U.S. Secretary
of Education
Arne Duncan,
President Barack
Obama, and
Kalamazoo
Public Schools
Superintendent
Michael Rice
congratulate
graduates at
Kalamazoo
Central High
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Kalamazoo Promise

Can a Universal College Scholarship
Reform Urban Education?

Academic optimism has unlocked and unleashed the aspirations of
teachers, parents, and students in an urban district in the Midwest.

By Gary Miron, Jeffrey N. Jones, and
Allison J. Kelaher-Young

Mike Lanka/Western Michigan University

In June, President Obama delivered the first-ever graduation speech by a sitting president to public high
school students when he spoke to graduates of Kalamazoo Central High School in Michigan. This was the
culmination of the Race to the Top Commencement Challenge in which high schools around the country
vied for the opportunity to have the President speak at graduation ceremonies. For an urban high school
that once might have been labeled a “dropout factory,” this was a big event.

“America has a lot to learn from Kalamazoo Central about what makes for a successtul school in this new
century,” the President said. “You’ve got educators raising standards and then inspiring their students to
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meet them. You've got community members who are
stepping up as tutors and mentors and coaches.
You've got parents who are taking an active interest
in their child’s education.”

And the President noted something else: the
Kalamazoo Promise, the community’s universal
postsecondary scholarship program. Launched in
fall 2005 with backing from anonymous donors, the
Kalamazoo Promise scholarship provides full tuition
for any high school graduate who’s been accepted to
attend a state-supported Michigan postsecondary in-
stitution — whether a community college, trade
school, or university. The Promise has made it pos-
sible for hundreds of students to continue their ed-
ucation who in the past would probably never have
gotten more than a high school diploma. Butit’s done
far more than that. A federally sponsored evaluation
has shown that the Promise has been a catalyst for
systemic reform, bringing together educators, stu-
dents, their parents, and the broader community to
focus on a common goal: success for all students —
notjustin high school, but through the college years.

Comprehensive school reform models, or more
broadly defined systemic reforms, tend to be highly
prescriptive: Outsiders come into a system and tell

FIG. 1

professionals what they must do to improve school
quality and effectiveness. Specific interventions and
services, designed for each stakeholder group, are
implemented. Typically, these reform models call for
professional and leadership development, activities
to reach parents and encourage their involvement,
and extensive changes to the curriculum. Although
many of the packaged reform models are believed to
be research based, they get mixed results during im-
plementation. As reformers have learned, creating
the synergy needed to bring aboutand sustain change
in struggling urban school districts is difficult and ex-
pensive.

The Kalamazoo Promise approached change
from an entirely different direction. The Promise
pointed to the desired outcomes but did not specify
what the district would have to do to achieve them.
Instead, it assumed that a strong incentive, such as a
universal scholarship program, would prompt di-
verse stakeholders to work together and figure out
what a district needed to do to enable more students
to take advantage of the scholarship program. Es-
sentially, what’s between the boxes or cells in Figure

1 is what the professionals had to sort out. And they
did.

Outcomes Logic Model for the Kalamazoo Promise Scholarship Program

Short-Term Intermediate Long-Term
Outcomes Outcomes Outcomes

Universal post-
secondary scholarship
for all high school
graduates

Increased community support
for students

Improved retention, promotion,
and graduation rates

Increased options and access
to colleges and universities

Y

Y

Y

Increased parental
involverment

Improved school climate

Y

Persistence and success in
postsecondary programs

* Improved discipline Y
Increased student attitudes, * Increased community
goals, and aspirations ) vitality
Increased enrollment in ,
* college prep courses/activities Y
Increased teacher * Economic
expectations for students development
Increased classroom
* performance (GPA in core
Increased college readiness subjects)
efforts at public schools *
* Increased performance on
Increased attendance standardized tests
Y ]
Increased enroliment Increased rates of application
and state resources to colleges and universities
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CHANGE BEGINS

The Promise changed the city and the public
schools of Kalamazoo from the day it was announced
in November 2005. Its first impact was to lift stu-
dent aspirations and teacher expectations. It also
helped motivate the Kalamazoo Public Schools to
take necessary steps to assess and modify the school
system so that it could serve the broader goal of
preparing more students for success in postsec-
ondary education. (See sidebar.) The process of re-
view, assessment, and then the implementation of
new programs mirrors what the authors of externally
mandated and funded reform initiatives strive to
achieve. But, in this instance, the change was driven
by internal initiative rather than an intervention
driven from the outside.

The reform process in Kalamazoo Public
Schools differs because the district’s
changes are initiated from within and have
widespread support and a strong sense of
ownership.

Surveys of students and teachers helped evalua-
tors determine the effectiveness of district reforms
inreaching desired outcomes. Interviews with school
administrators, guidance counselors, teachers, stu-
dents, parents, and representatives of community or-
ganizations further put the survey findings in con-
text and gave insight into the Promise scholarship
program’s influence on the experiences of key stake-
holders. School and community indicators have been
analyzed and compared with those of similar Michi-
gan schools and districts. The results have been
promising — and concrete.

PARENTAL AND COMMUNITY RESPONSE

The community greeted the announcement of
the Promise with incredible enthusiasm. Educators
reported that parents initially responded more
strongly than did students. Parents said they were
more focused on their children’s school work and
were enforcing more social and academic discipline
at home.

Community organizations created new or ex-
panded programming for such services as tutoring
and providing material aid to families in poverty, all
in order to offer more support for students. Tutor-
ing and mentoring programs in particular noted a
rapid and marked increase in recruits. Community
secular and faith-based organizations reported that
the Promise had inspired them to implement changes.

Kalamazoo Public Schools
At a Glance

The Kalamazoo Public Schools (KPS) is a medium-
sized, urban school district serving 12,300 stu-
dents in the city of Kalamazoo and three town-
ships. Challenged economically like other post-in-
dustrial urban areas, KPS is a majority-minority dis-
trict: 48% African-American, 39% white, 10% His-
panic/Latino, 2% Asian-American, and 1% Native
American. Fully 70% of the district’s students are
eligible for free or reduced-price lunch.

Since the Kalamazoo Promise was introduced in
November 2005, KPS has grown by 2,100 stu-
dents and is expected to continue growing. Even
as it grows, the district’s ethnic composition has
stayed about the same, but the proportion of stu-
dents qualifying for free/reduced-priced lunch has
risen from 62% in fall 2005 to 70% in fall 2009.

Below are selected reforms and accomplishments,
the result of tremendous staff and community dedi-
cation and collaboration with many district part-
ners.

Selected Reforms and
Accomplishments, 2007 to
the Present

Preschool
e Partnered with Kalamazoo County Head Start
and other local preschool providers to adopt
the nationally recognized OWL curriculum and
to provide joint professional development.
® Helped to spearhead the drive to create
universal preschool in Kalamazoo County.

Elementary

e Expanded full-day kindergarten from 176 to
1,062 students in the last three years.

e Reworked the K-3 reading block to include 30
minutes of daily work on writing.

e Adopted new math materials for grades K-5
for the first time since 1992.

e \Wrote curriculum guides in language arts and
math for grades K-5.

e Opened Prairie Ridge, the first newly
constructed school facility in KPS since 1972
and the first K-12 LEED-certified gold school
in Michigan.

e Began El Sol Elementary, a dual-language
(English-Spanish) school.
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e Consolidated bilingual education/ESL
programs from 17 to 10 elementary schools
for the purpose of greater program efficiency
and effectiveness.

Middle school

¢ Moved 6th grade to middle school to provide
6th graders with teachers who specialize in
their subjects.

e Started algebra class for 8th graders, taken by
343 students this year.

e Sent all incoming 6th graders a book every 10
days to read over the summer.

e Created a program for each middle school
grade to get students thinking about college
and careers.

e Created a middle school alternative learning
program for students with behavioral or
academic issues.

e Opened Linden Grove Middle School, the
second newly constructed school in KPS
since 1972.

e Adopted new math materials for grades 6-8.

e Revamped the middle-school schedule for the
first time since 1985 — to create longer
periods to provide more time for core subjects
and to require students to schedule two class
periods a day in language arts and
mathematics if they are below grade level.

High school

e From September 2007 to September 2009,
increased the number of distinct Advanced
Placement (AP) subjects from 8 to 12. During
this time, the number of students taking AP
courses increased by 71%, the number of AP
courses taken increased by 79%, and the
number of low-income, African-American, and
Latino students taking AP courses increased
by 148%, 166%, and 400%, respectively.

e Added pluses and minuses to grades.
Weighted AP grades to reflect more
challenging content so that an AP “B” is
equivalent to a regular class “A” in order to
create an incentive for students to enroll in AP
programs.

e Changed from a four-period block schedule to
a five-period trimester system, which provides
more continuity for students and more
opportunities to meet Michigan Merit
Curriculum requirements, to take AP courses,
and to make up failed courses. The former
schedule dates back to 1999.

Mike Lanka/Western Michigan University

Kalamazoo Central Principal Von Washington Fr., Presi-
dent Barack Obama, and Kalamazoo Public Schools Super-
intendent Michael Rice at the Kalamazoo Central High
School graduation.

Across the district

e Increased state reading and math test scores at In Kalamazoo,

the elementary, middle, and high school levels. the change
e Contracted for a Phi Delta Kappa curriculum was driven by
audit to identify issues with the curriculum. internal
e \With 250 staff and community volunteers, e .
initiative

created strategic plan cognitive/academic and
behavior expectations for students at every

rather than an

age of their development, ages 0 to 18, and intervention
for the adults that support children: parents, driven from
staff, and other community members. the outside.

e Overhauled and expanded summer school.

¢ \Won an array of grants on behalf of the
district, including a $9 million federal magnet
school grant, a $7.5 million federal 21st
Century grant (partnership with Kalamazoo
Communities in Schools), and two Kellogg
Foundation grants for a summer literacy
program and a broad literacy initiative in the
community.

e Contracted for a complete facilities study.

e Adopted a districtwide homework policy that
encourages meaningful and engaging
homework for all students.

e Began to partner with the Woodrow Wilson
Foundation, the Kellogg Foundation, and
Western Michigan University on a multi-year
math and science teacher fellowship program
to improve math and science teaching in
areas of high need.

e Redrew middle and high school boundaries to
achieve greater socioeconomic balance.

e Began to recognize “turnaround students” at
board meetings for substantial changes in
academic performance.

Michael F. Rice, superintendent,
Kalamazoo Public Schools
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Support has also translated to votes to approve bond
requests to build two new schools and renovate and
expand existing buildings.

The Promise has leveraged increased volun-
teerism in the community, and the changes the
Promise has helped promote have fostered goodwill,
generosity, and increased commitment to children.
Still, obstacles remain that hinder community re-
sponse, and addressing them will be important. In
particular, it will be critical to communicate and
share more information to address misconceptions,
build trust, and better coordinate services. Also, new
strategies and increased efforts are needed to reach
and support Latino families. Community groups
have already done a great deal, but most agree that
much more still needs to be done to supportstudents
and families in poverty.

To read more about the Kalamazoo Promise
Working papers and research results can be obtained from the
following web sites:

Kalamazoo Promise
Provides information about how the Promise operates.
www.kalamazoopromise.com

Kalamazoo Promise Evaluation
Provides information about the ongoing evaluation of the

Promise.

www.wmich.edu/kpromise

W.E. Upjohn Institute
Provides information and research related to the Promise.
www.upjohninst.org/kalamazoopromise.html

PERCEPTIONS OF PSYCHOSOCIAL CHANGES

Soon after the announcement of the Promise,
changes began at the school, classroom, and student
levels. Perceptions of school climate began to shift.
Our findings also revealed increased teacher expec-
tations and studentaspirations. These important de-
velopments indicate that this program can influence
interests and values, school achievement, and future
goals.

School-level changes. School climate encompasses
enduring patterns of behavior and interaction in the
school environment influenced by shared beliefs,
values, and attitudes. Where climate is positive,
achievement, attendance, student engagement, ex-
pectations, competence, esteem, and self-conceptall
rise. A principal described how the Promise was part

of an improved climate in the Kalamazoo schools:

At least in our building, there’s a renewed sense of
urgency. And that’s not a negative thing. It’s not,
“Oh my gosh, I've got to do something!” Not a
panic. It’s “OK, so this is a new day, this is a new bat-
tle, and we’re getting recharged, we’re getting re-
newed, we’re getting invigorated, and we’re gonna
take it on.” . . . It renews your excitement.

The excitement and renewal, in turn, has an im-
pact on longstanding, difficult aspects of the school
environment, such as behavioral norms and creating
a pro-academic culture that values and embraces
postsecondary opportunities

Classroom changes. One of the greatest effects of
the Promise has been in raising real and perceived
expectations for students. Teacher expectations are
an important component of a high-quality classroom
learning experience, and differential expectations are
known to affect achievement outcomes.

Teachers communicate their expectations of stu-
dents in many ways, verbal and nonverbal. How they
instruct students and run their classrooms gives stu-
dents very clear, albeit implicit, messages about what
is, or isn’t, expected of them. Teachers reported that
the Promise helped trigger changes in their own in-
structional discourse:

Just saying you’re going to need this when you go
on past high school. I want to get you well prepared;
just that conscious speech both conversational and
otherwise. (Middle school teacher)

Overall, teachers reported an increased focus on
instructional activities and support for students
(Jones, Miron, and Kelaher-Young in press). And
students notice these changes in teachers’ expecta-
tions and reporta clear message that teachers are set-
ting higher standards. These include an increased
level of challenge, a sense that college is now an op-
tion for everyone, increased support from teachers,
changes in teachers’ encouragementand instruction,
araised level of behavioral expectations, and the de-
sire to see students take full advantage of the colle-
giate program.

In addition to increased expectations of students,
teachers also reported being more motivated and
supported. In the words of a high school English
teacher:

It [the Promise] told us that people have faith in the
school system. They have faith in the teachers. . . .
We were able to say, “Well, we must be doing some-
thing right.” It’s been a hard decade in education.
But we are making a difference. It’s nice to get that
support. It’s encouraging.

Student-level changes. Student attitudes, goals,
and aspirations also improved (Miron, Jones, and
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FIG. 2

Enrollment in Kalamazoo Public Schools Before and After the Kalamazoo

Promise

12,500

12,000

11,500

11,000

10,500

o
2
=
=
S
S
o
b4
o
N
©
S
K/
4

Announced

10,000

9,500

9,000

2002-03 2003-04 2004-05 2005-06

Kelaher-Young 2009). Aspirations serve to guide and
shape the learning process because they involve iden-
tifying short-term and long-term goals as well as
marshalling the resources to achieve them. Student
aspirations are also associated with improved student
psychological well-being and educational attain-
ment. All students reported at least some positive
change in their own aspirations or those of their
peers since the announcement of the Promise. Many
noted related behavioral changes, such as students
taking more challenging and advanced courses:

Itseemed like I saw more people dedicated in school
and working and all that stuff. I see a lot more peo-
ple going to college and taking summer classes and
just getting so pumped. More than it was before.
(High school student)

Some students never really did their work. Now they
work harder and are more successful since the
Promise. (High school student)

Educators have seen students taking ownership,
reviewing priorities, and raising their own academic
expectations. They report increased college-prep
conversations, a “willingness to try” postsecondary
education, and increased student responsibility in
school.

STUDENT OUTCOMES

Beyond such psychosocial changes in the class-
room and across the school, other outcomes show
that students are changing their behavior. First and
foremost, we know that — depending on the year —

2006-07

2007-08  2008-09 2009-10 2010-11

between 83% and 85% of the eligible high school
graduates are taking advantage of the scholarship,
with others enrolling in private or out-of-state pub-
lic universities. While the initial cohorts experienced
lower than average rates of college retention, this in-
dicator has improved over time as students are in-
creasingly better prepared for postsecondary educa-
tion. Of scholarship recipients, about two-thirds at-
tended a four-year public university in Michigan,
with about one-third taking classes at the community
college level. To date, more than 1,500 students have
applied the Kalamazoo Promise to their education.

Students reported that teachers were
setting higher standards; teachers said
they felt more motivated and supported as
a result of the Promise.

Before the announcement of the Promise, the
school district — consistent with comparable dis-
tricts in the region and state — was experiencing de-
clining enrollments. Since the announcement, that
trend has reversed, with enrollment in the district
increasing 17%. One reason is an influx of new stu-
dents, especially in the first year. More important,
though, is a reduction in dropout or exit rates (Bar-
tik, Eberts, and Huang 2010; Miron and Cullen
2008). Thisisa dramatic contrast to surrounding and
similar school districts, where enrollments generally

V92 N4

Kappan 55



continue to decline. In addition, the increased Kala-
mazoo enrollmenthasyielded a noteworthy fiscal in-
crease in state funding: The 2,100 students that have
been retained or attracted to the district represent
more than $15 million in state aid to help educate
the new students.

Hope has also allowed educators to
believe that the new changes being
implemented can truly lead to new
opportunities for all students.

In the local schools, there were a large number of
changes that aimed to better prepare students for
success in college, including a 71% increase in the
number of students enrolled in an AP course and
substantially larger increases for minority and low-
income students. There have also been steady and
noteworthy improvements in student achievement
as measured by state assessments (Bartik, Eberts, and
Huang 2010).

CONCLUSIONS

Opver the last four years, we’ve learned that a key
ingredient for successful change is hope. Hope was
not something anticipated in the outcomes logic
model, but it came up again and again in interviews
with stakeholders. This academic optimism has un-
locked and unleashed the aspirations of parents and
students. Hope has also allowed educators to believe
that the new changes being implemented can truly
lead to new opportunities for all students.

Substantial attention has been given to compre-
hensive school reform models as well as models for
systemic change. Systemic reforms seek to transform
schools, build synergy, and establish change by af-
fecting multiple components or structures of the sys-
tem at the same time. Systemic change occurs when
all parts of the system are aligned and all stakeholder
groups are focused on the same outcome. We’re wit-
nessing this change through parentinvolvementand
community response and in the increased empow-
erment, higher expectations, aspirations, and hope
at the classroom and school level. Increased enroll-
ment in district schools, increased enrollmentin col-
lege prep activities, and increased college-going
rates and success in postsecondary education are fur-
ther indicators. To date, more than 1,500 students
have taken advantage of this scholarship program,
and further study will track the longer-term impacts
on individual students and the community.

Across the country, evidence from evaluations of
systemic initiatives and the implementation of com-
prehensive reform models is mixed — in part be-

cause of issues related to sustainability and owner-
ship of the reforms. The reform process in Kalama-
zoo Public Schools differs because the district’s
changes are initiated from within and have wide-
spread supportand a strong sense of ownership. Fur-
thermore, they’re not dependent on recurring fund-
ing needed to redesign and sustain new programs.

From interviews and survey data, we found that
the Kalamazoo Promise has helped to establish a uni-
fied focus on improved academic performance and
readiness for college. The Promise has also been re-
peatedly linked to the changes seen in the commu-
nity and in the schools. Diverse stakeholders are
more united in a common goal, and a college-going
culture is being established in a struggling urban dis-
trict. In only three years since high schools in the
district were labeled “dropout factories,” President
Obama has recognized one of the high schools, the
district, and the community for its efforts to prepare
students for postsecondary opportunities.

Dozens of other communities, moved by the suc-
cess of the Kalamazoo Promise, now seek to repli-
cate the idea. Already, districts such as Denver, Colo.,
Pittsburgh, Pa., and El Dorado, Ark., have imple-
mented similar programs. Although the findings from
these communities are preliminary, they’re largely
positive. The success of the Kalamazoo Promise and
other related scholarship programs suggests an al-
ternative tool and focus for urban school reformers
to consider more closely: the relevance and cost-ef-
fectiveness of universal scholarship programs. K
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