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BACKGROUND OF THE
HPSGP EVALUATION

Passed in 1999, the Public Schools
Accountability Act (PSAA) established a
results-based accountability system in
California with specific performance targets
for schools. The PSAA created a system of
rewards and sanctions for meeting or not
meeting those targets, and established
assistance programs for low-performing
schools. In 2001, the High Priority Schools
Grant Program (HPSGP) was established as
part of PSAA to provide additional funds to
the lowest-performing schools in the state,
taking the place of the prior Imnmediate
Intervention/Underperforming Schools
Program (1l/USP).

Priority for participation in the HPSGP was
given to the lowest ranked schools in the
state, and participating schools received
$400 per student per year for three years
(and a possible fourth year depending on
progress) to use toward implementing
improvement strategies. Schools were
required to develop an Action Plan (or use
one previously developed) to serve as a
blueprint for the school and community to
focus on improving student achievement
and meeting growth targets. Planning year
funds of $50,000 were available to schools
to use for the development of the Action
Plan. Schools not making expected progress
at the end of three years would then be
subject to sanctions.

This brief summarizes key findings drawn
from a mixed-methods approach. To address
the study’s research questions (see
sidebar), we:

¢ Analyzed extant data, including student-
and school-level achievement data for
HPSGP and non-HPSGP schools within
California, HPSGP Annual Reports and
expenditure reports for all HPSGP
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schools, and the California Basic 1
Educational Data System (CBEDS),

¢ Conducted case study visits to 16
HPSGP schools in nine districts,

¢ Administered and analyzed data from
surveys in 106 HPSGP schools, and

¢ Administered and analyzed data from
phone surveys in 49 districts.

EVALUATION QUESTIONS

In 2005, the California Department of Education
(CDE) contracted with the American Institutes for
Research (AIR) to examine the implementation,
impact, costs, and benefits of the HPSGP. The CDE
identified four primary evaluation questions for the
study:

1. How effectively did schools and districts
implement the HPSGP?

2. What has been the overall impact of
participation?

3. What has been the impact on student
performance?

4. What unintended consequences have
resulted?

To better isolate the impact of the HPSGP in
light of various funding sources, exit criteria,
and prior participation in other school
reform programs, the evaluation limited the
analyses to schools that received HPSGP
implementation funds and did not
participate in ll/USP or the Comprehensive
School Reform (CSR) programs — referred to
as “HP Only” schools in this report. The
achievement analysis focused on a subset
of the HP Only schools that received
planning grants and the first round of
implementation funding. This subset of
schools is referred to as “HP Only plus
planning.”
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Among the 658 schools that participated in
the first cohort of the HPSGP, 351 were HP
Only schools. As shown above, these schools
generally serve more academically
challenging student populations, with higher
poverty and greater percentage of English
learners than the statewide average.

OVERVIEW OF FINDINGS

The evaluation explored the relationships
between achievement trends and the
participation of schools in the HPSGP using
Academic Performance Index (API) and
Standardized Testing and Reporting (STAR)
Program results. Before interpreting these
quantitative results, it is important to
acknowledge the difficulties inherent in the
selection of appropriate comparison schools.
Because the state purposely selected the
lowest-performing schools for the HPSGP,

there were few schools with comparable
levels of academic achievement that did not
participate in the HPSGP, 1I/USP, or other
school reform programs. As a result, the
comparison schools selected for these
analyses had, on average, slightly higher API
scores (at the middle and high school level)
prior to the program implementation, and
appear to serve slightly less challenging
populations.

HP Only plus planning schools, on average,
showed gains in the percentage of students
scoring proficient or advanced on the
California Standards Test (CST). The
percentage increased from 9 percent to 24
percent in English language arts and from 12
percent to 29 percent in math from 2001-02
to 2005-06. The averages for comparison
schools and all other schools showed similar
trajectories.
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When controlling for selected student- and
school-level characteristics, the results show
that HP Only plus planning and comparison
schools performed virtually the same over
the period of the program. This overall
finding is supported by analyses of student
subgroups and by longjtudinally linked
student data we obtained for this study from
a large urban school district in the state.

In summary, while HP Only plus planning
schools demonstrated academic progress
during the period of program
implementation, their gains were not
statistically different from the gains of the
comparison schools included in these
analyses.

Using qualitative data collected for this
study, we attempted to test the notion that
more rigorous implementation of HPSGP had
resulted in improved outcomes. However,
examining the relationship between student
outcomes and what we observed and heard
at the case study sites as well as the
perceptions of survey respondents did not
yield clear results. Though in theory better
implementation would lead to improved
student outcomes, we could not document
this relationship based on available data.

The survey data did yield many noteworthy
findings, which included:

¢ Although more than 60 percent of
school respondents reported that a
plan for school improvement
prominently guided their reform
efforts, this reported impression was
not reflected in measured academic
gains.

¢ While nearly half of the school
respondents described their external
provider support as appropriate and
effective, nearly 45 percent of the
surveyed respondents reported that
the school did not use, or reported
that they did not know if the school
used, an external provider in the

development of the Action Plan,
even though it was a program

requirement.

¢ Although the vast majority of HPSGP
school respondents indicated an
effective use of funds, half
expressed concern about the short
length of the program, and nearly a
third reported that the untimely
arrival of funds did not permit
appropriate planning and spending.

ACHIEVEMENT FINDING

On average, HPSGP schools showed gains in
student performance during the period of
program implementation. However, the effect of
participating in the program on student
performance was negligible.

¢ Spending on personnel was reported
as the most common and the most
effective local use of HPSGP funds.

¢ HPSGP was perceived as having a
major role in student achievement
gains, despite nearly identical
academic performance during this
period between HPSGP and non-

HPSGP comparison schools.

¢ Aslight majority of respondents
reported a lasting HPSGP impact in
areas of school capacity.

¢ While 60 percent of school
respondents indicated confidence in
sustaining the impact of HPSGP, only
40 percent said they had been able
to find funding to continue these
reforms.

GENERAL OBSERVATIONS

Overall performance of low-performing
schools (both those participating and not
participating in the HPSGP) is improving in
an era in which state and federal
accountability systems have been



introduced. The accountability movement,
including interventions like the HPSGP, has
cast an important spotlight on chronically
underperforming schools. An expectation is
being conveyed to state, district, and school
administrators that the status quo for these
schools is no longer acceptable.

This increased attention paid to the state’s
lowest-performing schools is laudable, and
has yielded some positive results for these
schools on average as well as for all schools
statewide. State and federal accountability
efforts have likely made a substantial
contribution to this improved performance,
and it seems likely that in a generic sense,
the HPSGP has contributed to these overall
gains as well.

At the same time, analyses of school- and
student-level achievement for this evaluation
show no meaningful difference between
schools participating in the HPSGP and
comparison schools. Likewise, two prior
evaluations of the II/USP (which was similar
in many ways to the HPSGP) found that while
the program focused attention on student
achievement and low-performing schools,
there appeared to be negligible overall
impact on student achievement in
participating schools.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on our findings, it appears that a
short-term categorical approach to school
reform is insufficient to overcome much
larger system inadequacies that fail to
provide the kinds of long-term support and
assistance needed to substantially and
consistently improve student performance in
the state’s most challenged schools. We
suggest terminating categorical interventions
like the HPSGP in favor of more
comprehensive statewide school reform that
provides long-term administrative and
resource support to the state’s lowest-

performing schools enrolling our most
academically challenging students.

However, we also understand broad-reaching
state reform to be an unlikely immediate
alternative. In the interim, we recommend
that the state consider alternative
investments to bolster the performance of
the state’s lowest-performing schools, as
opposed to relying on II/USP- and HPSGP-
type interventions.

Within this overall context, we offer two
categories of recommendations below. We
begin with general state-level
recommendations, irrespective of the future
of the HPSGP, and conclude with specific
improvements to the program that may foster
a greater impact.

General Recommendations

1. Keep the attention on student learning
and low-performing schools.

State and federal standards-based policies
have been very successful in capturing the
attention of the education community and
the general public and focusing that
attention on student outcomes system-wide
and on low-performing schools in particular.
We urge that this attention continue.

2. Consider the resources needed for
sustained academic success in low-
performing schools, and ensure that they
are present and maintained in these
schools and their districts.

The state should identify the resources
needed in the state’s most challenging,
highest-poverty schools, fund them
accordingly, and ensure that these resources
are allocated effectively by districts to
schools.

Since the district was found to be a key
intermediary between state-level policy and
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school-level implementation, the state
should ensure that districts have the
resources to provide the necessary
assistance and support to their schools, and
that they allocate them to low-performing
schools as needed.

3. Use data on an ongoing basis to identify
the extent to which state-level programs
make an impact, and use these data to
inform and alter state-level policy and
programs in support of low-performing
schools as needed.

As the state sets expectations for schools
and districts and encourages them to
regularly use data as a basis for shaping

designated comparison schools or other
groups of interest, as this critical information
is lacking in CBEDS. We recommend
enhancing CBEDS to include questions on
the number of years that principals and
teachers have been at their current school,
and the number of years in that same
position in other schools. This enhancement
to the database would serve as a powerful
tool to understand staff turnover and its
implications for student achievement.

RECOMMENDATION:

We suggest terminating categorical

interventions like the HPSGP in favor of more

comprehensive statewide school reform that

policy and practice, we suggest the same provides long-term administrative and resource

process for the state. The state should
attempt to actively determine fairly early on
how well state-supported interventions are
working.

We recommend early and rigorous
assessment of a formative nature that can
serve to guide and adjust implementation,
and that is designed to compile evidence as
early as possible about the extent to which
anticipated outcomes are likely to be
forthcoming. External evaluations provide a
means to gain formative and summative
information on programs. However, given the
high-stakes environment and urgency to
improve student outcomes, the state itself
should establish more mechanisms to review
policies regularly, assess what components
of its policies are on the right track, and
adjust policies on an ongoing basis as
needed.

4. Enhance the power of CBEDS.

Several of our case study sites and survey
schools exhibited alarming principal
turnover, and teacher turnover was also
noted as a particular challenge to reform
efforts. However, we were not able to
compare this reported turnover to our

support.

5. Foster data-driven decision making.

Many of the successful schools we
encountered (through our HPSGP case
studies, as well as evaluations of Proposition
227, 1l/USP, and high-poverty schools) at
least partially attribute this success to
regular assessments and review of data to
drive instruction. Many of these systems
were said to be locally developed. The state
may want to encourage broader
development and dissemination of such
systems in districts and local schools. Unlike
a number of other factors that have been
repeatedly cited as making a difference in
regard to school reform (e.g., strong
leadership), data-driven decision making
may be much easier to replicate.

6. Recognize the influential role districts
play in facilitating or constraining school
improvement, and incorporate
mechanisms into accountability policies
to encourage positive and productive
actions at the district level.



One of the key findings of this study was the
potential influence of district context on
schools’ achievement growth. Although the
HPSGP attempted to increase the
involvement of the district in these reform
efforts in relation to the II/USP, the findings
from this study show that there is
considerable room for improvement. The
state’s District Assistance Intervention Team
(DAIT) process should further clarify the role
of districts and counties in regard to assisting
the state’s lowest-performing schools.

7. Consider methods to better align the
state and federal accountability systems.

Site-level respondents in this study largely
reported that while they consider the API to
be a better outcome measure, they feel
pressure to address AYP targets. This is not
surprising given that 80 percent of the HP
Only schools are in Program Improvement
(PI1), with nearly half of the Pl schools in Year
4 or 5 of the sanctions. Given the conflict and
confusion associated with two overlapping
accountability systems, we recommend that
the state focus further on their alignment.

8. Develop and foster policies that will strive
for strength and continuity of school
leadership, especially at low-performing
schools.

Through the site visits and survey data, we
have documented the common problem of
excessive turnover in the leadership at low-
performing schools. Conversely, where
schools have appeared to thrive under these
types of interventions, strong and ongoing
school leadership was commonly found to be
an integral part. While change in leadership
may be the catalyst necessary to meaningful
change, it appears very difficult for
meaningful long-term planning and change to
take hold without subsequent stability of
leadership. We believe that a valuable role
for the state, and a possible alternative
investment to the HPSGP, would be to

allocate funds for recruiting, training, and
retaining strong principals in our state’s most
challenging schools.

9. Work with districts to develop learning
networks where districts and schools in
need of improvement can be linked with,
and can learn from, districts and schools
that have been successful in improving
outcomes with comparable populations
of students.

In light of the limited communication
reported and evident among schools
participating in our evaluation, we
recommend that the state and districts
consider working in tandem to create
opportunities for districts and schools to
learn from one other. This could enhance
knowledge transfer from schools showing
substantial progress under reform efforts
over time to schools new to and struggling
with reform. Such learning networks might
feature pairing of schools (“sister” schools) or
clusters of schools that would collaborate
and work together toward the common goal
of enhancing student achievement.

10. Look at other states’ efforts to support
their lowest-performing schools. Assess
what investments they are making
toward these ends and the degree to
which they are experiencing results from
these efforts.

As a result of national and state
accountability systems across the country,
many states are experimenting with
interventions with the same basic intentions
as the HPSGP, i.e., to improve performance in
their most challenged schools and districts.
We suggest an investigation into what other
states are doing and what evidence they
have found in regard to a return on these
investments.



11. Require participation in future
evaluations.

As a grant precondition for any state
program, districts and schools should agree
to participate in state-approved evaluations
of the programs. Soliciting the participation
of districts and schools for this study took
considerable persistence. As the state
makes substantial investments in programs
of this type, a reasonable pre-condition for
participation is the state’s right to collect
data regarding whether this investment is
cost effective.

Specific HPSGP Recommendations

The following are recommendations if the
state opts to continue with HPSGP-type
interventions.

1. Target “failure” early: The CDE should
monitor the performance of HPSGP
schools annually and identify actions for
schools that do not meet their API growth
target in a given year.

When schools are not showing progress
annually (e.g., they do not meet their API
growth target in a given year), there should
be an increase in oversight, such as
requiring ramped-up support from the
district and possibly a required continuing
role for the external provider. Conversely,
when schools are showing progress, it may
be advisable to add additional rewards, such
as relaxed requirements (e.g., increased
independence or flexibility to carry over
funds beyond the final year of the grant).

2. Enhance the district role: The role of the
district should be explicitly enhanced and
the district should be held accountable
for school progress and for establishing
and maintaining “conditions” for success.

We recommend that bolstered assurances
for which districts will be held accountable
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be a prerequisite for school participation in
the HPSGP. The analyses from this study
suggest that active engagement of districts
is an important pre-condition for program
success. This recommendation mirrors the
guidelines developed by the CDE for the
second cohort of HPSGP schools, which
institutes a continuous improvement
process facilitated by a District/School
Liaison Team. The guidance also calls for
the Action Plan to demonstrate a clear
support role for the district in the
development and implementation of the
plan and shared responsibility for school
progress.

In fostering district accountability, we
recommend that the CDE develop a system
of rewards and sanctions at the district level
that are associated with the success or lack
thereof of participating schools. For
example, in regard to the assurances above,
district compliance should be especially
closely monitored in cases where
participating schools are not showing
success. Initially, districts should be
reminded of their responsibilities in regard
to program implementation and that these
assurances must be fulfilled to allow
continued program participation. Ultimately,
if districts do not comply and schools are
continuing to fail, ongoing program funding
should be withheld. Rewards for gains in
student performance might come in the
form of increased local discretion.

3. Improve monitoring: The CDE (perhaps
with the assistance of the County Offices
of Education) should enhance its
monitoring of non-achievement-related
measurements, such as compliance with
the district assurances and expenditures.

Along with these district assurances, we
recommend regular reporting and
monitoring. As the CDE is charged with
allocating HPSGP funds, they should also be
given the responsibility and authority to



ensure that the program is implemented as
designed and to terminate the program in a
given school or district-wide when this is
clearly not the case.

4. Redesign Annual Reports: Collect data
necessary to monitor assurances and
school progress, and review on a regular
basis.

As described above, we recommend
enhanced monitoring, and an important step
in this direction is the modification of the
current data collection under this program.
The research team did not find the current
Annual Report data to be particularly helpful
in evaluating the program, nor had these
data been analyzed in any systematic way
prior to this evaluation. Changes to the
Annual Report data collection could make the
data more powerful and meaningful for
monitoring HPSGP schools and districts.

While our survey collected respondent
perceptions about key program components
such as the external provider and district
support, the fact that the evaluation was
conducted at the end of (and even after) the
program made collecting reliable
measurements of implementation fidelity a
challenge. We encourage the state to learn
from evaluations of CSR model providers,
such as High Schools That Work, that use
ongoing survey measures to assess the
extent to which participating schools are
implementing the model with fidelity and how
that relates to student outcomes. We
recommend that the CDE redesign the
Annual Report as a carefully constructed
survey instrument that will provide indicators
of implementation which can then be used,
with other measures, to monitor schools as
well as assess the relationship between
implementation and student outcomes.

5. Ensure predictable funding: The timing of
the funds should be carefully considered
for the next cohort, with explicit timelines

to allow for effective school planning and
clear expectations regarding a transition
phase prior to program completion.

The state and districts should provide clear
directives and assurances as to when the
funds will arrive at the school, how much,
and with what degree of flexibility in
carryover. Districts with sufficient resources
should support schools in implementing the
program (e.g., allow schools to plan in the
spring/summer) when state funds are
delayed, and schools should be allowed time
extensions in meeting their performance
targets if the funds do not arrive at the school
on time. For instance, if resources do not
arrive at the school until mid-year, it may be
unreasonable to expect that substantial
academic growth will be realized through the
program in that year.

To facilitate the continuation of reform, the
CDE should provide clear expectations about
a transition phase. For instance, districts and
schools (through the external provider and
District-School Liaison Team) should submit a
transition plan at the beginning of the third
year of implementation. This plan would
assess the reforms/changes attributed to
HPSGP funds, identify which strategies have
been most effective, and identify resources
necessary (e.g., financial and personnel) to
allow the schools to continue key strategies
beyond the HPSGP.

For the second cohort of HPSGP schools, CDE
has prohibited annual carryover. We strongly
recommend that the CDE reconsider this
restriction. While we observed considerable
carryover in all years of the program, our case
studies suggested that carryover was an
indicator of more systemic problems, such as
disruption in school leadership. As an
alternative, we encourage closer monitoring
of carryover, such as requiring schools with
substantial carryover to submit an
explanation of the reasons and the
implications for future planning.
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6. Ensure a supply of qualified external
providers statewide, consistently describe
the nature and duration of their role, and
add measurements of their effectiveness
to the program.

Study respondents expressed concerns
regarding the overall supply of qualified
external providers. If this component is
required as part of the HPSGP, the state has
an obligation to be more proactive in
ensuring an adequate and qualified supply.
If the state does not have the capacity to
develop this pool, then perhaps this
component should not be required, or
alternative options should be allowed.

In addition, a number of school respondents
reported the external provider component as
vaguely defined. This component also
showed substantial variation in
implementation. Although the external
provider role is only required in legislation for
the development of the Action Plan, it is
further described in the second cohort
guidelines as to “provide ongoing technical
assistance to the school site administrative
and teaching staff.” This language seems to
imply a relationship with the external
provider for the duration of the grant. The
requirement should be fully clarified and the
supporting language made as consistent as
possible.

Last, the regular cycle of the continuous
improvement process described in the
second cohort guidelines should include an
assessment of the effectiveness of the
external provider, as currently there appears
to be no accountability for these individuals
who share a large responsibility in assisting
the lowest-performing schools in the state.

CONCLUSION

On average, the state’s lowest-performing
schools progressed during the period of
HPSGP implementation. Although the
schools participating in this program did not

show gains that statistically differ from non-
participating schools, all of the schools — as
well as the state — deserve credit for their
advances. The findings from this evaluation
should not in any way detract from these
accomplishments.

The challenge facing the state’s lowest-
performing schools are daunting. Many of
the educators who participated in the site
visits and surveys convinced us of their
dedication and determination in producing a
brighter future for their students. It may
simply be that the HPSGP was not enough.
Ongoing systems of supplemental fiscal
resources, selective staff placement, and
other support are needed to substantially
impact student outcomes in the state’s most
challenged schools.

Given the primary purpose of the program,
some may say that the finding of no
substantial difference in student
performance between HPSGP and
comparison schools is the only result that
matters. As this is the third study issued on
behalf of the state showing virtually no
return in terms of enhanced student
performance from the HPSGP and its
predecessor II/USP, the question of whether
to continue to invest in HPSGP-type
interventions should be carefully considered
by policy makers. Issues related to the need
to improve student performance in the
state’s most challenged schools will not go
away regardless of the future of the HPSGP.

We recommend that the state’s commitment
to low-performing schools not be diminished,
but enhanced and re-directed. Because the
current investments have not fully yielded
the desired results, the need for a bolstered
state commitment to equal educational
opportunities for all children in California is
perhaps greater than ever.
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