Milwaukee’s
Project RISE

Twenty Milwaukee schools have set
and enforced standards that reflect
their belief in their students’

ability to achieve—and achieve

MAUREEN McCORMACK-
LLARKIN AND
WiLLiaM ]. KRITEK

they have!

hile the search for the charac-
tenistics  of  instructionally
effective schools continues,

some urban school districts, acting on
what we know so far, have already
designed and implemented programs to
make their schools more effective. One
such program began in Milwaukee in
March 1979 when the school board
directed the administration to develop a
plan for improving achievement in the
18 elementary and two middle schools
that scored lowest on the annual
achievement tests.

Project RISE (Rising to Individual
Scholastic Excellence) involves schools
that serve predominantly low-income
and minority students. It is based explic-
itly on the following three assumptions:

1. Virtually all students, regardless of
their family background, race, or socio-
economic status, can acquire the basic
skills.

2. Inappropriate school expectations,
norms, practices, and policies account
for the underachievement of a prepon-
derance of low-income and minority

= students.

Maureen McCormack-Larkin is Curriculum
Supervisor in the Milwaukee Public Schools;
she was project director of the Milwaukee
Teacher Expectation Project and an assistant
to the director of Project RISE; and William
I. Kritek is Associate Professor and Chair,
Department of Administrative Leadership,

University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee.
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3. The literature on effective schools
and classrooms has identihied expecta-
tions, norms, practices, and policies
that are associated with high achieve-
ment; it is reasonable for schools to
emulate these characteristics.

RISE in the Schools

Although coordinated at the district lev-
el, RISE is essentially composed of 20
individual school programs. At the heart
of each is the school’s plan for imple-
mentation of the essential elements of
effective schooling. These elements
(identified in Figure 1) were derived
primarily from the research and litera-
ture on school and teacher effectiveness
and from correspondence and commu-
nication with practitioners from instruc-
tionally effective schools.

It is significant that these clements are
interrelated and that no single factor
isolated from the others would signifi-
cantly improve the school. The essential
elements are claborated on in the RISE
handbook, which was developed by the
principals and central office personnel.
Reflecting on their own experience, a
representative group of RISE teachers
and principals identified those factors
that scem to be most important in the
initial stages of school improvement ef-
forts:

1. The cultivation of the pervasive
belief that all students can learn and
that the school is primarily responsible
for their learning. During the first year
of the project, the issue of the influence
of family background and socioeconom-
ic status on student achievement was the
topic of much discussion and debate in
staff meetings and inservice sessions.
Many of the RISE practitioners came to
accept the premise that low socioeco-
nomic status need not be an impedi-
ment to academic achievement:High
expectations were reflected in specific
school norms, policies, and instruction-
al practices that conveyed to the stu-
dents in no uncertain terms that they
were truly expected to achieve. For
example, the schools made a conscious
effort to eliminate any grouping prac-
tices that led to academic stratification
or tracking.

2. The development of a strong sense
of academic mission. The school’s pri-
mary responsibility is the provision of
thorough and systematic intellectual
training in the fundamental disciplines.
Particularly at the elementary level, em-
phasis needs to be on basic skills. The
amount of time spent on nonacademic
activities was significantly decreased to
allow more time for academic learning.

School assemblies now include oratory
presentations, debates, and competitive
meets between academic varsity teams.
Exemplary student work in math and
language is prominently displayed on
walls. Issues related to instruction and
curriculum dominate most staff meet-
ings, and principals view themselves
more as instructional leaders than as
building managers.

3. The cultivation of a high level of
professional  collegiality among staff
members. Because students beneht most
from expectations that are conveyed and
reinforced consistently by the school
staff, RISE emphasized the need for staff
members to reach consensus in estab-
lishing the school’s philosophy, goals,
and policies. Grade level meetings were
held frequently, and reading, math, and
language committees were formed to
provide a forum for discussion and de-
termination of the school’s policies.

4. The establishment of a strong sense
of student identification and affiliation
with the school. Efforts to create an
atmosphere of support and belonging
included school convocations and aca-
demic honor assemblies; the use of
school logos printed on notebooks,
homework folders, and T-shirts; the es-

Figure 1. The Essential Elements of Effective Schooling.
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tablishment of academic varsity teams
that competed intramurally and with
other RISE schools; student exchange
days; and various forms of public recog-
nition for the academic accomplish-
ments of the school, its staff, and stu-
dents.

5. Grade level expectations and stan-
dards in the areas of reading, math, and
language. RISE schools abandoned the
systemwide ungraded, continuous pro-
gress organization and developed grade
level objectives and standards. Grade
level expectations included skills, con-
cepts, and learnings appropriate for sub-
ject matter at the particular grade level.
Grade level standards were identified as
the subset of expectations that were
prerequisite for success at the next grade
level. Teachers used these expectations
as a guide in their planning, and stu-
dents and parents were informed of
them via a checklist of standards.

6. The use of an accelerated learning
program for students performing well
below grade level. Accelerated learning
is a curriculum design and instructional
approach intended to help underachiev-
ing students make more than a year’s
gain in a given school year. The goal of
accelerated learning is for students to
perform at grade level. Concentrated
instruction focuses on the essential con-
tent included in each of the preceding
levels. One component of the acceler-
ated learning program is whole class
instruction at grade level supplemented
by small group instruction at the stu-
dents’ actual skill levels.

7. An increase in the amount of time
allocated, and actually used, for active
student learning. Using time well is a
concept supported by research and com-
mon sense. Some of the strategies that
RISE schools used to maximize the use
of time included abandoning or mini-
mizing the “pull-out” approach in the
delivery of Title 1 services, replacing
recess with study breaks, using whole
class instruction as an alternative to
multiple small groups, and implement-
ing and enforcing a rigorous homework

policy.

8. The establishment of a structured
learning environment. The suggestion
of structure sometimes conjures impres-
sions of environments that are oppres-
sive or boring. In most RISE classrooms
one could observe children who were
secure and confident in knowing what
was expected, and instruction that in-
cluded lively explanations, demonstra-
tions, and illustrations that actively en-
gaged the attention of the children.
Techniques of direct instruction provid-
ed a sequenced instructional pattern and
clearly defined behavioral expectations
that contributed to an orderly, task-
oriented classroom.

RISE at the District Level

Extensive planning and coordination
and the provision of inservice were the
primary district level functions. A coor-
dinating committee including central
office administrators and supervisors and
representative principals was responsible
for the planning and coordination of
RISE activities.

The hallmark of project planning has
been the active involvement of the prin-
cipals of the 20 schools in most deci-
sions. All RISE principals meet regular-
ly and subgroups of the principals meet
periodically to address specific prob-
lems. Two principals are members of
the coordinating committee. This active
participation has evolved over the life of
the project and represents a growing
“ownership” on the part of the princi-
pals, as well as a recognition by their
superiors that little would be accom-
plished in the schools without the prin-
cipals’ support.

From the beginning of RISE there
has been a strong emphasis on inservice
education for principals and teachers. In
the initial year, the focus was on intro-
ducing participants to the “effective
schools” concepts and philosophy. In
succeeding years, the thrust has been
more on “how to do it.” One program,
for example, featured principals from
other urban school districts whose
schools have a reputation for effective-
ness. A recent day-long workshop for all
RISE teachers included sessions on ac-

celerated learning, techniques of direct
instruction, strategies for conveying
high expectations to students, and so
forth. Exchange forums were also in-
cluded that drew on the expertise of
RISE teachers who were identified by
their peers. They met with colleagues
from other RISE schools to explain,
demonstrate, and discuss their success-
ful practices. During the past year, the
emphasis has been on providing specific
help to individual school staffs and
teachers. For example, teachers have
been given the opportunity to visit and
observe teachers in other schools who
have been identified as skilled in direct

instruction.

Ancillary Structures

The local school plans, the coordinating
committee, inservice sessions, and other
formal structures and activities do not
tell the whole story. An attempt to
duplicate RISE would fail, we think,
unless functional equivalents of the be-
hind-the-scenes structures and activities
were also provided.

We can identify at least three ways in
which commitment to Project RISE has
been developed—and developed more
effectively than by any formal RISE
efforts. First, the Title IV-C Milwaukee
Teacher Expectation Project (MTEP),
directed by one of the primary develop-
ers of the RISE strategy, crystallized the
belief among a small group of teachers
that schools serving poor children can
be effective. Concurrent with Project
RISE, but independent of it, MTEP
provided small cadres of teachers from
most of the RISE schools with a system-
atic approach to making schools more
effective. Beginning with an analysis of
various theories that explain the low
academic achievement of many low-
income and minority students, MTEP
seminars guided teachers through the
evidence that low socioeconomic status
need not result in low achievement.
The teachers in the seminars then were
introduced to activities for improving
the academic achievement of their stu-
dents. These teachers formed nuclei in
the RISE schools around which teacher
commitment was built and school-based
planning was initiated. Since the initial
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reaction of teachers to Project RISE was
intense anger at their schools having
been singled out as “ineffective,” having
knowledgeable teacher-advocates in the
building was extremely important.

A second structure, the League of
Urban Educators, came as a spinoff
from the Title IV-C project. The
League, which receives no funding, is a
voluntary group of teachers, principals,
central office staff, school board mem-
bers, university professors, and others—
not all associated with Project Rise and
not all from the Milwaukee Public
Schools—who meet monthly to share a
potluck dinner, listen to a presentation
of an issue related to urban education,
and then discuss the issucs raised by the
speaker. For the most part, the presenta-
tions and discussions have focused on
the essential elements of RISE. The
League has strengthened the resolve to
make the schools effective, provided
new ideas and techniques to be used in
the schools and classrooms, united peo-
ple across role and status lines, and
served as a professional support group
among its participants.

Finally, we can point to a third be-
hind-the-scenes activity involving prin-
cipals. In addition to the district level
meetings referred to in the previous
section, the 20 RISE principals meet
periodically over lunch and tackle
RISE-related issues. These mectings in-
clude no central ofiice administrators or
supervisors but sometimes include a fa-
cilitator from a local university.” The
sessions have resulted in important rec-
ommendations regarding the program
and have contributed to the principals’
ownership of the program and to their
collective sense of power within the
school district. An additional benefit has
been the creation of a support group
among the principals.

Project Results

Project RISE completed three years at
the end of the 1981-82 school year.
Although the program will continue in
its present form for at least one more
year, it is fair to ask whether it has
achieved its goal. The results of the
school district standardized tests admin-
istered in the spring of 1982 will not
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New! CHILDREN'S SUCCESS IN
SCHOOLS edited by Joan M. Lake-
brink. Helping children to succeed in
school is the focus of this book. Con-
tributors offer theoretical and practical
insights into students’ physical,
cognitive and affective development.
Problem areas, such as population
diversity, discipline, community rela-
tions, desegregation, and special
education, are examined; suggestions
for dealing effectively with these situa-
tions are provided. ‘83, about $19.75

New! A CONSUMER'S GUIDE
TO THE PUBLIC SCHOOL edited by
Gary M. Miller and Gyuri Nemeth.
Designed to assist the reader in acquir-
ing a better comprehension of special-

ized services provided by professional |

educators, this book examines the
roles of administrators, elementary
and secondary teachers, guidance
counselors, school psychologists,
special educators, and reading
specialists. Early childhood education,
vocational and career education,
community-based education, and
citizen participation in education also
are discussed. 83, about $24.75

New! TEAMWORK IN PRO-
GRAMS FOR CHILDREN AND
YOUTH: A Handbook for Ad-
ministrators by Howard G. Garner.
The author provides a concrete struc-
ture for the total team model, an alter-
native to the departmental structure,
and he shows how to use it to achieve
optimum levels of communication, co-
operation, and consistency. Chapters
discuss the administrator's key role in
establishing the basic structure,
delegating responsibility, and monitor-
ing and supporting team functions. 82,
$22.75
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basic problem of desegregation; re-
ports data on the effect of busing on
academic achievement levels; de-
scribes the impact of busing on aca-
demic performance, school atten-
dance, racial attitudes, and social in-
teraction; and provides suggestions for
handling student problems and needs
arising from desegregation and busing.
‘81, $19.75
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on the early childhood educational
systems of eleven countries, including
the USSR, Japan, Sweden, and the
United States. For each country, the
contributors discuss basic philosophy,
historical development, organization
and administration, financing, preva-
lence, and curriculum of early child-
hood education. 83, about $16.75

New! THE SCHOOL PRIN-
CIPAL AND SCHOOL DESEGREGA-
TION edited by George W. Noblit and
Bill Johnston. Contributors analyze
situations faced by school principals
involved in school desegregation. Ar-
ticles cover, among other topics, the
establishment of a magnet school; re-
assignment of principals and staff;
management of student desegrega-
tion; the school principal as an adver-
sary of teachers, parents, and the cen-
tral administration; and the effect of
classroom spatial environment on so-
cial interaction. 82, $21.75

New! THE ELEMENTARY PRIN-
CIPAL'S ROLE IN SPECIAL EDUCA-
TION by Jeremy Jon Lietz and Maxine
Towle. This text is designed to help the
school administrator not trained in ex-
ceptional education to understand,
supervise, and improve special educa-
tion programs. Chapters cover long-
term policies and objectives; transpor-
tation; staff selection; supervision and
evaluation of staff, students, and pro-
grams; record maintenance; budget
considerations; and other topics. ‘82,
$19.75

EDUCATION FOR THE TELEVISION
AGE: The Proceedings of a National
Conference on the Subject of
Children and Television edited by
Milton E. Ploghoft and James A.
Anderson. Conference participants
review pioneering elementary and
secondary viewing skills projects; ex-
amine activities sponsored by the net-
works and educational associations;
analyze the possibilities for educa-
tional innovation through television;
and posit the intended effects of a
critical viewing skills curriculum. 817,
$14.95
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Figure 2. Performance of Milwaukee Elementary Students on Metropolitan Achievement Tests from 1975-76 through
1980-81
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be released to the public until March
1983, but the 1981 test results provide
an approximation of the program’s pro-
gress.

The Milwaukee Public Schools tests
its third- and ffth-grade students in the
spring of each year. For the past six
years, the district has used the Metro-
politan Achievement Test. Scores for
individual schools are reported to the
public as the percent of students scoring
in high, average, and low achievement
categories. Figure 2 shows the percent
of students in the combined high and
average categories for the 18 RISE ele-
mentary schools and for all 109 Mil-
waukee elementary schools.

RISE schools have shown tremen-
dous improvement in mathematics and
some improvement—not as dramatic—
in reading. The difference can possibly
be attributed to the comprehensive in-
structional inservice provided to a com-
mitted group of Title I math teachers
who, for the most part, worked with
teachers within the classroom setting
using the key instructional behaviors
included in the essential elements. The
results seem to indicate the importance
of the classroom instruction and curric-
ulum components of the RISE strategy.

There have been other “spinoffs” of
Project RISE. At the start of the 1982—
83 school year, the school improvement
effort was extended to all schools in the
system. There is one component for all
secondary schools and another for the
non-RISE elementary schools. Project
RISE, as indicated earlier, continues as
a separate program.

School board policy has changed on
two important issues due, at least in
part, to the influence of Project RISE.
First, Milwaukee's public schools have
shifted from an ungraded primary
school to a graded system. As of this
school year, there are officially grades 1,
2, and 3 for the first time in approxi-
mately 40 years and grade level objec-
tives have been adopted systemwide.
Second, school board policy has
changed regarding promotion and re-
tention. It is now possible to retain
primary students who have not mastered
the skills deemed essential for the next
grade level.

Conclusion
Project RISE has not been Aashy. There
has been a minimal amount of new

money associated with the program. In
fact, some of the more cynical critics
refuse to believe there is a Project RISE
because they have seen no new staff, no
new materials, and little additional
funding for inservice education. Nor
have the RISE schools been a protected
subculture. The principals and teachers
did not volunteer to be in the program.
There have been routine changes in
personnel, student mobility patterns
have not changed, and the established
supervisory and administrative relation-
ships have been maintained.

Yet, Project RISE has certainly
achieved some success. We are sure one
reason for that success can be attributed
to following the prescriptions for effec-
tive schools and effective instruction. In
addition, it has been important to have
concrete goals for the program, that is,
the district goal of raising achievement
to reflect national averages and the
school goals as specified in the local
school plans. Further, we single out the
focus on the principals. The: district

administrators have given them the re-
sponsibility to design and implement
individual programs and have held
them accountable for results.

In the years ahead, more attention
will have to be given to classroom teach-
ers. Teachers have voiced a need for
additional help in mastering the tech-
niques of direct instruction, accelerated
leamning, and other curmiculum and in-
structional strategies. In our opinion,
further substantial gains will depend on
the full implementation of classroom
strategies that have been demonstrated
to be effective.

Project RISE is significant because it
is a systematic effort to improve the
academic achievement of poor chil-
dren. It has gone beyond the findings of
the effective schools studies and has
made an attempt to create such schools.
We think it has achieved some success
and has the potential for even better
results. Finally, there is no reason that
RISE-like programs cannot be started—
and be successful—in other urban
school districts.[]
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