
Ingredients
of a
Successful
School
Effectiveness
Project

In five years Milwaukee's Project RISE
has significantly raised the achievement
levels of students in 18 elementary
schools.

I n 1979 the local school board di-
rected 18 elementary schools in
Milwaukee to improve their

achievement levels in reading, math,
and language to reflect citywide or
national norms. These schools were
identified as the lowest achieving
schools in the svstem. All were located
in the central city and served a pre-
dominantly low-income and minoritn
student population.

No changes were made in the ad-
ministration or in teacher or student
composition, and no additional mon-
ies were allocated to these schools. Yet
achievement levels have increased sig-
nificantlv in the last five vears.

Maureen McCornack-Lain, ubo is on
leave as a curimlum supenisor in the
Milwaukee Public Scbool& is currently in-
tolied in researb related to effecite
sdxools She is an officer of tie anaional
Council for Effective SchooLs and uas proj-
ect director of the Miluaukee Teacher Ex-
pectation Project and assistant to the ditc-
tor of Project RISE
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Figure 1. The Essential Elements of Effective Schools.

School Cauate

1. Strong sense of academic mission
2. High expectations conveyed to all students
3. Strong sense of student identification/affiliation
4. High level of professional collegiality among staff
5. Ongoing recognition of personal/academic excel-

lence

Curiculum

1. Grade-level expectations and standards in reading,
math, and language

2. Planning and monitoring for full content coverage

Instrution

1. Efficient classroom management through structured
learning environment

2. Academic priority evidenced in increased amount of
allocated time

3. Key instructional behaviors (review and homework
check, developmental lesson, process/product
check, actively monitored seatwork, related home-
work assignment)

4. Direct instruction as the main pedagogical approach
5. Maximizing academic engaged time (time-on-task)
6. Use of the accelerated learning approach (planning

for more than one year's growth)
7. Reading, math, and language instruction beginning

at the kindergarten level

Project RISE
Since 19'9 these schools have partici
pated in Project RISE, which attempts
to raise student achievement bh svs-
tematically implementing the essential
elements of effective sch(xling These
elements (see Figure I ) were derived
primarily from the research and litera
ture on school and teacher effective-
ness and from the reported practices
of other effective schox)ls.

Bv the close of the 1983-8- school
year, Project RISE had been operating
for five years Figure 2 charts the per-
centage of elementary students in Mlil
waukee's 107 elementary schools w-ho
scored average and above average on
standardized tests. The most signifi-
cant gains occurred between 19'9 and
1983 and brought the Project RISE
schools to the level set by the school
board.

Among the RISE schxools several
distinguished themselves from the rest
in their exceptional rate of gains and

Coordination of Supportive Services

1. Instructional approach, curriculum content, and ma-
terials of supplementary instructional services coor-
dinated with the classroom program

2. Pullout approach used only if it does not fragment
the classroom instructional program, does not result
in lower expectations for some students, and does
not interfere with efforts to maximize the use of
time

Evaluation

1. Frequent assessment of student progress on a rou-
tine basis

2. Precise and informative report card with emphasis
on acquisition of basic school skills

3. Serious attitude toward test-taking as an affirmation
of individual accomplishment

4. Test-taking preparation and skills

Parent and Community Support

1. Regular and consistent communication with parents
2. Clearly defined homework policy that is explained

to students and parents
3. Emphasis on the importance of regular school atten-

dance
4. Clear communication to parents regarding the

school's expectations related to behavioral standards
5. Increasing awareness of community services avail-

able to reinforce and extend student learning

Figure 2. Percentage of Mihvaukee Elementary Students
Achieving Average or Above-Average Scores on Standardized

Tests From 1975-76 Through 1963-84.
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Figure 2. (continued).
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high levels of achievement Speciic
changes made bh these fast-improving
schools fall into four categories
changes in staff attitudes. changes in
school management and organization.
changes in schxool practices and poli-
cies. and changes in classrooxm prac-
tices lhile each of the 18 schxools in
Project RISE may have made one or
more of these changes. the fast-
improv ing schools malde most or all of
them

Changes in Staff Attitudes
staff members verball- and behavior-
all- expressed the lelief that all of
their students could achieve regard-
less of socitoeconomic status or past
academic performance

· Insenvice actliviites that under-
scored the ediucabilitn of all students
were offered These sessions were de-
signed to re -educate misinformed per-
sonnei bx refuting the individual defi-
cit and cultural deficit theories that are
commonly used to explain the under
achievelmlenlt of low inconle alnd mi-

norit- student, 11The school deficit the-
Otn- NwAS explained and the xxotenc of

school expecxtations emphasized

* staff membirs w ere encouraged
to meet and estahlish network. xx.ith
practitioners from effective sc hoofls

throughout the countnr RISE princi.

pals and teachers visited effective
schools. and practitioners from these
schtools came to Milvvauket to share
hlox thle had changed their schools

* Literature and rexports related to
the successes of schools that sen-ed
lo, inconle and minorint students

were dissemilinated among staff and

reviewxed on a regular h;basis. reinforc
ting the helief that lo -income stu-
dents can pxerform at high Ie- ls of
achievement

* tGrouping practices and programs
that identified some tudelnts as loxw
achievers were abandoned

Staff menmbelrs midi atci an iml-
prov ement in their sense ot self-

esteemn and effilcact as professlonal

educators
* Inlscrnic a.lln ltles included ex-

change forums h-tereinl teachlirs
would act as thie Colsu1ltalts 1 ipre-

_ _ .~ ~ ~~3
M\S iR 19ii 8

I



senting successful methods and prac-
tices to other teachers, and principals
would share their successes in various
domains. This contributed to a shift
from depending on outside education-
al experts to recognizing the expertise
within their own ranks. Staff members

from the fast-improving schools fre-
quently volunteered or were asked to
lead these sessions.

0 Staff members (rather than the
superintendent or central office per-
sonnel) acted as spokespersons for the
school effectiveness program at local

"Principals
involved teachers
in important
planning and
decision-making
processes,
thereby
generating a
strong sense of
ownership of
their school."

professional meetings, press confer-
ences, university classes, and commu-
nity forums. Thus, the practitioners
who were responsible for the imple-
mentation and successes of the pro-
gram were the ones to discuss the
program and receive the recognition
due.

* When visitors came to the sch(ools,
the principals shared with the staff the
responsibilities involved in guiding
tours, explaining the program, and
recognizing the accomplishments of
individual staff members and students

* Staff members orchestrated their
own professional development activi-
ties. Schools used their allocated funds
to design their inservice, selecting the
topics and presenters A number of
RISE principals and teachers led a
professional education group called
the League of Urban Educators. The
League, which received no funding
and met after school, was a voluntary
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group of teachers, principals, central
office staff, university professors, and
business and community leaders, who
met monthly in a prestigious universi-
tv conference center to share a potluck
dinner, listen to a presentation on an
issue related to urban education, and
discuss the issues raised in the presen-
tation. For the most part, the presenta-
tions focused on the essential ele-
ments of RISE Participating members
report that the League elevated their
stature as professionals, united people
across role and status lines, and served
as a professional support group

Changes in School
Management and
Organization
Principals reported a change in their
role as building manager to include
being an instructional leader

* Principals hild the oppornunit- to
meet with other principals from effec-
tive schools who emphasized the im-
portance of being knowledgeable of
the curriculum and of instructional
practices. visiting each classroom on a
daily basis. and concentrating the
agenda of the staff meetings on in-
structional issues

Principals involved teachers in im-
portant planning and decision-making
processes, thereb- generating a strong
sense of o(w nership of their school

* Principals in these schools loos-
ened the linkages benveen central of-
lice and the school and strengthened
the sense of school ownership, thus
engendering the responsibilirt among
staff for the school's successes or fail
ures. One u-aa the' did this wvas by
empowering the teachers in acting as
,advocates for the changes proposed by
the teachers. For example, when
teachers denounced thie pullout ap-
proach used hb supplementart pro-
grams as being disruptive ind coun-
terproductive. and recommended that
all programs be conducted in their
classrooms coordinated \with tihe class-
room instructi onal program, the prin-
cipals supported the teachers in im-
plernenting this approach.

* Although all of the annlt;ll im-
provement plans were required to in-

clude the RISE essential elements,
each school decided for itself how to
best reach the project goals based on
the unique characteristics of the
school.

* School effectiveness committees
assumed responsibilit' for making
plans to improve school climate, read-
ing and math achievement, and the
school's evaluation program. Their
plans were presented as recommenda-
tions at staff meetings for discussion,
modification, and adoption.

* Principals established grade-level
teams and arranged for them to meet
on a weekly basis during the school
dav for planning, sharing, and coordi-
nating their efforts

Staff members expressed their rec-
ognition of the interrelatedness of
their responsibilities and the need to
work together as a unified system

* During the program's five-year pe-
riod. the schools operated less as a set
of separate classrooms and programs
and more as a unified body with inter-
related and interdependent responsi-
bilities The principals heightened this
awareness in a number of ways: for
example. by emphasizing the respon-
sibilitv each teacher had in seeing that
students were performing at or above
grade level. A 3rd grade teacher soon
came to realize that all of the effort
exerted to prepare her students for
the 4th grade could be rendered
meaningless if the following year the
4th grade teacher did not also work
toward grade-level proficiency. The
teacher also realized that the 2nd
grade teacher's failure to prepare his
students for the 3rd grade would cre-
ate a burden for this 3rd grade teach-
er

* Behavioral expectations were de-
veloped and consistently reinforced
b- all staff

* Supplementarv programs discon-
tinued the pullout approach and
worked with the classroom teacher
within the classroom setting

Changes in School Practices
and Policies
A strong academic emphasis w as clear-
I! evident in the fast-improving

"Staff members
verbally and
behaviorally
expressed the
belief that all of
their students
could achieve
regardless of
socioeconomic
status or past
academic
performance."
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"A strong
academic
emphasis was
dearly evident in
the fast-
improving
schools, with a
focus on
acquiring basic
skills."

schools, with a focus on acquiring
basic skills.

*Because the majority of the stu-
dents were performing far below
grade level in 1979, staff members
expressed the need to concentrate
on reading, math, and language arts
as a first step in improving student
achievement. In 1984, staff members
in the fast improving schools reported
that the majority of their students are
now performing at or above grade
level, and that plans are now under
wav to move from effectiveness to
excellence. These plans include broad-

ening and strengthening the curricu-
lum, learning better ways of teaching
higher order skills, and possibly adopt-
ing computer programs, Great Books
study clubs, and critical thinking proj-
ects.

* Extracurricular activities and as-
sembly programs emphasized aca-
demic achievement by including com-
petitive meets with the reading and
math olympic teams, academic pep
rallies, student recognition programs,
oratorical presentations, debates, and
so on.

The schools were characterized by
well-maintained and orderly environ-
ments.

* Behavioral expectations were de-
veloped by the staff, and a commit-
ment was made to consistently enforce
them.

OThe principal conveyed these be-
havioral expectations to the students at
the opening assembly at the beginning
of the sch(xol year, followed by a dis-
cussion of the expectations in each
classroom.

* Behavioral expectations were
printed in the student handbook and
distributed to every parent

* Student traffic in the hallways was
reduced by the elimination of pullout
programs

* Some schools substituted outdoor
recess with indoor study breaks
throughout the day when students
could casually interact, go to the lava-
tory, and so on

The schools clearly articulated
grade-level objectives and minimum
standards within each subject area.

* Staff members were involved in
the development of grade-level objec-
tives and standards

* Grade-level standards were de-
fined as those skills, concepts, and
learnings that are prerequisite for suc-
cess at the next grade level

* Grade-level standards were print-
ed on "Yes I Can" sheets, reviewed
with students, and distributed to par-
ents.

The schools developed a school-
wide policy that expected all students
to complete daily homework assign
ments
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"The schools
clearly articulated
grade-level
objectives and
minimum
standards within
each subject
area."

* The rigorous nature of the home-
work policies was defended as neces-
sary to bring underachieving students
to grade-level proficiency.

* Principals and teachers enforced
the policy by monitoring the doors at
dismissal and sending empty-handed
students back to their rooms to get
their homework.

* Parents were informed if students
were not completing their homework
assignments and told that the students
would be retained after lunch, during
recess, or after school in the "home-
work center" to complete missing as-
signments.

The schools had schoolwide poli-
cies designed to protect instructional
time from unnecessars disruptions
and distractions.

* Some of the schools identified
blocks of time in the daily schedule
when the entire school would be
teaching reading, math, and language

arts. Interruptions such as public ad-
dress announcements, requests from
the office, pullout programs, and the
like would not be allowed during
these instructional periods.

Changes in Classroom
Practices
Teachers planned to teach the entire
grade-level curriculum content to ev-
ery student.

* The grade-level objectives were
organized into units of instruction,
and teachers used content coverage
schedules to plan on a yearly, weekly,
and daily basis.

* Adjustments in the content cover-
age schedules were made throughout
the vear as some lessons required
more or less time than expected.

Lessons were usually taught to the
whole class and were supplemented
with small-group corrective or enrich-
ment instruction.

* Whole-class instruction was taught
at the student's grade level, and small-
group instruction was taught at the
student's performance level.

* The pullout approach for com-
pensatorn education was replaced bv
an in-class delivery of service Support
teachers were in classrooms during
the instructional lesson, which pre-
pared them to supplement the instruc-
tion.

* Precautions were taken to avoid
ostensibly identifying or labeling stu-
dents as Title I students or as the "slow
group.

* Grouping was flexible, and out-
side observers commented that thev
were unable to identify the slow learn-
ers

Instructional lessons were highly
structured and generally included the
key instructional behaviors.

* These behaviors were identified
as: a review of the previous lesson and
homework check, a developmental
lesson using direct instruction, a proc-
ess-product check for understanding.
activelv monitored seatwork, and the
assignment of a related daily home-
work assignment.

* Staff members reported that the
systematic and structured instructional
format helped maintain order by mini-

mizing the opportunity for disruptive
behavior and increased the academic
engagement of the students.

Teachers expected their students to
perform at or above grade level, and
used remedial measures to help un-
derachieving students advance to
grade-level proficiency.

*Teachers used some form of ac-
celerated learning. This was described
as an intervention strategy intended to
help underachieving students make
more than a vear's gain in a given
school vear. This curriculum design
and instructional approach included
concentrated instruction that focused
on the essential content included with-
in each of the preceding levels.

*When many older students com-
plained that they were embarrassed to
carrn home books that were vears
below their grade level and that
younger students were using, the
schools prepared and distributed
book covers with the school's name
and logo to all the students. Soon the
underachieving students began bring-
ing home the books and assignments
needed to help them advance to
grade-level proficiency!

Concluding Remarks
Project RISE appears to be a promising
example of the successful implemen-
tation of the school effectiveness and
teacher effectiveness findings. The
project schools began with a clear
vision of what an effective school is
(one performing at or above national
norms in reading, math, and language
arts, with no disparity based on race or
class); they used the school effective-
ness correlates as a framework for
developing their own plans: and they
implemented these plans in a system-
atic and self-conscious manner.

The RISE practitioners are modest
when discussing their accomplish-
ments. Thev are obviously proud of
the gains their students have made.
but are quick to point out that becom-
ing an effective school is only a first
step. Narrowing the educational agen-
da was a necessanr prerequisite in
turning their schools around, but now
they are eager to accept the challenge
of converting their effective schools
into excellent schools.E

MARCH 198� 
3-

MARCH 1985 3'



 
 
 
Copyright © 1985 by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development.  All rights reserved.  
 
 




