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Articles 

Alexander, Karl L, Doris R Entwisle, and Linda Steffel Olson. "Lasting Consequences of the Summer 

Learning Gap." American Sociological Review, 2007: 167-180. 

 Summary: Alexander, Entwisle, and Olson condense decomposed data from available 

literature to find that the 9th grade achievement gap between high-socioeconomic (SES) 

and low-SES students traces back mainly to differences in summer learning during those 

students’ elementary school years. Low-SES students tend to fall behind each summer 

compared to their wealthier peers due to limited opportunities, with a cumulative 

impact over time. As such, the low-SES “summer shortfall” eventually leads to continued 

inequality between the advantaged and disadvantaged “across generations” because a 

disparities in out-of-school learning help perpetuate the achievement gap which 

translates into an income gap in the long run. While reducing family and youth poverty 

is critical to closing the achievement gap, providing year-round, supplemental 

programming can substantially narrow it by helping to offset some of the family- and 

community-rooted factors. 

 Key Quotes: 

 “Prior to high school, the achievement gap by family SES traces substantially to unequal 

learning opportunities in children’s home and community environments” (168) 

 “With learning gains across social lines more nearly equal during the school year, the 

experience of schooling tends to offset the unequalizing press of children’s out-of-

school learning environments.” (168) 

Baker, Bruce, David Sciarra, and Danielle Farrie. Is School Funding Fair? A National Report Card. Newark: 

Education Law Center, 2012. 

 Summary: Baker, Sciarra, and Farrie thoroughly illustrate a fundamental weakness of 

current debates on public school improvement and educational reform: inadequate 

attention to and understanding of the need for a stable and equitable system of 

education finance. In this second edition of the National Report Card, the authors 

maintain their argument for strengthening this foundation of school reform through 

fairer distribution of funding to districts to sufficiently address concentrated poverty. 

Building on a set of fairness principles, the report states that: varying levels of funding 

are required to meet children’s different needs; student poverty is the most critical 

variable affecting funding levels; and overall levels of funding matter.  Ranking states on 

how fairly they fund their public schools, the report highlights several findings: for 

example, Florida, Missouri, and North Carolina received low ratings in their four 

indicators (effort; funding level; funding distribution; and coverage). More generally, 

only seventeen states have progressive funding systems (which provide more funding to 

high-poverty districts than low-poverty ones), while fifteen states use “flaw systems” 

with little difference in funding between low- and high- poverty districts. Asserting that 



“the searing inequity in so many of the state school finance systems” is at the root of 

income achievement gaps, the authors call for dialogue and action over fair school 

funding. 

 Key Quotes: 

 “Most of [the school finance] systems are broken, failing to deliver the funding needed 

to ensure that all students – especially low-income (at-risk) students, students in high-

poverty schools and English-language learners – have access to, and can achieve, 

rigorous academic standards and be college- and workforce-ready upon graduation.” 

(p.29) 

 “Congress could start by passing legislation that would require states, as a condition of 

receipt of federal funds, to meet a minimum “maintenance of effort” level. In addition, 

Congress could develop new federal regulations to encourage states to redesign their 

school finance systems so that they fund the cost of delivering rigorous common 

standards, and allocate funding based on student and school need.” (30) 

Baker, Eva L, et al. Problems with the Use of Student Test Scores to Evaluate Teachers. Briefing Paper, 

Washington, DC: Economic Policy Institute, 2010. 

 Summary: There is no strong evidence showing that teachers evaluated based solely or 

largely on student test scores are accurately judged to be good or bad at instruction. A 

group of scholars convened by the Economic Policy Institute argue that standardized 

test scores can only serve as one part of a comprehensive evaluation. An overemphasis 

on scores can result in evaluations that fluctuate more by year than by teacher quality. 

Imprecise outcomes results from inability to take into  consideration students’ 

characteristics, alignment between tests and curriculums, or the full range of measures 

of student achievement. Even when fairly rigorous methods – such as “Value-Added” – 

are employed, student health, summer learning loss, and family mobility are among 

many factors that distort evaluations. Research and policymaking must identify 

alternative and additional measures for teacher evaluation in order to design 

comprehensive systems that give teachers guidance, feedback, supportive leadership, 

and working conditions. 

 Key Quotes: 

 “Adopting an invalid teacher evaluation system and trying it to rewards and sanctions is 

likely to lead to inaccurate personnel decisions and to demoralize teachers, causing 

talented teachers to avoid high-needs students and schools, or to leave the profession 

entirely, and discouraging potentially effective teachers from entering it.” (4) 

  “VAM cannot control completely for differences in students’ characteristics or starting 

points.” (10) 

 “Researchers have found that three-fourths of schools identified as being in the bottom 

20% of all schools, based on the scores of students during the school year, would not be 

so identified if differences in learning outside of school were taken into account.” (15) 



Barton, Paul E, and Coley, Richard J. Parsing the Achievement Gap II. Policy Information Report, 

Princeton: Educational Testing Service, 2009. 

Summary: Barton and Coley synthesize research to underscore sixteen factors that they 

find to drive the achievement gap. They divide these into three categories: “schools 

factors”, “home and school connection”, and “before and beyond school” and make 

clear the need to close gaps in each of these factors in order to substantially narrow our 

stubborn achievement gap. Exploring the revealing data on existing gaps among 

subgroups, trends in correlates, trends in gaps on factors ranging from teacher turnover 

rates to parent participation to hunger and nutrition, they show which areas have 

improved, deteriorated or remained unchanged and which gaps widened, narrowed, or 

remained unchanged between 2003 and this 2009 report. 

Key Quotes: 

 “While most students have teachers who are fully certified, there is a difference 

among racial/ethnic groups and school lunch eligibility. Black students, Hispanic 

students, and students eligible for school lunch are less likely than White and 

non-school-lunch-eligible students to have certified teachers. There has been 

little change in the gap over the period for which we have comparable data.” 

(p.12) 

 “The gap in the percentage of teachers who leave before the end of the school 

year is very large…A full two-thirds of eighth graders who were eligible for the 

school lunch program had a teacher who didn’t make it through the school 

year.” (p.14) 

 “A 1996 synthesis of 39 studies, and a meta-analysis performed on the 13 most 

recent studies, concluded that ‘the summer loss equaled about one month on a 

grade-level equivalent scale. Middle-class students appeared to gain on grade-

level equivalent reading recognition tests over summer, while lower-class 

students lost on them.” (p.30) 

Barton, Paul E, and Richard J Coley. The Family: America's Smallest School. Policy Information Report, 

Princeton: Educational Testing Service, 2007. 

Summary:  Barton and Coley highlight family-related factors that most strongly 

influence student achievement. These factors include: the parent-student ratio; 

absenteeism; reading to young children; and excessive television watching. Detailing the 

correlations between home circumstances and low achievement among minority and 

low-income students, their report underlines the need to include social and economic 

reforms in educational policy. Based on their findings, they call for a range of reforms to 

improve conditions in both the home and the school. Among their highest priorities are: 

better educating parents about relevant services available to them(e.g. Medicaid); 

increasing the income floor to improve access to computers and books within the home; 

and effectively encouraging direct parental involvement in schools. 



Key Quotes: 

 Four family/home factors are linked to student achievement: “single-parent 

families, parents reading to young children every day, hours spent watching 

television, and the frequency of school absences…Together, these four factors 

account for two-thirds of the large differences among states in National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) eighth-grade reading scores.” (p.5) 

 “It takes financial resources to buy books for children to read, shoes for them to 

wear to school, and a quiet place for them to read and study. And, more so than 

parents with salaries, parents who earn hourly wages may find it difficult (and 

cost-prohibitive) to take time off to attend a parent-teacher conference or to do 

volunteer work at school.” (p.14) 

 “While education and public policy generally give strong support to improving 

student learning and reducing achievement gaps, the task of greatly raising the 

income floor or reducing economic inequality throughout the nation has not 

been addressed. Income inequality is growing in the United States, not 

declining.” (p.18) 

 “Medicaid now covers many children’s health needs, but many of the parents 

who qualify for the program haven’t enrolled their children. A first and very 

productive step toward helping families support and facilitate their children’s 

academic success would be to educate parents about the programs and services 

available to help, and encouraging their use.” (p.18) 

Berliner, David C. Poverty and Potential: Out-of-School Factors and School Success. Boulder and Tempe: 

Education and the Public Interest Center & Education Policy Research Unit, 2009. 

Summary: Berliner argues forcefully that family and community poverty bring to schools 

factors that significantly hinder both student and school success.  This is due both to 

poverty’s impacts on children’s health and subsequent learning opportunities, and to 

overwhelmed schools that lack needed supports to overcome these obstacles. Berliner 

highlights the following six poverty-induced factors: non-genetic prenatal influences; 

inadequate health care; food insecurity; environmental pollutants; family stress; and 

neighborhood characteristics.  All of these are closely correlated with poverty and 

minority status. Thus, reducing race- and income-based achievement gaps will require 

much more equitable distribution of positive out-of-school factors. Berliner concludes 

that we must hold society just as accountable for children’s physical and mental health 

and safety as we hold schools accountable for providing the best services that they can. 

Key Quotes: 

 “We can never reduce the achievement gap between poor and non-poor 

children, between African-American and white children, or between Hispanic 

and Anglo children, unless [out-of-school-factors] that positively or negatively 

affect achievement are more equitably distributed.” (p.7) 



 “Economists already suggest that the black-white achievement gap can be 

reduced by 25% just by reducing residential mobility and improving the 

availability of healthcare for black children and of mental health services for 

their caregivers. That is a big effect for only three of the [seven] out-of-school-

factors [that affect achievement].” (p.40) 

Castrechini, Sebastian, and Rebecca A London. Positive Student Outcomes in Community Schools. 

Standford and Washington, DC: Center for American Progress & John W Gardner Center for 

Youth and Their Communities, 2012. 

 Summary: Castrechini and London report positive outcomes from the Redwood City 2020 

community schools initiative in California. After compiling a database of student and parent 

participation in programs at the community schools and student achievement, they examined 

likes between participation and student outcomes, while taking steps to control for additional 

factors like preexisting student attitudes, school climate, and ongoing neighborhood influences.  

The study highlights three main findings: not only do supplemental programs reach over 70% of 

the students, but there is significant overlap in enrollment across the various programs (e.g. 

many students participate in both extended learning opportunities and support services); 

english language development scores were improved as a result of consistent program 

participation; and family engagement fostered a more positive perception of schools as 

supportive environments, which in turn promoted higher motivation and confidence levels, 

translating into gains in achievement.  

 Key Quotes: 

 “Community schools that align schools and community resources are a promising 

strategy for improving student outcomes by providing wraparound services that meet 

the social, physical, cognitive, and economic needs of both students and families.” (p.1) 

 “At the federal and state levels, policymakers must continue to advocate for the 

expansion of community schools, even in the current climate of shrinking budgets and 

tight resources, to realize the potential that community schools have in influencing 

positive academic outcomes for students.” (p.24) 

Chang, Theodora, and Calyssa Lawyer. Lightening the Load: A Look at Four Ways that Community 

Schools Can Support Effective Teaching. Washington, DC: Center for American Progress, 2012. 

 Summary: Chang and Lawyer recognize that many teachers, especially those serving 

large numbers of low-income students, are expected to “stretch beyond the walls of a 

classroom” to address their students’ health, nutritional, and other home-based 

problems. Sixty-one percent of teachers, for example, purchase food for their 

classrooms, 74% have helped sign their students up for free or reduced lunches, and 

49% have referred students and their families to other services. Wraparound services, 

which include health care resources, family support and engagement programs, and 

additional learning opportunities, alleviate pressure on teachers to fully address these 

needs. In this study of 14 community schools, the researchers pinpoint four positive 

trends that have emerged: a reduction in health-related issues, which improves 



attendance rates; decreased mobility, which facilitates classroom stability; improved 

parental involvement as a result of family programs like English language learner 

classes; and reduced teacher stress levels and “burnout,” as a result of community 

partners’ and service providers’ help with nonacademic student needs. 

 Key Quotes: 

 “According to the 2009 MetLife Survey of Teachers, a majority of teachers and principals 

believe student access to integrated social, health, and educational services is very 

important for improving student achievement.” (5) 

 “[S]chools have unparalleled access to low-income students and their families because 

they are located in neighborhoods and are familiar community institutions, and thus are 

well-positioned to be effective central connection points.” (5) 

 “A key way to help effective teachers do their best work is through making their work in 

the classroom more sustainable in the long run.” (21) 

City Connects. The Impact of City Connects. Annual Report, Chesnut Hill: Boston College Center for 

Optimized Student Support, 2010. 

 Summary: Recognizing that schools alone are limited in their capacity to provide the 

necessary services and enrichment opportunities that address out-of-school barriers to 

learning, City Connects (CCNX) applies a school-based model that links schools to local 

agencies and community programs. In this annual report, the research staff at CCNX, 

along with external consultants and evaluators, outline the environment the strategy 

fosters and findings of significantly improved student achievement. They note that 

“CCNX students outperform both students from comparison schools and their Boston 

peers in middle school and achieve close to state proficient levels on both English and 

Math on MCAS.” (26) Furthermore, surveys suggest that when teachers and principles 

spend less time on behavior management, they become more effective in matters of 

teaching and learning. Teachers reported the following changes in their practices: 

tailoring lessons with a deepened understanding of students’ needs; employing specific 

behavior strategies and addressing students’ particular challenges; and profiting from 

increased sensitivity to diverse needs. These survey results also show that 97% of 

teachers and 100% of principals recommend the model to other teachers.  

 Key Quotes: 

 “Limited resources [e.g. less time to read to children], stress [e.g. increased exposure to 

community violence], and the chaos of poverty [e.g. less-reliable transportation] result 

in poor attendance, high mobility, social-emotional dysfunction, a lack of readiness for 

school, and limited cultural capital to understand school as institutions.” (5) 

 “An analysis of students’ growth over time in report card scores in Behavior, Work 

Habits, and Effort shows that after entry in a CCNX school, students surpass their 

counterparts in comparison schools in these three areas of thriving.” (29) 



Galinsky, Ellen. The Economic Benefits of High-Quality Early Childhood Programs: What Makes the 

Difference. The Committee for Economic Development, 2006. 

Summary: Economists have produced estimates of the substantial economic benefits to 

be reaped from public investment in high-quality early childhood programs.  Less is 

known, however, about which aspects of the programs render them of high quality and 

make current programs likely to produce similar gains. In this paper, Galinsky explores in 

depth the three most-researched early childhood programs – the High/Scope Perry 

Preschool Program, the Abecedarian Project, and the Chicago Child-Parent Centers – in 

order to answer those questions. She demonstrates how these pre-school programs 

have provided strong foundations for cognitive development that alleviate the poverty-

related disruptions to early brain architecture of poor social conditions. Specifically, she 

finds in the longitudinal studies evidence of the importance of early commitment, well-

trained staff, tailored curriculums, intensive programming, and health servicing on 

preventing long-term educational failure.  

Key Quotes: 

 “It’s better to get it right the first time than try to fix it later.” –Jack Shonkoff (7) 

 “Over 90 percent of the children in both groups were in the normal range [for 

IQ] at six months, but in the control group, this dropped to 45% by age four 

compared with more than 95% of the children in the ABC program who 

continued to test in the normal range.” (14) 

 “Children’s intellectual learning occurs through their emotionally engaged social 

connections with other adults and children.” (22) 

Isaacs, Julia B. Starting School at a Disadvantage: The School Readiness of Poor Children. Washington, 

DC: Center on Children and Families at Brookings, 2012. 

 Summary: Poor children are significantly more likely to face specific circumstances that 

limit their readiness for school: lower preschool attendance, maternal depression, 

health insecurities, and higher levels of depression among kids. In the three intervention 

strategies studied – smoking  cessation, nurse home visiting programs, and preschool – 

the  author finds that preschools provide the most direct positive effect on school 

readiness. To highlight the serious need for greater early education programs for poor 

children, Isaacs presents revealing data on educational disparities between 

socioeconomic groups: “school readiness rises to 86% for children born into households 

with income above $100,000 and falls to 42% for children who are persistently poor.” 

(3)  

 Key Quotes: 

 “Fewer than half (48%) of poor children are ready for school at age five, compared to 

75% of children from families with moderate and high income, a 27 percentage point 

gap.” (1) 



 “[P]oor children do worse in school partly because their families have fewer financial 

resources but also because their parents tend to have less education, higher rates of 

single and teen parenthood, poorer health, and other characteristics that place their 

children at risk for less successful outcomes.” (5) 

 “It is not poverty alone that places poor children at risk, but also the fact that their 

parents have low levels of education, higher rates of smoking, higher rates of 

depression, and lower parenting skills than children from moderate- and high-income 

families.” (16) 

 

 

Ladd, Helen F. Education and Poverty: Confronting the Evidence. Durham: Duke Sanford School of Public 

Policy, 2011. 

Summary: Duke University economist Helen Ladd contends that current policy 

initiatives fail to address the challenges that result from the economic conditions of 

disadvantaged students. An accurate understanding requires that educational outcomes 

be assessed within the context not only of public school quality, but of the quality and 

conditions of the community that it serves. While teachers are the most important 

school-related factor affecting student achievement, many social and economic factors 

are denied, ignored, or underappreciated. Children living in low-income households face 

unique challenges that demand policy interventions in the form of pre-school programs, 

school-based clinics, and after-school and summer programs. More macro-economic  

policies, such as those designed to reduce unemployment, cash assistance programs for 

poor families, and tax credits for low-wage workers, would reduce the incidence of 

contributors to low SES; but these types of policies will undoubtedly take time, which is 

something our kids don’t have enough of. Immediate intervention can and should be 

provided in the form of pre-school programs, school-based clinics and social services, 

and after and summer school programming. 

Key Quotes: 

 “Current policy initiatives are misguided because they either deny or set to the 

side a basic body of evidence documenting that students from disadvantaged 

households on average perform less well in school than those from more 

advantaged families.” (2) 

 “At the risk of being criticized by some groups within the education policy 

community for daring to suggest that it is time for education policy makers to 

end their obsession with test-based outcome measures of school quality and to 

shift the focus to the quality of inputs and school processes, that is exactly what 

I am proposing.” (22) 



Marder, Michael. Failure of US Public Secondary Schools in Mathematics: Poverty is a More Important 

Cause than Teacher Quality 

Summary: Physicist Michael Marder asserts that three components dominate the current 

“school repair program”: deregulating public education through charters and vouchers; 

deregulating teaching through alternative certification pathways; and accountability based on 

standardized test scores. Marder equates this reform plan to the flawed reparation process for a 

1950s British jet called The Comet. Just as too much blame was placed on the pilot for the 

crashing of The Comet, too much focus currently rests on teachers: “Yes, the quality of pilots 

and teachers matters, but it is very hard to measure when failing vessels travel through 

turbulent weather.” You can’t measure pilot quality, he explains, without taking into account 

the condition of the plane; similarly, perceived teacher quality is inevitably distorted by the 

circumstances of the classroom. The level of parental support, economic stress, and other out-

of-school factors must be addressed in order to accurately gauge teacher quality. Graphic 

illustrations of data on the correlation between schools’ poverty levels  and students’ academic 

scores add to Marder’s commentary on the myth of charter school’s purported ability to 

overcome poverty.  

 Key Quotes: 

 “As the concentration of low-income children increases in a school, the challenges to 

teachers and administrators increase so that ultimately the educational quality of the 

school suffers.” (7) 

 “[A]mong schools where less than 15% of the students are eligible for free and reduced 

meals, there are virtually none where fewer than 20% of the students graduate college-

ready. Conversely, among school where more than 85% of the students are eligible for 

free and reduced meals, there are none where more than 20% of the students graduate 

college-ready.” (8) 

 “Once problems associated with poverty in schools are addressed, outcomes associated 

with teachers should become easier to measure and relatively more important to 

affect.” (16) 

Noguera, Pedro A. "A broader and bolder approach uses education to break the cycle of poverty." 

Kappan Magazine, November 2011: 9-14. 

Summary: New York University professor of education Noguera asserts that there is no 

evidence that even “the best schools” can fully overcome the effects of poverty; nor is 

there any excuse for not addressing the obstacles to healthy development and learning 

that poor children encounter. Noguera first lists these obstacles, which include: a lack of 

out-of-school academic and social support; adverse conditions that threaten student 

health, safety, and mental well-being; and the lack of productive engagement between 

schools and community organizations and individuals. He proposes a new approach to 

education reform that goes beyond school walls to emphasize: early childhood 

education and extended school days; enriched curriculums and project-based learning; 



and community partnerships and better accountability systems. This approach broadens 

the discussion around improving educational opportunities, incorporating health, 

employment, and civic engagement. 

Key Quotes: 

 “While it is absolutely the case that poor children need dedicated, passionate, 

and effective teachers and principals to be successful, there is no evidence that 

even the best schools can overcome the effects of poverty on their own.” (p.9) 

 “The research never suggests that poor children are incapable of learning or 

that poverty itself should be regarded as a learning disability. Rather, research 

suggests that poor children encounter obstacles that often adversely affect their 

development and learning outcomes.” (p. 10) 

 “Without the resources to support children or a strategy to protect children 

from the harmful effects of dangerous and even toxic conditions in their 

communities, schools can be overwhelmed.” (p.10) 

Rothstein, Richard (October 2010). "How to Fix our Schools: It's More Complicated, and More Work, 

Than the Klein-Rhee 'Manifesto' Wants You to Believe." Washington, DC: Economic Policy 

Institute. 

 Summary: In his refutation of Joel Klein and Michelle Rhee’s “manifesto,” which 

contends that removing incompetent teachers is the single most important solution to 

our education system, Rothstein outlines the various paths by which student poverty 

impedes academic achievement. Teacher quality, he points out, may very well be the 

most important in school factor, but non-school factors explain the majority of variation 

in student achievement. If reform revolves solely around improving teacher quality, 

some students will be better off, but this approach does not substantially narrow the 

gaps. Contrary to Klein and Rhee’s assertions, teachers cannot compensate fully for the 

disadvantages caused by unmet health needs, hunger, geographic disruption, and stress 

related to circumstances at home. Rothstein demonstrates that truly closing the 

achievement gap requires policymakers to address both out-of-school factors and non-

teacher in-school issues like curriculum and school leadership. 

 Key Quotes: 

 “Of course, the superintendents should continue attempts to improve teacher 

quality. They should work on developing ways to identify better and worse 

teachers without relying heavily on the corrupting influence of high-stakes test 

scores. In addition to teacher quality, they should pay attention to school 

leadership, curriculum improvement, and school organization. They should 

consider what initiatives they can take, either themselves or in partnership with 

other community organizations, to improve children’s opportunities to come to 

school in good health and with enriched experiences in early childhood and out-

of-school time. But they will have to embed all of this work in an insistence on 



broader efforts of economic and social reform if they hope their school 

improvements to make any difference.” (4)  

Yoshikawa, Hirokazu, J Lawrence Aber, and William R Beardslee. "The Effects of Poverty on the 

Mental, Emotional, and Behavioral Health of Children and Youth." American Psychologist, 2012: 

272-284. 

 Summary: Harvard and NYU Professors Yoshikawa, Aber, and Beardslee illustrate that 

designing effective preventive interventions for poverty requires a strong understanding 

of the ways in which poverty most influences youth mental, emotional, and behavioral 

(M-E-B) health. The authors recognize the difficulties of defining poverty and of drawing 

causal links between it and the various associated negative outcomes for children. They 

outline a detailed framework for understanding poverty by exporing the selection 

factors (i.e. parent- and family- predictors of poverty), dimensions of poverty, mediating 

mechanisms (i.e. under three categories of institutional, relational, and individual), and 

child outcomes. Also examined are several prevention strategies that have shown 

positive effects on child M-E-B health; specifically, the authors assess the impact of tax 

credits and income supplement programs, early childhood interventions, and programs 

targeting parent mental health. Through their review of existing literature and studies, 

Yoshikawa, Aber, and Beardslee that show the causal effect of family poverty on lower 

child M-E-B health is well established and that antipoverty approaches that increase 

income and/or reduce poverty (and are well-timed and of sufficient intensity) have 

positive impacts on children’s development. 

 Key Quotes: 

 “The scientific evidence appears to us to be mounting that (a) absolute poverty 

is a causal influence on the M-E-B health of children, and (b) as such, absolute 

poverty and poverty-related factors…are promising targets for prevention.” 

 “Those societies that have the largest gaps in income between the richest 20% 

and the poorest 20% have by far the worst [health, education, mental health, 

physical health, and life expectancy] outcomes.” (p. 276) 

 “Given the strong associations between poverty and poor outcomes in many 

families, the increasing numbers of families in poverty, and the fact that no one 

strategy has proved successful in breaking the cycle of poverty, it is likely that 

interventions that are intensive and delivered over several years are most likely 

to be successful (e.g. the income-supplement programs with effects on 

externalizing behaviors were of two or three years’ duration).” (p. 281) 

  



Books 

Byrk, Anthony S, Penny Bender Sebring, Elaine Allensworth, Stuart Luppescu, and John Q Easton. 

Organizing Schools for Improvement. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2010. 

 Summary: Following Chicago’s 1988 School Reform Act, the newly decentralized public 

school system brought together a diversity of principals who pursued highly different 

solutions with different implementation approaches within their respective school 

settings, which each had access to different local resources. In this comprehensive 

cross-analysis, Byrk et al take advantage of this highly rare opportunity to examine 

empirically how different organizational features, social dynamics, and leadership can 

affect learning with students of similar demographics. Additionally, using a uniquely 

meticulous and detailed account of socioeconomic features for characterizing schools 

(e.g. employment rates; household education levels; percentage of families living in 

public housing), the authors identified a significant yet distinct subset of “truly 

disadvantaged school communit(ies)” (i.e. median family income in 1990 = $9,480) that 

revealed the inhibiting effects of neighborhood conditions on reform possibilities.  

 Key Quotes: 

 “Just as positive social relationships across a community may facilitate reform, 

negative ones may inhibit its success. Democratic localism as a lever for change 

banks on the willingness of parents and other community members to join with 

one another to solve the problems of their local schools. Yet the fear of 

victimization associated with safety concerns may well impede the formation 

and sustenance of such voluntary associations.” (p.25) 

 “[R]eforming truly disadvantaged schools prove[s] especially nettlesome. Our 

findings represent a challenge to the prevailing political rhetoric that all schools 

can improve in their effectiveness. To be sure, we fervently want to believe 

these claims. But, we also now know that all schools do not start in the same 

place, and those that are truly disadvantaged have enormous barriers to 

overcome.” (p.25) 

Duncan, Greg J, and Richard J Murnane. Whither Opportunity. New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2011. 

 Summary: Duncan and Murnane edit an important collection of studies that shed light 

onto how increased income inequality has affected educational attainment and skill 

acquisition for children from different social and economic backgrounds. A set of 

prominent researchers employ different methods to explore the correlation between 

income inequality and educational attainment differences, studying the effects of the 

former through brain development, early skill development, expectations, family 

spending differences for enrichment activities, segregated school districts, expectations, 

neighborhood conditions, and labor markets. In the latter section, chapters identify and 

explore several promising areas for policy interventions. This includes contributors’ 

various views as to the extent to which public schools offset or overcome the many 

problems disadvantaged students face. From these diverse perspectives, the editors 



close with three bottom-line conclusions: more should be invested financially in early 

childhood enrichment for impoverished children; educational opportunities for low-

income students must be improved at every stage of their development; and we must 

engage in a national debate about “the consequences of economic policies that have 

permitted the growth in family income inequality that the nation has experienced in 

recent decades.” If not, our increasing intergenerational immobility threatens the future 

prospects for millions of Americans and our nation as a whole. 

 Key Quotes: 

 Whither Opportunity surveys prominent works on the correlation between student 

achievement and income inequality, identifies promising policy interventions, and 

suggests greater investment in preventing intergenerational immobility. 

 “On the one hand, the rewards for buckling down and graduating from college have 

never been higher. On the other, the resources available to low-income families to pay 

for their children’s preschool, for access to good public schools or to private education, 

and for college investments have fallen farther behind those of affluent families.” (p.5) 

Kahlenberg, Richard D. The Future of School Integration. New York: The Century Foundation Press, 2012. 

 Summary: Is it harder to produce high-performing high-poverty schools on a system-

wide basis than allowing low-income and minority students to attend middle-class 

schools?  Kahlenberg highlights empirical data that suggest that low-income students at 

low-poverty schools outperform low-income students at higher-poverty schools even 

when the latter receive substantial extra resources and state-of-the-art educational 

interventions. This compendium brings together a number of studies of intradistrict and 

interdistrict integration programs in order to assess the educational, logistical, political, 

and economic implications of socioeconomic integration. Additionally, it addresses the 

relevance of integration strategies to contemporary policy debates, including increasing 

the performance of charter schools and turning around failing schools. 

 Key Quotes: 

 “Fifty years of research suggests that high-poverty public schools – like high-poverty 

housing projects – more often than not create negative environments for children. 

There is ample evidence to suggest that poor kids – given the right environment and the 

right supports – can achieve at high levels, but an increasing number are stuck in high-

poverty schools.” (p.24) 

 “Socioeconomic integration has substantial benefits that far outweigh the costs; is 

logistically and politically feasible, if done right; and is directly relevant to some of the 

key policy debates in Washington.” (p.24) 

Kirp, David L. Kids First: Five Big Ideas for Transforming Children's Lives and America's Future. New York: 

PublicAffairs, 2011. 



 Summary: Journalist David Kirp reports on the struggles of increasing numbers of 

American families who face rising costs for healthcare, childcare, and higher education, 

while working longer hours yet earning less. Recent trends in government spending on 

children show that “youngsters keep getting an ever-smaller slice of the federal pie”, a 

phenomenon that ignores conclusive findings that investing in youth is the smartest 

choice a society can make. Kirp suggests a paradigm shift with a simple principle: “Every 

child deserves what’s good enough for a child you love.” He offers a agenda based on 

five policy ideas: strong support for new parents; high-quality early education; 

strengthened community-school working relations; mentors for those who need a 

stable, caring adult; and providing “nest eggs” to help pay for college or set off careers. 

 Key Quotes: 

 “Although the United States is the richest nation in the world, a 2009 study of 

thirty countries that belong to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development (essentially the richest countries in the world) reports that the 

child poverty rate in this country is twice the OECD average. We spend a third 

less than the OECD average on young children; we rank near the bottom when it 

comes to infant mortality and child mortality; and the average educational 

achievement of an American youngster is seventh worst.” (p.5) 

 “The Golden Rule standard isn’t about charity or acts of noblesse oblige: All 

children, not only those who grow up without money, would prosper if a web of 

child-to-college supports were available in every community.” (p.8) 

 

Noguera, Pedro. City Schools and the American Dream: Reclaiming the Promise of Public Education. New 

York: Teachers College Press, 2003. 

 Summary: New York University professor Pedro Noguera argues that it will take an appropriate 

recognition of the social and economic conditions of neighborhoods in which failing schools are 

located for America to fulfill its ambitious promise of leaving no child behind. Drawing on his 

experiences as a researcher, educator, policy maker, and activist in the Bay Area, Noguera 

thoroughly illustrates “how external conditions affect the ability of schools to serve the needs of 

children” as well as the necessary adequate responses policy should consequently embody. 

Documenting the ways in which demographic change, social inequity, community violence, and 

poverty interact and interfere with student achievement, he calls on stakeholders to provide 

sufficient economic and social support for poor families for students and teachers to meet the 

high expectations today’s policies set forth and society demands. 

 Key Quotes: 

 “Local problems are frequently manifestations of larger societal problems, 

and…concentrated poverty severly limits the ability of communities to control and 

improve the quality of their schools.” (p.142) 



 “The problems I’ve analyzed in this book – racial inequality, poverty, and violence – 

certainly are not unique to the four cities of the Bay Area. Nor are they problems that 

typically are thought of as educational issues. These are societal issues for which a 

national strategy is needed if conditions in schools and communities in urban areas are 

to significantly improve.” (p.144) 

Rothstein, Richard. Class and Schools: Using Social, Economic, and Educational Reform to Close the 

Black-White Achievement Gap. New York and Washington, DC: Teachers College Press and 

Economic Policy Institute, 2004. 

Summary: This book brings together evidence across a range of poverty- and class-related 

influences on student achievement to make a strong case for incorporating social policy “fixes” 

to school reforms in order to substantially narrow stubborn race- and class-based achievement 

gaps in the United States. Rothstein begins with a chapter that covers research from dental and 

vision problems to “social class differences in childrearing,” then explains the story underlying 

many individual success stories of individual schools that ostensibly “beat the odds” of poverty.  

These include, he emphasizes, many that employed such anti-poverty policies, including pre-k 

and health clinics, which are rarely reported in the narratives of “miracles.” It contrasts the 

narrow measures of student well-being captured by test scores with the broader set of skills 

that colleges, employers, and life circumstances demand but that may be the more important 

drivers of the achievement gap. The book concludes with a set of policy recommendations that 

are closely aligned with, but extend beyond, BBA’s mission statement. 

Key Quotes: 

 “Americans believe in the ideal of equal opportunity and also believe that the best way 

to ensure that opportunity is to enable all children, regardless of their parents’ stations, 

to leave school with the skills that position them to compete fairly and productively in 

the nation’s democratic governance and occupational structure. The fact that children’s 

skills can so clearly be predicted by their race and family economic status is a direct 

challenge to our democratic ideals.” (p.1) 

 “For nearly half a century, the association of social and economic disadvantage with a 

student achievement gap has been well known to economists, sociologists, and 

educators. Most, however, have avoided the obvious implication of this understanding – 

raising the achievement of lower-class children requires amelioration of the social and 

economic conditions of their lives, not just school reform.” (p.11) 

 “Each black and each white child, each poor and rich child, has a different combination 

of home literacy experiences, health conditions, family resources, and out-of-school 

opportunities. No single condition leads any particular lower-class child to achieve less 

than average middle-class children. Some lower-class children overcome these 

disadvantages and excel. But the accumulation of all of them, for typical lower-class and 

middle-class children, for [average] blacks and whites… makes an achievement gap 

between these groups nearly inevitable.” (p.59)  

 



 

Rothstein, Richard, Rebecca Jacobson, and Tamara Wilder. Grading Education: Getting Accountability 

Right. New York and Washington, DC: Economic Policy Institute & Teachers College Press, 2008. 

Summary: In this comprehensive analysis of current accountability policies, education scholar 

and former New York Times education columnist Rothstein criticizes test-based accountability 

systems as ineffective and irresponsible. He and co-authors Jacobson and Wilder find that such 

systems result in narrowing of curriculums due to perverse incentives to ignore non-math and 

non-reading material, inaccurate identification of “failing” and “successful” schools, and 

substitution of gamesmanship for quality teaching. They propose an alternative accountability 

system focused on: supporting broader educational goals beyond math and reading skills, 

including abilities in arts, citizenship, physical and emotional health, and social skills; avoiding 

absolute outcome goals that go beyond what should be expected of all students; integrating 

schools with local community-based supportive services; shifting accountability from federal to 

state government; and distributing federal funding to states appropriately and responsibly. 

Key Quotes: 

 “State test-based accountability systems and the federal No Child Left Behind…create 

incentives to downgrade many important goals of youth development. They reward 

schools, and indirectly their teachers, for concentrating only on students whose likely 

test scores are just below an arbitrary and sometimes fanciful universal proficiency 

point. They misidentify schools and those that are exemplary.” (p.141) 
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