reading.

To confirm this set of findings, we conducted a series of observa-
tions. From classroom to classroom, we were impressed by the
respect and eagerness of Garfield students. Although many of them
were not performing at their grade level in reading, they consis-
tently demonstrated a willingness to learn, trying hard to read what-
ever was given to them, whether a basal selection, a trade book, or a
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TABLE 2
The Effects of Multiyear Mobility on Fifth Graders’
Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS) Reading Scores

Mean Grade-
Group n Equivalent Gain SD t Significance

Fifth-grade students who had
attended Garfield for at least
3 consecutive years (fall
1993 to spring 1996) 29 0.71 0.27 0.83 0.4

Fifth-grade students who had
attended two or more
schools between fall 1993
and spring 1996 38 0.65 0.30

NOTE: ITBS reading scores from May 1993 to 1996 were provided by the Chicago
Board of Education.



newspaper article. We also conducted focus groups with teachers
and discovered that on the whole they were more comfortable
teaching writing than reading because the school had previously
implemented a training course in writing instruction.

So far, our test score analyses and other assessment activities
were leading us to believe that at Garfield, the low reading scores
were probably attributable less to student characteristics than to
classroom practices. To further test this hypothesis, we again turned
to ITBS reading scores. First, we compared grade-equivalent gains
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FIGURE 3 Percentage of Students Who Fall in Each Illinois Goal Assess-
ment Program Performance Category in Years 1992 Through 1996

NOTE: Illinois Goal Assessment Program scores for 1992 through 1996 were pro-
vided by the Illinois State Board of Education.



from grade to grade and discovered that intermediate- and
upper-grade students had made larger gains than their lower-grade
counterparts (see Figure 4). This seemed to indicate that lower-
grade instructors were not teaching as effectively as others. In addi-
tion, we discovered a high variation in scores among the lower-
grade classrooms themselves: For example, in one second-grade
classroom (Classroom A in Table 3), the average grade-equivalent
gain for the 1995-1996 school year was 0.72 (about a 7-month gain),
whereas in Classroom C, the gain was only 0.1 (a 1-month gain). By
this point, the implication of the data analyses was clear to us: With
the same population of students, teachers can make a difference—
through both what they teach and how they teach.

Additional Assessment Activities
and Test Score Analyses

A teacher survey, classroom observations, and other activities.
Although test score analyses are a useful means for differentiating
students’ performance, they do not reveal the specific teaching
practices that are associated with stronger and weaker outcomes;
the strength of the analyses is that they pinpoint areas for further
assessment activities of a more qualitative nature, which are neces-
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FIGURE 4 Grade-Equivalent Gains for Reading
NOTE: Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS) reading scores from May 1996 were pro-
vided by the Chicago Board of Education.



sary to obtain the type of information that can be used to develop an
appropriate focused intervention. To identify the different teach-
ing practices contributing to the varied test scores at Garfield,
from grade to grade and also from classroom to classroom within
each grade, we carried out a number of investigative tasks. Among
them, we conducted a teacher survey on reading instruction and
then observed individual classrooms. At the same time, we con-
ducted interviews at a number of local elementary schools with a
demographically similar student population but higher test
scores to identify possible factors contributing to the students’
better performance.

In general, our classroom observations confirmed the survey
results. In searching for explanations for the varied scores from
grade to grade, we found that 64% of Garfield’s upper-grade teach-
ers were veterans and that they worked more cohesively as a team.
In the lower grades, in contrast, only 43% of the teachers were vet-
erans: Among the second-grade teachers, for example, two of the
three had little classroom experience. Moreover, there was little
collaboration or sharing among the lower-grade teachers. The
Classroom C teacher, for example, whose students had made so lit-
tle progress in reading, rarely participated in any grade-level meet-
ings, and the other two second-grade teachers did not want to work
with him because of “incompatible teaching styles.”

From classroom to classroom, we paid special attention to the
implementation of the school’s existing reading program. After
being put on probation, Garfield administrators had established a
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TABLE 3
Second-Grade Iowa Tests of Basic

Skills (ITBS) Reading Scores by Classroom

Number of Grade- Grade- Grade-
Students Equivalent Equivalent Equivalent Gain

Classroom Tested Score in 1995 Score in 1996 (1995 to 1996)

A 22 0.99 1.71 0.72
B 21 1.13 1.53 0.4
C 23 1.03 1.13 0.1

NOTE: ITBS reading scores from May 1995 and 1996 were provided by the Chicago
Board of Education.



school policy that from 9:00 to 10:00 every morning teachers
would focus solely on reading instruction. Although this policy was
being followed in some classrooms, in many others, we observed a
host of unrelated activities eating into the instructional hour includ-
ing lunch money collections, attendance recording, and announce-
ments of various sorts.

In observing instructional practices, we noted several teachers
effectively using various small-group activities and comprehension
strategies such as reading aloud, thematic mapping, and story dra-
matization. In most classrooms, however, whole group lessons con-
sisting of round-robin reading and responding to factual questions
appeared to be the primary method of instruction. Furthermore,
many of the teachers using this strategy seemed unaware that stu-
dents were not engaged.

We also observed that the literacy environment differed substan-
tially from classroom to classroom. Some had quite a number of
trade books creatively displayed and physically accessible to stu-
dents. In the majority of classrooms, however, the only reading
materials to be found were the Great Books series and outdated
basal readers.

From our interviews with other schools, we learned they all had a
few characteristics in common that could be factors in their stu-
dents’ better performance: These schools each had a comprehen-
sive, well-defined schoolwide reading program including a desig-
nated reading coordinator and a strictly observed daily reading
period lasting from 60 to 90 minutes.

Further test score analyses to support the assessment findings.
Although we had accumulated much evidence from our classroom
observations and other investigative activities to support our
hypothesis that in Garfield’s case the most important variable asso-
ciated with students’ reading performance was teaching practices,
we turned to the ITBS scores to buttress our findings, primarily
because the teachers themselves were so focused on the scores. The
Chicago Board of Education had already sorted the test items in the
reading section into three categories according to the specific skill
tested by the item; the three skill categories were factual meaning,
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inferential meaning, and evaluative meaning. We used the board’s
data to map each grade’s average score in each skill area against the
national average (see Figure 5). On the whole, the school per-
formed poorly in all three skill areas compared to national norms,
although the gap narrowed somewhat for the upper-level grades;
this confirmed our earlier analysis that the lower grades performed
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FIGURE 5 Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS) Reading Scores by Skill Area
NOTE: Iowa Tests of Basic Skills reading scores from May 1997 were provided by
the Chicago Board of Education. The second grade is not included in this chart be-
cause the Chicago Board of Education did not provide the second grade’s data.



more poorly. By sorting the test scores by skill area, however, it
became clear that the upper-level grades’ achievement was due pri-
marily to a high percentage of correctly answered test items in the
factual meaning category; the upper-level grades did less well on
items measuring inferential and evaluative meaning, which require
more higher-order thinking skills than does factual meaning. This
analysis helped Garfield’s teachers understand that a stronger read-
ing program was needed for the entire school and not just the lower
grades, as initial test score analyses might have led them to believe.

In addition to this skill analysis by grade, we performed a skill
analysis for each individual student. Our analysis indicated that
even within the same classroom, students’ performance varied dra-
matically. Table 4 shows the ITBS reading score for each student in
one eighth-grade classroom. In this classroom, 36% of the students
read at or above the national norm; 44% read below the national
norm but answered at least 30% of the test items correctly; and the
remaining 20% of the students did not answer even 30% of the
items correctly. This distribution clearly showed the diversity of
performance levels within a single classroom.

When each person’s score was broken down into the three differ-
ent skill areas, the picture became even more complicated: At every
performance level, individual students showed jagged profiles (see
Table 4). Student 7, for example, had an ITBS reading score of
57%, slightly above the national average of 55%. When that score
was broken out according to skill areas, however, it became evident
that the student scored below average on factual meaning, about
average on inferential meaning, and quite a bit above average on
evaluative meaning. And Student 21, whose ITBS score was
extremely low compared to the national average, actually scored
about average in factual meaning, although significantly below
average in the other two skill areas. These jagged profiles were
found in all classrooms across grades, reinforcing our earlier find-
ing that the whole school was in need of a more comprehensive
reading program. The profiles also indicated that the new reading
program should be able to address a diversity of students’ reading
needs within a single classroom.
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In presenting these analyses to the Garfield faculty, we made
clear that the reading skills measured through multiple choice test
items on the ITBS do not constitute reading ability: Reading
involves a much more complex process than can be captured by the
isolation of factual meaning, inferential meaning, and evaluative
meaning. We emphasized that our skill area analyses were not
intended to be used for specific diagnostic purposes but instead to
illustrate more generally the need for a better reading program in all
grades and classrooms at Garfield.

THE INTERVENTION COMPONENTS

For any education intervention to succeed, teachers must be on
board. At Garfield, we used the test score analyses to engage the
faculty in the assessment and intervention process. The analyses
were perceived to be objective identifiers of shortcomings in the
school’s reading program; through presentations of the analyses
that included opportunities for reflection and discussion, we helped
the teachers shift from blaming students and their families to recog-
nizing their own need to improve the quality of reading instruction.
For many, the analyses had a powerful effect: “Overall as a faculty
we do not know how to teach reading effectively”; “The data
exhibit a strong need for collaborative effort in the area of reading!
Meetings and sharing among teachers in the same grade level must
take place”; “The data indicate that some of our teachers are stron-
ger in specific areas and that we should learn to share our
areas/methods of expertise”; “This is a good first step to analyze
exactly where each classroom is regarding reading progress. With
this information, the teacher can see how effective his/her instruc-
tion has been so that innovation can be made to impact future
results”; and “Reading experts should be brought in to coordinate
the program.”

In the end, it was the test score analyses and the way we pre-
sented them that made the teachers more willing to participate in
the intervention process.

We did not wait to complete our assessment before starting the
intervention; in fact, there was a feedback loop between assessment
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and intervention activities. In the winter of the 1996-1997 school
year, we began to implement the intervention, which consisted of
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TABLE 4
Iowa Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS) Reading Scores for Each
Student in One Eighth-Grade Classroom (in percentages)

Total Factual Inferential Evaluative
Reading Meaning Meaning Meaning

Student Score Score Score Score

Total reading score at or above
national average

1 76 81 87 60
2 76 81 80 67
3 67 69 80 53
4 65 63 67 67
5 59 63 53 60
6 59 63 60 53
7 57 44 53 73
8 57 50 67 53
9 57 63 47 60

Total reading score below national
average, correctly answered at least
30% of the test items
10 52 63 27 67
11 48 63 27 53
12 48 56 60 27
13 46 50 27 60
14 43 69 20 40
15 41 38 60 27
16 37 38 33 40
17 35 44 33 27
18 33 25 40 33
19 33 50 33 13
20 33 25 47 27

Total reading score below national
average, correctly answered less
than 30% of the test items
21 28 56 20 7
22 26 31 20 27
23 22 6 27 33
24 22 38 7 20
25 17 25 0 27

National average 55 57 54 53

NOTE: ITBS reading scores from May 1997 were provided by the Chicago Board of
Education.



three sets of interrelated activities: (a) training and demonstration,
(b) classroom visitations and team planning, and (c) individual con-
sultations and ongoing evaluation. These activities went on for
almost a year and a half, including over the summer, and wound
down near the end of the 1997-1998 school year.

Training and Demonstration

In response to a request from Garfield’s administrators and
teachers, we offered the school a short course on effective reading
strategies, followed by a series of 10 workshops. To build on exist-
ing expertise in the school, we invited experienced teachers to
colead some of the workshops.

Because Garfield had to bring up its reading scores to get off pro-
bation, it was impossible to avoid pulling the ITBS into the inter-
vention process. In the workshops, we made an effort to link spe-
cific reading strategies to the particular skill areas tested by the
ITBS; however, although the strategies we recommended would
help students perform better on the test, they would do so by foster-
ing higher-order thinking skills and overall reading ability. Thus,
we were able to address the school’s intense focus on the ITBS
while avoiding test-driven teaching practices that emphasize dis-
crete, lower order thinking skills. After the workshops, we com-
piled a reading strategy booklet and distributed it to all the teachers.

We also went to individual classrooms after each workshop to
demonstrate the strategies the teachers had just learned. Following
the demonstration, we usually met one-on-one with the teacher to
answer questions and address concerns. In our experience, class-
room demonstration is one of the most effective ways to translate
workshop knowledge into instructional practice.

In addition to the workshop training and demonstration, we
helped select and distribute new high-quality books for teachers to
build classroom libraries, and then we organized book talks to help
them use the libraries. Equipped with effective reading strategies
and new materials, Garfield’s teachers began to feel more confident
about helping their students become better readers.
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Classroom Visitations and Team Planning

To establish a sense of professional community at Garfield, we
arranged a number of classroom visitations within the school.
These visitations gave teachers an opportunity to build professional
relationships and learn to work collaboratively. We noted that after
a visitation, the teachers showed more interest in writing weekly
instructional plans together and experimenting with reading strate-
gies. As a consequence, the grade-level meetings became more
focused and productive and the school’s reading program became
more consistent among classrooms at the same grade level and
more coherent across grades.

We also scheduled visitations to classrooms in other schools. We
chose schools with demographically similar students and a suc-
cessful reading program. What Garfield’s teachers heard and
observed at these other schools underscored the message of our
assessment activities: With the same population of students, teach-
ers can make a difference. These visits also provided a framework
for discussing how the reading intervention could move forward at
Garfield, with the other schools serving as models.

Individual Consultations
and Ongoing Evaluation

With each teacher, we reviewed every student’s test scores and
pinpointed where help was most needed and which strategies were
likely to be most beneficial. When teachers used new reading strat-
egies in the classroom, we observed them closely and provided
immediate feedback. We also reviewed teachers’ instructional
plans on a regular basis. These individual consultations were a
way to tailor the general reading program we were implementing
at Garfield to the specific needs of each teacher.

As part of the intervention process, we also worked constantly to
evaluate the effectiveness of the new reading program. Among our
evaluation activities, we regularly observed classrooms and partici-
pated in grade-level meetings to determine the impact of the inter-
vention on teachers’ attitudes and instructional methods as well as
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on student performance. We provided quarterly reports to school
administrators and the probation manager documenting what we
had done to build a stronger reading program at Garfield, the prog-
ress teachers and students had made, and any concerns or sugges-
tions we had. At the end of each academic year, we compared stu-
dents’ test scores with those from previous years and linked their
performance to teaching practices. These and other ongoing evalu-
ation activities were critical for monitoring the intervention process
and developing specific plans at each step.

THE IMPACT OF THE INTERVENTION

At the end of the 1996-1997 school year, a year after Garfield
was put on probation, we evaluated the impact of the intervention to
date on the professional development of the faculty and the reading
achievement of the students. In a faculty survey, 85% of the teach-
ers indicated increased knowledge of appropriate reading strategies
for their grade level. We also observed implementation of a variety
of effective strategies in many of the classrooms and noted that
most now had a print-rich environment. By the end of the year,
grade-level meetings were being scheduled regularly; this was due
in great part to the appointment of a respected veteran teacher as
curriculum coordinator earlier in the academic year. These meet-
ings had also become more productive, providing opportunities for
peer collaboration and professional-community development. As
mentioned earlier, these grade-level meetings were in part account-
able for a more consistent, coherent reading program at Garfield by
the end of the year.

These improvements in teaching and curricula translated into
improvements in students’ performance on the 1997 ITBS: That
year, 18.6% read at or above national norms, a 4.8 percentage-point
increase over the 1996 score. Although still low, this increase was a
sign of real progress to us and to Garfield’s faculty. Of the 71 ele-
mentary schools put on probation in 1996, Garfield was 1 of only 22
to meet or exceed the 15% reading score standard in 1997. For a
school to get off probation, however, at least 20% of its students
must read at or above national norms, and this became the goal of
Garfield’s faculty for the next year.
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Unfortunately, in 1998, students did not make further gains on
the ITBS, and neither did they sustain the previous year’s: The
number of students reading at or above national norms dropped to
15.2%. Test scores can fluctuate from year to year at a school
because the forms and levels of the ITBS chosen by the Chicago
Board of Education vary from year to year (Bryk et al., 1998).
When scores are as low as those at Garfield, however, even a drop of
a few percentage points warrants close examination, particularly
when the school’s probation status is determined entirely by the
scores.

At the end of the 1997-1998 school year, after learning the
results of the ITBS, we once again organized all the test score data
and met with Garfield faculty to try to determine what may have
happened during the second year of the intervention to account for
the drop in scores. In reviewing the situation, we did not minimize
the significant problems the students face in their community. Most
of the children live in a single-parent family and their homes do not
even have pencils and paper, let alone children’s books and maga-
zines. Many of the students shuttle between school and home,
spending little time outdoors because “it’s too dangerous to go
out,” as their mothers always warn them; except for school-orga-
nized field trips, most rarely get a change of environment. Some
students go to bed with an empty stomach, some end up home alone
without an adult much of the time, and still others are abused. In a
school where so many of the students suffer from such poverty and
violence, positive change comes about very slowly. As much of the
literature points out, educational change and societal change are
mutually dependent; political, economic, and educational institu-
tions must move in concert for significant positive changes to occur
(Anyon, 1995; Bryant, 1998; Wilson, 1987).

Despite the uphill battle teachers are fighting in communities
such as Garfield’s, our review of the 1997-1998 academic year
revealed a number of circumstances at the school itself that seem to
have contributed to the lack of continued progress in the second
year of the intervention. These factors included (a) high turnover
among the teachers, (b) the announcement of the principal’s retire-
ment, (c) a new probation manager, (d) the resignation of one of the
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reading consultants hired for the intervention, and (e) an overem-
phasis on test scores and test practice.

High turnover among the teachers. At the end of the first year of
the intervention, in spring 1997, 32% of Garfield’s teachers left
their jobs; half of them changed jobs because of “the unbearable
stress of being at a probation school.” Pressed to replace so many
teachers quickly, Garfield administrators hired some new faculty
with very little classroom experience; many of these new teachers
were placed in lower-grade classrooms, which had the greatest
problems on the ITBS. In addition, these new teachers did not have
the benefit of the previous year’s training, demonstration, and other
intervention activities. Garfield administrators did assign a veteran
teacher to lead this cohort of young professionals, but it takes time
to mature into a skilled teacher and to understand a school’s culture.

The announcement of the principal’s retirement. In the middle of
the 1997-1998 academic year, the principal announced her retire-
ment, effective at the end of the year. She had been the principal at
Garfield for more than a decade. Many of the faculty members at
Garfield were very attached to her and extremely upset at the
announcement of her retirement, particularly as they were in the
midst of such a tense probation period.

To make the situation more difficult, the curriculum coordinator,
who had been appointed only the year before and who had made
such a difference in the grade-level meetings and other intervention
activities, had to take over major responsibilities from the principal.
The curriculum coordinator had to write both the school improve-
ment plan and the technology plan as well as organize and attend a
number of school meetings and events. All of this left her little time
to focus on curricular and instructional issues. Grade-level meet-
ings, for example, occurred only at our suggestion, and even then,
some teachers did not participate.

A new probation manager. Garfield had a different probation
manager during each of the 2 years of the intervention. This made it
difficult for either probation manager to build a trusting relation-
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ship with school staff, understand the specific culture of the school
well enough to devise an appropriate probation plan, or work col-
laboratively with us as the external partner to improve the reading
program. Also, Garfield’s second probation manager had so many
other responsibilities for the school district, it was difficult to meet
with him to get feedback on the quarterly reports we submitted.

The resignation of one of the reading consultants. Two reading
specialists were hired by Garfield, in consultation with us, to carry
out many of the intervention activities. In February 1998, one of the
specialists resigned in frustration, mostly over lack of cooperation
from the probation manager and some of the teachers. This special-
ist, an extremely knowledgeable and experienced person who had
made a significant contribution to the intervention process, worked
primarily with the intermediate- and upper-level grades. Because
it was so late in the academic year and because it takes time for a
consultant to build a relationship with teachers, we did not replace
her. This left the intermediate- and upper-grade teachers basically
unattended.

An overemphasis on test scores and test practice. After consider-
able effort among Garfield’s teachers to understand the connection
between improved test scores and improved classroom practice,
they fell back into some old patterns near the end of the 1997-1998
school year. About 6 weeks before the ITBS was to be adminis-
tered, Garfield’s probation manager gave a pep talk to the faculty
about working harder to improve the school. This was interpreted
by the teachers as a push to practice for the ITBS to get scores up.
For the next month or so, from classroom to classroom, teachers
spent a significant amount of time teaching test-taking skills and
giving practice tests. This type of preparation probably had nega-
tive consequences not only because it pulled students away from
curricula that in the long run would provide the surest route to
improved scores but also because it frustrated and wore out the stu-
dents. After weeks of taking practice tests, many students did not
have the energy or enthusiasm when the day came for the real thing:
They just wanted to get out of the classroom as quickly as possible.
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A cumulative effect. Whenever an intervention is implemented,
circumstances are never perfect. During the 2nd year of the inter-
vention at Garfield, however, there were so many difficulties and
changes, it is hard not to assume that together they undermined the
efficacy of the intervention, especially when compared with the
successes of the 1st year. However, it is important to remember
that although the number of students reading at or above national
norms dropped between the 1st and 2nd years, the percentage was
still higher than in 1996, when Garfield was put on probation, and
higher than in the 6 preceding years. As we discussed earlier, in a
community such as Garfield’s, school change is likely to happen
slowly and incrementally. We feel that the intervention did lay a
foundation for improvement that can be built on. Significant
changes have taken place at Garfield, perhaps not yet in students’
test scores but certainly in many of the teachers—in their knowl-
edge of the components of a strong reading program, in their moti-
vation to improve their teaching, in many of their classroom prac-
tices, and in their ability to work as a team. The significance of the
assessment-based intervention described in this article cannot be
measured entirely by short-term increases or decreases in test
scores at one inner-city school: The conceptual framework under-
lying our efforts at Garfield has many strengths that are applicable
to reform initiatives in every type of school—whether urban, subur-
ban, or rural—and in all subject areas. In the concluding section of
this article, we will briefly discuss the key strengths of the Schools
Project assessment-based approach.

THE KEY STRENGTHS OF THE SCHOOLS
PROJECT ASSESSMENT-BASED APPROACH

The assessment-based approach developed at Garfield School
includes three key steps for turning standardized test scores into a
tool for improving teaching and learning in any school setting or
subject area. These three steps are (a) using test score analyses as
the entry point for the assessment/intervention process; (b) helping
teachers understand their responsibility for better teaching prac-
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tices, both individually and collectively; and (c) providing inter-
vention services and activities that directly enhance the quality of
curricula and instruction.

TEST SCORE ANALYSES AS THE ENTRY POINT
FOR THE ASSESSMENT/INTERVENTION PROCESS

Our experience indicates that using test score analyses as the
entry point for the assessment/intervention process is an effective
strategy because it addresses the central concern of administrators
and teachers in schools on probation. Teachers in the United States
are constantly presented with “new programs” and “innovative
approaches,” and they are usually unresponsive unless they see an
immediate and obvious connection to their situation (Feldman,
1998). When test scores are used for accountability purposes, as
they are in Chicago, score analyses are more likely than other
approaches to attract a school’s attention and interest staff in the
assessment and intervention process. If it appears that the school
and the external partner share the same goal and the same language,
the collaboration is more likely to succeed. As one Garfield teacher
said, “This is the first time someone has made a sincere effort to
explain the test scores to us and treated us as real professionals. No
one has bothered to do this before.”

Using tables, charts, and graphs, the first step in our approach is
to demonstrate patterns and trends to school staff, helping them
understand the test score data. Whereas a great deal of time is spent
on the analyses at the beginning of the process, the presentations
and related activities actually continue over the entire course of the
collaboration. During the 2 years we worked with Garfield, for
example, we made four formal presentations of the data to the
entire staff; these meetings ranged from 30 minutes to 2 hours. We
also presented the data at grade-level meetings and in conferences
with individual teachers. Over time, the faculty became accus-
tomed to reviewing the test data, and their ability to interpret the
data became more sophisticated.

When we made test score presentations, we usually combined
the test data with information gleaned from our other assessment
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activities including classroom observations, surveys, focus groups,
and conferences with individual teachers. This helped ground the
presentations in the reality of day-to-day classroom experience.

The presentations were also used to help staff themselves articu-
late what the course of the intervention should be. As we described
earlier, Garfield staff responded to the presentations by expressing
the need for an intensive schoolwide reading program, more team-
work, and other improvements. These were exactly the sorts of
things we had concluded Garfield needed, but instead of imposing
them on the staff, we used the presentations to help them realize for
themselves what was needed. This had the effect of making staff
more active in the intervention because they felt a sense of owner-
ship. As another researcher recently pointed out in regard to a dif-
ferent project, “the greatest gains in teacher learning were in place
where whole schools studied their student results and agreed on
what they needed to know collectively” (Reyni, 1998, p. 71).

TEACHERS’ INDIVIDUAL AND COLLECTIVE
RESPONSIBILITY FOR BETTER TEACHING PRACTICES

Without teachers’ active participation, school improvement is
only a dream. To involve teachers in the reform process, it is neces-
sary to help them understand both their individual and collective
responsibility for better teaching practices. In our approach, indi-
vidual responsibility is fostered to a large degree through peer
review and constructive criticism; collective responsibility is fos-
tered through teamwork and professional collaboration.

In U.S. schools, there are few formal, safe opportunities for
teachers to receive constructive criticism from their peers
(Stevenson & Stigler, 1992). In Chicago’s public schools, princi-
pals evaluate their teachers annually, but the evaluation process is
usually a private affair between the two individuals. Because the
process is not open to the public, peer review has no impact on the
final evaluation, and therefore that evaluation may not be as accu-
rate or as motivating as it should be. At Garfield, for example, the
Classroom C second-grade teacher, whose students made so little
progress, had always been evaluated as a superb teacher by the prin-
cipal. His colleagues, however, felt that he needed to change his
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way of working with children, but no one said a word to him
because such criticism is “the principal’s business.” It was only
when we analyzed the ITBS scores by classroom that he recognized
the need to improve his teaching practices.

For the group presentations of the classroom test score data,
teachers’ names were never attached to their classroom; this made
it possible for the faculty to discuss the classrooms objectively
and provide constructive criticism without becoming personal.
Because the presentations of the classroom data were public, how-
ever, and the findings open to peer review, we were able to reinforce
the idea that individual teachers are responsible for what goes on in
their classroom and that they are accountable to the entire school.

An individual teacher’s sense of responsibility can be signifi-
cantly strengthened in a collaborative environment (Darling-
Hammond, 1998), which also leads to a sense of collective respon-
sibility. Through our assessment activities, we found that Gar-
field’s teachers did not collaborate in most cases, yet we also found
that they were hungry for a sense of professional community.
“Experienced, talented teachers should share what they know.
More of a team approach is needed,” one faculty member said, and
another exclaimed, “it takes a whole school to educate a child!” To
pave the way for teamwork and professional collaboration, we
organized a number of activities including cross-subject work-
shops, grade- level workshops, and classroom visitations. We also
encouraged Garfield to assign someone to the position of curricu-
lum coordinator; among her responsibilities, the curriculum coor-
dinator was to make sure that grade-level meetings were scheduled
regularly and that the meetings encouraged teachers to work
together, both during the meetings and at other times.

DIRECT ENHANCEMENT OF THE QUALITY
OF CURRICULA AND INSTRUCTION

All the assessment activities in the world are of little use if they
are not followed by concrete activities that directly enhance the
quality of curricula and instruction. In our approach, assessment
goes hand in hand with an intervention composed of focused con-
sultations, customized services, and ongoing evaluation. Because
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each school will have a somewhat different set of strengths and
weaknesses identified through the assessment process, the inter-
vention will not look exactly the same in each place. No matter
what the specific activities, however, they should involve teachers
directly in a process of learning that will result in improved curric-
ula and instruction. At Garfield, the intervention included training
workshops and classroom demonstrations of specific reading strat-
egies, the development of classroom libraries, classroom visita-
tions, the appointment of a curriculum coordinator, individual
teacher consultations, classroom observations, quarterly reviews of
progress in regard to the reading program, and other activities. The
intent was never to impose an abstract outside model on Garfield—
which may or may not fit—but to develop a hands-on intervention
plan tailored to the specific needs and circumstances of the school.

Although we do not believe that standardized test scores are the
only indicator of a school’s performance, this article has shown
how an assessment/intervention process that begins with detailed
analyses of test scores can lead to meaningful educational reform.
The score analyses can help a school isolate which variables are
problematic and which are not; they can provide the impetus for
administrators and teachers to work together to change; and they
can shape an intervention to fit a school’s particular needs. Used in
the way described in this article, standardized test scores can be
applied toward positive ends—that is, to improve teaching and
learning, rather than just toward punitive ends—namely, to deter-
mine probation status.

POSTSCRIPT

In the summer of 1999, while this article was being prepared for
publication, Garfield was taken off probation based on its May
1999 ITBS reading scores.

NOTES

1. The name of the school has been changed for this article.
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2. Illinois Goal Assessment Program (IGAP) scores were chosen for this comparative
analysis because the ITBS does not include a writing section. The IGAP test, developed by
the Illinois State Board of Education, is criterion referenced and administered annually
throughout the state. It was designed to assess reading, math, and writing skills in Grades 3,
6, 8, and 10 and science and social science knowledge in Grades 4, 7, and 11.
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