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Project GRAD (Graduation Really Achieves
Dreams) began asascholarship programin
Houston, Texasin 1988-89. It has now grown into
aprivate, not-for-profit organization that worksin
partnership with high schoolsand their feeder
schoolsto implement multiple reform model sthat
lead to higher graduation and college attendance
rates. When a school system comes to Project
GRAD for assistance, the staff institutes a series of
interventionsto improve classroom management
and discipline, student reading and math
proficiency, parent and community involvement,
and finally, high school graduation and college
acceptance rates. First, Project GRAD usesa
Consistency Management and Cooperative
Discipline program that facilitates teacher/student
cooperationininstructional consistency and
behavior management. Second, Project GRAD
implementseducational initiatives, such as Success-
for-All and MOVE IT Math, to supplement basic
elementary and middle school reading and math
curricula. Third, theinitiativeworksthrough
Communitiesin Schoolsto improvethe quality and
level of parental and community support for school
activities. Finally, Project GRAD implementsa
comprehensive outreach program which includesa
community-wide Walk for Successto recruit
students and their parents, Parent Universitiesto

Project GRAD sites are located in inner-city
schools, serving primarily minority students
from low-income families. Nationally, Project
GRAD serves approximately 68,000 students in
92 schools. The 24 Houston schools examined
in the evaluation belong to the 2 high school
feeder systems that have piloted the programin
Houston: Jefferson Davis High School and
Jack Yates High School. The evaluator detailed
the socio-economic characteristics of the
communities around the Davis and Yates high
school feeder systems. Only 44% of the adults
in the Davis community and 66% of those in
the Yates community have completed high
school. These feeder systems serve 26,000
students, the vast majority of whom were
African American and Latino youth. In 1999,
89% of the students at Davis High School were
Latino, 9% African American, 2% white, 18%
limited English proficiency and 76% received
free or reduced price lunch. That same year,
89% of Yates High School students were
African American, 10% Latino, 1% Asian and
57% of the students received free or reduced
\price lunches.

J

improve parental literacy and involvement levels
and intensive summer institutesand college
scholarshipsfor students.
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Key Findings

One of Project GRAD’sprimary goalsisto raisethe
college enrollment of graduatesfromitshigh
schools. The program more than tripled annual
collegeenrollment ratesfor DavisHigh School
graduates, from 12% to 50%, between the first year
it offered scholarshipsin 1989 and 1999.

The Texas Assessment of Academic Skills(TAAS)
test was used to measure improvementsin reading
and math proficiency at al of the Davisand Yates
feeder schools (Elementary Schools-ES, Middle
Schools-M Sand High Schools-HS) served by
Project GRAD. Davisschoolsbegan implementing
Project GRAD in 1994, while Yates school s began
in 1996. Schoolsin both feeder systems experienced
increased passing ratesonthe TAAS after
implementing Project GRAD (seecharts).

Evaluators compared Project GRAD schoolsto
other Houston schoolswith similar student
demographicsand basdline achievement scores, using
the Woodcock, TAAS and Stanford-9 teststo measure
theeffect of participatingin Project GRAD.
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¢ TheWoodcock, Stanford-9 and TAAStests
revealed that studentswho began kindergartenin
the Davis system the same year that Project
GRAD started (1994) outperformed acomparison
cohort for three consecutiveyearsin mathematics
and two consecutiveyearsin reading.

¢ Theevaluator also charted longitudinal
increasesin grade equivalent scoreson the
Stanford-9 test for 472 studentsin the Yates
feeder system after three years of participation
in Project GRAD. The average, pre-Project
GRAD grade equivalent score of these students
was one month above the national averagein
reading and three months bel ow the national
averagein math. After threeyearsinthe
program, they performed at three months above
the national averagein both reading and math.

After four years of implementation, Project GRAD
reduced disciplinary referralsto principals' officesin
Davis elementary schools by 74% (from 1,017 to
268). The Yates feeder schools also saw a
disciplinary referral decline of 22% (from 935 to
729) by the second year of the program.
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Program Components

When Project GRAD partners with a school
feeder system, it brings aconstellation of reform
effortsthat cover each level of schooling from
kindergarten through high school.

+ Consistency Management & Cooperative
Discipline (CMCD) isaclassroom
management initiative that builds consistency
ininstructional and disciplinary practices by
involving teachers, students and parentsin a
behavioral management partnership.

¢+ MOVEIT Math (MOVEIT isan acronym
for Math Opportunities, Valuable Experiences
and Innovative Teaching) uses songs, games,
literature and hands-on manipulativesto teach
concepts and the importance of mathematics
to studentsin grades K-6. Studentslearn
basic math (arithmetic) and advanced math
(algebra) at an early age.

¢ Successfor All (SFA) isaresearch-based,
school-wide reading and writing program for
grades K-5 (see pp. 162-164).
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¢ Communitiesin Schools(CIS) isanon-profit,
dropout prevention and social service programthat
tailorscounseling, guidanceand family case-
management servicestoindividua studentsand
their families.

+ Walk for Successisagrassrootseffort to inform
parentsand recruit student applicantsfor the
Project GRAD scholarship program. Alumni,
teachers, saff, mentors, university volunteersand
community leadersgo door to door toraise
awareness of the program.

¢ Scholarshipsof $1,000 per year for collegeare
guaranteed to studentswho: graduate on timefrom
aProject GRAD high school; takeaminimum of
threeyearsof mathematics, including algebral,
geometry and algebrall; maintaina2.5 grade
point averagein core academic subjectsand
completeaminimum of two summer ingtitutes
sponsored by the program at local universities.

Contributing Factors

Professional Development and Support

Project GRAD recognized that the high turnover
rates of teachersininner-city schools necessitated
ongoing training of all teachershired after thefirst
year of intensivetraining and project
implementation. Facilitatorsfrom Project GRAD
therefore provide on-going material and curricul ar
supportin CMCD and SFA. According to the
evauator, teachersfeel freeto cometo these
facilitatorswith their problems because of thefact
that thefacilitators“ operate outside of the teacher
appraisal process.” Inaddition, aSocia Worker/
Project Manager ishoused at each school to work
with students, teachers and parents to support
various aspects of the program.

Sustainability

“Unlike many educational initiativesthat promisea
quick fix and then often cut funding prematurely
before meaningful resultsoccur, Project GRAD’s
programmiati c perspective and commitment arelong-
term,” noted theevaluator. Project GRAD alsorelies
on diversefunding sourcesfor support of itsprograms.

Ongoing Evaluation and Model Refinement
Teachers, administratorsand Project GRAD
facilitatorstrack student test scores, disciplinereports
and evaluationfindingsto ensurethat studentsreceive
adequate support and benefitsfrom the program.
Benchmark dataalso ensurethat the programishaving
apositive, aggregateimpact on the schoals.
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Comprehensive Reform

Project GRAD recognizesthat areform model
focusing only on high school might be hampered by
weak elementary or middle schoolsinthehigh
school’sfeeder pattern. The evaluator believed that
the scope of thereforminitiative, involving teachers
and administratorsfrom all of the feeder schools has
been crucia to Project GRAD’s success.
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Parent and Community Empower ment

Project GRAD empowers parents and community
members by involving them in school reforms
through CISinitiatives (GED programs, Citizenship
Classes and health and employment referrals, for
example). Shared Decision-Making Committees
(principals, parents, teachersand community
|eaders) manage Project GRAD feeder schools.

Evaluator Comments

Project GRAD schools must work on retaining
teachers, according to the evaluator, because of the
high turnover rates of teachersininner-city schools.
Such turnover rates mean the loss of many hours of
programtraining. Theevaluator found that the

most substantive criticism of the program from
teachers pertained to the perceived, rigid structure
and lack of phonics-based instructional emphasisin
Successfor All, one component of Project GRAD’s
reform strategy.

-
STUDY METHODOLOGY
The evaluator used school data, statewide and
national test scores, as well as teacher surveys
to chart the increases in academic
achievement among the cohorts of Project
GRAD students. Because of high, annual
student mobility rates (24%) in the pilot
schools, the evaluator also used a quasi-
experimental design involving matched
comparison schools with similar student
demographics and baseline achievement data
to determine the effect of Project GRAD on
student achievement. Site visits, interviews with
students and teacher surveys offered a more
qualitative evaluation of the program.

EVALUATION & PROGRAM FUNDING
The evaluation was funded by the University of
Houston System. More than 65 public and
private foundations, organizations and
corporations fund Project GRAD. Some of
these funding initiatives are multi-year, multi-
million dollar grants, to expand and replicate
the Project GRAD model.

~
GEOGRAPHIC AREAS

Project GRAD began in Houston, Texas, but it has
now been replicated in Los Angeles, California;
Atlanta, Georgia; Newark, New Jersey; Columbus,
Ohio and Nashville, Tennessee. Future plans
include the possibility of replicating the program in
San Antonio, Texas.
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