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Building Capacity for College Readiness
Indicator Systems
Jacob Mishook
 s schools and districts face new, higher national expectations for college readiness, they must
A
develop better ways of identifying students who are struggling and connect them to supports.

O

ver the last decade, a growing consensus has developed that for our
nation’s students to succeed in twenty-first-century economic and civic life,
high school graduation is no longer sufficient. Labor-market analyses have
shown that high-wage positions increasingly require postsecondary education and
training, and students must now graduate from high school prepared to succeed in
college and career. In response to these changes in the economy and labor force,
policies are being adopted across the country such as the Common Core State
Standards and accompanying assessments. These standards, to be implemented in
2014 in most states, codify the new skills required for students to be proficient in
mathematics and English language arts.
The codification of these broad college and career aspirations into policy opens up
the possibility of a new era of equity, in which all students, including those who have
historically been poorly served by the public education system, have the same access
to and preparation for higher education that affluent families take for granted. At the
same time, the new requirements present a colossal challenge to school systems. Not
only must they get better at identifying which students are struggling, they must
figure out how to use that information to support those students.
T H E CO LLEGE R EADI NESS I ND ICAT OR SYST EMS IN IT IAT IVE
Three years ago, the Annenberg Institute for School Reform at Brown University
(AISR) joined two other university-based partners – the John W. Gardner Center
for Youth and Their Communities at Stanford University (Gardner Center) and the
University of Chicago Consortium for Chicago School Research (CCSR) – and five
urban sites,1 with support from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, to address
these challenges. The goal of the College Readiness Indicator Systems (CRIS)
initiative was to develop a model for systems that would not only generate data
1 In addition to the work in four sites described in this issue of VUE, AISR conducted 		
research on partnerships for college readiness in the School District of Philadelphia.
See http://annenberginstitute.org/publication/partnerships-college-readiness.

Jacob Mishook is a senior research associate in district redesign and leadership at the Annenberg
Institute for School Reform at Brown University.
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for districts on whether each student was on track for college readiness, but
would also tie those data to supports and interventions that would help keep
students on track.
We reported on the early work of the CRIS project in the Fall 2012 issue of Voices
in Urban Education (VUE 35) – College Readiness Indicator Systems (CRIS):
Building Effective Supports for Students.2 At that time, the four school districts
and one school support network involved in CRIS – Dallas Independent School
District, New Visions for Public Schools in New York City, the School District of
Philadelphia, Pittsburgh Public Schools, and San Jose Unified School District –
were collecting and analyzing large amounts of information about their students
and schools. Several of them, including Dallas and New Visions, had identified key
indicators for students veering off-track to graduate high school, such as course
failures in ninth grade and poor attendance. Others, such as San Jose, had created
a culture of high expectations for students where the district had adopted a
college-ready “A–G curriculum”3 and reduced barriers to students wanting to take
Advanced Placement courses. Still others had been building community support for
college readiness. In Pittsburgh, for instance, the nonprofit community organization Pittsburgh Promise guarantees college scholarships for all the district’s high
school graduates who meet the academic criteria.
L E S SO NS LEAR NED
Over the past year, the development of our sites’ work and the work of the
project’s institutional partners – AISR, the Gardner Center, and CCSR – has
deepened. We collectively understand the urgency that higher standards, reflected
in the Common Core, demand of our
teachers and students. We recognize
that districts and support organizations need efficient and effective
ways to connect their existing (and
Districts and support organizations need
often robust) data infrastructure
with high-quality, equitable supports
efficient and effective ways to connect their
and interventions for students who
are not on track to be college ready.

“

“

existing (and often robust) data infrastructure

And we believe that districts and
schools cannot do this work alone.
There is a wealth of resources and
expertise on college readiness in
interventions for students who are not on
community-based organizations,
track to be college ready.
local higher education institutions,
civic agencies, and the broader
community that often goes untapped.
But engaging and enlarging the circle
of local supports can broaden the notion of “system leadership” beyond the K–12
system, as well as build mutual and shared accountability for our young people’s
success in college and the workforce.

with high-quality, equitable supports and

2 VUE 35 is available online at http://vue.annenberginstitute.org/issues/35.
3 The A–G curriculum is a series of college preparatory courses that high school students
must take to enter the University of California and California State University systems
(see collegetools.berkeley.edu/resources.php?cat_id=22).
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The contributions to this issue of Voices in Urban Education reflect the lessons
of three years of work on the CRIS project. Collectively, they frame our current
understanding of college readiness and show how college readiness indicator
systems are being infused into the day-to-day work and culture of our sites.
The issue begins with the view from the sites where CRIS is being implemented
on the ground.
•	
Shane Hall, CRIS site liaison for Dallas Independent School District, discusses
the district’s long history of developing college readiness indicators, the impact
of new district leadership and community-driven organizations on preparing
young people for college and career, and several district schools’ pilot testing of
new interventions to raise students’ college knowledge. Jayda Batchelder and
Courtnee Benford add an additional perspective from Education Opens Doors,
a grassroots nonprofit in Dallas that aims to address the opportunity gap in
students’ college knowledge and “soft skills.”
•	Jared Carrano, CRIS site liaison for New Visions for Public Schools, notes his
organization’s unique perspective as a school support organization that provides
district-like support services to a network of schools in New York City, and he
describes how New Visions is linking academic tenacity to the Common Core.
Daniel Voloch of iMentor describes his community-based organization’s college
readiness support for the city’s students through an ambitious mentoring program.
Peter Lavorini, CRIS site liaison for Pittsburgh Public Schools, writes forthrightly
•	
about his district’s longstanding challenge of moving beyond easily collected data
and the district’s work with other local community partners to leverage greater
resources to move all students to being college ready.
•	
Lambrina Kless, former CRIS site liaison for San Jose Unified School District,
describes how the district positioned CRIS within the framework of its new
strategic plan and performance measures and how the district used “data
intervention cycles” to build a districtwide culture of evidence-based practices
in support of college readiness.
The next article, a collaboration of the three CRIS thought partners, addresses a
major goal of the CRIS work: to develop a comprehensive framework, grounded in
practical lessons from the sites, that would clarify the connections between district
leadership, indicator selection, cycles of inquiry, evidence-based data use, effective
supports and interventions, and community-based resources, showing how all
adults in an educational system can work in alignment around a common goal
of college readiness. Graciela Borsato of the Gardner Center, Jenny Nagaoka
of CCSR, and Ellen Foley of AISR outline major features of the framework.
Among the points they highlight are:
•	
College and career success requires academic preparedness, but also requires
support for students in two other crucial dimensions: academic tenacity and
college knowledge.
•	
Students and schools do not exist in a vacuum. Measures of college readiness
must go beyond individual students to address supports for college readiness at
the school and system levels.
The issue goes on to present a powerful example of the possibilities that
communities can provide to their young people in accessing and succeeding in
institutes of higher education. Saleem Ghubril, executive director of the Pittsburgh
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Promise, spoke with VUE guest editor Jacob Mishook about the work of the
Promise, how it measures success, and the evolution from a primarily scholarshipbased program to one that coordinates and brokers supports for students in high
school and at the post-secondary level. Angela Romans and Rebecca Boxx of AISR
offer a perspective on the Providence Children and Youth Cabinet, a cross-sector
coalition that includes the district and the mayor’s office tasked with actualizing a
community-wide vision for children’s success, from cradle to career.
We close with an article by Jenny Nagaoka and her colleagues from CCSR on
“noncognitive skills” – the beliefs and strategies, such as academic tenacity, that
are crucial to students’ academic performance and persistence in post-secondary
education. Educators increasingly recognize the impact of these “soft” skills,
but they are often hard to measure. The article provides a lucid summary of the
literature on noncognitive skills that spans multiple disciplines and points the way
toward effective supports and interventions to address students’ skills in these
areas. The authors observe that noncognitive factors for college readiness are not
only an individual attribute of students, but also depend on the college context.
Schools and districts are being asked to take on more and more functions and
responsibilities, often with ever-tighter resources. To help support school systems
in this challenging environment, CRIS can provide a common language, understanding, and set of measures around college readiness; offer continuity in the face
of leadership transition; help align and leverage cross-sector collaboration; and
keep equity at the center of college readiness efforts by linking all students to the
supports they need to be successful. We hope that lessons shared in this issue of
VUE suggest how college readiness indicator systems might help other school
communities navigate the challenges and realize the promise of the new national
aspiration: college and career readiness for all students.
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Putting College and Career Readiness at the
Forefront of District Priorities in Dallas
Shane Hall
With college readiness at the center of district priorities, Dallas has made strides in measuring
and understanding the role that schools play in students’ knowledge of how to navigate the
college experience.

D

allas Independent School
District’s (ISD) efforts to
develop a system of college
readiness indicators began in 2008,
when we received a Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation grant under the
foundation’s College-Ready Education
initiative. With this grant, Dallas
ISD’s Performance Management and
Analytics department developed a
college readiness measurement model,
as well as a dashboard and other
data-driven measurement tools that
would enable principals, teachers,
and counselors to gauge the college
readiness of their students.
The college readiness measurement
model, based on the work of the

University of Chicago Consortium for
Chicago School Research and David
Conley’s Education Policy Improvement Center, emphasized students’
content knowledge, cognitive strategies,
academic behaviors, and college
context skills. The model also considered the college-going culture of
schools and students’ progress in
college, as measured by data from the
National Student Clearinghouse
(NSC).1 Dallas ISD has received NSC
data and reports since 2006. Although
we had extensive data on student
1	The National Student Clearinghouse is a
nonprofit organization that supplies student
performance data from around 3,000
institutions of higher learning.
See www.studentclearinghouse.org.

Shane Hall is a data strategist for evaluation and assessment at the Dallas Independent School District
and site liaison for the College Readiness Indicator Systems project.
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content knowledge, as measured by
grades and various assessments, the
model identified a need for data on
cognitive strategies, academic behaviors,
and context skills and awareness.
In 2010, we began work on a longitudinal diagnostic study of college readiness
and success. The study, completed in
2011, analyzed data on more than
75,000 high school graduates spanning
the years 1998 through 2009. We found
that although more than 50 percent of
our district’s graduates enroll in college
some time after high school, only 15
percent completed some kind of degree
or certificate. We knew this was unacceptably low and that we had a lot of
work to do to prepare our students for
the demands of the twenty-first-century
economy.
In 2011, Dallas ISD’s college readiness
work continued when the district
became one of the sites for the work of
the College Readiness Indicator Systems
(CRIS) project.2
D A L L A S I NDE PE N D E N T S C H O O L
D I S TR I C T AT A G L A N C E ,
2012-2013
Superintendent

Mike Miles

Number of schools

223

Student enrollment

158,932

Free/reduced-price lunch

89%

English language learners

31%

Special education

8%

Hispanic students

70%

African American students

24%

Asian students

1%

White students

5%

Source: DISD Fact Sheet, www.dallasisd.org/
cms/lib/TX01001475/Centricity/Domain/48/
district_facts.pdf.

AD D RE S S IN G EAR LY
CHALLENGES
Our first challenge was keeping the
CRIS work alive and on the agenda of

district leadership. We kicked off our
efforts in April 2011, hosting the first
cross-site convening, unveiling the
results of our longitudinal study, and
gaining the support of our then-superintendent, Michael Hinojosa. Our
Performance Management and Analytics
department had big plans for new data,
indicators, and measurement tools.
But a series of setbacks arose. Michael
Hinojosa left Dallas after six years,
followed by other district leaders. Much
of the interim leadership knew little
about the CRIS initiative. Deep budget
cuts by the Texas Legislature in 2011 led
to widespread layoffs, followed by a
district reorganization that eliminated
the Performance Management and
Analytics department.
Fortunately, the CRIS initiative found
a new life in our Evaluation and
Assessment department, where our
district’s assessment and NSC data
resided. Cecilia Oakeley, assistant
superintendent for evaluation and
assessment, saw the potential of this
work to impact the college and career
readiness of our students and has been
a valuable source of support and
leadership.
NEW LEAD ERSH IP, BROAD
COLLABORAT ION : MOVIN G
FO RWARD OVER T H E LAST
TWO YEARS
July 2012 marked the beginning of the
tenure of our new superintendent, Mike
Miles. His leadership, as well as the work
of the CRIS team, has helped embed
2 C
 RIS is a partnership between the
Annenberg Institute for School Reform at
Brown University, the John W. Gardner
Center for Youth and Their Communities
at Stanford University, and the University
of Chicago Consortium for Chicago School
Research, with funding from the Bill &
Melinda Gates Foundation. See the inside
front cover and the introductory article
to this issue by Jacob Mishook for more
information.

Shane Hall
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college and career readiness throughout
the work of the district. Superintendent
Miles’s emphasis on quality of instruction,
effective teachers, and strong leadership
by principals is designed to create a
foundation for student academic success
that translates to success in college and
the work force. The district’s improvement plan, known as Destination 2020,
contains measurable goals for student
success, including goals related to college
and career readiness, such as college
readiness standards for the SAT and ACT,
as well as career-ready certifications.3
We have also made enormous gains in
measuring and understanding college
knowledge and the crucial role that
schools have in this area. The CRIS
team has worked closely with our
Counseling Services department, which
evaluates high school counselors in
part on a series of college knowledge
measures. These indicators include
percentage of high school seniors
completing the state’s common
application for college admission,
known as ApplyTexas; the percentage
of seniors completing the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA);
and the percentage of seniors taking
the SAT or ACT.
Sylvia Lopez, our director of counseling services, has been a valuable
member of the CRIS team. She cites
the teamwork among various district
departments as an important accomplishment arising from the CRIS work:
	The collaboration has been great.
The teamwork between so many
departments such as College Career
Readiness, Evaluation and Assessment, the Management Information
Systems Department, and of course
outside work by Commit! and
Educate Texas.
Dallas ISD continues to forge strong
alliances with area institutions of higher
education, local foundations, and other
external partners around college
readiness. Organizations such as

8
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Commit! and Educate Texas have
helped foster a culture around college
readiness and college access across all
of Dallas County. We have also
completed a data-sharing agreement
with the Dallas County Community
College District, the post-secondary
destination for the majority of our high
school graduates, that will enable us to
better understand the post-secondary
outcomes of our students and, in turn,
inform supports and interventions in
our district designed to better prepare
students for college. Based on the
knowledge Dallas ISD has gained about
students’ college readiness needs,
especially around college knowledge,
we have begun piloting in several
district schools a set of classroom-based
supports with Education Opens Doors,
a local community-based organization
(see “Perspectives” sidebar on pages
10–11 for more details).
In a complex environment in which
schools face constant demands at the
local, state, and federal levels, keeping
the CRIS work on the district’s “radar”
is always a challenge. But our team
continues its work, aligning CRIS with
other district efforts to demonstrate
that this is not merely one initiative or
program among many, but one that is
consistent with – and supportive of –
other Dallas ISD goals.
COLLEG E AN D CAREER
READ IN ESS IN D ICAT ORS,
G OALS, AN D IN T ERVEN T ION S:
FRON T AN D CEN T ER IN
T H E D IST RICT
The importance of college readiness
has always been recognized, but now
it is a key part of the conversation
whenever the district undertakes a new
program or initiative. This fall, Dallas
ISD will implement Imagine 2020, a
pilot of Superintendent Miles’s plan to
3	See www.dallasisd.org/Page/14380 for more
information on Destination 2020.

transform the entire district. This
initiative will be concentrated in three
high-needs high schools and their
feeder middle and elementary campuses. College and career readiness
indicators, goals, and interventions
have been woven throughout all
aspects of this program. In years past,
college readiness might have been
simply one goal among many; now, it
is at the forefront of everything we do.
From my own experience in Evaluation
and Assessment, I can say that my
department, Counseling Services, and
the College and Career Readiness
departments collaborate more closely
than at any time I can recall in the
nearly fifteen years I’ve been with
Dallas ISD. I receive far more requests
from schools and departments for SAT,
ACT, and other college-readiness-related
data than in the past. Silvia Lopez says:
	There is definitely more collaboration
across central office and outside
resources. The school counselors are
more confident when speaking about
data and data elements to measure.
Principals are also asking counselors to
increase the college and career readiness work that they do with students.
It all seems to be coming together.
L E S S O N S L E A R NED
I would advise other districts trying to
develop college readiness indicators:
Remember that behind every line of
data is a student, and you have to think
about students when thinking about
college and career readiness. As Dallas
ISD CRIS consultant Michael Dryden
often reminds us, “Data do not define
children, children define data.” When
developing indicators, ask yourself what
outcomes you want to achieve, take
stock of the data you have, and consider
how they can measure your progress.
Think outside the square and leverage
the data you already have in ways you
might not have thought of before.
Engage thought partners in foundations

and universities to help with this.
Making the most of your existing data
can mean less additional data to collect.
Further, get support and input from
the campuses; after all, principals,
teachers, and counselors interact with
the students every day and are the best
people to implement the appropriate
interventions. Finally, Silvia Lopez
advises: “Be patient and persevere.
Never give up and continue to keep the
conversation alive when talking about
data and college and career readiness.”
LO OKIN G AH EAD
Data from the Texas Higher Education
Coordinating Board indicate that more
than a third of our graduates have
freshman-year GPAs in college below
2.0. Many of our students need remedial
courses in college, which cost them time
and money but do not bear credit.
Dallas ISD’s College and Career Readiness department, under the leadership of
Linda K. Johnson (a former CRIS
consultant for our district), has worked
with the Dallas County Community
College District on an initiative that
would allow high school students to take
the state’s new placement test, the Texas
Success Initiative, which replaces the
Accuplacer and determines whether a
student will need remediation in college.
Armed with this information, we can do
more to prepare students for college
while they are still with us – and before
they enter a college campus. In addition,
Dallas ISD will pay for all eleventhgrade students in the district to take the
SAT in February 2014.
We also recognize that while college
readiness is important, the true end goal
is not college graduation, but work force
success. To that end, we hope to
collaborate with the Texas Education
Agency and Texas Work Force Commission on a data-sharing agreement that
would provide data on the work force
outcomes of our students – regardless of
whether they went to college!

Shane Hall
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EMPOWERING DALLAS STUDENTS TO NAVIGATE
THROUGH HIGH SCHOOL TO COLLEGE: EDUCATION
OPENS DOORS
Jayda Batchelder and Courtnee Benford
Jayda Batchelder is the founding executive director and Courtnee Benford is the pilot program
manager of Education Opens Doors, Inc., in Dallas, Texas.
“I always heard I should go to college, but don’t know people who have gone. Now I know what
college is, and the actual steps to get there.” This inner-city eighth grader’s words echo a common
sentiment among students participating in the Roadmap to Success program, our first pilot program,
at Education Opens Doors (EOD).
EOD is a grassroots nonprofit formed in response to a glaring opportunity gap for students resulting from
a lack of college knowledge and soft skills. As a Teach for America middle school teacher in Dallas-Fort
Worth, Jayda Batchelder saw firsthand how content mastery alone was not adequately preparing her
students for high school success. In 2010, she spearheaded the creation of Roadmap to Success, a new
classroom manual featuring interactive and self-guided learning opportunities, created in collaboration
with her colleagues and designed to empower students to purposefully navigate through high school to
college. Since then, we have continued to develop Roadmap to Success into the cornerstone of EOD’s
programming, which consists of an accompanying curriculum, implementation support, and data collection tools. Our Dallas-area spring pilot, launched in spring 2013, provided weekly lessons for 1,500
students in grades 6 through 9 and their thirty-three teachers across nine sites.
Among low-income students nationally, 95 percent aspire to attend college, 70 percent graduate
high school, 41 percent enroll in college, and a mere 8 percent complete their bachelor’s degree. Two
driving factors contributing to the low percentage of college completion are inadequate academic
infrastructure and reduced college expectations (Intentional Futures 2012). We know that:
	If educators are to use college and career readiness as a strategy for accomplishing the goal of
postsecondary education access and success, they must couple academic preparedness with the
knowledge and skills students need to navigate the college-going process (Roderick, Nagaoka &
Coca 2009)
Though Dallas County has an 81 percent graduation rate, only 13 percent of graduates are deemed
“college-ready.”* In addition to the Roadmap to Success manual, EOD aims to close this gap by
targeting the underlying mechanisms of student identity development. We raise students’ college
expectations, confidence, and skills to navigate the college-going process.
Roadmap to Success provides a way for students to plan and track their college-going efforts, starting
in middle school. The manual helps students understand the impact of their GPA, choice of classes, and
SAT scores on their college applications and career success. It offers templates and explanations of
college and career topics such as interviews, resumes and cover letters, evaluating college, choosing a
major, the value of service and extracurricular activities, and paying for college.
We recognize that the battle to empower students with college knowledge cannot most effectively be
fought alone. As a start-up nonprofit, our collaboration with local education leaders, universities, nonprofit

* Note: From Texas Education Agency AEIS Report 2010-2011. College Ready defined as SAT of 1110 on
Reading/Math components or an ACT composite score of 24. Numbers exclude students from numerator and
denominator who can be identified as moving elsewhere.
Data: http://ritter.tea.state.tx.us/perfreport/aeis/2011
Presentation: www.dallascityhall.com/council_briefings/briefings0412/CommitEd_040412.pdf
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networks, and stakeholders in the community are crucial to assuring that we are thoughtful, impactful,
and successful in closing the opportunity gap.
An instrumental factor in gaining community support has been our continued commitment to
measuring and improving outcomes. Just as Roadmap to Success helps our students track their
progress, EOD also collects and analyzes data to provide a roadmap for our own success. This ongoing
evaluation aims to ensure and document the difference we are making for our students, their schools,
their families, and our community. We do so through comprehensive content knowledge assessments,
research-aligned surveys, and on-site observations. The results are helping us continuously make
real-time improvements to our practice and develop additional curriculum for our future programming.
To quantify the need for our program, we compared initial college knowledge by grade level and
found no statistically significant difference. Those findings suggest that, regardless of age or grade, as
students progress in their academic careers, they are not receiving this crucial information during the
school day or at home around the dinner table. Yet, when we tested Roadmap to Success students at
the end of the pilot semester, we saw 12 percent growth on average in college knowledge across the
board. Even more exciting were the results among our sixth-graders, who averaged 36 percent
growth, indicating they were not too young to begin college preparation.
While we did not find significant differences in growth by race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status,
implementation setting, grade level, or other hypothesized factors, we did find that classroom
presence and program mindset of teachers were big differentiating factors for outcome scores. This
creates many new questions about how we can improve moving forward: How can we better support
teachers? How can we create lessons that are equitably delivered? How can we change teachers’
underlying mindset around their students’ ability to graduate from high school and attend college?
How do we scale our program while ensuring fidelity of model to empower more students?
These results are guiding our next steps and show that we have only scratched the surface. We are
maintaining a hands-on, supportive role on-site, improving teacher professional development, providing
more thorough curriculum, and developing an online teacher platform to improve communication and
resource delivery. We will continue our emphasis on data by tracking our students longitudinally to
measure program effectiveness – how many take the SAT/ACT, graduate high school, enroll in and
graduate from college, etc. Our future plans include a video portal and mobile app aligned to Roadmap
to Success for both students and their parents to use for ongoing college and career preparation.
Our students deserve and desperately need data-driven organizations backed by quantitative and
qualitative results. The enthusiasm and eagerness to acquire college knowledge that students have
shown in our pilot program challenges schools, nonprofits, and other community partners to make sure
their young people have a pathway to acquire this necessary knowledge. In the words of one Roadmap
to Success teacher, “Education does indeed open doors, and our kids are ready to sprint – not walk –
through them.”
For more information on Education Opens Doors, see http://educationopensdoors.org.
R E FERENCES
Intentional Futures. 2012. From Aspiration to Graduation: Dynamics Affecting Student Success.
A study for the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation (September 14), http://intentionalfutures.com/work/
college-knowledge.
Roderick, M., J. Nagaoka, and V. Coca. 2009. “College Readiness for All: The Challenge for Urban High
Schools,” America’s High Schools 19, no. 1 (Spring), http://futureofchildren.org/publications/journals/
article/index.xml?journalid=30&articleid=53&sectionid=215.
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Measuring Academic Tenacity:
New Visions for Public Schools
Jared Carrano
A district-like school support network in New York City is expanding its academic
preparedness indicator and support system to include indicators for academic tenacity.

O

ver the past three years, the
College Readiness Indicator
Systems (CRIS) project has
afforded New Visions for Public
Schools an opportunity to reflect upon
our college readiness systems and
practices.1 Through our involvement
in the project, we have been able to
explore various strategies for ensuring
that our students graduate from high
school ready for college and careers.
Before taking readers through our
CRIS experience, however, it is

important to note two key ways in
which New Visions is unique among
the CRIS team members.
1 C
 RIS is a partnership between the
Annenberg Institute for School Reform at
Brown University, the John W. Gardner
Center for Youth and Their Communities
at Stanford University, and the University
of Chicago Consortium for Chicago School
Research, with funding from the Bill &
Melinda Gates Foundation. See the inside
front cover and the introductory article
to this issue by Jacob Mishook for more
information.

Jared Carrano is the school tools and systems developer at New Visions for Public Schools in New
York City and site liaison for the College Readiness Indicator Systems project.
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The first is that we are the only CRIS
site that is not a formal school district.
As a nonprofit Partnership Support
Organization, New Visions is responsible for providing a number of
district-like supports and services to
the roughly seventy-five New York
City public high schools in our
network, although we do not have
authority over school-level decision
making or practices.

on their credit accumulation, attendance, and New York State Regents
test pass rates after each semester.
Our on-track metric has been extremely useful in helping our schools identify
which of their students are at risk of
not graduating ready for college. But
because it is based solely on academic
indicators, it only paints a partial
picture. Given the growing recognition
in both the academic literature and
policy circles of the importance of
students’ noncognitive skills development (known as academic tenacity by
the CRIS project) for college and career
readiness, New Visions has been
interested in finding ways to measure
– and to incorporate such measures –
into our college-readiness metric. The
CRIS project enabled us to focus on
this increasingly important work.2

The second difference lies in New
Visions’ early development and
adoption of a college readiness
indicator, preceding similar activities
by our CRIS district colleagues. In
2005, New Visions created an “OnTrack to College Readiness” metric to
support our schools with student- and
school-level planning and assessment.
The metric divides students into four
performance groups – on track for
college; on track for graduation;
almost on track; and off track – based

2 S ee Nagaoka et al. in this issue of VUE for
more on noncognitive skills.

NE W V I S I O NS F O R P U B L IC S C H O O L S AT A G LA N C E, 2013- 2104
Director

Robert Hughes

School and student
information

Partnership Support
Organization Schoolsa

Charter Management
Organization Schoolsb

Total

Number of schools

75

6

81

Student enrollment

48,229

1409

49,638

Free/reduced-price lunchc

77%

83%

77%

English language learners

10%

10%

10%

Special education

17%

18%

17%

Hispanic students

41%

47%

41%

African American students

30%

48%

31%

Asian students

15%

2%

14%

White students

12%

1%

12%

Notes
a Partnership Support Organization schools: New Visions for Public Schools provides a number of
district-like school support services to these traditional public schools schools through a contract
with the New York City Department of Education.
b Charter Management Organization schools: New Visions opened its first two charter schools in
2011 and currently operates six charter schools.
c Data for for 2012-2013; 2013-2014 data not yet available
Data source: New Visions for Public Schools
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L IN K I NG ACADEM I C TENACI T Y
T O THE CO M M O N CO R E
Early on in the project, we concluded
that beyond utilizing subjective student
self-assessment tools like surveys or
other very rough proxies such as
student attendance, no one had yet
found any convincing measures of
academic tenacity. Around the same
time, New Visions had just begun
work on developing Common Core–
aligned curriculum modules in math
and English, thanks to funding from
both the federal government and the
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.
As we engaged in these two strands of
work, we began to see a convergence
between the two efforts.
We proposed that true mastery of the
Common Core will require students to
demonstrate academic tenacity, as the
standards help students to understand
the skills and knowledge that they need
and support them in self-regulating
their progress to mastery. For example,
Common Core writing standard #5 for
English language arts for ninth- to
tenth-graders requires students to
“develop and strengthen writing as
needed by planning, revising, editing,
rewriting, or trying a new approach.”3
Research also suggests that students are
more effective at self-regulating their
progress when they deeply understand
the knowledge and skills that they are
required to master (Sadler 1989; Nicol
& Milligan 2006; Rust, Price &
O’Donovan 2003). So we hypothesized
that engaging students with a Common
Core–aligned rubric would help them
to understand at a very granular level
their performance on various skills and
how they can improve.
To test this, we conducted focus groups
of both higher- and lower-performing
students in four New Visions schools
that were part of the same initiative
to design and implement Common
Core–aligned curriculum. Our initial
findings suggested that students were
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able to articulate the Common Core
skills they were required to master, and
they were able to pinpoint their strengths
and weaknesses and describe how they
could improve on their deficits.
Although these student focus groups
provided us with promising initial
evidence to support our hypothesis,
we are limited in our ability to put it to
further testing until the Common Core
is widely adopted across our schools,
and it is premature to operationalize
this work. New Visions will continue
exploring the relationship between
tenacity and the Common Core as the
standards are rolled out across our
network schools.
SU P P ORT IN G COMP REH EN SIVE
P ROG RAMMIN G T O BOOST
ACAD EMIC T EN ACIT Y
While we await the rollout of the Common Core standards, New Visions has
shifted our focus towards supporting
comprehensive programming to boost
academic tenacity, specifically through
a program called iMentor, a schoolbased mentoring program that matches
public high school students with
college-educated mentors in one-to-one
relationships. Each student receives
a mentor who augments existing
guidance and college counseling
programs at their school. Mentor-mentee pairs at New Visions schools are
matched for all four years of high
school, over which time they exchange
weekly emails and meet in person on a
monthly basis.4
3 See www.corestandards.org/ELA-Literacy
CCRA/W.
4 For more on iMentor, see the Perspectives
sidebar at the end of this article,
“Supporting College Readiness through
Mentoring in New York City: iMentor,”
by Daniel Voloch.

The iMentor program seeks to develop
seven core noncognitive skills: social
capital development, utilizing a growth
mindset, perseverance, critical thinking, help-seeking and self-advocacy,
optimism and excitement about the
future, and curiosity and love of
learning. Mentors also help their
mentees develop college knowledge,
such as how to identify the best college
match, apply for financial aid, meet
application deadlines, write effective
essays, and integrate into college life –
all of which allows students to reach
important milestones on their path to
college graduation.
Over the next several years, each
entering student at eight New Visions
high schools will be paired with a
mentor for four years, as part of a
six-year study of these schools by the
Research Alliance for New York City
Schools, which will be completed in
2018; the first annual report will be
released in fall 2014. Approximately
2,500 students will be mentored over
the life of the project.
T H E F U T U RE D I R ECTI O N O F
C O L L E G E RE A DI NESS AT NEW
V IS IO N S
The CRIS project has enabled New
Visions to explore new ways of
improving upon our existing college
readiness indicators and supports,
focusing on the promotion and development of academic tenacity in
particular, and has created the space for
us to think deeply upon the challenges
and opportunities we face. Three years
later, as the CRIS project comes to an
end, we have identified some promising
paths forward and are excited to continue
with this highly important work.
Going forward, New Visions will
continue to explore the convergence
of the Common Core with the development of academic tenacity and ways
to support comprehensive school

programming aimed at developing
students’ noncognitive skills. We are
also developing a data warehouse that
will allow us to connect many formerly
isolated data sets and produce sophisticated and nuanced data analysis to
help our schools make informed
decisions about programming and
resource allocation. We have also
begun to examine longitudinal college
readiness data, tracking the four-year
high school trajectory of individual
students at each school in our network.
The data warehouse concept was
facilitated by the CRIS project in that it
awarded New Visions’ Deputy Director
of Research, Brad Gunton, a data
fellowship, which enabled him to
participate in a number of data convenings. Brad’s learnings through these
convenings helped him to understand
the critical role that a data warehouse
could play in New Visions’ ability to
more quickly identify and address
school- and student-level challenges
to success. The data warehouse will
enable New Visions to make comparative data accessible to our schools,
unite traditionally separated data
strands, and conduct sophisticated
analysis over time. Beyond our current
capabilities, the warehouse will
facilitate the integration of data from
multiple sources to encompass academic information, behavioral history,
teacher assignments, scheduling and
program practices, grades and curricula, and budget and resource
allocations. We also will be able to
create meaningful tools and user
interfaces that coherently aggregate
this data to meet the diverse and
complex day-to-day needs of New
Visions’ organizational staff, school
staff, and the external providers that
deliver services to our students.
Another promising strand of work
around college readiness is the tracking
of individual student progress over
time, what we refer to as Stock and
Flow mapping, developed by New

Jared Carrano
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Visions’ director of research and
organizational learning, Susan Fairchild.5 These maps show how a cohort
of students move between the various
on-track performance groups over their
eight semesters in high school. Large
movement, or “flows,” of students
from a lower to higher category at a
particular point in time can provide
evidence that a particular intervention
is working. Conversely, large flows
of students from higher to lower
categories might suggest current
programming or structures are not adequately serving students. We have only
begun to scratch the surface of what
these maps can tell us, and we believe
that they have the potential to become
powerful tools for sustainably getting
more students college ready.
5 S ee www.newvisions.org/blog/entry/stockand-flow-a-school-level-vital-sign for more
information.
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SUPPORTING COLLEGE READINESS THROUGH
MENTORING IN NEW YORK CITY: i MENTOR
Daniel Voloch
Daniel Voloch is managing director of program design at iMentor.
The mission of iMentor, founded in 1999, is to build mentoring relationships that empower students
in low-income communities to graduate high school, succeed in college, and achieve their ambitions.
Over the past fourteen years, iMentor has developed a new mentoring model that aims to make
mentoring a more reliable and effective intervention in helping students create pathways to college
completion. In the process, we learned how to engage thousands of adults as mentors; developed a
whole-school model that matches every student in a school with a mentor; and ensured that mentors
are effective at supporting specific student outcomes such as developing college knowledge and
noncognitive skills. This year, iMentor is serving 3,400 mentor-mentee pairs in New York City
and 2,000 more nationwide. Since 1999, 11,000 students have been paired with mentors.
Strong Mentor/Mentee Relationships to Support College Readiness
The heart of the iMentor program is the one-to-one mentoring relationships that develop over the
length of three-year (eleventh grade through first year of college) or four-year (ninth through twelfth
grade) matches. Throughout the match, students and their mentors engage with our research-based
curriculum via weekly emails and monthly in-person meetings. This means that our mentors work
with their mentees every week from high school through college, providing a level of individualized
coaching that is rarely available through traditional student support models.* While our ultimate
outcome is college completion, iMentor has four core outcomes that we work toward for all of
our pairs:
•	Developing strong personal relationships. Ensuring our pairs develop strong, candid, trusting
relationships is the foundation for everything we do. iMentor’s curriculum facilitates the development of these relationships by creating opportunities for mentors and mentees to share similarities
and differences in their backgrounds, experiences, interests, and aspirations. Mentors and mentees
also work together to establish expectations for their relationships and mentors help mentees set
goals and create action plans to achieve those goals.
•	Growing and nurturing a college aspiration. Our mentees enter the program with a wide variety of
college aspirations. Some want to go to college, whereas others are not sure what their college
plans are. iMentor’s aim is to make college a tangible and attainable goal for all of our students.
Mentors help mentees develop a college-going mindset and gain a realistic understanding of how
attending and completing college may influence their future options. Since all of our mentors are
college graduates, they share their attending and completing college experiences with mentees and
provide first-hand perspectives of college life.
•	Developing noncognitive skills. In order for students to be prepared for college, it is critical to
provide them with a curriculum and experiences that develop the noncognitive skills that research
cites as predictive of college success. iMentor’s curriculum focuses on developing seven noncognitive skills: social capital skills, utilizing a growth mindset, perseverance, critical thinking, seeking
help/self-advocacy, excitement/optimism about the future, and curiosity/love of learning. Each of
* See www.imentor.org/video-gallery for video profiles of some of the mentor-mentee pairs.
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these skills is introduced to students in the first year of their match and developed, reinforced, and
assessed throughout each succeeding year of their relationship.
•	Providing individualized support in the college process. iMentor’s curriculum focuses on five college
support areas: ensuring college knowledge, continuous and early assessment of college readiness,
utilizing college tools and resources, project managing the college application process, and supporting the transition to college.
Evaluating the Program Model
Each year, iMentor conducts pre and post evaluations using research-validated scales that measure program
impact, including noncognitive skill development. We have seen promising initial results, including:
• 85 percent of mentees say that their mentor is someone they can trust
• 86 percent of mentees report that their mentor has helped them feel they can do/say things to 		
improve as a student or further their education
• 78 percent of mentors helped their mentees prepare for the SATs, Regents exams, or other
standardized tests
• 78 percent of mentors report that they helped their mentee create a college plan and set goals to 		
achieve it
In addition to annual program evaluations, in 2011, iMentor launched a six-year independent evaluation
of its program model that is being conducted by the Research Alliance for New York City Schools. The
evaluation will enroll approximately 2,500 students from eight high schools in New York City beginning
in the ninth grade. At each school, the treatment group cohort will be enrolled one year after the control
group cohort. The Research Alliance will use a mixed-method longitudinal approach to provide a
side-by-side comparison of students in the control group and students in the treatment group. Data for
each group will be aggregated annually from ninth to twelfth grade to determine iMentor’s overall
impact on student outcomes, including growth in key noncognitive skills. This evaluation will be one of
the largest and most comprehensive studies ever published on school-based mentoring.
Looking Ahead: A More Explicit Focus on Noncognitive Skills
Over the last fourteen years, iMentor has learned how to effectively leverage mentors in supporting
first-generation college-bound students. In the last two years, iMentor launched a new curriculum and
joined forces with the New York City Student Success Collaborative and other leading organizations to
focus more explicitly on noncognitive skill development.
One of the critical challenges we have faced in the area of noncognitive skill development has been a lack
of interim measures. While we can capture growth via pre and post evaluations, it is critical from a program
implementation standpoint that we know throughout the year whether our students understand and can
apply these noncognitive skills. To that end, we are piloting a series of formative assessments that will
provide our staff with these interim measures facilitating additional scaffolding or support when needed.
We also plan to develop a scenario-based rubric that will allow our pairs to develop a richer understanding of
what it means to demonstrate these noncognitive skills (e.g., having a growth mindset, being able to
self-advocate, demonstrating resilience) so that they can subsequently identify which noncognitive skills they
would like to focus on throughout their relationship. Ultimately, our program is rooted in the pair experience,
and we want to be able to make noncognitive skill development as transparent as possible so that mentors
and mentees have a common language and can intentionally discuss and practice these critical skills.
For more information on iMentor’s model or evaluation, please contact Daniel Voloch at DVoloch@
imentor.org.
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Looking at the Right Data in the Right Way:
Pittsburgh Public Schools
Peter Lavorini
Pittsburgh is using its college readiness indicator system to focus on the most useful information to
monitor and the most effective way to analyze it to help students stay on track.

T

hanks to the Pittsburgh Promise, the children of Pittsburgh
have an opportunity that few
other children in our country do: to
attend college without the additional,
often insurmountable obstacle of
financial obligation.1 Because of this,
Pittsburgh Public Schools has
a unique imperative and is uniquely
positioned to do the College Readiness
Indicator System (CRIS) work well.2
Graduates of one of our nine high
schools can earn up to $10,000 a year
to attend college anywhere in the state
of Pennsylvania, as long as they attain
a 2.5 GPA and a 90 percent attendance
rate during grades 9 through 12.

1 T
 he Pittsburgh Promise is a nonprofit
organization that grants college scholarships
to all Pittsburgh Public Schools students
meeting the academic requirements. See
http://pittsburghpromise.org and the article
by the Pittsburgh Promise’s executive
director, Saleem Ghubril, in this issue
of VUE.
2 CRIS is a partnership between the 		
Annenberg Institute for School Reform at
Brown University, the John W. Gardner
Center for Youth and Their Communities
at Stanford University, and the University
of Chicago Consortium for Chicago 		
School Research, with funding from the
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. See
the inside front cover and the introductory
article to this issue by Jacob Mishook for
more information.

Peter Lavorini is project manager for career and college readiness at Pittsburgh Public Schools and
site liaison for the College Readiness Indicator Systems project.
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PI TT S B U R G H P U B L IC S CH O O L S
AT A G L AN CE , 2 0 1 2 - 2 0 1 3
Superintendent

Linda Lane

Number of schools

54

Student enrollment

26,463

Free/reduced-price lunch

71%

English language learners

2%

Special education
Hispanic
African American
Asian
White students

18%
2%
55%
3%
33%

Source: Pittsburgh Public Schools

Since 2008, more than 4,000 students
have received a scholarship, funded
entirely by the generosity of private
donations. The Pittsburgh community
has promised our students that if they,
in turn, promise to work hard, finances
will not prevent them from a better
future. We in Pittsburgh Public Schools
have promised our students and
community that we will make sure
that their hard work pays off, that the
work is rigorous and aligned toward
post-secondary preparedness, and that
our students are aware of the possibilities that await them after high school.
C RIS: LO O K I NG FO R THE
RIG HT DATA TO HELP I M PR OVE
S T U D ENT O UTCO M ES
While we are proud of those 4,000
students, we know that we have a long
way to go before we can say we have
held up our end of the Promise. We’ve
worked hard, but we need to work
smarter. CRIS has given us the language and support to start to work
smarter. When I think about Pittsburgh
Public Schools prior to our participation in the CRIS program, I think
about the story of the person looking
for his lost keys under the streetlight:
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	One night a man was on his hands
and knees under a street light
looking through the grass. A second
man walked by and asked what he
was looking for. “My keys,” replied
the man. Feeling generous, the
second man joined the first man in
his search. When it became clear that
the keys were not going to be found
so easily, the second man asked:
“Where were you when you lost
your keys?” “Over there by my car.”
The man gestured. The second man,
now quite confused, asked: “Then
why are you looking for them here?”
The man without keys explained:
“This is where the light is!”
Historically, our district would look
for ways to improve the post-secondary outcomes of our students by
looking “under the streetlight” at the
data that were most readily available
to us and easy for us to access, which
are not necessarily the data that
indicate later success. Perhaps not
surprisingly, we didn’t find our keys
very often, and our rates of student
success to and through college have
been frustratingly stagnant. What we
in Pittsburgh appreciate the most about
our participation in CRIS, then, is how
it has provided us with the pathway to
change that story to one in which we
know where the keys are and we have
the right lights to help us find them.
I joined the Pittsburgh CRIS team in
June of 2012, two years into the
project. “Turnover” is probably the
best way to describe that team. Only
one member of the original CRIS team
is still with our project – the rest have
moved on to other opportunities or
transitioned to new positions within
the district. This turnover has obviously impacted the project, as the new
members with new priorities impacted
the direction of the team and existing
work, and it has been probably been
the biggest challenge to making this
work successful.

F O C U S IN G O N THE M O ST
US E F U L IN D IC ATO R S
The CRIS team went through its last
reshuffling right around the time that I
started. We quickly shifted our focus to
three areas: narrowing the scope of the
project toward the indicators that had
the most leverage on ensuring later
success, establishing a sense of ownership of the project, and laying the
groundwork for sustaining the work
past the life of the grant. Using our
CRIS grant, we brought on a research
analyst, Kyle Siler-Evans, to help us
find “the right streetlight” – the
indicators that would tell us the most
about our students’ success after high
school – by looking at National
Student Clearinghouse data.3 What he
found was so obvious that it was
surprising – students who are successful in college do two things well: they
show up to school and they get good
grades. Since attendance and GPA are
the two criteria for the Promise, we
realized we were already looking at the
right data, we just weren’t looking at it
in the right way.
Fortunately for us, we found a community in Pittsburgh and an infrastructure
within Pittsburgh Public Schools that
was ready and willing to focus on these
indicators. We have partnered with the
Promise, United Way of Allegheny
County, the Allegheny County Depart3 T
 he National Student Clearinghouse is
a nonprofit organization that supplies
student performance data from 3,000
institutions of higher learning. See www.
studentclearinghouse.org.

ment of Human Services, the local
universities, and others to create a
holistic approach to improving student
attendance rates in grades K–12,
including sharing data with afterschool
partners and new programs to incentivize good attendance.
For example, when we realized the
importance of good attendance as an
indicator of future success, our
community partners rallied together
and began a “Be There” initiative,
aimed at eliminating our chronic
absenteeism issue. Organizations such
as United Way, the University of
Pittsburgh’s Office of Child Development, and the county’s Department of

“

When we realized the importance of good

“

Moreover, the scope of the project
grew with each new member. At one
point we had identified nine indicators
that had a cycle of inquiry associated
with each, and it was incredibly
challenging to support. Couple a large
scope with a diverse, often in-flux
team, and you find a project with much
promise and much stagnation.

attendance as an indicator of future

success, our community partners rallied

together and began an initiative aimed at
eliminating our chronic absenteeism.

Human Services have worked to create
materials aimed at promoting good
attendance and training for after-school
partners on how to make attendance a
central part of their work. As this issue
of VUE goes to press, the Be There
campaign is scheduled to really take off
on October 10, when close to 250
people will attend a “School Attendance Matters” conference designed to
provide school communities with
strategies and resources to address the
barriers to good attendance that their
students face.

Peter Lavorini
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Focusing on attendance taught us two
important lessons for this work: ask
for help from your community partners, particularly in those instances
when they’re in a prime situation to
help, and be transparent with your
stakeholders about the urgency and
imperative of improving these indicators. Like the good Samaritan in the
streetlight story, the community wants
to help, they just want to help in the
right place.
S U P P O RTI NG DECI SI O NM A KER S WI TH DATA
Similarly, the CRIS work has arrived at
a prime opportunity to leverage other
initiatives within Pittsburgh Public
Schools to scale up and sustain the
CRIS work, particularly around
supporting decision-makers with data.
In Pittsburgh, we are focusing on
teacher effectiveness as the major
factor in improving student outcomes
through our ambitious Empowering
Effective Teachers (EET) plan, funded
by a $40 million grant from the Bill &
Melinda Gates Foundation and more
than $40 million in state and federal
grants. By measuring differences in
teacher effectiveness and using this
information to help teachers improve,
we now have ways to understand and
respond to differences in teacher
effectiveness.
The EET plan, then, has created an
appetite for more information about
students, staff, and initiatives that can
lead to better student outcomes, and
with that appetite has come major
investments in data infrastructure
(including a data warehouse and
reporting platform) and structures
within schools to review and respond
to that data. CRIS has graciously
funded my participation in the Strategic Data Project at the Harvard School
of Education’s Center for Education
Policy Research, which has given me
and the two other data fellows within
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PPS opportunities for new ways of
thinking about using our student and
teacher effectiveness data. Furthermore, our CRIS team has played a
major role in developing new types of
analysis and reports to improve the
effectiveness of teachers and principals
– and we’re just warming up.
After the first three years of the CRIS
project, we’re confident that we’re
looking under the right streetlight.
District leadership is supporting our
work and our school staff feel empowered by the cycles of inquiry and
supporting data and resources to
respond to those indicators. We are
hard at work incorporating additional
data into our framework for understanding college readiness and are
building off of the work we’ve done
around attendance and GPA to focus
on our students’ college knowledge.
We have a long way to go, however,
before we see our students succeeding
at the level we want. Our schools need
more support with instituting cycles of
inquiry and strong data cultures.
Our students need more support with
creating healthy habits early and they
need to know how to access the
promise of a college education. Our
CRIS team needs to find ways to
sustain the work after the life of the
grant, including ensuring that personnel can stay dedicated to the work in a
time of budget constraints. We’re
confident that our plans for addressing
all of those concerns can be successful,
and we’re thankful that we have the
support of our partners at AISR and
the John Gardner Center to help us
carry out those plans.
There’s a lot of promise in Pittsburgh
Public Schools. CRIS has helped us get
that much closer to delivering on that
promise.

San Jose Unified School District, 2010–2013:
Building a Culture of Evidence-Based Practice
around College Readiness
Lambrina Kless
San Jose has integrated a college readiness indicator system into its strategic plan with the goal of ensuring
that all its graduates leave the district prepared to fully participate in a global society.
The author would like to recognize the
efforts of the San Jose Unified School
District CRIS Team, whose three years of
hard work on the CRIS project is reflected
in this article.

I

n 2012-2013, leaders and staff of the
San Jose Unified School District
(SJUSD) focused on accomplishing
the district’s new mission: to aggressively
pursue solutions to close the opportunity
gap and ensure that all students leave
SJUSD with twenty-first-century skills,
prepared to participate in a global
society. The district’s participation in the
College Readiness Indicator Systems
(CRIS) initiative1 presented an opportunity to place the CRIS work within the
context of the district’s 2012–2017
strategic plan, Opportunity21. The

district positioned the CRIS work as a
way to establish, validate, and model a
process for broad implementation of
the district’s Key Performance Measures (KPMs) – a set of connected data
metrics that signal how well the district
is accomplishing its goals (see the
sidebar for a list of KPMs).2
1 CRIS is a partnership between the
Annenberg Institute for School Reform at
Brown University, the John W. Gardner
Center for Youth and Their Communities
at Stanford University, and the University
of Chicago Consortium for Chicago 		
School Research, with funding from the
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. See
the inside front cover and the introductory
article to this issue by Jacob Mishook for
more information.
2 See www.sjusd.org/opportunity21/keyperformance-measures for more 		
information.

Lambrina Kless is the former administrator of data integration and reporting and CRIS site
liaison at the San Jose Unified School District.
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This positioning of CRIS has ensured
a coherent K–12 effort by our three
CRIS schools – Lowell Elementary,
Hoover Middle, and Lincoln High,
which together create a college
readiness pipeline throughout one
feeder cluster of schools – and created
a model for districtwide rollout of
college and career readiness indicators.3 CRIS teams working on
indicators at the school and district
(setting and systems) levels4 successfully implemented what we refer to as
data intervention cycles, which use
data to identify struggling students,
match the students with supports, and
then evaluate the effectiveness of the
supports. The district has used these
cycles to begin building a culture of
evidence-based practices districtwide.
SAN JOSE UNIFIED SCHOOL DISTRICT
AT A GLANCE, 2012-2013
Superintendent

Vincent Matthews

Number of schools

52

Student enrollment

33,184

SAN JOSE UNIFIED SCHOOL
DISTRICT KEY PERFORMANCE
MEASURES
1. Early literacy (Pre-K – 2nd Grade)
2.	Advanced reading achievement
(3rd – 8th Grade)
3.	Advanced mathematics achievement
(3rd – 8th Grade)
4.	English Learner (EL) reclassification
within six years
5. Socio-emotional learning scale

Free/reduced-price lunch

49%

English language learners

23%

6.	Writing performance assessment
(3 or higher at Grade 2, 4 or higher
at Grades 6)

Special education

10%

7. Algebra I, B or better (8th grade)

Hispanic students

52%

African American students

3%

Asian students

13%

White students

26%

Source: San Jose Unified School District

3 For more on the SJUSD college readiness
pipeline at Lowell, Hoover, and Lincoln,
see Hewitson, Martinez, and McGinnis,
“The K–12 College Readiness Pipeline in
San Jose: Three Principals’ Perspectives,”
in Voices in Urban Education no. 35
(Fall 2012), the first issue of VUE on the
CRIS project, online at http://vue.
annenberginstitute.org/issues/35/k-12-		
college-readiness.
4 See Borsato, Nagaoka, and Foley in this
issue of VUE for a detailed discussion of
how CRIS indicators work at the student,
school, and system levels.
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CRIS AS A D IST RICT WID E
MOD EL OF EVID EN CE- BASED
P RACT ICE AN D D ATA IN T ERVEN T ION CYCLES
SJUSD’s strategic planning process in
2012-2013 included reflecting on past
practice and on what the district has
done well, looking around the country
at models of effective practice, and
building an ambitious but achievable
plan to deliver on these strategic frameworks.

Annenberg Institute for School Reform

8. AP (3 or better), IB (4 or better)
9. SAT (1650+), ACT (24+)
10.	UC/CSU A–G course completion,
C or better
11. Exhibiting 21st-century skills

For many years, SJUSD has met with
instructional and programmatic success
and is often referenced for showing
innovative leadership, particularly in
the areas of data use at the school level
and in setting standards for students.
For instance, SJUSD students will
graduate having taken the courses
necessary for entry to University of
California and California State
University systems (A–G standards).5

However, gaps in achievement continue
to exist, particularly for San Jose’s
Hispanic students. As the district
worked toward closing the opportunity
gaps among our students, there were
several strategies that the organization
leveraged to help propel work forward.
While all of the elements of the strategic plan are important, there are a vital
few that will help to jumpstart the
efforts to accomplish our new mission.
CRIS work, specifically, supported the
district’s commitment to data-driven
decision making. Our plan was to build
on existing, good systems to reinforce
behaviors that channel more resources
and support to our students in most
need. These include targeted academic
programs, curricula, and interventions
before, after, and during school for
students who are struggling with core
subjects and literacy; individualized
adult support for students with behavioral and socio-emotional difficulties;
and college advising in the areas of
navigating the application and financial
aid process for college-eligible students
who might otherwise not receive
support in overcoming these barriers to
college entry and enrollment. This was
driven primarily by the publication of
our Key Performance Measures
(KPMs), which both guided the
organization and held it accountable
for results. The CRIS program was
critical to allowing us to validate our
measures and to pilot systems of action
based on these indicators.

During 2010 to 2012, the SJUSD CRIS
team put in place these key evidencebased structures, practices, and
processes:

5 The A–G curriculum is a series of college
preparatory courses that high school 		
students must take to be eligible to enter
the University of California and California
State University systems. See etools.berkeley.
edu/resources.php?cat_id=22 for more
information.

• d
 esign interventions to support these
students and improve their success;

• c reated a CRIS District Team,
thereby ensuring system-level
supports for college readiness
focus and work;
• c reated school-level teams at the
feeder pattern schools Lowell
Elementary, Hoover Middle, and
Lincoln High, to implement data
intervention cycles that support
student success at the setting level;
• c onducted ongoing retreats to share
out best practices;
•	established biweekly meetings of the
District CRIS team and each site
team; and
• s hared our work with other partner
districts in the CRIS network.
B UI LD IN G A CU LT U RE OF
EVI DEN CE U SE T H ROU G H CRIS
SI TE T EAMS
The CRIS site teams used data
intervention cycles, which involved
using data to:
• identify a struggling group of
students, using indicators in three
dimensions of college readiness:
academic preparedness, academic
tenacity, and college knowledge
(see the article by Borsato, Nagaoka,
and Foley in this issue of VUE);

• e valuate the effectiveness of the
interventions; and
• s cale them out to the rest of the
school.
These cycles and the CRIS school
teams have become a model of evidence-based practice that the district
subsequently planned to scale out in

Lambrina Kless
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2012-2013 and beyond through
cross-functional groups called (OPSTAT) teams6 that represent different
departments, roles (principals, teachers, counselors, district administrators),
and levels (elementary, middle, and
high), and engage in deep inquiry
around one of the eleven KPMs. In the
2012-2013 school year, SJUSD
launched three OPSTAT teams that
focused on increased AP/IB participation and performance, socio-emotional
learning, and graduation rates and
completion of A–G requirements.
Three to four additional OPSTAT
teams per year will tackle other KPMs
in the coming school years, starting
with early literacy in 2013-2014.

“

“

During year one of work (2012-2013
for the first wave of teams), OPSTAT
teams engaged in intense and focused
data analysis to identify the thresholds
to be used in developing different tiers

The district will forge ahead with efforts to
map out supports and interventions and

track these consistently through emerging
data system capabilities.

of supports for students. The teams
also examined and selected the most
effective strategies to improve student
success on the particular KPM. The
teams published reports and/or shared
6 “OPSTAT

(‘OP’ for Opportunity 21 and
‘STAT’ for statistics and its data-driven
nature) is a process whereby teams
composed of both site and central office
staff create replicable practices to improve
student outcomes” (from www.sjusd.org/
schools/documentation/downloads/Data_
Research_Eval_Handbook.pdf).

findings with the rationale behind the
KPM and its significance, data examined, evidence-based processed
implemented, recommended interventions, and implementation and
monitoring processes for school sites
to put these supports to action.
In 2013-2014 and beyond, school-level
teams that are CRIS-like will continue
the work of each KPM’s OPSTAT team
at their sites, to ensure roll-out and
sustainability of the evidence-based
practices and beliefs. SJUSD is building
out a district accountability system
based on reports that track schools’
KPM progress. Reports will be automated and sent out on alerts through
the new Data Warehouse and Business
Intelligence Tool to which the district is
transitioning in 2013-2014. KPM
reports will be customized for different
levels within the organization, including senior leadership, site leadership,
and teachers. Site and district OPSTAT
teams will use these reports, with
support from the district office, to
monitor the success of interventions at
the setting and system levels.
School data teams, modeled on CRIS
and OPSTAT teams, will conduct
annual inquiry cycles in accordance
with the following projected timeline:
• r esearch and investigate thresholds
for struggling students: first and
second quarter of the school year;
• identify and plan for effective
interventions and supports for
struggling students: third quarter; and
• implement interventions and
supports: fourth quarter and
summer.
Throughout this process, the teams will
consistently communicate their work
to other site staff to elicit buy-in and
build capacity for implementation of
the selected strategies.
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ON G O IN G IN D I CATO R
DE V E L O P M E N T AND
I M P L E M E N TAT IO N
The district CRIS team and the three
CRIS schools continued refining
indicators of academic preparedness,
academic tenacity, and college knowledge at the individual and setting levels.
Teams continued to meet on a regular
basis to assess progress, share challenges, and make mid-course corrections
based on implementation feedback and
evidence. Retreats took place at the
beginning of each school year for the
school and district CRIS teams to share
indicator development and data
collection results for each chosen
indicator and to cement lessons learned
for K–12 expansion of CRIS work.
SJUSD also made advances in the
selection of indicators and the implementation of a CRIS at the elementary
and middle school levels, with the goal
of informing and influencing a K–12
trajectory of college readiness beginning with the early grades. SJUSD
partnered with the Everyone Graduates
Center at Johns Hopkins University.
This partnership, through direct
collaboration around the socio-emotional learning OPSTAT team, helped
us to identify when off-track indicators
emerged in the academic tenacity
trajectory of our students at the
elementary and middle school levels
and what interventions from grade to
grade could be most effective to bring
students back on track. Our Hoover
Middle School CRIS team, in particular, has been implementing a
micro-process intervention strategy
since August 2011.

LO OKIN G AH EAD
We are confident that SJUSD will
continue making advances on the most
persistent challenges to developing and
scaling a CRIS. The district will take
advantage of a new user-friendly data
warehouse and reporting tools to
position CRIS work and its offshoots
(like OPSTAT) so as to increase data
capture of online learning technologies
related to college readiness in the years
to come. SJUSD will continue to scale
out CRIS work and processes across
school sites and the central office
through OPSTAT district and site teams.
Efforts are also in place to validate our
high schools’ selection of indicators
and how they map to indicators at the
elementary and middle school levels, as
well as to explore the development of
predictive models around the CRIS
work. We will also forge ahead with
efforts to map out supports and
interventions and track these consistently through emerging data system
capabilities. The district is poised to
leverage the success and lessons learned
from CRIS efforts to date in order to
create a scalable framework that will
guide overall KPM efforts in data
collection and reporting; data-based
decision-making (use of data and
goal-setting based on measures’ cut
points); implementation strategies for
interventions and supports based on
the data analysis; and the extension of
CRIS work to other sites in conjunction with the roll-out of KPMs.
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College Readiness Indicator Systems Framework
Graciela N. Borsato, Jenny Nagaoka, and Ellen Foley

		

M

ore students than ever are
enrolling in college after
high school, but concerns
are growing among policymakers,
educational leaders, the business
community, and other stakeholders
because many of them are not
The authors wish to thank their colleagues
college ready, as evidenced by low rates
at the three CRIS research partner organizations for their helpful comments on this article. of college completion (Turner 2004).
The sense of urgency to close the gap
between college eligibility and college
success has been captured by the
Common Core State Standards,
explicitly designed to reflect “the
knowledge and skills that our young
people need for success in college
and careers.”1

A new framework from the CRIS initiative
provides guidance for schools and districts to
implement a system of indicators and supports
for students who are off track for postsecondary success.

1 See www.corestandards.org.

Graciela N. Borsato is a social science research associate at the John W. Gardner Center for Youth and
Their Communities at Stanford University. Jenny Nagaoka is deputy director of the University of
Chicago Consortium on Chicago School Research. Ellen Foley is former associate director for district
redesign and leadership at the Annenberg Institute for School Reform at Brown University.
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However, the ready availability of
data is just a starting point. Increasing
college readiness and success rates
among students, particularly historically underrepresented students, will
require ways to measure college
readiness that go beyond test scores
and grades. It will require indicator
systems that identify students who fall
off track and assess the effectiveness of
the supports and interventions used in
response. It will also require fostering a
culture of data inquiry in schools and
school systems and building the
capacity of administrators, educators,
and community partners to effectively
use data in supporting students.
2 The CRIS partners worked in three urban
school districts – Dallas Independent 		
School District, Pittsburgh Public Schools,
and San Jose Unified School District – and
one school support network, New Visions
for Public Schools in New York City, to
develop this framework. AISR also worked
with the School District of Philadelphia to
explore the partnerships that sustain college
readiness indicator systems.

“

Increasing college readiness and success

“

In the face of the higher expectations
embedded in the new standards, districts
must look beyond the goal of high
school graduation to ensure that their
students graduate ready for college and
career. To that end, an important task is
to link information about the performance of high school students to their
post-secondary enrollment and degree
attainment, and districts increasingly
have access to data that allows them to
do just that. The wealth of information
now available creates an unprecedented
opportunity for district administrators,
educators, and community partners to
monitor and support students in
attaining their educational aspirations.

rates among students, particularly historically underrepresented students, will

require ways to measure college readiness
that go beyond test scores and grades.

Furthermore, education stakeholders
need a framework to link a vision for
college readiness to specific and
multidimensional constructs of readiness, measurable and valid indicators,
data use, and supports and interventions. As partners in the College
Readiness Indicator Systems (CRIS)
initiative, the Annenberg Institute for
School Reform at Brown University, the
John W. Gardner Center for Youth and
Their Communities at Stanford
University, and the University of
Chicago Consortium on Chicago
School Research have worked with four
urban districts and one school support
network to develop and study the
implementation of a system of
indicators and supports designed to
significantly increase students’ readiness
to enter and succeed in college.2 This
collaborative work has helped deepen
our understanding of the interconnected elements and strategies necessary for
an effective college readiness indicator
system, which we describe in this article
as the CRIS framework.

The CRIS framework is meant to
provide guidance to district administrators, community partners, and
educators in building and implementing an indicator system that monitors
students and guides the allocation of
supports and resources to ensure that
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more students finish high school ready
to be successful in college and career.
The work of building this system in
response to new national college
readiness expectations is still in an
early stage, and in that spirit we will
share promising strategies emerging
from the experiences of the CRIS sites
in several CRIS tools and resources,
now in development, which will be
available in 2014.
T H E CR I S FR AM EWO R K :
A S YSTEM ATI C APPR O ACH TO
KE E P I NG STUDENTS O N TR ACK
F O R CO LLEGE R EADI NESS
Many school systems already have in
place “early warning systems” to keep
their students on track to high school
graduation.3 The CRIS framework
builds upon and enhances existing
early warning systems in several ways.
First, CRIS looks beyond high school
graduation and college eligibility to
target college readiness. Moreover,
most monitoring systems currently in
use focus on academic preparation,
as defined by a limited number of
academic measures such as course
credit and grade point average. But
educators are increasingly aware that
academic content alone is not enough
to ensure success. CRIS conceptualizes
college readiness not just as academic
preparation but also as the knowledge,
3	
In a previous issue of Voices in Urban 		
Education presenting the CRIS work Oded
Gurantz and Graciela Borsato (2012) of the
Gardner Center outlined an early version
of the CRIS framework (see http://vue.
annenberginstitute.org/issues/35/buildingand-implementing). This article
incorporates and refines some of the
material from that earlier version.
4 For a review of the research on noncognitive
factors, see Nagaoka et al. in this issue of
VUE. For a concrete example of the need to
go beyond academic preparation, see Jayda
Batchelder and Courtnee Benford’s piece
in this issue of VUE on Education Opens
Doors in Dallas.
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beliefs, and attitudes necessary to
access college and be successful once in
college.4
Second, the CRIS framework recognizes that indicators are needed at three
levels: individual (student), setting
(school), and system (district). Individual-level indicators help identify
students who need support. Settingand system-level indicators serve to
monitor whether the conditions are
in place to promote college readiness
and inform decision-making (e.g.,
allocation of resources; design of
new policies) when those conditions
are not met.
Finally, CRIS recognizes that the
responsibility for making college
readiness supports available goes
beyond the district. The CRIS indicators and their respective cycles of
inquiry can serve to mobilize efforts by
the district and its community partners
to establish a citywide network of
college readiness supports directly
aligned with the needs identified in the
student population. Indicators and
cycles of inquiry also serve to monitor
the effectiveness of those supports. In
this way, CRIS affords flexibility and
attention to local variation in needs,
capacity, and opportunities and guides
use of resources available in the
community to provide the supports
and interventions that prove to be
most effective for college readiness.
FRAMEWORK COMP ON EN T S
The CRIS framework, depicted in
Figure 1, provides a conceptual
foundation for the development and
implementation of college readiness
indicator systems.

Figure 1. The CRIS Framework
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include student self-discipline and
the extent to which teachers press
students for effort and rigor.

Student Background Characteristics

Implicit in the framework is an
understanding of college readiness as
• College knowledge is the knowledge
multifaceted, encompassing not just
base and contextual skills that enable
academic preparation but also the
students to successfully access and
knowledge, skills, attitudes,S OC
andIO- C ULT UR A L navigate
C O N TE XTcollege. Examples of college
behaviors necessary to access college
knowledge
indicators are students’
School And Classroom Context
and overcome obstacles on the road to
knowledge of the financial requirepost-secondary success. Accordingly,
ments for college and high schools’
Academic Mindsets
the CRIS framework features indicapromotion of a college-going culture.
tors to target three distinct yet
Skillsreadiness Academic Perseverance
Learning Strategies
interdependent Social
college
Students, Schools, and Systems:
dimensions: academic preparedness,
A Tri-level Approach
college knowledge, and academic Academic Behaviors
tenacity.
Another unique feature of the CRIS
framework is its tri-level approach
• Academic preparedness refers to
key Performance
Academic
premised on the idea that solely considacademic content knowledge and
ering indicators of student-level
cognitive strategies needed to
outcomes does not suffice to fully
succeed in doing college-level work.
understand how to promote college
Examples of indicators of academic
readiness. The tri-level perspective
preparedness are GPA and availabilposits that the consideration of context
ity of Advanced Placement courses.
is critical to monitor whether the
conditions (i.e., resources, practices,
• Academic tenacity refers to the
policies) are in place to promote
underlying beliefs and attitudes that
college readiness and to inform how
drive student achievement. Attento correct action when they are not.
dance and disciplinary infractions
A comprehensive indicator system
are often used as proxies for acathus includes:
demic tenacity; other indicators
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• A
 t the individual level, indicators
measure students’ personal progress
toward college readiness. In addition
to courses and credits, individuallevel indicators include knowledge
about college requirements and
students’ goals for learning.
• A
 t the setting level, indicators track
the resources and opportunities for
students provided by their school.
These include teachers’ efforts to
push students to high levels of
academic performance, a high
school’s college-going culture, and
availability of Advanced Placement
courses.
• A
 t the system level, the focus of the
indicators is on district policy and
funding infrastructure that impact
the availability of college readiness
supports, including guidance
counselors, professional development
for teachers, and resources to
support effective data generation and
use. System-level indicators are
crucial in that they signal the extent
to which district-level resources are
in place to carry out an effective
college readiness agenda.
The three dimensions of college
readiness, when combined with the
three levels, give rise to a 3 x 3 matrix
that we call the “CRIS Menu.” The
indicators in the CRIS menu reflect an
extensive review of the research
literature on high school factors that
predict college readiness. By selecting
indicators from the CRIS menu that are
directly relevant to their own context,
districts construct an indicator system
that is evidence-based and attuned to
their unique goals and priorities.5
5 See Gurantz and Borsato (2012) for an early
version of the CRIS menu and examples of
how districts might use it. A new version, in
	development, is scheduled for release in 2014.

32

Annenberg Institute for School Reform

Tying the Indicators to Supports
In addition to indicators, organized
into three dimensions and three levels,
the CRIS framework features college
readiness supports. These refer to
programs or activities that are enacted
in order to effect some intended change
in performance, behavior, or environment. In some cases, supports target
students (e.g., tutoring program;
workshop on how to complete the Free
Application for Federal Student Aid, or
FAFSA) and in others they target adults
(e.g., availability of a data coach who
can facilitate staff conversations about
data; professional development for
teachers around college readiness).
The cycle of inquiry process, depicted
as the consecutive circular arrows in
Figure 1, is the mechanism that
connects indicators with supports.
The cycle of inquiry serves to:
• g uide the process of identifying
students (the individual level) who
need help and connecting them with
the appropriate supports (e.g.,
tutoring, counseling, etc.);
• enable

stakeholders to examine
whether resources are available (e.g.,
data infrastructure, professional
development for teachers) and
policies in place (e.g., consistent
attendance policy) at the setting
(school) and system (district) levels
to promote college readiness;
• help

leadership establish effective
processes and structures for using
indicators.
Ultimately, close monitoring of
indicators and timely action as appropriate will increase the chances that
more students attain the combination
of skills, knowledge, and attitudes
needed by the time they finish high
school in order to access college and
succeed once they are in college.

The process of using indicators to
monitor progress toward college readiness and to activate supports and
interventions when needed is embedded
in the community, policy, and higher
education context, represented by the
larger background rectangle. The context
captures outer conditions that impact
– positively or negatively – the ability of
students to be college ready. These
include the current state and local
education policy around college readiness
(e.g., high school graduation requirements; availability, accessibility, and
affordability of higher education) and the
extent of collaboration across multiple
sectors of the community (including
those that interact with the district) to
build college readiness partnerships,
share data, and establish mutual priorities to support college readiness.
Some of these contextual conditions
are within the locus of control of
district leaders; some are not. Either
way, they influence how college
readiness is defined, developed, and
deployed in a school district. Combined with system-level indicators, the
context shapes how effectively CRIS
can be implemented, who is involved
in it, and what kinds of resources and
supports are available to them.
B U IL D IN G A C OLLEGE
R EA D IN E S S IN D I CATO R SY STEM
The process of building a CRIS
involves much more than a district
selecting indicators from the CRIS
Menu that are directly relevant to its
strategic mission and current priorities.
A successful CRIS district will carefully
plan the timeline for data collection
and analysis, assess and respond to
data infrastructure needs, and assign
staff roles and responsibilities associated with indicators. In other words,
the district maps the conditions for
each indicator that will allow for its
systematic and effective use. This
process may sound simple in theory

but it is challenging in practice. Its
importance, however, cannot be
overstated.
This close examination of a given
indicator also allows for the identification of potential challenges and
bottlenecks when it comes to actually
using the indicator to inform action,
including human resistance to change
and internal politics, and taking
proactive steps to handle those effectively. Concerns may also be uncovered
about the quality of the currently
available data (e.g., the way in which
student attendance is collected varies
across schools) or about capacity issues
around collecting and understanding
data (e.g., training is needed to bring
teachers up to speed with a new
student information system). Similarly,
system strengths may be identified that
support the transition from data to
action, such as a districtwide culture
of data use that is already in place.
Ultimately, the challenge of developing
an effective CRIS involves more than
the presence or absence of valid,
reliable, relevant indicators. It requires
attention to issues of data use – how to
support action – which, if not addressed up front, are bound to
jeopardize CRIS efforts. It also requires
examination of the supports that adults
in the system need in order to collect,
use, and act on data. Administrators
and teachers need time to reflect on
the meaning of data and to know what
questions their data can and cannot
answer or how to interpret complex
relationships in the data. The users –
administrators, board members,
teachers, parents, students – of the
CRIS must be involved in its development and implementation. This
involvement will likely facilitate the
emergence of a common language and
common set of goals around college
readiness, ensure buy-in, and also
increase the chances that the end
product meets users’ needs and will
be sustained and deepened.
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U S ING A CO LLEGE R EADI NESS
IN D ICATO R SY STEM : THE
C YCLE O F I NQ UI RY
Building a culture within organizations
around data use depends on having a
process for data inquiry that guides
how data are used and the adoption of
supports and policies around college
readiness. The cycle of inquiry illustrates what data use looks like in action
and helps guide what components are
needed for an effective data system.
We have identified six stages in the
cycle of inquiry (Figure 1) for any
given indicator selected by a district
from the CRIS Menu:
1. Take stock and prioritize
2. Identify
3. Plan
4.	Implement strategies, policies, and
interventions
5.	Monitor progress and adjust as
needed
6. Analyze results
The first two steps of the cycle occur at
the beginning of each school year, For a
given indicator, the district takes stock
of student population patterns relative
to that indicator across schools and
prioritizes actions to take. A parallel
process occurs at the school level,
where each school takes stock of where
it is with regard to that indicator – data
collected, supports available, procedures in place, etc., and prioritizes
actions. The school then identifies and
examines its own students relative to
the target indicator in order to organize
information for planning, since the
population of students can change each
year. Schools can also create lists of
students who may require additional
monitoring and support.
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At the district level, the third step, plan,
involves determining what resources
are available to each school to serve
students, particularly subgroups with
specific needs (e.g., AP courses for
students with a GPA above 3.0), and
what barriers may exist to developing
and carrying out a plan for providing
additional resources or guidance. The
district can also set college readiness
goals for each school based on their
student characteristics identified in the
previous step. At the school level,
student data should be organized to set
long-term and intermediary goals and
benchmarks, and the supports, interventions, and policies needed to meet
those goals should be planned.
Throughout the school year, as districts
and schools implement the strategies,
interventions, and policies, data should
be collected so that the district and
schools can monitor progress and
make adjustments as needed. It is
critical that the data systems are
organized to provide timely and easily
accessible data to schools so they can
monitor progress toward goals and
adjust policies, supports, and interventions. Educators should closely watch
the progress of students and identify
and diagnose which students need
additional supports.
Finally, at the end of the school year,
the district and schools analyze results
and assess schools’ performance on
indicators and their progress toward
goals, paying close attention to the
performance of subgroups. The analysis
of results also lays the groundwork for
plans for following year. Data inquiry is
an ongoing process that allows districts
and schools to use information to refine
and improve their college readiness
efforts across school years.

S U M M A RY
The CRIS framework is intended as
a tool to help districts and schools
implement the conditions, processes,
and supports needed to increase the
number of students who finish high
school ready to be successful in college.
This means intervening early and
matching identified students with the
supports they need – but also addressing the skills, capacities, and attitudes
of adults working in all parts of the
school system.
Changing cultures and the policies and
practices they reinforce often requires
engaging stakeholders about the
imperative for setting new goals and
for using data aligned with the district’s
current needs, rather than historical
ones. It requires a system with the
willingness and resources to develop
ongoing cycles of inquiry that use data
about college readiness to inform
policy and practice. And it requires
data about individual, school, and
system levels, as well as across the
dimensions of college readiness:
academic preparation, academic
tenacity, and college knowledge.

and adjust college readiness supports
and help more and more students leave
high school ready to succeed.
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Increasing the college readiness and
success rates for currently underrepresented populations such as low-income
students, students of color, immigrants,
and first-generation students also
challenges decades of historical
inequities and systemic disadvantages.
Districts must then use CRIS in tandem
with efforts to foster cultures, attitudes,
and beliefs that reinforce the need to
provide for all what was once reserved
for some. It is important to recognize
that shifting cultures and long-established processes and behaviors takes
time and an improvement in outcomes
will not be immediate. The investment
is worthwhile, though, given that
college readiness indicator systems not
only provide the means to measure
college readiness, but also develop the
long-term capacity to spur, evaluate,
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The Pittsburgh Promise: A Community’s
Commitment to Its Young People
		

Saleem Ghubril

A community organization has mobilized resources to make a promise to every
public school student in Pittsburgh: if you do well in school, we’ll help with
the financial burden of attending college.

T

he nonprofit community-based
organization Pittsburgh Promise
aims to help revitalize Pittsburgh and its public school system by
offering college scholarships to any
Pittsburgh Public School graduate who
meets the academic requirements.
Executive director Saleem Ghubril
spoke with VUE guest editor Jacob
Mishook about his organization’s
successes and challenges.

Q
A

What was the impetus for
the creation of the Pittsburgh
Promise?

Like many other promise
programs from different cities,
we launched the Pittsburgh Promise
because in addition to wanting to
transform the quality of public educa-

tion in the city and make higher
education accessible to our urban kids,
we wanted to have something which
might help us reverse decades-long
population and enrollment declines. In
the fifty years prior to the Promise, the
city of Pittsburgh lost about 60 percent
of its population and similarly, Pittsburgh Public Schools lost about 60
percent of its enrollment. So our hope
with the Promise was to add fuel to the
school reform work that was then
taking place and is still taking place
today, to make higher education
accessible but also give an incentive to
families who already were in our city
and had their kids enrolled in our
schools to stay, as well as for those who
weren’t in our city and in our schools
to consider relocating and enrolling.

Saleem Ghubril is executive director of the Pittsburgh Promise.
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Q
A

Has the Promise helped stem
the exodus of families from
Pittsburgh?

That’s really hard to answer
for a number of reasons. Not
enough time has passed for there to be
a dramatic change at the macro level
– population, enrollment, economy,
work force. Those are among the
long-term goals of the Promise. Also,
it’s really hard to draw a cause-andeffect conclusion that because of the
Promise people are now staying in the
city, enrolling their kids, and coming
to the city.
What I can say, however, without an
ounce of hesitation, is that in the last
two years, for the first time in fifty
years, the population of Pittsburgh
grew again. So the five-decades-long
population decline seems to have come
to a stop and the population is growing, though the numbers are small. The
rapid decline in the enrollment of the
district has also slowed down, and in
the last two years we’ve seen enrollment in kindergarten grow by 7 and
11 percent respectively. Those are
encouraging things.
The RAND Corporation did an evaluation of the impact of the Promise, and
they interviewed or surveyed nearly
500 families who have enrolled their
kids in Pittsburgh public schools since
the inception of the Promise and
enrolled them in middle school.1 In
other words, they had school-aged children before the Promise and their kids
weren’t in Pittsburgh Public Schools,
and RAND attempted to find out why
they have since enrolled their kids. The
families cited three reasons. The most
often-cited reason was the Promise.
The second and third reasons, which
were really close second and third,
were the reform work that took place
in the district and the diversity of both
culture and programs that Pittsburgh
1 S ee www.rand.org/pubs/monographs/
MG1139.html.

Public Schools offer that other regional
systems don’t.

Q
A

What drew you to the work of
the Pittsburgh Promise?

My wife and I moved to
Pittsburgh in 1984 to start a
youth organization. We were hired by
a local church to start a youth outreach. We thought we would be here
for three to five years and then go
somewhere else, but we didn’t end up
going anywhere else. I led that agency,
called the Pittsburgh Project, from
1985 till 2008. The work of the
Pittsburgh Project focuses on the
community, fixing houses and providing affordable housing for seniors and
poor people and also youth development. It focuses on the micro level –
on the individual child, the individual
family, the individual senior citizen,
and individual housing.
In December 2007 at our annual
holiday party for our donors for the
Pittsburgh Project, in my closing
speech I said that I’m no longer content
fixing houses for seniors on streets that
remain unsafe for them. I’m no longer
content helping kids with their homework and sending them to schools that
are failing them. And then I closed by
saying if we really care about these
populations, then we have to not shift
focus but add to our focus some
emphasis on the systems that impact
our kids and our seniors the most and
in particular, public schools and
neighborhoods. And I closed by saying
I don’t know how we’re going to go
about doing that, but expect me in
twelve months at the next holiday
party to report back to you on our
plan going forward. In April 2008,
four months later, I was approached
about leading the Pittsburgh Promise.
That, for me, was one of those moments where I thought, maybe it’s not
the Pittsburgh Project that needs to
make a shift from the micro to the
macro, from the individuals to the
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system, maybe it’s a personal shift that
I would make.
A C OM M I TM ENT TO THE
YO UNG PEO PLE
O F P I TTSB UR GH

Q
A

 ho does the Pittsburgh Promise
W
serve, and through what kind of
activities?

The Pittsburgh Promise is its
own freestanding nonprofit
organization. While we work very
closely with Pittsburgh Public Schools
as their key partner, and they are our
key partner, we are not organizationally and structurally a part of
Pittsburgh Public Schools. The Promise
is really a kind of partnership between
the city of Pittsburgh and Pittsburgh
Public Schools, the University of
Pittsburgh Medical Center, and the
Pittsburgh Foundation. We exist to
serve kids who live in any one of our
ninety urban neighborhoods in the city
and attend any one of our fifty-seven
traditional public schools or eight or
nine public charter schools.

Q
A

How many students has the
Promise served?

In the last five years we have
provided scholarships to about
4,100 students, and those scholarships
added up to just over $36 million in the
last five years. Our students have gone
to 107 different higher education
institutions in the Commonwealth of
Pennsylvania. Some are public, some
are private, some are four-year, some
are two-year, some are trade or technical, some are faith-based, some are
secular, but basically every accredited
post-secondary institution in Pennsylvania is eligible to receive Promise
scholars and Promise scholarships.
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Q
A

What is the Promise’s financial
commitment to students?

We have committed to up to
$10,000 per year. We reward
longevity. Those who’ve been with us
in the district and in our city from
kindergarten, they get the maximum,
which is $10,000. As kids started with
us or moved into the city in elementary
school, they get 95 percent, middle
school they get 85 percent, and if they
started with us on day one of ninth
grade, they get 75 percent. So the range
of the annual scholarship is between
$7,500 and $10,000. It’s substantial,
and it’s enough to give pause if you’re
thinking about pulling your kid out of
the city schools or moving out of the
city. If you have more than one child,
say you have three children, suddenly
it’s a $120,000 college trust fund that
you have for your kids. It’s a gamechanger for many.

Q
A

 ave you had to turn any
H
students away because of the
financial crisis?

The Pittsburgh community’s
support of the Promise has been
absolutely breathtaking, considering
the economic realities of the last five
years. In each of the last five years, we
raised more each year than we spent.
But that was the original funding
model of the Promise, which was and
continues to be that we raise more each
year than we actually spend, and then
we invest the balance in an endowment
for future scholarships. We have
established a small and growing
endowment that has about $50
million in it right now.
We haven’t turned anybody away and
hopefully, with hard work and God’s
grace we will continue that trend and
not turn anyone away. At the Promise
basically our message is if you meet the
criteria, you get it – it’s not a competitive thing where a thousand kids apply

for 300 scholarships – and so far we’ve
been able to honor that. And, of course,
our board and I are deeply concerned
about the sustainability of the model, so
hardly a week goes by where I don’t
have a meeting where we look very
closely at the long-term projections. The
question that haunts us all is, right now
we’re talking about the Promise right
now to every kid in Pittsburgh public
schools – what has to happen for us to
ensure that the current pre-kindergartners are guaranteed a scholarship when
they graduate? That’s priority one. We
have a clear path forward to honor that
commitment but our hope is to be able
to honor it for longer than today’s
pre-K class.
T H E C H A L L E N G ES O F
P RE PA RIN G S T UDENTS FO R
C O L L E G E IN A N UR B AN
S E T T IN G

Q
A

 hat kind of challenges do the
W
Promise Scholars have in higher
education?

Many of our kids are not
adequately prepared. They are
graduating from urban schools – some
of our fifty-seven schools are preparing
their kids remarkably well, and some
are very poorly preparing their kids. So
the quality of our schools varies, and
therefore the quality of the experience
that our kids are having in terms of
success in post-secondary institutions
varies significantly.
Our students’ college knowledge is also
a challenge, in terms of their persistence, our students’ study skills, their
expectations about what kind of time
they should spend each day on studying, seeking help, managing their time,
managing their money, managing their
stress. The fact that they have to buy
books – for many that’s proven to be a
surprise. So we need to do a better job
equipping our kids with the right kind
of college knowledge before they leave

our secondary schools. Lots of our kids
are first-generation college students –
that’s not unusual in urban districts
– and families have underestimated
what it takes for the student to be
successful. Sometimes there are too
many demands from home on the kid’s
time that pull the kid away from
focusing on their education.
Many of our kids have to keep
part-time jobs, and some full-time. I
know one student who carried three
part-time jobs throughout her four
years of college and still finished
– remarkably, in four years. Part of it is
an economic issue, when a full half of
our kids have a zero expected family
contribution on their FAFSA application. Another 25 percent have such a
low EFC [expected family contribution] that they’re eligible for a Pell
grant or a need-based grant.
Some lack the drive. They got the
scholarship, and they met the minimum requirements to get the
scholarship with no problem – it’s that
they didn’t necessarily have the drive to
pursue higher education. So we learned
about one kid who went to buy books
then deregistered because the line at
the bookstore was too long.
How many of the students end up with
substantial student debt?

Q
A

That’s a reality in every community, and certainly a reality for
us. The total cost of attendance
to any one of the state universities in
Pennsylvania is about $15,000 a year.
Half of our kids have a zero expected
family contribution, and 82 percent are
eligible for Pell [federal] or state grants.
So many of them are getting $8,000 or
$8,500, the maximum, combined Pell
or state grants. So if they choose to go
to any one of our state schools, they
get $8,000 from the federal government and the state government by way
of free money. Our $10,000 can take
them the distance, and they can
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graduate without any debt. The only
money they have to have is to buy a
bus ticket or get a ride to get to the
school and back.
Those who have the ability to get
accepted to more selective schools and
more expensive schools usually also get
some institutional aid. The state
universities don’t have institutional aid.
Right now we have about fifteen or
eighteen kids at the University of
Pennsylvania. We have forty-five kids
at Carnegie Mellon University. The full
cost of attendance there is around
$50,000 to $55,000. If they get the
$8,000 from federal or state governments and our $10,000, they still have
a huge gap to fill. But those institutions
give pretty substantial institutional aid
to help students to cover the gap. And
those kids are more likely to borrow
money than not. But they’re going to
great schools that prepare them for
future success.
The group that I get much more
concerned about are those who are
being heavily recruited by some
institutions that are expensive to
attend, there’s not substantial financial
aid, and they’re not being adequately
prepared for post-secondary success.
Those students who fall prey to that
tend to be our most vulnerable
population of students. We try to
address that by our magazine articles
and by our speeches but without
saying, don’t go to this type of institution or that one by name.
W O R K I NG WI TH PARTNER S

Q
A

How do you work with Pittsburgh
Public Schools?

The Promise’s success is very
directly linked to the Pittsburgh
Public Schools’ success. The Promise
can access and open doors of opportunity, but preparation for post-secondary
success is provided by the Pittsburgh
Public Schools. Thankfully, they are a
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very willing and active partner in this
work. So the current conversation that
we’re having is focusing on ensuring
three things. First, we are looking at
Promise eligibility at the basic, minimum standards, which is simply
maintaining a 2.5 cumulative GPA and
90 percent school attendance. However,
Promise eligibility does not equal
college readiness. So the next focus is
college readiness, which has three
components. One is academic readiness. We think that while 2.5 and 90
percent gets you a scholarship, aiming
for a 3.0 or higher and 95 percent
attendance gives you a higher rate of
return in terms of success in college.
Second, college readiness includes
greater preparation in college knowledge. We have one school, for example,
that requires their juniors and seniors
to take a half a credit course in their
junior year and half a credit course in
their senior year that’s all about
post-secondary preparation and college
knowledge. The third component is
about the aspirations, dreams, behaviors, and habits of students.

Q
A

Is there any data you wish you
had that the district isn’t able to
provide?

Because we have such a great
relationship with the district,
there’s hardly anything we ask for that
we don’t get. We may not get it as
quickly as we would like – sometimes
we have to stand in line – but I
understand that those folks are
working about as hard as they can.
Our district had to lay off five hundred
employees in the last year and a half
due to budget cuts. Many of them are
teachers, but our superintendent made
really bold student-centered decisions
to make the very first set of substantial
cuts from central administration,
where the immediate impact won’t be
felt quite as quickly by students. Then,
eventually, we have to get to the
classroom. Nearly three hundred teach-

ers were furloughed last year. We are
well aware that the IT staff and the
data staff are working much harder
than they were previously and there are
fewer than there used to be. We don’t
get things quickly, but we get them.

Q
A

How does the Promise work with
institutes of higher education?

It’s been interesting to see which
institutes of higher education
seem to be motivated by the Promise
and which are not. Not surprisingly,
the very large universities, like the
University of Pittsburgh and Penn
State, though they have a significant
number of our students, our students
represent a small sliver of their student
population. We don’t necessarily see
the personalization that we see at either
smaller state universities or smaller
liberal arts, four-year private schools
like California University of Pennsylvania, or Indiana University, the
University of Pennsylvania, or
Edinboro University, also a small state
university, and other private schools
like Robert Morris University, Franklin
and Marshall University, and Point
Park University. There are others, but
for those institutions there is a higher
degree of personal attention that we’re
seeing toward the Promise scholars.
Of course, they’re motivated by doing
what’s in the best interest of the kids,
but they see that there is a business
opportunity that the Promise provides
to smaller private schools and more
expensive schools by making their
schools more accessible with our
scholarships. They are working harder
at recruiting our students. But to us,
even more important than that, they’re
working harder at figuring out ways to
retain our students, and some have
started school clubs that are just for
the Promise scholars. They want to
retain this population of students for
lots of reasons. They add diversity to
the student body. They come with
money in hand. They’re graduating

from an urban district that is re-engineering itself. They’re pushing those
services to students rather than letting
them happen passively.

Q
A

 ow do you work with the local
H
nonprofit and community-based
organizations in Pittsburgh?

We have direct interaction with
dozens of nonprofit organizations and afterschool programs. I
occasionally get phone calls from
foundation executives who say to me,
“We are looking at a proposal from
such and such an agency. Are they
partnering with the Promise?” My
answer almost always is that anybody
who is working with students who live
in our urban neighborhoods and go to
our urban schools and is providing
some educational support is a partner.
In some cases, these are very informal
partnerships that are centered more on
the common mission. But in other
cases, it’s a much more formal partnership where we might even have a
contract to buy a service or support
a service with an existing nonprofit.
For example, right now we are working with twenty-five other agencies,
including the department of human
services, the United Way, the City of
Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh Public Schools,
A+ schools, which is kind of the
watchdog organization here, the Office
of Childhood Development at the
University of Pittsburgh, and other
partners that are focusing on a campaign to eliminate chronic absenteeism
in our schools.
We work with a whole assortment of
mentoring organizations to run a
program that we call Be a Middle
School Mentor. The goal of that
program is to put 2,000 adult volunteers who spend forty-five minutes a
week, every week for the whole school
year, in school with one middle school
student. The focus of that initiative is
all about Promise eligibility and
readiness but also to begin to put
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together some habits and some
patterns, some behaviors, some
priorities in place in middle school
that could result in moving the needle
in later years.
W O R K HAR D, AI M HI GH,
D O N ’ T GI VE UP

Q
A

What can other communities
learn from the Pittsburgh
Promise?

In a way, we promised the moon
at the beginning. And now that
we’ve been doing it for five years, I’ve
asked myself a few times if we’ve
over-promised. The work has been
really hard. I think there’s a reason
why some people have given up on
urban public education, because it’s
really a tough nut to crack. We have
not given up on urban public education. We can’t with a clear conscience
give up on urban public education.
So our commitment is unwavering, but
the recognition of how big this giant is,
how hard it is to slay it, I grow more
aware of that with each passing day. I
would personally prefer to err on the
side of big dreams and big aspirations
and big vision and miss them, rather
than aim for that which is guaranteed
and reach it. So I want to tell other
communities: sure, dream big, aim
high, work hard, don’t give up, but
don’t expect it to be easy. Transforming urban public education,
transforming quality of life in urban
neighborhoods, and raising the money
to make it happen, all from private
sources – those are daunting tasks.
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THE PROVIDENCE CHILDREN
AND YOUTH CABINET
Angela Romans and Rebecca Boxx
Angela Romans is a principal associate in district redesign and leadership at the Annenberg Institute
for School Reform at Brown University (AISR). Rebecca Boxx is a principal associate at AISR and
director of the Children and Youth Cabinet in Providence, Rhode Island.
While the battle rages at the national and local level about education reform and the most effective
way to introduce change, a diverse group of stakeholders in Providence, Rhode Island, are collaborating in innovative ways to address the issue of college and career readiness.
The Providence Children and Youth Cabinet (CYC) is a coalition of more than seventy agencies and
institutions dedicated to improving results for the city’s youngest residents from cradle to career. One
of the CYC’s work groups, High School to College and Career (HSCC), represents higher education,
community-based youth development and college access organizations, business/workforce development, the public school district, the state education department, and other stakeholders. Led by AISR’s
Angela Romans and Rhode Island KIDS COUNT’s Stephanie Geller, HSCC’s goal is to generate
real-world solutions to support college readiness. The group has supported the district’s participation
in the U.S. Department of Education’s FAFSA Completion Project and developed communications tools
for a district campaign around new, more challenging and controversial state high school graduation
requirements. With the CYC housed at AISR, Providence is able to learn and apply lessons directly
from the College Readiness Indicator Systems project, described in this issue of VUE.
Two innovative approaches gaining traction in Providence have implications for other communities
embarking upon a collective college readiness strategy. The first is a unique mechanism to share
student-level data in order to tailor community-based and school-based supports for college-bound
students. For decades, the inability of youth-serving agencies to understand the needs of their clients
has lead to a “spray and pray” approach to programs and services with limited impact. Under a
partnership service agreement with Providence Public Schools (PPSD) and using a new district data
platform developed by Richer Picture, a software developer that helps schools to use technology to
personalize teaching and learning, a consortium of HSCC members will not only be able to access data
in real time to provide services, but will also reciprocate by providing the school department information to evaluate the effectiveness of different interventions.
This approach has allowed another innovation to emerge: a case management strategy for college
readiness. Often employed in a mental health or family stability context, case management is also
effective in bringing together partners to provide wraparound supports for students. In this system,
HSCC members will intentionally provide specific supports aligned to students’ personal graduation
plans, focusing on college readiness. The vision for a case management model for college and career
readiness at PPSD came initially from Superintendent Susan Lusi. In its execution, the case management model will build the framework for what AISR refers to as a smart education system* – a school
district and multiple cross-sector stakeholders working in partnership to provide a comprehensive web
of opportunities and supports for its students, inside and outside of schools – focused on college
readiness.
The potential benefits of the innovations are many. With real-time data and a case management
system, organizations can tailor their services more effectively to meet students’ needs, prioritize
delivery to the neediest students and schools, and better document and quantify their impact.
* See http://annenberginstitute.org/about/smart-education-systems.
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The school district can finally understand which students are being served by the wide range of
community organizations working in schools, evaluate which services are working well for kids, and
identify and fill gaps in student supports and interventions. The model puts the district in a position to
truly achieve college readiness for all by equitably matching school and community supports and
interventions with student needs across the district.
We do anticipate challenges with these innovations. PPSD, like most urban districts, is stretched thin in
many ways and may face capacity issues around coordinating the case management model at scale.
Funding to support the ongoing use of Richer Picture data past a one-year pilot is still being sought.
And many in the district are feeling the strain of the new high school graduation requirements, which
could be seen by some as a competing priority to preparing students for college.
As a cradle-to-career collective, however, CYC’s HSCC work group members are helping keep the
conversation focused past the immediate urgency in the district around high school graduation rates
toward a broader vision for college and career readiness for all. Through pioneering college readiness
case management buttressed by access to real-time, student-level data, we are building a system to
ensure that our children and youth have equitable access to myriad community resources to prepare
them for post-secondary opportunities and life in the twenty-first century.
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Readiness for College: The Role of
Noncognitive Factors and Context
J enny Nagaoka, Camille A. Farrington, Melissa Roderick,
Elaine Allensworth, Tasha Seneca Keyes, David W. Johnson,
and Nicole O. Beechum
Research has shown that in addition to academic
knowledge, a variety of noncognitive skills are
essential to students’ post-secondary success.
Note: This article is adapted from
Farrington et al., Teaching Adolescents
to Become Learners. The Role of
Noncognitive Factors in Shaping School
Performance: A Critical Literature
Review (Chicago: CCSR, 2012).

R

esearch shows that the economic payoff for having a
college degree, versus a high
school diploma, is higher than ever
(Carnavale, Rose & Cheah 2011).
Youth in the United States have an
understanding of this new economic
dynamic; almost all high school
students now say they expect to enroll
in college (Engle 2007). However,
despite large increases in college
enrollment in the past fifteen years,
completion rates have barely moved
(U.S. Department of Education 2012).
For the first time in U.S. history,
retirees have greater levels of educa-

tional attainment than young adults
entering the workforce (OECD 2013).
A host of education policies, enacted
with the hope of reversing this trend by
increasing academic demands, are now
being implemented across the country,
from raising graduation requirements
to increasing participation in advanced
coursework. More recently, the
Common Core and Next Generation
Science Standards are being instituted
in states across the country,1 with the
expectation that an articulated framework of content knowledge and core
academic skills will lead to high school
graduates who are better prepared for
college and the workforce. These
efforts to increase academic demands
have largely coalesced around the term
college ready.
1 As of September 2013, the Common Core
State Standards are being adopted by fortyfive states, the District of Columbia, and
four territories.

Jenny Nagaoka is deputy director of the University of Chicago Consortium on Chicago School
Research (CCSR). Camille A. Farrington is a research associate (assistant professor) at the University
of Chicago, School of Social Service Administration (SSA). Melissa Roderick is the Hermon Dunlap
Smith Professor at the University of Chicago SSA and a senior director at CCSR. Elaine Allensworth is
Lewis-Sebring director of CCSR. Tasha Seneca Keyes is a research assistant at CCSR. David W.
Johnson is associate director of post-secondary studies at the University of Chicago SSA and CCSR.
Nicole O. Beechum is a research assistant at CCSR.
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While most policy efforts have focused
on increasing academic preparation,
there is also a growing recognition that
being ready for college means not only
building students’ content knowledge
and academic skills, but also fostering a
host of noncognitive factors – sets of
behaviors, skills, attitudes, and strategies that are crucial to students’
academic performance and persistence
in post-secondary education.2
A range of studies have found that
noncognitive factors have a direct
positive relationship to students’ school
performance as well as their future
outcomes. Nobel prize-winning
economist James Heckman (Heckman
& Rubinstein 2001) popularized the
term noncognitive and argues that
beyond academic knowledge and
technical skills, noncognitive factors
such as motivation, time management,
and self-regulation are critical for later
life outcomes, including success in the
labor market. While there are decades
of research on the myriad factors that
have been tied to later academic and
job market success, it is difficult for
school practitioners to know how all of
these factors fit together to affect
students’ success.
2 For example, David Conley (2013)
lists four areas of college readiness:
cognitive strategies, content knowledge,
transition knowledge and skills, and
learning skills and techniques. The
College Readiness Indicator System
initiative recognizes three areas of college
readiness: academic preparation, academic
tenacity, and college knowledge. See
Borsato, Nagaoka, and Foley’s article in
this issue of VUE for more information.
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This article summarizes a review by the
University of Chicago Consortium on
Chicago School Research (CCSR) that
brought together hundreds of studies of
factors that have been tied to academic
success into a coherent framework of
noncognitive factors (Farrington et al.
2012). The review paid close attention
to identifying which noncognitive
factors matter for students’ long-term
success, clarifying why and how these
factors matter, and determining if these
factors are malleable and responsive to
context and how they are related to
each other. The goal of the literature
review was to develop a coherent and
evidence-based framework for considering the role of noncognitive factors in
increasing student attainment and to
identify critical gaps in the knowledge
base and in the link between research
and practice. Parts of that review are
excerpted here.
The CCSR review also suggests that
post-secondary performance and
persistence depends not only on the
readiness of the individual student, but
also the context of the college and the
extent to which there is a fit between a
student’s needs and the college environment. This calls for a more expansive
understanding of noncognitive factors
and college readiness, looking beyond
individual-level skills to consider the
ways students interact with the educational context within which they are
situated, and the effects of these
interactions on students’ attitudes,
motivation, and performance. Major
life transitions like starting college
require students to adapt to new
experiences and meet changing academic demands. This suggests that
efforts to promote educational attainment need to be mindful of not just the
cognitive and noncognitive skills that
make students “ready for college,” but
also college choice and the role colleges
play in supporting students in the
pursuit of their educational aspirations.

knowledge and academic skills. Conversely, if a student thoroughly masters
the material in a course but does not
turn in assignments, the teacher would
be unable to judge what the student
knows or is capable of doing.

T H E N O N C O G N I TI VE
F RA M E W O RK

The noncognitive framework, depicted
in Figure 1, was designed to synthesize
the vast array of research literature on
a wide range of concepts, clarify their
As students begin college, the structures
meanings, and reconcile disparities
and supports that existed in the high
between researchers from different
school context to guide them toward
disciplinary backgrounds. Five general
positive academic behaviors may not
categories of noncognitive factors
be available, and some students may
emerged from the review, each of
struggle as a result. Context, as well as
which has been shown to be related
students’ access to learning strategies
to academic performance: academic
and their mindsets about academic
behaviors, academic perseverance,
work and the college setting, all play a
social skills, learning strategies, and
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Academic perseverance and its related
concepts (e.g., grit, tenacity, self-control,
delayed gratification) are defined in a
range of ways. Dweck, Walton, and
Cohen (2011) use the term academic
tenacity to encompass not only whether
students work hard or see work
through to completion despite obstacles
but also the factors that affect perseverance – the mindsets and skills that
underlie student persistence.3 Under this
expanded definition, academic tenacity
includes not only whether or not
students persevere, but also the academic mindsets (which encourage or
inhibit continuing effort), academic
skills (which make it easier or harder to
complete tasks), learning strategies
(which make students’ efforts more
effective), and innate personality traits
that shape behaviors.4 The CCSR
framework keeps the specific mechanisms that can affect change in students’
academic persistence distinct so that
practitioners can more easily understand how to develop more effective
interventions and support programs.
In the college context, where students
are being asked to do more challenging
and often unfamiliar tasks, often with
less support, academic perseverance
becomes particularly important. Thus,
both education policy and practice
have sought ways to increase students’
academic perseverance to improve
academic performance and college
readiness. Educators might be tempted
to try to increase students’ perseverance by assigning large amounts of
homework problems, or assigning
particularly challenging tasks that will

be difficult to complete. However, such
strategies are not supported by research; research suggests that
perseverance is a trait that is not
directly malleable and depends considerably on context. Instead, educators
can increase students’ perseverance by
affecting students’ beliefs and mindsets
about their academic work (which
encourage or inhibit continuing effort),
increasing their academic skills (which
make it easier or harder to complete
tasks), and helping them develop
learning strategies (which make their
efforts more effective). Academic
mindsets and learning strategies are
two other categories of noncognitive
factors; they are discussed later in
this section.
Social Skills
Social skills include such interpersonal
qualities as cooperation, assertion,
responsibility, and empathy. Social skills
are acceptable behaviors that improve
social interactions, such as those
between peers or between student and
teacher. While there is evidence of the
effect of social skills or behaviors on life
and work outcomes, their effect on
academic performance is unclear from
the literature. Evidence is most clear
that poor social skills are associated
with negative outcomes. Most studies of
social skills come from a broader field
of research on social and emotional
learning, which blends other noncognitive factors with social skills, making it
difficult to assess the effect of enhanced
social skills on academic outcomes.
Learning Strategies

3 Academic tenacity is one of the three 		
dimensions of college readiness used by
the College Readiness Indicator Systems
framework described in Borsato, Nagaoka,
and Foley’s article in this issue of VUE.
4	While there is strong evidence that these
other factors are associated with academic
perseverance, the CCSR framework keeps
them conceptually distinct from the degree
to which one persists in academic work.
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Learning strategies are the processes
and tactics employed to aid the
cognitive work of thinking, remembering, or learning (e.g., mnemonic
devices, metacognitive strategies,
self-regulation). While much of the
research is correlational rather than
causal, there is a strong link between

Academic Mindsets
Academic mindsets are beliefs, attitudes, or ways of perceiving oneself in
relation to learning and intellectual
work that promote academic performance. The theory and empirical
evidence on academic mindsets draw
on a long history of psychological
research. Positive academic mindsets
motivate students to be more perseverant at tasks and display better
academic behaviors, which lead to
improved performance. The CCSR
framework identifies four academic
mindsets shown to contribute to
academic performance, which are
expressed in the first-person from the
point of view of a student:

1986) and that their academic self is a
“true” self (Harvey & Schroder 1963;
Oyserman, Bybee & Terry 2006). As
students transition to college, finding
their place in an academic community
can be a particular challenge, particularly for underrepresented minorities.
Implicit theories of ability rest on the
belief that one’s academic ability can
improve with effort, rather than ability
being something one is born with.
Students who believe they can increase
their academic ability by their own
effort are more likely to work hard,
make the effort to build competence,

“

In the college context, where students are
being asked to do more challenging and
often unfamiliar tasks, often with less

support, academic perseverance becomes
particularly important.

• I belong in this academic community
(sense of belonging).
• M
 y ability and competence grow
with my effort (implicit theories of
ability).
• I can succeed at this (self-efficacy).
• T
 his work has value for me (expectancy-value theory).
Sense of belonging involves the
perception that one has a rightful place
in a given academic setting. Educational theorists have long held that learning
is a social activity and that understanding is constructed through interaction
with others (Dewey 1958; Vygotsky
1978). Accordingly, students need to
feel as though they belong to a community of learners (McMillan & Chavis

“

the use of learning strategies and
academic performance. Effective
learning strategies allow students to
leverage academic behaviors to engage
in learning, which can be particularly
important to meet the demands of
more individualized learning in the
college context. There is also evidence
that suggests a strong relationship
between learning strategies and
perseverant behavior.

display academic perseverance, and
exhibit behaviors associated with
higher academic achievement (Cury
et al. 2006; Dweck & Leggett 1988).
A closely related line of research draws
on attribution theory, exploring
whether students attribute success and
failure to ability versus effort and how
these attributions affect their subsequent reaction to similar tasks (Dweck
1975; Kelley 1973; Weiner 1986;
Vispoel & Austin 1995).
Self-efficacy relates to beliefs that
students have about their abilities to
succeed at a given task. Individuals
tend to engage in activities in which
they feel confident in their ability to
complete and to avoid those in which
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they lack such confidence (Bandura
1986). Students are also more likely
to persevere at a given task if they feel
efficacious and are more likely to
bounce back when faced with adversity
(Pajares 1996).
Expectancy-value theory involves a
student’s sense that the task at hand is
interesting and holds value. Value can
be variously defined as the importance
of doing well on a task (attainment
value); gaining enjoyment by doing a
task (intrinsic value); or serving a useful
purpose or meeting an end goal that is
important by completing a task (utility
value) (Wigfield & Eccles 2000). When
students are interested in a subject or
see a connection between academic
tasks and their own future goals, they
are more likely to exhibit academic and
perseverant behaviors that make them
likely to succeed in school.
The evidence clearly demonstrates that
the four academic mindsets each
increase students’ academic perseverance and improve academic behaviors,
leading to better performance. When
students feel a sense of belonging in an
academic community, believe that
effort will increase ability and competence, believe that success is possible
and within their control, and see work
as interesting or relevant to their lives,
students are much more likely to
persist at academic tasks despite
setbacks and to exhibit the kinds of
academic behaviors that lead to school
success. Conversely, when students feel
as though they do not belong, are not
smart enough, will not be able to
succeed, or cannot find relevance in the
work at hand, they are much more
likely to give up and withdraw from
academic work and demonstrate poor
academic behaviors.
Studies of college departure have also
underscored the role of mindsets in
whether students become integrated
into the social and institutional life of
colleges. For minority and first-genera-
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tion college students, the transition to
the college environment may also
represent a first encounter with an
unfamiliar and sometimes subtly
hostile racial climate that may undercut their commitment to obtaining a
college degree and their academic
behaviors and may even artificially
depress their cognitive performance
(Steele 1992, 1997; Yeager & Walton
2011). Recent research in social
psychology suggests that isolated,
relatively short interventions targeting
students’ sense of belonging in a
college setting can produce significant
and lasting effects (Walton & Cohen
2007; Walton & Spencer 2009; Yeager
& Walton 2011). This research
suggests that the effects of students’
self-perceptions – as well as the
underlying perceptions themselves –
are largely dependent on context.
COLLEG E READ IN ESS AN D
T H E ROLE OF CON T EXT
College readiness is often conceptualized as a set of skills, behaviors,
attitudes, and knowledge, both
cognitive and noncognitive, possessed
by individual students that shape their
likelihood of attaining a college degree.
Our review of the literature on noncognitive factors suggests that college
success rests on a combination of the
cognitive and noncognitive factors that
students bring from high school to the
post-secondary context, as well as the
post-secondary context itself. Perseverance and academic behaviors can be
thought of as the outcome of college
contexts rather than simply personal
qualities that students bring with them
to college. Academic perseverance and
academic behaviors can be improved
upon by developing students’ academic
mindsets and learning strategies.
Academic mindsets strongly influence
the degree to which students engage in
academic behaviors, persevere at
difficult tasks, and employ available
learning strategies.

Rather than seeing the goal as producing students who are college ready
regardless of where they enroll, it is
equally important that students are
making informed college choices.5 It
may be most helpful to think about
college readiness as a property of the
interactions between students and the
college context; students’ likelihood of
attaining a degree also depends on the
institutional characteristics of the
colleges they attend. Students, particularly first-generation college students,
may require differing levels of resources and supports to make a successful
transition to college.
Ultimately, the question is not just how
to prepare students but also how to
create college contexts that better
support academic success. Thus, the
responsibility for college readiness rests
not just on students and their high
schools developing cognitive skills
and noncognitive factors, but also in
post-secondary institutions being ready
to support students in attaining a
degree and high schools helping
students make informed choices.
5	For a closer look at the college choice
process and role of noncognitive factors in
the transition to college for urban students,
see CCSR’s examination of International
Baccalaureate students in Chicago
neighborhood schools (Roderick et al.
2009; Coca et al. 2012).
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