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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to describe changes in student achievement at one urban elementary
school involved in an eight-year partnership with a University. The school first became involved
with the University through a research project designed to support the school’s efforts at
restructuring and then became a full-fledged Professional Development School (PDS). Students’
scores on high-stakes assessment measures were the primary data sources. Individual interviews
were also conducted to obtain teachers' and administrators' perceptions of the effects of the
partnership on student achievement. Students’ test scores increased over the years and were higher
than the scores of students in comparable schools. Interviews revealed that teachers and
administrators perceived that students benefited in academic, social/affective, and general

domains. They attributed gains in student achievement to their partnership with the University.
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Closing the Gap: Enhancing Student Outcomes in an Urban Professional Development School

The essential feature of successful school improvement in urban contexts ... is that of
linking the development of teachers to student work and learning achievement. This
connection is the missing piece of the PDS framework for successful school development

in urban contexts. (Murrell, 1998, p. 41)

The “No Child Left Behind Act” was signed into law by President George W. Bush on
January 8, 2002. The basic premise of this aét is that student achievement in “high needs schoals”™
must improve in order to close the achievement gap between wealthy and lower socio-economic
status students in America. Although Black-White and Hispanic-White achievement gaps
narrowed in the 1970s and 1980s, they then widened in the late 1980s and 1990s and are still large
(Lee, 2002). The fundamental principle behind the “No Child Left Behind Act” is that every child
can learn and is expected to learn. Built into this Act is a commitment to improve teaching quality,
improve education for English language learners, increase teacher and school accountability, and
improve student outcomes, especially in reading. Further, the Act includes a commitment to focus

resources on proven educational methods that will help all children learn (www.whitehouse.eov/

news/releases/2002; www.whitchouse. gov/infocus.education/teachers/execsummary.html.). This

paper will focus on the Hispanic- White achievement gap and the need for educational methods
that help English language learners (Garcia, 1999; Lee, 2002; Zetlin, MacLeod, & Michener,

1998).

We describe one urban elementary school’s struggle for school-wide change designed to
enhance academic ontcomes for all students, including students with disabilities. Carter
Elementary School (pseudonym) is considered a high needs school with a student population that
1s about 96% Hispanic. Approximately 43% of the students are limited in English proficiency.

During an eight-year period, Carter School’s test scores rose noticeably and the school is now
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considered a shining example of what is possible in low economic areas and with culturally and
linguistically diverse students (e.g., in a nationwide analysis, they were selected as a “high flying”
or high-performing school, Jerald, 2001). The purpose of this paper is to describe changes in
student achievement at Carter after the school began collaborating with a nearby umniversity, {irst
through a research project and then as a full-fledged Professional Development School (PDS).

The Professional Development School model was developed to provide a true spirit of
collaboration among university and school personnel. During the reform efforts of the late 1980s,
the PDS model was conceptualized by the Holmes Group as a way to strengthen the relationship
between public schools and institutions of higher education, thereby improving education
(Darling-Hammond, 1994; Holmes Group, 1986, Kochan & Kunkel, 1998). While there are a
number of definitions of the PDS model, the most commonly used was formulated by the Holmes
Group as a “school for the deyelopment of novice professionals, for continuing development of
novice professionals, and for the research and development of the teaching profession” (p. 1).
According to Goodlad (1988), the strength of such a model is that by combining and focusing
resources to support a mutual concern, opportunities for real reform are increased.

PDSs are designed to benefit all those involved by creating different, expanded roles and
new types of interaction among participants. University faculty members spend much more time
in K-12 schools, gaining valuable knowledge of the realities of teaching in public schools. On the
other hand, school personnel gain useful information about the latest research-based methods and
are much more involved in the design, improvement, and implementation of teacher preparation
programs. On-going professional development for practicing teachers and classroom-based
research are both integral components of the PDS model, with the goal of improving instructional
practice. [deally, it is students who ultimately benefit most from these efforts.

Professional development schools in the urban context. PDS advocates, including the
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authors of the Report of the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future [NCTAF]
(1996), envision professional development as a way to address the achicvement gap in urban
schools. Valli, Cooper, and Frankes (1997) noted that PDSs were conceptualized as a “way to
educate everyone well” (p. 254). Gssential to success{ul school improvement in urban contexts is
the linking of the professional development of teachers to student learning and achievement. The
Holmes Group (1990) dedicated a chapter to these issues in Tomorrow s Schools, entitled
“Everyone’s Children: Diversity, Equity, and Social Justice.” They noted that “a major
commitment of the PDS will be overcoming the educational social barriers raised by an unequal
society” (p. 7). Yet critics claim that PDSs have not yet done enough to help transform urban
public schools into multicultural, democratic learning communities and have failed to live up to
the promise of ameliorating inequalities (Murrell, 1998; Valii et al., 1997; Zeichner, 1996). Valli
et al. noted in their‘ synthesis of PDS research that “a comparison between the equity goals
outlined in the Holmes Report (1990) and the actual achievement of PDSs to date indicates a large
gap between realities and expectations yet to be fulfilled” (p. 290).

Student outcomes. Despite frequent claims about the effectiveness of PDS partnerships,
few studies have actually chronicled their successes and even fewer have addressed student
achievement. In a 1998 review of the literature, Teitel noted a paucity of quality studies about the
effects of PDSs and called for substantive evaluation of the PDS model. Most of the
documentation Teitel found focused primarily on pre-service teachers and relied upon seif-report
data, usually a survey instrument, as the principal data source. Teitel found almost no information
on the impact of PDSs on students. What he did find was buried amid other data (ie., math score
gains in one urban elementary PDS in Michigan: J udge, Carriedo, & Johnson, 1995; gains in
writing scores on state achievement tests as the result of a wriiing buddies program in a PDS:

Wiseman & Cooner, 1996). Also in 1998, Zetlin, MacLeod, & Michener described findings from



