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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Turnaround Strategy in Atlanta Public Schools (APS) seeks to transform the district’s
lowest-performing schools and increase students’ achievement over a three-year period.
Beginning in the 2016–2017 school year, select APS schools implemented key components of
the Strategy. These components include new recruitment and support for school leaders,
instructional support for teachers such as professional learning and instructional coaching,
academic supports for students in reading and math, and nonacademic supports to students to
support their social-emotional learning. The Strategy also includes partnerships with two
providers, Kindezi and Purpose Built Schools (PBS), to operate five schools.
APS engaged Mathematica Policy Research to conduct a three-year evaluation of the
implementation of the Strategy components in schools, the impact of the Strategy on student
outcomes, and the overall value of the Strategy to the district. The evaluation will culminate with
overall results about the Turnaround Strategy after three years of implementation. This report is
the first of two interim annual reports addressing specific components of the Turnaround
Strategy. This report includes implementation and impact findings from the first year of the APS
Turnaround Strategy (2016–17), focusing on in-depth analysis of two Strategy components: High
Impact Tutoring and PBS operation of the first partnership school, Thomasville Heights
Elementary.
Data for this study include administrative data from APS, including students’ demographics,
attendance, and test scores. For the implementation analysis we collected data about 22 schools
receiving Turnaround supports. We interviewed district officials, vendor leaders, school leaders,
teachers, parents (when available), and others implementing the Strategy components. We
observed select Strategy components, such as tutoring and specialist instructional periods.
High Impact Tutoring

The High Impact Tutoring program largely served low-achieving students, as
intended. In 2016–2017, 1,531 students enrolled in High Impact Tutoring across 15 Targeted
schools, with about 12 and 14 percent of students in those schools receiving tutoring in math and
English language arts (ELA), respectively. More than 80 percent of students that enrolled in
High Impact Tutoring had scored below the districtwide median on the fall 2016 STAR
assessment for the subject(s) in which they received tutoring.
High Impact Tutoring students received substantially less instructional time than
expected. Over 15 to 20 weeks, each student should have received about 11 to 15 hours of
instruction through the iReady computer platform. In fact, the typical High Impact Tutoring math
or ELA student logged fewer than 5 hours on iReady in that subject. Nearly 15 percent of math
students and ELA students logged no time on iReady (Figure ES.1).
Challenges with technology, scheduling, and communication delayed the start of High
Impact Tutoring and undermined implementation. The start of High Impact Tutoring was
delayed three to four months at most schools. Respondents reported delays in completing
onboarding processes and receiving working iReady accounts. When tutoring began, ongoing
problems with technology and difficulties communicating a consistent schedule for when and
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where to deliver tutoring limited the instructional time delivered to students. Principals
consistently described High Impact Tutoring as competing with important classroom instruction.
Figure ES.1. Hours of iReady instructional time in High Impact Tutoring

Source: APS administrative data.
HIT = High Impact Tutoring; ELA = English language arts.

Participating in High Impact Tutoring had no measurable effect on student
achievement. To measure the effect of High Impact Tutoring, we identified a matched
comparison group of students in Turnaround Schools who had the same baseline achievement
levels in fall 2016 but did not participate in tutoring. In spring 2017, after completing High
Impact Tutoring for the year, participating students’ achievement levels remained
indistinguishable from those of the matched comparison group on Georgia Milestones and STAR
assessments. Students in High Impact Tutoring showed no significant improvement in
achievement relative to similar, nonparticipating students in Turnaround Schools.
APS has made High Impact Tutoring optional in Turnaround schools for the 2017–2018
school year. Only two Turnaround schools have elected to continue High Impact Tutoring in
2017–2018.
Partnership with Purpose Built Schools at Thomasville Heights Elementary

PBS focuses on quality instruction and comprehensive systems of support through thematic
science, technology, engineering, arts, and mathematics (STEAM) curriculum; project-based
learning; and an extended school day. Students in the bottom decile receive tiered academic
support through math and literacy specialists and Saturday school.
The rapid pace of transitioning Thomasville Heights to PBS introduced
implementation challenges. The rapid transition to PBS resulted in challenges such as limited
time to hire and train teachers. School officials reported that they do not anticipate these same
challenges next year, or as they transition other schools to PBS.
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School officials reported that over the course of the year, the school culture has become
a supportive, open space for students and families. After experiencing prevalent skepticism—
even hostility—from parents when Thomasville Heights’ first transitioned to PBS, school
officials reported improvement in trust over the year, which led to improved communication
between school officials and parents.
Staff consider the supports available to them to be effective. Teachers have resources to
address students’ needs, including paraprofessionals who provide academic and classroom
management support, and teams to address trauma, attendance, and behavioral issues. Teachers
also receive instructional supports such as professional learning sessions, collaborative team
meetings, and coaching in literacy and math. Although academic and behavioral challenges
remain, school officials and teachers believe these supports have been effective for promoting
improvement in students’ behavior and outcomes.
In the first year under the PBS partnership, Thomasville Heights improved student
achievement in math and social studies but had little effect on ELA scores, science scores,
and absence rates. The interventions at Thomasville Heights led median math achievement to
increase from the 21st to the 30th percentile in the district, and social studies achievement to
increase from the 19th to the 30th percentile (Figure ES.2). Impacts on the other outcomes we
examined were not statistically significant. The positive impacts in the first year are consistent
with the positive impacts seen in successful turnaround interventions elsewhere—and better than
results found in many other turnaround interventions, which often fail to produce positive
impacts.
Figure ES.2. Impacts of Year 1 of the PBS partnership compared with 2015–
2016

Source: APS Administrative data.
Note:
We calculated the percentile ranks after one year of the PBS partnership by adding the z-score impact
estimates to the z-scores of Thomasville Heights students on the Georgia Milestones exams in the 2015–
2016 school year. We assumed that the percentile rank of the average comparison student did not change
between years.
**Impact is statistically significant at the 1 percent level.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; ELA = English language arts; PBS = Purpose Built Schools.
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I. INTRODUCTION

The Turnaround Strategy in Atlanta Public Schools (APS) seeks to transform the district’s
lowest-performing schools and increase students’ achievement. Beginning in the 2016–2017
school year, select APS schools implemented key components of the Strategy. These
components include new recruitment and support for school leaders, instructional support for
teachers including professional learning and instructional coaching, academic supports for
students in reading and math, and nonacademic supports to students to support their socialemotional learning (SEL). The Strategy also includes partnerships with two providers, Kindezi
and Purpose Built Schools (PBS), to operate five schools (Figure I.1).
Figure I.1. Key components of the APS Turnaround Strategy

Teacher
support

Leadership
support
Rensselaerville Institute
School leader
professional learning
opportunities

School
partnerships

Targeted professional learning
Instructional coach

Purpose Built Schools (PBS)
Kindezi

Nonacademic
support

Academic
support
Reading and math specialists
High Impact Tutoring
Spring Break Academy

Community In Schools (CIS)
1.0 FTE Student support
SEL block
SEL coach

FTE=Full Time Equivalent; SEL=Social Emotional Learning

APS identified schools to be part of the Turnaround Strategy using the state’s College and
Career Ready Performance Index (CCRPI); schools that performed below a cut-off for three
consecutive years participated in the Turnaround Strategy. APS provided three levels of support
to these schools depending on their scores: all APS schools receive robust foundational support,
6 schools receive additional intensive support, and 15 receive targeted support above and
beyond the intensive support (Figure I.2). Table I.1 highlights student characteristics for the
2016–2017 academic year of schools within each of these levels of support.
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Figure I.2. Tiers of support for APS Turnaround schools
Foundational
Lay strong instructional foundation for all schools
support
- District-wide instructional framework and consistent theory of action
(all APS schools) - District-wide balanced assessment
- Improved quality and consistency of teacher and leader professional learning
- District-wide parent and alumni engagement strategy
Intensive Build leader and teacher capacity; help children to be ready to learn; reinforce literacy and math skills
support
- Targeted professional learning for school leadership teams and teachers focused on school turnaround
(6 schools) - Recruiting and placing strong turnaround leaders
- Accelerating and strengthening wraparounds to support non-academic needs
- Resource-efficient strategies to reinforce literacy, math skills
Targeted
support
(15 schools)

Increase time and focus on foundational skills; deepen
capacity building
- Menu of options for schools to deliver intensive, high
quality student learning time: reading and math
specialists, high impact tutoring, spring break academy
- Additional investment in capacity building (e.g.
dedicated professional learning time)

Overview of the evaluation
School turnaround efforts seek to address an urgent need to rapidly improve conditions that
can lead to sustained improvement in student outcomes. Although there is no right turnaround
formula, undertaking this work often involves addressing several targeted areas such as
leadership, talent development, instructional transformation, and culture (Center on School
Turnaround 2017). Research suggests that turnaround efforts should include “quick wins”
(Herman et al. 2008), but results that demonstrate overall improvement (or not) after
comprehensive turnaround efforts might take several academic years to emerge. In the interim,
documenting implementation and impact of specific turnaround activities offers opportunities for
understanding shorter-term change and, if necessary, making course corrections.
APS engaged Mathematica Policy Research to conduct a three-year evaluation of its
Turnaround Strategy to understand the implementation of the Strategy components in schools,
the impact of the Strategy on student outcomes, and the overall value of the Strategy to the
district. The implementation study will provide an understanding of how the schools
implemented Strategy components, relying on data from interviews with district officials;
interviews with school principals, teachers, and strategy component providers (for example,
tutors, counselors, specialists, and instructional coaches); and informal observations of strategy
components (such as tutoring and sessions with the specialist). The impact study will include
multiple analyses to test the impact of the Strategy, or specific components of it, on student
achievement.
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Table I.1 Key student characteristics of APS Turnaround schools (2016–2017)

Students
enrolled

%
African
American

%
disability

%
ELL

Median
percentile
on math
district
exam

BAMO Elementary School

298

98

16

0

33

41

Boyd Elementary School

522

98

12

1

28

28

F.L. Stanton Elementary School

366

99

13

0

29

37

Fain Elementary School

542

90

9

8

27

30

Finch Elementary School

705

99

12

0

34

37

Gideons Elementary School

352

99

9

0

28

29

Hollis Innovation Academy

616

97

13

1

32

38

Kimberly Elementary School

546

97

10

3

29

27

Perkerson Elementary School

539

98

14

1

33

38

Scott Elementary School

454

94

13

3

40

42

Slater Elementary School

644

98

9

1

44

42

Towns Elementary School

437

84

8

14

32

34

Tuskegee Airmen Global Academy

806

100

7

0

36

39

Usher/Collier Elementary School

551

98

12

1

40

38

Woodson Park Academy

734

98

10

1

38

37

Continental Colony Elementary School

574

100

9

3

40

38

Dunbar Elementary School

451

99

11

1

36

35

Miles Intermediate Elementary School

421

96

13

2

40

37

Peyton Forest Elementary School

598

92

11

5

30

37

Young Middle School

905

95

16

3

43

42

Douglass High School

995

96

16

2

41

37

Adamsville Primary Elementary School

455

97

13

3

44

32

Harper-Archer Middle School

888

94

19

3

41

28

Price Middle School

334

98

15

1

26

30

Sylvan Middle School

674

99

14

0

36

36

Carver High School

703

99

17

1

31

27

School

Median
percentile
on ELA
district
exam

Targeted schools

Intensive schools

Foundational schools

Source: APS administrative data.
Note:
Median percentile on district exams use fall 2016 STAR exams for elementary schools and fall 2016 CAAS
exams for middle and high schools.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; ELL = English language learner; ELA = English language arts
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Although the evaluation will span three years and culminate with overall results about the
Turnaround Strategy, two interim reports—one each after Years 1 and 2—offer opportunities to
reflect on the implementation and impact of specific components of the Turnaround Strategy.
This report focuses on in-depth analysis of two Strategy components after one year of
implementation: High Impact Tutoring and the partnership with Purpose Built Schools at
Thomasville Heights. The next report will continue documenting implementation of the various
Strategy components, how schools implemented them, and participants’ experiences. It will also
examine impacts of Strategy components deemed by APS to be of greatest short-term interest.
Research questions, data sources, and roadmap for the report
The current report includes implementation and impact findings from the first year of the
APS Turnaround Strategy (2016–2017), focusing on High Impact Tutoring and School
Partnerships (specifically the first Partnership School, Thomasville Heights Elementary, under
the direction of PBS). The following research questions guide this report:


What are the characteristics of schools and students participating in High Impact Tutoring?
What is the first-year impact of High Impact Tutoring on student achievement, and does the
impact depend on students’ characteristics?



What is the first-year impact of the PBS partnership in Thomasville Heights Elementary
School? What are the characteristics of the PBS model and partnership at Thomasville
Heights Elementary School?



What are educators’ experiences with implementing various Strategy components? What
facilitators and challenges do key stakeholders experience as they implement the
components?



How is the APS Turnaround Strategy designed, structured, and operationalized to achieve
outcomes? To what extent did schools deliver the Strategy components as intended?

Data sources. Data for this study include administrative data from APS, including students’
demographics, attendance, and test scores. For the implementation analysis, we collected
comprehensive, in-depth data through interviews and observations with the district and 22
schools receiving Turnaround supports in the 2016–2017 school year. We interviewed district
officials, vendor leaders, school leaders, teachers, parents (when available), and others
implementing the Strategy components (such as tutors and specialists). We observed select
strategy components, such as tutoring and specialist instructional periods. Appendix A, Table
A.1 provides the number of each type of interview, focus group, and observation. Appendix A,
Table A.2 displays the number of participants in focus groups with teachers and with High
Impact Tutoring tutors. Appendix A also describes administrative data collection and preparation
activities.
About this report. Chapter II describes program services and impacts of High Impact
Tutoring on students’ reading and math scores. Chapter III provides a profile of PBS’s
partnership in Thomasville Heights Elementary School—the only school that had a partnership
beginning in 2016–2017. Chapter III also presents impacts of PBS on students’ reading and math
scores at Thomasville Heights. Appendix B presents additional findings from the implementation
analysis of the other Turnaround Strategy components.

4
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II. HIGH IMPACT TUTORING

The 15 Targeted schools implemented two academic supports as part of the Turnaround
Strategy. The lowest-performing 5 to 10 percent of students in Targeted schools received
tutoring support from reading and math specialists. In addition, students who, in the prior school
year, were at the cusp of passing statewide exams received additional instructional support
through another program called High Impact Tutoring.
This chapter describes the High Impact Tutoring program and its implementation during the
2016–2017 school year. It also presents results for the program’s impact on reading and math test
scores.
Hiring, recruitment, and training of tutors
APS selected two vendors, Hands-On Atlanta (HOA) and Vision Tutoring (VT), to manage
the hiring, recruitment, training, and day-to-day oversight of tutors in schools. Two program
directors from each vendor managed the program at eight (HOA) and seven (VT) schools. Both
vendors used similar internal processes for recruiting and placing tutors, employing a
combination of word-of-mouth and online recruiting, followed by interviewing and matching
tutors with input from schools and training tutors on the content. One vendor reported seeking
applicants with teacher certifications and targeting former and retired teachers, whereas the other
vendor reported seeking applicants with general experience working with children and some
college education.
Vendor staff supervised tutors during the school year primarily through communication with
school coordinators, who the vendor assigned to each school to oversee day-to-day tutoring
needs and to act as a liaison between the school, vendor, and tutors. Program directors from both
vendors also coordinated with APS to provide ongoing training on the iReady curriculum and
technology (described next) and worked with individual school coordinators to match tutors and
set tutoring schedules.
High Impact Tutoring services and the iReady model
High Impact Tutoring sessions are supposed to occur three days a week for 30 minutes a
day, which amounts to about 45 hours of total instructional time over the course of the school
year. Tutors spend about half of this time using computers, and half working individually or in
small groups, with tutoring sessions either “push-in” (tutors work with students inside the
classroom) or “pull-out” (tutors pull students out of the classroom). APS selected the iReady
curriculum and technology to deliver math and reading content to students participating in
tutoring. iReady provides individualized competency-based lessons through a computer program
and additional materials, which include portable document format (PDF) files for direct
instruction and workbooks for students. Tutors are expected to use iReady’s scripted lessons to
deliver tutoring to groups of five students, who rotate between spending 15 minutes on
computers and 15 minutes working one-on-one or in small groups with the tutor. Tutors are also
expected to spend at least some additional time planning lessons and providing instructional
support to their students in the classroom. Vendor staff reported that they encouraged tutors to
collaborate with teachers and maintain ongoing communication to understand what students
learn in the classroom.

5
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Students begin High Impact Tutoring by taking a base diagnostic assessment, which
determines the lessons tutors deliver to students. Tutors are expected to administer multiple
diagnostic assessments throughout the year to track students’ progress through the iReady
platform. In addition to diagnostic assessments, the iReady platform tracks progress on lessons
and instructional time for each student.
High Impact Tutoring participation rates across 15 Targeted schools
As shown in Figure II.1, more than 80 percent of students enrolled in High Impact Tutoring
had scored below the districtwide median on the fall 2016 STAR assessment for the subject(s) in
which they received tutoring. As shown in Figures II.2 and II.3, students enrolled in High Impact
Tutoring also had lower average achievement levels than their classmates in Turnaround
Schools. This aligns with the program’s original objective of providing additional support to
low-achieving students. In terms of demographic characteristics, students who were enrolled in
High Impact Tutoring during the 2016–2017 school year were mostly similar to students not
receiving tutoring in Targeted schools (Figures II.2 and II.3).
Figure II.1. High Impact Tutoring students in Targeted schools, by the
percentage of students in fall 2016 APS STAR percentiles

Source: APS administrative data.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; ELA = English language arts.
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Figure II.2. Baseline characteristics of students receiving High Impact
Tutoring in math compared with students not receiving High Impact Tutoring
in math in Targeted schools

Source: APS administrative data.
Note:
All Targeted schools qualify for the Community Eligible Provision, so all students are considered eligible for
the FRPL program. Median baseline math and ELA percentiles use data from the 2016–2017 fall STAR
exams.
**Difference is statistically significant at the 1 percent level.
ELA = English language arts; ELL = English language learner; FRPL = free and reduced-price lunch; HIT = High
Impact Tutoring.

Figure II.3. Baseline characteristics of students receiving High Impact
Tutoring in ELA compared with students not receiving High Impact Tutoring
in ELA in Targeted schools

Source: APS administrative data.
Note:
All Targeted schools qualify for the Community Eligible Provision, so all students are considered eligible for
the FRPL program. Median baseline math and ELA percentiles use data from the 2016–2017 fall STAR
exams.
*Difference is statistically significant at the 5 percent level; ** Difference is statistically significant at the 1 percent
level.
ELA = English language arts; ELL = English language learner; FRPL = free and reduced-price lunch; HIT = High
Impact Tutoring.
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A total of 1,531 students were enrolled in High Impact Tutoring. About 12 to 14 percent of
students in Targeted schools were enrolled in High Impact Tutoring in math and ELA,
respectively (Tables II.1 and II.2). The range of grades offering tutoring varied across schools,
but most schools offered tutoring to students in grades 3 through 5 for both subjects, with the
largest share of tutoring students in 3rd or 4th grade. Among grades that offered High Impact
Tutoring at each school, about 24 percent of students were enrolled in math tutoring and 26
percent were enrolled in ELA tutoring. More than half (53 percent) of math students and 44
percent of ELA students (481 students) were enrolled in tutoring in both subjects.
Table II.1. Distribution of students enrolled in High Impact Tutoring in math

1st
grade

2nd
grade

3rd
grade

4th
grade

5th
grade

Total
HIT
math
students

Percentage
of all
students

School name

K

BAMO Elementary School

6

2

6

3

4

9

30

11.4

Boyd Elementary School

-

-

-

-

-

-

0

0.0

F.L. Stanton Elementary School

-

-

-

-

-

-

0

0.0

Fain Elementary School

-

-

-

31

35

6

72

13.9

Finch Elementary School

9

27

21

-

-

-

57

8.9

Gideons Elementary School

-

21

19

-

24

-

64

19.2

Hollis Innovation Academy

-

-

-

20

-

15

35

6.1

Kimberly Elementary School

-

34

17

17

10

9

87

15.9

Perkerson Elementary School

-

-

-

24

43

27

94

18.8

Scott Elementary School

-

25

25

32

21

-

103

24.9

Slater Elementary School

-

30

25

26

11

-

92

14.7

Towns Elementary School

-

-

-

18

20

21

59

15.0

Tuskegee Airmen Global Academy

-

-

-

32

25

34

91

11.5

Usher/Collier Elementary School

-

-

-

18

13

19

50

9.4

Woodson Park Academy

-

-

-

27

28

25

80

11.4

15

139

113

248

234

165

914

11.9

All Targeted schools

Source: APS administrative data.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; HIT = High Impact Tutoring.
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Table II.2. Distribution of students enrolled in High Impact Tutoring in ELA
1st
grade

2nd
grade

3rd
grade

4th
grade

5th
grade

Total
HIT ELA
students

Percentage
of all
students

School name

K

BAMO Elementary School

12

8

7

7

12

9

55

20.9

Boyd Elementary School

14

2

9

7

10

4

46

9.6

F.L. Stanton Elementary School

-

14

15

18

24

23

94

27.1

Fain Elementary School

-

-

-

53

30

5

88

17.0

Finch Elementary School

12

41

29

-

-

-

82

12.8

Gideons Elementary School

20

22

-

-

24

-

66

19.8

Hollis Innovation Academy

-

-

-

-

-

-

0

0.0

Kimberly Elementary School

-

34

17

17

10

9

87

15.9

Perkerson Elementary School

-

-

-

43

27

44

114

22.8

Scott Elementary School

-

-

-

30

-

-

30

7.2

Slater Elementary School

-

33

33

25

10

-

101

16.2

Towns Elementary School

-

-

-

34

30

24

88

22.4

Tuskegee Airmen Global Academy

-

-

-

30

46

35

111

14.1

Usher/Collier Elementary School

-

-

-

21

18

15

54

10.2

Woodson Park Academy

-

-

-

29

28

25

82

11.7

58

154

110

314

269

193

1,098

14.3

All Targeted schools

Source: APS administrative data.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; ELA = English language arts; HIT = High Impact Tutoring.

Implementation findings

School staff, district officials, vendor staff, and tutors described a number of successes and
challenges regarding the implementation of High Impact Tutoring.
Delays in onboarding activities and problems accessing the iReady technology
significantly delayed the start of High Impact Tutoring. Almost all of the tutors who
participated in focus groups reported starting tutoring with the iReady program several months
later than August 2016, the intended program start date. Vendor staff noted that tutors did not
complete onboarding or orientation training until September. An analysis of the iReady platform
data indicates that, for most students, the first diagnostic assessment was typically administered
near the end of October or beginning of November.
Respondents identified a lack of communication and coordination among APS, vendors, and
schools as a challenge to onboarding and access to technology. Tutors, vendor program directors,
and district staff described delays in completing mandatory onboarding processes, most notably,
clearing background checks for all tutors. However, even after they were onboarded, tutors
described significant delays in receiving iReady account log-ins needed to administer students’
initial diagnostic assessments and tutoring content. One respondent described it as a “20-step
process to get anybody access;” another explained, “If you can’t get on the APS network then
you can’t get into iReady. If you can’t get to iReady, then you can’t access any of the
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components.” District and vendor staff acknowledged technological problems setting up
processes for tutors to log into the iReady platform through a secure APS platform, and High
Impact Tutoring vendor staff and tutors also reported delays between requesting and receiving
the correct iReady materials and workbooks, including challenges coordinating between APS
and school coordinators to receive and distribute the correct materials. For example, tutors from
one school described waiting for workbooks that had been sitting in a school coordinator’s office
for several weeks.
Disruptions and student and tutor turnover resulted in students receiving a low
amount of High Impact Tutoring. When High Impact Tutoring began, tutors reported
continued challenges accessing tutoring content, which resulted in cutting short daily
instructional time. For example, tutors described challenges such as logging into the correct
lesson, accessing working computers with wi-fi, and accessing functioning headsets. In addition,
tutors and students reportedly entered and exited High Impact Tutoring frequently throughout the
school year. Both tutors and principals described a “highly transient” population of students, and
vendor staff reported needing to replace and restart the onboarding process for tutors mid-year.
For example, one principal at a school that should have started with about 16 tutors described
how students at the school experienced “several changes in their tutors” and that “only 2 or 3
tutors are left from the beginning.”
No data are available on the amount of time that students spent in the part of the tutoring
program that involved live interaction with tutors, but data from the iReady platform showed that
most students spent little time using the software. Even though 15 to 20 weeks elapsed between
the first diagnostic and last diagnostic assessments in most schools (see Appendix C, Figure
C.1), the typical High Impact Tutoring math or ELA student received fewer than five hours of
iReady time in that subject over the course of the school year (Table II.3). If the program had
operated as intended for 20 weeks, each student should have logged about 15 hours on the
iReady platform. Nearly 15 percent of students enrolled in High Impact Tutoring in both subjects
spent no time on the program (Figure II.4).
Table II.3. Use of iReady Math and ELA across all Targeted schools
iReady Math
Avg

Min

Max

iReady ELA
N

Avg

Min

Max

N

Number of diagnostics taken a
1.84
0
5
914
1.92
0
Instructional hours
4.82
0
32.7
914
4.84
0
Number of lessons completed
16.75
0
87
914
15.02
0
Among students enrolled in High Impact Tutoring with more than 0 instructional hours on iReady
Number of diagnostics taken a
2.09
1
5
797
2.21
1
Instructional hours
5.53
0.01
32.7
797
5.60
0.03
Number of lessons completed
19.2
0
87
797
17.4
0

5
32.5
72

1098
1098
1098

5
32.5
72

949
949
949

Among all students enrolled in High Impact Tutoring

Source: APS administrative data.
a No program data are available on the intended number of diagnostics, but during March 2017 site visit observations,
several schools were administering the second window of diagnostic testing.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; Avg = average; ELA = English language arts; Max = maximum; Min = minimum; N =
number.
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Figure II.4. Hours of instructional time on iReady across all targeted schools

Percentage of HIT students

40
40

35
31

31

30

20
14

14

13

9

10

7

6

0
0

.01 to 4

4.01 to 8

8.01 to 12

12.01+

Instructional hours
Math

ELA

Source: APS administrative data.
HIT = High Impact Tutoring; ELA = English language arts.

Finding a consistent time during the school day for High Impact Tutoring posed
challenges. According to vendor staff, setting High Impact Tutoring schedules occurred on a
school-by-school basis. Principals explained that integrating High Impact Tutoring posed a
significant challenge primarily because they already had so many requirements for students’
time, especially for principals navigating how to integrate multiple school turnaround initiatives
for the school year (that is, math and reading specialists, SEL blocks, and so on). Principals and
teachers reported concerns that students in High Impact Tutoring were at risk of missing content
that could affect state assessment scores. With small groups of students receiving High Impact
Tutoring, respondents noted that the sessions competed with general classroom instructional
time, a problem that as one principal put it, “If you’re going to give a kid intervention in reading,
you can’t pull them [students] out of reading.… It [High Impact Tutoring] became a burden.”
One principal also acknowledged that a “lack of enthusiasm” for the program might have
contributed to problems integrating High Impact Tutoring.
Tutors consistently experienced problems delivering High Impact Tutoring to their
assigned students as scheduled. Even though the school and vendor staff provided tutors with a
schedule and roster of students, tutors reported experiencing difficulties with knowing when and
where to deliver tutoring. For example, tutors noted that students might miss High Impact
Tutoring sessions to attend additional standardized testing preparation, attend field trips, or
participate in extracurricular programs such as mentoring. In addition, tutors reported that they
might arrive at the assigned location and find their students in a different location, or that they
might bring students to a location being used by another class or event. Tutors from a few
schools also described teachers refusing or delaying High Impact Tutoring sessions to continue
with classroom instruction. Tutors who reported these types of challenges in scheduling also
described receiving little advance notice in scheduling or location changes. They explained that
this often reduced the amount of instructional time students received because “you’re constantly
11
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battling to get the kids that you have to pull.” Some tutors also reported confusion about whether
to communicate with principals, site coordinators, or vendor staff to resolve these problems.
Tutors using a push-in model described sessions as potentially distracting for students in the
classroom, whereas those using a pull-out model described students missing important
instructional time. To address these challenges, some schools changed from a pull-out to a pushin model and others chose to move High Impact Tutoring to an after-school model. Although
these changes intended for students to no longer miss classroom instruction, one principal
explained that the change increased the number of tutoring absences among students. In six of
nine sessions informally observed during site visits, observers noted potential distractions that
might interfere with delivering tutoring, including loud individual conversations in classrooms or
ongoing instruction of a separate lesson.
Tutors experienced tension between following the prescriptive High Impact Tutoring
curriculum and working to collaborate with school staff. According to vendor staff, High
Impact Tutoring tutors were instructed to deliver tutoring, plan tutoring lessons, or provide
relevant instructional support to their students, but were asked not to teach non-iReady content,
work with students not assigned to receive tutoring, or perform other duties in the school. Yet
principals, teachers, and tutors described conducting work beyond their High Impact Tutoring
activities. Vendor staff explained having to repeatedly ask schools not to deviate from the High
Impact Tutoring curriculum or structure. However, staff from schools where tutors willingly
stepped out of their prescribed High Impact Tutoring role described building positive
relationships. For example, one principal expressed satisfaction toward tutors who collaborated
with teachers to “supplement or support” classroom instruction in a way that “didn’t have to
match [High Impact Tutoring] identically” and helped tutors “become a part of the school’s
culture.” However, vendor and district staff viewed these actions as failures in implementing
High Impact Tutoring with fidelity.
Tutors and teachers who described successes in delivering tutoring reported having open and
ongoing lines of communication among tutors, principals, site coordinators, and teachers on
issues such as upcoming classroom lesson plans, scheduling conflicts, and schoolwide events.
For example, tutors from one school described constant communication both in person and via
email from the principal on schoolwide updates or notes from faculty meetings.
Tutors and teachers reported that tutors and students built positive relationships and
observed positive socioemotional development. Tutors reported that the relationships they built
with students facilitated success, and many believed that the program helped improve students’
behavior and self-confidence. Tutors and teachers reported that most students enjoyed using the
iReady program and actively participated in lessons, both on the computers and directly with
tutors. Across the nine sessions informally observed during March 2017 site visits, students
appeared to be on task for most of the observation and were engaged or interested in the activity.
We also recorded an average student-to-tutor ratio of 3:1. Principals and teachers also
acknowledged that tutors developed positive relationships with students attending tutoring
sessions. Tutors who described seeing improvements in behavior or confidence often associated
it with the ability to work one-on-one with students on remedial skills. For example, one tutor
described a student who “would cry not wanting to read in front of everybody” but because they
read together during tutoring sessions, “now she’s reading with the group.” Another tutor
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described “modifying their [students’] behavior” as “one of the biggest impacts I’ve had,” more
so than any “multiplication improvements.” Tutors cited these positive relationships and
experiences as an important reason they remained in High Impact Tutoring despite
implementation challenges.
Impact analysis

We used administrative data to measure the impact of High Impact Tutoring during the
2016–2017 academic year on student achievement on the Georgia Milestones and STAR exams
in math and ELA. Next we describe the methods used and present our findings.
Determining impacts of High Impact Tutoring
To measure the effect of tutoring on student achievement, we had to identify a comparison
group of students who were similar to the tutored students but did not receive tutoring
themselves. To do so, we used an approach known as propensity-score matching. Following this
method, we matched each student who received tutoring with students in the same grade who
had similar prior test scores, prior attendance, prior suspensions, and demographic
characteristics, but did not receive tutoring in that subject. Propensity-score matching is a wellestablished approach and has been found to approximate the results of gold standard
experimental methods (Tuttle et al. 2013; Gill et al. 2015).
For the impact analysis, we defined students who participated in tutoring as those who were
enrolled in tutoring and logged instructional time on the iReady computer platform. Students
who were enrolled in tutoring but did not log any hours on the software (117 students in math
and 149 in ELA) might not have participated in the intervention. No data are available on time
spent on the non-computer components of the program.
As described in Chapter I, students in Targeted schools received several academic and
nonacademic interventions in the 2016–2017 school year as part of the Turnaround Strategy. We
therefore selected comparison students from within the Targeted schools to ensure that they had
access to the same other services as the students receiving High Impact Tutoring and that they
shared a similar school environment. In addition, we took into account whether students received
support from a specialist in the same subject as the tutoring in conducting the matching. About 6
percent of students enrolled in math tutoring and 9 percent of students enrolled in ELA tutoring
worked with a specialist in the same subject. Students who were enrolled in tutoring but did not
log any instructional time on the iReady computer platform were not eligible to serve as
comparisons.
We successfully matched 597 of 797 students who received tutoring in math with 2,455
comparison students and 698 of 949 students who received tutoring in ELA with 2,368
comparison students.1 The matched comparison group had no significant differences with the
High Impact Tutoring group in prior achievement on the fall 2016 STAR and 2015–2016 CAAS

1

Across all grades, 176 tutoring students in math and 217 tutoring students in ELA could not be matched because
they did not have all the baseline data required to conduct the matches. A small number of remaining students were
not matched because no comparison students sufficiently resembled them.
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exams, or any of the demographic or other measures available.2 However, as with any nonexperimental evaluation, it is possible that differences not captured in the available
administrative data could exist. After matching, we measured impacts on spring 2017 scores on
Georgia Milestones and STAR assessments using statistical analyses that controlled for small
remaining differences in prior achievement and other baseline student characteristics. See
Appendix C for additional details about the analytical methods.
Impact findings
Participating in High Impact Tutoring had no measurable effect on scores on the
Georgia Milestones or STAR assessments. The matched comparison group of students had the
same baseline achievement levels on fall 2016 STAR assessments as those of students who
subsequently enrolled in High Impact Tutoring. In spring 2017, after completing High Impact
Tutoring for the year, participating students’ achievement levels on Georgia Milestones
assessments (administered in grades 3–5) and STAR assessments3 (administered in grades 1–5)
remained statistically indistinguishable from those of the matched comparison group. Students in
High Impact Tutoring showed no significant improvement in achievement relative to similar,
nonparticipating students in Turnaround Schools. Table II.4 summarizes the impacts of High
Impact Tutoring. The results are shown in standardized z-score units that enable analyses to be
combined across grade levels.4
Table II.4. Impacts of High Impact Tutoring on Georgia Milestones (grades 3–
5) and STAR (grades 1–5) scores
Math

ELA

Impact of High Impact Tutoring on Georgia
Milestones scores (grades 3–5)

-0.048
(0.024)

-0.014
(0.023)

Number of students included in analysis

2,173

2,268

-0.034
(0.029)

-0.031
(0.019)

2,659

2,961

Impact of High Impact Tutoring on STAR
scores (grades 1–5)
Number of students included in analysis
Source:
Notes:

APS administrative data.
This table displays impact estimates in z-scores (standard deviations) on the 2017 Georgia Milestones
and spring 2017 STAR exams of the same subject as the tutoring. Standard errors are displayed in
parentheses below each impact estimate. The sample size reflects the total number of tutoring students
and matched comparison students in each analysis. We applied a multiple comparisons adjustment to
account for the two exam outcomes in each subject.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; ELA = English language arts.

2

For the 2015–2016 CAAS, we used students’ most recent scores from either the fall or spring administrations.
Over 90 percent of students in the analysis sample had a score from the spring in both subjects.
3

As with the fall 2016 STAR exam, we used ELA scores, and then SEL scores, if available. The results were not
sensitive to using SEL scores when students did not have ELA scores but allowed us to include additional students.
In the regression, we included an indicator if the SEL exam was used as the outcome. About 17 percent of students
in the ELA analysis had an SEL assessment score as their outcome.
4

Each student’s scores were converted to z-scores defined relative to the distribution of scores on the same subject,
grade, and year for all students within APS. Each z-score represents the number of standard deviations above or
below the districtwide mean test score in that subject, grade, and year.

14

APS TURNAROUND STRATEGY YEAR 1 REPORT

MATHEMATICA POLICY RESEARCH

Small-group and personalized learning programs, such as the High Impact Tutoring
initiative, can seek to “catch up” low-performing students by developing foundational skills that
might not be measured by the Georgia Milestones or STAR exams. Nevertheless, diagnostic data
from the iReady system showed limited academic growth. Among students who took at least two
diagnostic tests on the computer platform, 86 percent of math and 85 percent of ELA tutoring
students remained below grade level in their most recent diagnostic test.5 In most schools,
students took iReady diagnostic assessments only if they were enrolled in High Impact Tutoring,
so there is no way to identify a comparison group that would permit us to assess whether tutoring
produced positive impacts on the iReady diagnostic assessments.
Findings from the implementation analysis, discussed previously, provide helpful context
for the absence of positive impacts. Several challenges occurred while implementing High
Impact Tutoring that might have affected the services students received. Further, the pull-out and
push-in tutoring models used in almost all schools led tutoring students to miss some of their
regular classroom lessons.
Exploratory analyses
The effects of High Impact Tutoring could depend on how the program was implemented. In
this section, we explore whether the effects of High Impact Tutoring on Georgia Milestones
achievement differed by vendors, schools, and whether students received more time on the
iReady platform. Additional details about these analyses are available in Appendix C.
The effect of High Impact Tutoring did not differ across vendors. Two vendors, Hands
on Atlanta and Vision Tutoring, provided High Impact Tutoring. Because each vendor hired,
trained, and monitored its staff, the effectiveness of the vendors could vary. We assessed whether
the impact of participating in High Impact Tutoring differed across vendors, but found no
statistically significant differences. There was no evidence that receiving High Impact Tutoring
from either vendor had an effect on math or ELA Georgia Milestones scores.
In general, the effect of High Impact Tutoring differed little across the Targeted
schools. Our implementation findings and descriptive analyses suggest that schools implemented
High Impact Tutoring in a variety of ways. Determining whether the effectiveness of tutoring
differed across schools could lead to a better understanding of factors that facilitated impacts.
Figures II.5 and II.6 present the effects of High Impact Tutoring for Georgia Milestones scores in
math and ELA across schools.6 Our results suggest that the effects of High Impact Tutoring
significantly varied across schools in math, but not in ELA. However, the impacts at most
schools were not significantly different from zero in either subject. Only one school—Woodson

5

Overall, 68 percent of math and 73 percent of ELA students enrolled in tutoring had at least two diagnostic tests,
with their first diagnostic test occurring before December 1, 2016. Appendix C includes additional information on
iReady performance data.
6

One school offered tutoring only in math and two schools offered tutoring only in ELA. One school did not offer
tutoring to any students in grades 3 through 5 and therefore was not included in this analysis.
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Park Elementary—showed a positive, statistically significant impact on Georgia Milestones
achievement in math.7
High Impact Tutoring had no effect on students who received more time on the iReady
computer platform. As discussed previously, many of the students who participated in High
Impact Tutoring logged little time on the iReady software. We examined whether participating in
High Impact Tutoring had an effect on students who actively engaged with the platform, which
we defined as receiving at least 450 minutes of instructional time on iReady, or the equivalent of
10 weeks, averaging 45 minutes each week.8 Even the subset of students who received at least
450 minutes of instructional time on iReady did not experience statistically significant positive
impacts on Georgia Milestones scores.
Figure II.5. Impact of High Impact Tutoring in math on Georgia Milestones
scores, by Targeted school

Source:
Notes:

APS administrative data.
This figure displays impact estimates in z-scores (standard deviations) on the 2017 Georgia Milestones
math exam and only includes students in grades 3 through 5. The impact of Woodson Park Academy is
statistically significantly different from 0 at the 1 percent level. The result remains statistically significant
after adjusting for multiple comparisons.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools

7

We assessed whether the differences in impacts across schools were statistically significant using F-tests of joint
significance. The resulting p-values of these tests were 0.16 for ELA and 0.00 for math, suggesting that only math
impacts significantly differed across schools. The school-level results reported in Figures II.6 and II.7 adjust for
differences in the precision of each estimated impact and for the multiple comparisons across schools. These
methods are described in greater detail in Appendix C.
8

About 22 percent of math and 27 percent of ELA High Impact Tutoring students who logged time on iReady
logged 450 or more minutes.
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Figure II.6. Impact of High Impact Tutoring in ELA on Georgia Milestones
scores, by Targeted school

Source:
Notes:

APS administrative data.
This figure displays impact estimates in z-scores (standard deviations) on the 2017 Georgia Milestones
ELA exam and only includes students in grades 3 through 5. No school had an impact statistically
significantly different from 0.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; ELA = English language arts

The future of High Impact Tutoring in APS
APS has made High Impact Tutoring optional in Turnaround schools for the 2017–2018
school year. Only two Turnaround schools have elected to continue High Impact Tutoring in
2017–2018.
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III. PARTNERSHIP WITH PURPOSE BUILT SCHOOLS

In 2016, Thomasville Heights Elementary School (Thomasville Heights) became the first
school in APS to transition to a PBS model because, as the lowest-ranked school in Georgia, it
required immediate and aggressive support. Thomasville Heights is part of the Carver cluster of
APS and all schools in this cluster performed in the bottom 5 percent of schools in Georgia.9
Located in the lowest-income census tract in the state, all of the school’s approximately 430
students were eligible for free or reduced-price lunches. Students at the school encounter a range
of issues outside of school, including homelessness,
violence, gang initiation and involvement, and
caregiver interruptions (that is, parents leaving the
“Grief and loss is
house due to incarceration). A large proportion
huge, death and
students also suffer from chronic health issues, such
incarceration
of
as asthma.
parents....Unfortunately a
lot of students have seen
Although Thomasville Heights is the first school
their parents lose their
to use the PBS model, there are plans to transition
lives to gun violence.”
three additional schools in the Carver Cluster to the
PBS model. Slater Elementary School and Price
Middle School will transition to PBS schools in 2017
- Thomasville Heights staff member
and Carver High School will follow in 2018.
Establishing the partnership

To select education partners interested in improving the district’s historically lowperforming schools, APS developed an extensive School Turnaround Partnerships Request for
Qualification. Potential providers had to express their interest, describe their qualifications and
model, and elaborate on their approach to implementing a turnaround program within the
district.10 During this process, APS received applications from a number of organizations
nationwide and ultimately established partnerships with two charter school operators, Kindezi
and PBS.
District officials explained why the application from PBS was one that “rose to the top,”
noting specifically that PBS expressed an interest in working in the Carver cluster, one of the
highest-need clusters in the district; PBS successfully demonstrated that its processes were well
established and “codified” so the district felt comfortable in PBS’s ability to replicate the model
across multiple APS schools; and PBS demonstrated familiarity with APS students as a result of
its experience operating charter schools in the district.
Under the partnership with PBS, Thomasville Heights remains an APS public school, but
has the autonomy of a charter school. Unlike some charter schools that can enroll students from

9

Purpose Built Schools Atlanta. “Overview.” Available at http://purposebuiltschoolsatlanta.org/who-we-are.

10

Atlanta Public Schools. “Excerpt from Purpose Built Schools- School Turnaround Partnerships RFQ.” Available
at https://www.atlantapublicschools.us/cms/lib/GA01000924/Centricity/Domain/10191/RFQ%20Excerpt%20
Purpose%20Built%20Schools_R.pdf.
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other neighborhoods, the students who attend Thomasville Heights live within the neighborhood
zones historically served by the school. As a PBS school, the APS board approves any policy
changes, but school leadership can make local-level changes without board approval. This
provides local school staff the flexibility to change the curriculum or schedule during the school
year, which promotes making decisions in real time.
Transition activities

To facilitate PBS’s takeover of Thomasville Heights, officials from PBS and APS worked
together to carry out a number of transition activities, including building operations, school
renovations, staff recruitment, hiring, and training.
Timing of the PBS takeover
School and district officials shared that Thomasville’s transition to PBS presented some
issues regarding timing and the pace of the transition. When APS and PBS established their
partnership, PBS officials expressed an interest in a slower start to prepare and hire necessary
staff and faculty. Motivated by the desire to provide Thomasville Heights with increased
supports as soon as possible, district officials negotiated for a quick transition to PBS for the
2016–17 school year.
The truncated timeline to transition to PBS meant there were some difficulties implementing
a new, autonomous school model smoothly. For example, some systems were not yet in place,
such as the human resources and student information systems. In addition, there was limited time
to hire, receive board approval, onboard, and train newly hired teachers before the school year
began. In subsequent years, as PBS expands to other APS schools, district and school officials do
not anticipate facing these same issues because the human resources and student information
systems are in place and adaptable. In terms of hiring and training new faculty and staff, school
officials plan to provide additional training in the summer via a 10-day summer institute.
Building operations
The transition of Thomasville Heights to a PBS school required extensive coordination from
multiple operating entities. According to school and district officials, district leadership
coordinated with APS facilities staff to clean out and repurpose the building. During the summer
of 2016, PBS worked with the district to complete basic renovations to the school’s physical
space, including painting, necessary repairs, and cleaning. Inside the building, exposed red brick
and existing murals were painted white, except for a jungle mural in two hallways. School
leadership explained that after the fresh coat of white paint, students who attended Thomasville
Heights the previous year viewed the building as a different and new space. The school planned
further renovations for summer 2017, including increasing classroom size and installing doors at
the entry of each classroom, which will replace the curtains or open doorways that currently
exist.
Hiring, recruiting, and training of staff
To hire staff for the first year of PBS at Thomasville Heights, school leadership and district
officials stated that the district first asked staff from the previous year to reapply for their
positions before recruiting from the broader community through a job fair and job postings.
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However, despite the offer of priority hiring, a limited number of existing teachers and staff
reapplied. District officials attributed this to the teachers and staff anticipating that moving to the
PBS model would require a greater level of commitment, a more intense role of teachers, and
longer hours. School leaders believed that teachers and staff might have been “afraid” of
something new. The new school leadership team conducted the hiring interviews for 2016–2017
Thomasville Heights staff. The application and interview process included an interview with the
panel, a teaching demonstration at Drew Charter School, a writing sample, and a review of
references and application verification.
Thomasville Heights has what school leadership described as a “generous staffing model,”
because the adult-to-student ratio is higher, at 1:5. Altogether, PBS hired 93 leaders, teachers,
and staff members (including coaches, specialists, and coordinators) to serve 420 students during
the 2016–2017 school year. PBS officials chose to front-load their hiring because several
positions will serve additional PBS schools in the coming years. For example, though some staff
will work at Thomasville only for the 2016–2017 school year, in subsequent years roles such as
the pre-kindergarten coordinator will work with the two PBS elementary schools, and roles
including the literacy and math coordinators will support all three PBS Turnaround schools.
Overall, district staff described hiring and recruiting staff as an “intensive process” that took
place in March, leaving limited time to obtain board approval, prepare to onboard the staff, and
provide adequate professional development to the newly hired teachers in July. In summer 2016,
Thomasville Heights leaders, faculty, and staff were supposed to participate in culture- and teambuilding activities, but school leadership reported that they did not have adequate time to
accomplish the entirety of this desired professional development before the start of the school
year.
PBS Drew Instructional Model

The PBS approach to instruction is the Drew Instructional Model, which focuses on high
quality and increased instruction, and comprehensive systems of support. Figure III.1 presents
the Drew Model in its entirety as provided to the site visitors by school leadership at Thomasville
Heights. The Drew Model integrates a thematic Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts, and
Mathematics (STEAM)-focused curriculum, project-based learning, and a concentration on
literacy and math to promote student learning. It emphasizes the role of an extended school day,
after-school programming, enrichment opportunities, and social and emotional supports in
addressing students’ nonacademic needs. School culture, high quality teachers, and adequate
instructional resources are also important components of the Drew Model.11

11

Purpose Built Schools Atlanta. “Setting a Course for Success.” Available at
http://purposebuiltschoolsatlanta.org/what-we-do/our-approach/.
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Figure III.1. The Drew Instructional Model

A Foundational elements include a schedule with increased learning time, the generous
staffing model, and research-based decision making

B

C

Culture of staff empowerment and autonomy, leadership openness to collaborate
with partners, and high level of flexibility to try new instructional models

Recruit and
develop
strong
teachers and
leaders

H

D

E
Seamless
birth—12
continuum

G Facilities,

F

Intentional RtI
(tiered)
model for
literacy and
math*

STEAM as a
thematic
focus

equipment,
and
instructional
resources to
succeed

Robust early learning program with a language and literacy foundation that prepares
children to learn to read in kindergarten and be reading to learn by 3rd grade

Culture, climate, and academics at Thomasville Heights

School leadership reported that the school culture and climate at Thomasville Heights can be
described as “love;” that is, school faculty and staff focus on grounding the work they do in love
because it helps show students and families that the staff “are here for all the right reasons.”
Based on the unique needs of the Thomasville Heights student population, school leadership
explained that they emphasize creating a “safe space” within the school and work to provide
consistency for the students and families. One school official said that teachers have gained
students’ trust by being a consistent presence in students’ lives at school, explaining that it
countered students’ expectations because they “were used to adults giving up and walking out on
them.”
Teachers reported that they support one another, address challenges in the classroom
together, mentor one another, and try to promote peace throughout the school. For example, one
teacher described an issue with a student who was teased because of a physical impairment. The
teacher sought specialized school support staff to work with the teachers in the grade to conduct
a lesson focused on empathy for all classrooms in the grade. Students responded positively and
some even shared their own personal stories during the discussion on what it felt like to be in
other students’ shoes. In addition to teachers supporting one another, there was good
communication and an established trust between teachers and support staff (for example,
specialists, behavioral support staff, and after-school program staff), as reported by school
officials.
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School officials described an improved sense of community within the school as well as an
“inspiring change” in the community surrounding Thomasville Heights since the PBS takeover.
One school staff member elaborated by discussing the collaborative aspect of community and
said, “You’ll hear a lot of ‘we’ not ‘I’. A lot of ‘our’ and not ‘my’ kids.… We win together.”
Support for teachers
School leadership, support staff, and other entities provided a range of supports for
Thomasville Heights teachers, which focused on supporting quality instruction and promoting
improved student behavior.
Supports to address student behavioral issues. School officials and teachers both reported
challenges related to students’ behavior and discipline during and after school. School officials
explained the importance of proactively addressing students’ behavioral issues to support
students’ academic learning and increase their achievement: “We have to address behavior first
before we can work on academics.” Teachers corroborated this, saying that it was imperative to
work on “the psychological and home issues” or they would have to focus on urgent behavioral
issues in class, which would impede instruction. As one teacher stated, “If we notice students
have serious behavior issues, we have to set aside academics to do a week of counseling,
otherwise we can’t teach.”
School officials and teachers stated that the Drew Model provided a level of routine and
structure that Thomasville Heights students need and enjoy. For example, during the transition
periods between classes and breaks, students became accustomed to using strategies to stay on
task, such as counting, chanting, and lining up routines. In general, teachers try to promote
students’ behavioral improvements by remaining consistent with other teachers and using the
same consequences and positive reinforcements. School officials highlighted the effects of the
increased level of structure and consistency on students’ behavior, stating that “students are
watching and they’re learning … they know exactly what to do.” Despite these positive changes,
teachers reported in late March that there were still behavioral issues.
Teachers also shared that they received classroom management support from one another,
the school administrators, and their paraprofessionals. At Thomasville Heights, teachers work
alongside paraprofessionals, an arrangement that select teachers described as “unique” and
“heaven sent.” According to teachers, the presence of paraprofessionals positively affected
students’ behavior and academics because it provided an extra level of support for teachers,
which enabled them to differentiate instruction and “focus on both high-need and advanced
students.” Moreover, school officials reported that working with paraprofessionals provided
additional support to teachers while promoting routine and structure. In addition to classroom
support from paraprofessionals, school administrators provide teachers with “a lot of classroom
management support” and teachers also had access to counselors and other behavioral support
staff to assist with student behavior, particularly when de-escalation was required if students
fought or arrived at school in crisis.
To further prepare teachers to address the needs of the student population, teachers
participated in specialized training sessions, including trainings on trauma, behavior, and
mindset, outside of their regular content-focused training. During the 2016–2017 school year,
specialized support staff conducted trainings with staff and faculty on specific topics (such as
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trauma and student behavior) and held meetings once a month with select staff to further develop
the capacity of school staff.
Instructional and academic supports. In addition to behavioral supports, there was also an
emphasis on academic and instructional supports for teachers. With regard to instruction,
Thomasville Heights school leadership reported that teachers demonstrated notable
improvements following professional learning, which was carried out with teachers across grade
levels and subjects, including physical education, English language arts, math, and other
subjects. The teachers were grouped together across grades and subjects to present an
opportunity for them to learn from one another across grade levels and content areas. According
to Thomasville Heights school officials, the professional learning during the 2016–2017 school
year used protocols developed by the School Reform Initiative (that is, initiative-related
protocols), which fostered conversations among staff and resulted in teachers “own[ing]
everything that’s happening in the building.” The School Reform Initiative is a nonprofit
organization that provides support for a network of educators and facilitates access to free online
resources, including protocols and processes designed to promote collaborative adult learning to
drive school improvement.12
In addition to the professional learning, Thomasville Heights held full team meetings with
school leaders, staff, and faculty every week on Tuesdays during the 2016–2017 school year.
Teachers also met about three times a week to collaborate with other teachers, providing them
time to discuss strategies to differentiate instruction. For example, teachers could use this time to
look at assessment data to create individual learning programs or identify small groups to focus
on similar learning needs.
Teachers at Thomasville Heights also received supplementary coaching support. As
explained by school officials, instructional coaches (one per subject) worked with teachers on
how to use data and encouraged them to use data to guide their instruction. For example, the
coach might review students’ data available to teachers and help them plan how to address the
needs of students through small groups. School officials noticed that, several months into the
school year, teachers were more focused on using data to drive and differentiate instruction, a
change school officials attributed to instructional coaching efforts and professional learning
sessions. On top of the coaching support, teachers also regularly coordinated with instructional
specialists concerning students’ greatest needs. Teachers in each grade level worked with the
specialists to identify specific sequences or skills that teachers’ wanted them to focus on with
students.
Though teachers were engaged with various supports to strengthen their practices around
managing students’ behavior and providing strong instruction, teachers reported that they
continued to face challenges in working with students because of students’ limited motivation to
learn and because students frequently did not remember what they learned in class. Teachers
shared their frustration with students’ “information retention issues” because they “[gave their]
110 percent” and then “students come back and [do] not remember anything.” Teachers clarified

12

School Reform Initiative. “What We Do.” Available at http://www.schoolreforminitiative.org/.
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that some students appeared “to have already given up,” that the “work [is not] above [the
students]”, and that “academically, they understand the material, […] they are not motivated to
try.”
PBS services for students
Operating under the PBS model, Thomasville Heights provided a range of services to the
students and families it serves. In general, the available services related to academics, extended
learning time and after-school activities, SEL, student enrichment and support, and family
engagement and support.
Academics. Thomasville Heights implemented a specialized approach to academics through
project-based learning and thematic learning in combination with specific math and literacy
curricula. Students also had access to varying levels of tiered academic support through literacy
and math specialists and Saturday school.
Curriculum and materials. Thomasville Heights used a project-based learning (PBL)
approach across the curriculum focused on developing students’ 21st century skills. Over the
course of the year, all students completed a project on a central topic associated with their grade
level. Table III.1 includes the project topics for each grade as summarized by school officials. As
part of the project-based learning approach, the school can bring experts and community
members (for example, crossing guards, police officers, the former mayor, and bankers) into the
classroom to speak with students. As part of PBL in the 5th grade, students learned about finance
and business plans, so Thomasville Heights brought in banking professionals to review students’
business plans and determine whether they would grant loans to students. In adherence to the
Drew Model, the projects included aspects of several academic content areas, including STEAM,
as integrating STEAM was a thematic focus across all grade levels.
Table III.1. Thomasville Heights grade-level Project Based Learning topics,
2016–2017
Grade level

PBL topics or questions

Kindergarten

What is service? What does it mean to serve?

Grade 1

Gardening, aeronautics, tower gardens, planting seeds; they integrate science, cooking, and
business.

Grade 2

How to create sustainable communities?

Grade 3

What is the future of your community?

Grade 4

How to manage conflict?

Grade 5

What is the good life?

PBL = project-based learning.

Staff at Thomasville Heights cited a number of materials they use for teaching math,
including Eureka Math, Singapore Math, ORIGOmath, and other supplementary materials to
teach math. To teach reading and writing, Thomasville Heights staff use Pearson for
kindergarten to 2nd grade and EL Education for 3rd through 5th grades, with 90-minute ELA
blocks. They also use supplementary materials, including the Blast Foundations, Raz-Kids, and
Learning A-Z programs.
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Tiered academic support. Students in the lowest 10 percent in reading and math received
tiered academic support. School officials indicated there was substantial overlap in students
across the two subjects, with many receiving tiered support in both reading and math. They also
reported that providing tiered support for older students can be challenging because “the gap is
bigger, they’re further behind.”
To help the students identified as needing tiered academic support, the literacy and math
specialists worked with these students in the school’s intervention center every day with
intensive interventions in math and reading. The specialists focused the intervention on areas of
students’ needs and tailored materials to students’ levels of learning. The literacy specialist used
the Really Great Reading program and the math specialist used the ORIGOmath program, but
both incorporated additional resources as appropriate.
The specialists served 173 students. Students in kindergarten through 3rd grade worked with
specialists every day during 30- to 35-minute blocks and students in grades 4 and 5 alternated
days for 90-minute blocks during their specials time. Specialists worked with about 13 students
in each lab at once, and each lab had a specialist and a paraprofessional who worked with
students in small groups. The specialists monitored students’ progress benchmark data, every
week with the lowest performing students and every other week with the remaining students. The
specialists modified the interventions based on the data and focused on areas in which students
did not perform at grade level. Both specialists involved students in the progress monitoring, and
asked them to graph their own progress.
Thomasville Heights also offered Saturday school from 9:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. for students
in grades 3 through 5 who were close to moving to the next achievement level on the Georgia
Milestones.
After-school activities. Thomasville Heights operates on an extended school day from 8:00
a.m. to 4:00 p.m., Monday through Friday. In addition, students can attend an after-school
program from 4:15 p.m. to 6:00 p.m. for a small fee. However, school officials noted that they do
not turn away any family due to an inability to pay. As of March 2017, the after-school program
had 175 students enrolled and an average daily attendance of about 140 students.
The after-school program at Thomasville Heights focused on enrichment through specials,
with academics woven throughout the program. Each day, students received food before they
transitioned into the scheduled enrichment program. The programming presented a range of
enrichment opportunities run by local vendors, including robotics, step dance, karate, cooking,
baseball, track, golf, Lego robotics, dance, drama, and musical theater. Students could participate
in two STEAM-focused activities and one sport, or two sports and one STEAM-focused activity.
Fridays in the after-school program were “Free Fridays:” every other Friday, the girls
participated in Girl Scouts while students from Morehouse College mentored the boys. On
alternating Fridays, students participated in structured gender-based activities.
PBS hired vendors to provide services, some of which were funded through grant programs.
School officials reported that they tended to be selective when choosing vendors for the afterschool program to ensure that vendors were both “organized” and “reliable” before establishing a
partnership.
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According to school officials, the after-school program promoted daily student attendance
because students must be present during classes to attend the after-school program. One parent
described her children’s enjoyment of the after-school program by saying how they “cry and do
not want to leave” if she picked them up early from the after-school programming. This same
parent elaborated on the positive changes that she had seen in her children and described her 5th
grader as “more open,” which she attributed to all the activities that her children can participate
in since the transition to PBS.
Social-emotional learning (SEL). School officials described the importance of SEL in
helping address the nonacademic needs of the student population. Teachers used SEL approaches
to, as they explained, “press the reset button for students,” many of whom experienced difficult
or traumatic experiences outside of school. The school integrated SEL activities into the daily
routine in a number of ways. For example, upon arrival, school staff focused on creating a
calming and relaxing environment by turning off the lights and playing music. In some instances,
this provided students extra time to eat breakfast, relax, and check in with school leaders and
support staff. Teachers then began the SEL morning circle. Within each classroom there was also
a “quiet corner” where students could go if they needed time to themselves. To promote SEL
schoolwide, all students and teachers used a common language to describe how they felt, called a
“mood meter.”
Overall, school officials at Thomasville Heights reported successes with SEL, including
improvements in students’ ability to express themselves and deescalate their behavior, as well as
improved coping skills and impulse control. In particular, school staff described becoming more
aware of actions or situations that negatively influenced students and “triggered” students’
behavioral issues, and worked to avoid them. Likewise, they used disciplinary data to identify
students experiencing challenges and attempted to address those challenges by developing
individualized plans and consulting with families to determine suitable approaches for each
child.
Student enrichment and other supports. According to school and district officials,
Thomasville Heights offered students a range of supplemental supports:


Enhanced elective classes, or specials. Thomasville Heights offered about 15 special
course options for students and employed eight full-time specials teachers (art, music,
physical education, chorus, robotics, and band).



Attendance team. The Thomasville Heights attendance team met weekly and school
support staff worked closely with chronically absent students. The school counselor used an
incentive system for students to receive prizes for being present 20 consecutive days.



Trauma and crisis care team. Thomasville Heights had a crisis team that met weekly and
responded to students in need of specialized support. In addition, the school partnered with
CHRIS 180 to provide services to children who experienced trauma. CHRIS 180 is a
community-based organization that provides counseling, training, and other services to
children and adults in need of support. The CHRIS Counseling Center has partnerships in
place with 24 schools.13

13

CHRIS 180. “History and Timeline.” Available at https://www.chris180.org/who-we-are/history-timeline/.
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Student mentoring. The Thomasville Heights mentoring program used mentors from the
community to take students to lunch and provide more individualized attention to students.



PlayWorks. The school had PlayWorks coordinators who worked with students during
recess and taught them to play collaboratively. As the students played the games,
coordinators taught them life skills such as cooperation and impulse control.



Kids conferences. School officials at Thomasville Heights held so-called kids conferences
for students. During these conferences, students identified themes (for example, bullying or
name calling) based on data and talked to one another about the themes in a positive frame
while focusing on restorative practices.

Family engagement and supports
School leadership wanted students and their families to be “stabilized,” so staff worked
closely with parents and community partners to provide a range of support for Thomasville
Heights families. School officials communicated with parents regularly through informal inperson conversations, family conferences, phone calls, and text messages. For example, school
officials described sending notes or making positive calls home to parents to inform them when
their child did an excellent job. Thomasville Heights also used a phone messaging application
called Remind 101 to communicate with parents, and school staff encouraged parents to
download and use the app. To further enhance the school’s connection to parents, Thomasville
Heights implemented Parents as Liaisons (PALs): the school hired parents to liaise between the
school and other parents. According to staff, PALs leverages parents’ relationships with other
parents to provide an open line of communication, promote parent participation, and offer
support. PALs hosted regular meetings at which guardians could learn about topics such as
financial literacy or how to help their children with homework.
Moreover, as part of an effort to stabilize and engage families in the Thomasville Heights
community, the school offered a range of supplementary services to parents, including access to
the following resources:


Legal services (from a full-time lawyer on staff or
through a community partnership with the Atlanta
Volunteer Lawyers Foundation)



Psychiatric services (through CHRIS 180)



Assistance with insurance lapses (through CHRIS
180)



Prescription pick-ups (through CHRIS 180)



General Education Development courses



Computer access



Professional clothing from a Dress for Success
clothing closet
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School officials reported positive parent interactions by the time of site visits (March 2017),
but they also described prevalent skepticism—even hostility—from parents and an “enormous
amount of pushback” when Thomasville Heights’ first transitioned to PBS, even after the district
held multiple community meetings with the schools in the Carver cluster to share information
and gather feedback. At the beginning of the year, school officials explained that parents did not
seem to trust school staff with their children, even lining up around the main auditorium “waiting
and watching [school leaders, teachers, and staff] interact with their children.
Although parents and community members initially did not welcome PBS, beliefs about
what it meant to have a partner come into their school shifted and a more established sense of
trust and communication between school staff and families seemed to develop over the course of
the year. School officials reported an increase in parent–teacher conferences since the beginning
of the year and noticeable differences in the ways that parents communicated with them. To
provide an example, one school official described a change in parents’ communication:
Every morning at the beginning of the school year, there was a high priority issue to
address with the parents, where they came up to us and said “Come immediately, I need
you now!” That doesn’t happen anymore. The way we communicate with parents and
the way they communicate with us is very different. The parents will say “Can I talk to
you when you have time?” or “I need to get on your schedule.”
School officials also noted that the parents who, at the start of the school year, lined up
around the main auditorium to watch school officials “[stayed] to volunteer” after dropping off
their children. A parent confirmed the positive communication between the school staff and
parents, describing how there was an “open-door policy with the [school] leadership team.”
Impact analysis

We used administrative data to measure the impact of the first year of the PBS partnership at
Thomasville Heights on student achievement on the Georgia Milestones exams and on students’
absences. Next, we describe the methods used and present our primary findings.
Determining the impacts of the PBS partnership
To examine the effects of the first year of the PBS partnership at Thomasville Heights, we
used a quasi-experimental research design known as difference-in-differences. This design
compares changes in outcomes between students at Thomasville Heights and students in
comparison schools before and after the partnership began. In essence, the first difference
compares achievement in Thomasville Heights in 2017 relative to prior years, and the second
difference compares the Thomasville Heights change to the change in comparison schools. The
difference-in-differences approach thus accounts for Thomasville Height’s own prior
performance and for (stable) differences between Thomasville Heights and other schools.
In selecting comparison schools, we considered only APS (non-charter) elementary schools
that did not participate in the Turnaround Strategy. By comparing Thomasville Heights to nonTurnaround schools only, we measured the effect of the PBS partnership relative to what might
have occurred at Thomasville Heights without the Turnaround Strategy. In addition, we excluded
schools in the North Atlanta and Grady clusters from the comparison group because the
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demographic profile and average performance of these schools, located in the northern and
northeastern parts of the city, differed significantly from both Thomasville Heights and other
APS schools.
With these selection criteria, we identified 18 comparison schools that operated during all
the school years used for the analysis (2011–2012 to 2016–2017). Figure III.2 compares the
demographic characteristics and academic performance of students at Thomasville Heights and
comparison schools before the 2016–2017 school year. Students at both Thomasville Heights
and comparison schools were predominantly African American and eligible for free or reducedprice lunch. However, students at Thomasville Heights tended to have lower academic
performance than their peers at comparison schools. In social studies, for example, the median
Thomasville Heights student scored at the 21st percentile within APS, whereas the median
student in the comparison schools scored at the 42nd percentile.14
Figure III.2. Students’ characteristics before 2016–2017

Source: APS administrative data.
Note:
Mean percentages and median percentiles for Thomasville Heights Elementary and all comparison schools
are student-weighted.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; ELA = English language arts; SWD = students with disabilities.

14

Student performance was measured using Georgia’s state exams. From 2011–2012 to 2013–2014, the state exam
was the Criterion-Referenced Competency Tests. Starting in the 2014–2015 school year, the state adopted the
Georgia Milestones Assessment System.
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In Figure III.3, we graph standardized mean student performance on the state exams in ELA,
math, science, and social studies over time for Thomasville Heights and comparison schools.
Because scales on state tests changed over time, we converted all scaled scores to normalized zscores that show each student’s position in the districtwide distribution. Zero represents the
districtwide mean score; positive scores are above the district mean and negative scores are
below the district mean.
The difference-in-differences design accounts for differences between Thomasville Heights
and comparison schools, assuming that those differences, with the exception of the PBS
intervention, were consistent over time.15 These figures show that the comparison schools,
though higher performing than Thomasville Heights, had similar trends before the 2016–2017
school year. The figures also suggest improvements in Thomasville Height’s performance in
2016–2017. For example, Figure III.4 shows that Thomasville Height’s average social studies
scores experienced an unprecedented increase that was also larger than the increase observed in
comparison schools in the same period.
To assess whether the improving trends evident in the figures represent real, statistically
significant impacts, we used student-level data from 2011–2012 to 2016–2017 to conduct the
difference-in-differences analysis, which accounts for students’ and schools’ characteristics.16
We examined impacts on five key outcomes: student achievement in ELA, math, science, and
social studies and student absence rates. The grade levels included in each analysis depended on
the availability of outcome data. For example, students in grades 3 through 5 took the Georgia
Milestones exams in ELA and math but only students in grade 5 took the science and social
studies exams. Data on absences were available for all grades.
Impact findings
The PBS partnership improved student achievement in math and social studies but
had little effect on ELA scores, science scores, and absence rates. Figure III.4 presents the
results, showing how the performance of the median student at Thomasville Heights changed
relative to 2015–2016 as a result of the PBS partnership’s impact. Academic achievement is
expressed in terms of the median percentile rank of Thomasville Heights students relative to the
rest of the district. For example, a student in the 30th percentile performed as well as or better
than 30 percent of students in the district. Asterisks indicate that the measured impact is
statistically significant (that is, we can confidently conclude there was an impact of PBS).

15

Another condition for the difference-in-differences design is that that the composition of students at Thomasville
should be stable over the analysis period. If low-performing students left the school after the 2016 school year or
new high-performing students joined the school in the 2016–2017 school year, improvements in the school’s
academic performance could be due to compositional changes rather than the partnership. In addition, the
anticipation of the partnership should not have caused performance to drop in 2015–2016 (for example, due to staff
turnover). Otherwise, improvements in 2016–2017 could be the result of a natural rebound rather than the
partnership. We do not find evidence of either occurrence. See Appendix D for additional details.
16

The statistical model also includes grade, school, and year fixed effects. Standard errors are clustered at the
school level to account for the lack of independence in student outcomes within schools. Additional details on the
statistical approach to measuring impacts are available in Appendix D.
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Figure III.3. Test scores over time

Source: APS administrative data.
Note:
The years in each panel of the figure refer to the spring of each school year and the vertical lines mark the post-partnership period. Starting in the 2016–
2017 school year, students in grades 3 and 4 did not take the science and social studies state exams. We removed students in these grades from the
science and social studies data in all years to provide a more consistent comparison over time.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; ELA = English language arts.
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Figure III.4. Impacts of Year 1 of the PBS partnership compared with 2015–
2016

Source: APS Administrative data.
Notes: We calculated the percentile ranks after one year of the PBS partnership by adding the z-score impact
estimates (Table III.1) to the z-scores of Thomasville Heights students on the Georgia Milestones exams in
the 2015–2016 school year. We assumed that the percentile rank of the average comparison student did
not change between years.
**Impact is statistically significant at the 1 percent level.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; PBS = Purpose Built Schools.

The results indicate that the first year of the PBS partnership at Thomasville Heights led to
statistically significant improvements in student achievement in math and social studies. The
partnership did not show statistically significant impacts on other outcomes in the first year
(Table III.2). Specifically, we found the following:


The PBS partnership led median math achievement at Thomasville Heights to increase from
the 21st to the 30th percentile.



The PBS partnership led median social studies achievement at Thomasville Heights to
increase from the 19th to the 30th percentile.



The PBS partnership had little effect on ELA scores, science scores, and absence rates at
Thomasville Heights.

Table III.2 presents the measured impacts, where zero represents no impact (that is,
Thomasville Heights students did as well as would have been expected without the PBS
partnership). The impacts on test scores are shown in standardized z-score units, which can be
compared with findings in other studies. In z-score units, the PBS partnership led to statistically
significant increases of 0.20 standard deviations in math scores and 0.30 standard deviations in
social studies scores after one year. For the typical student, growth of 0.20 standard deviations in
math is roughly equivalent to nearly three additional months of learning in grades 3 to 5, while
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growth of 0.30 standard deviations in social studies corresponds to almost eight additional
months of learning in grade 5.17
Table III.2. Impacts of Year 1 of the PBS partnership
ELA
Thomasville Heights Elementary in Year 1 of the
PBS partnership
Number of students

-0.04
(0.04)

Math
0.20**
(0.04)

Science

Social
studies

0.08
(0.05)

0.30**
(0.06)

Absence
rate
0.00
(0.00)

19,175

19,192

5,866

5,862

45,849

19

19

19

19

19

Number of schools

Source: APS administrative data.
Note:
This table displays impact estimates for the 2017 Georgia Milestones end-of-grade exams in z-scores
(standard deviations) and in percentage point units for the absence rate outcome. Standard errors are
displayed in parentheses below each impact estimate.
**Impact is statistically significant at the 1 percent level.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; ELA = English language arts.

These impacts are promising, because turnaround efforts often fail to produce any
measurable positive impacts (for example, Dragoset et al. 2017; Gill et al. 2007). The impacts
measured at Thomasville resemble the effects of successful turnaround efforts elsewhere. For
example, an evaluation of the Houston Independent School District’s turnaround strategy, which
implemented best practices from high-performing charter schools in low-performing, traditional
public schools, found improvements in math achievement of 0.18 standard deviations and no
effects on reading achievement or attendance in elementary schools (Fryer 2014). An evaluation
of turnaround efforts in Tennessee found that placing schools under the management of a district
“Innovation Zone” with additional resources and autonomy led to improvements of 0.10 standard
deviations in reading, 0.20 standard deviations in math, and 0.18 standard deviations in
science—but at the same time, turnaround efforts managed by a statewide turnaround district
produced no measurable impacts (Zimmer et al. 2017). School impacts on social studies test
scores are less widely reported than reading, math, and science scores.
In interpreting these results, it is important to note that they are based on one year of the
PBS partnership. Education research shows it is difficult to move the needle, especially in a short
timeframe. With more time for changes to take hold, additional impacts might be detected. In
addition, the results are based on one school, which makes it impossible to disentangle the
effects of PBS from any effects specific to Thomasville Heights. In future years we will analyze
the impact of school partnerships when more schools have partnered with PBS (and Kindezi) and
more time has elapsed.

17

This conversion is based on an analysis of annual learning growth on nationally normed exams (Bloom et al.
2008). To convert impacts into months of learning, we divided the impact estimate by the average of the typical
annual growth for students in grades 3 through 5 and assumed a nine-month school year. The accuracy of this
conversion depends on the extent to which the learning growth on the Milestones exam is similar to the exams
analyzed in Bloom et al. (2008). According to this analysis, annual student growth in math is 0.89 standard
deviations for grade 3, 0.52 standard deviations for grade 4, and 0.56 standard deviations for grade 5, and annual
student growth in social studies is 0.35 standard deviations for grade 5.
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This appendix provides additional details about the data collection activities described in the
introduction of the main report. Table A.1 presents the total number of respondents, individual
interviews, and focus groups. Table A.2 presents the number of teachers who participated in
focus groups and the number of tutors that participated in focus groups, by High Impact Tutoring
vendor.
Table A.1. Interviews, focus groups, and observations conducted in year 1 of
the APS Turnaround Strategy evaluation
Total respondents

Individual
interviews

Focus groups

13
11
25
22

9
2
19
4

2
4
3
4

17
62
12
13
3
5
1
6
188

5
0
8
9
0
1
1
2
59

5
16
1
1
1
1
0
0
38

High Impact Tutoring sessions
Reading and math specialist sessions
Social-emotional learning sessions
Otherb

9
12
7
2

-

-

Total

30

-

-

Respondent type
Interviews and focus groups
APS district staff
Vendor leadership
Principalsa
Teachers
Practitioners
Instructional coaches
Tutors
Reading and math specialists
Student support staff
Social-emotional learning coaches
Communities in Schools coordinators
Afterschool program coordinators
Other Thomasville Heights respondents
Total
Observations

Source: March 2017 APS site visits.
aOne assistant principal was interviewed instead of the principal, because the principal had recently transitioned into
that role. In the memo, when we refer to “principals,” we include the assistant principal. In addition, there were two
principals who were interviewed in focus groups with other administrators from their schools.
bThe site visits also included an observation of an afterschool program and of a math competition.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools

Table A.2. Number of focus group participants March 2017 site visits
Respondent type

Total

Teacher focus groups
Number of schools
Number of teachers
Average number of teachers per focus group

6
21
3.5

Hand On Atlanta (HOA) tutor focus groups
Number of schools
Number of HOA tutors

8
53

Vision Tutoring (VT) tutor focus groups
Number of schools
Number of VT tutors

6
16
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Administrative data
Atlanta Public Schools (APS) provided all administrative data used in the analyses, which
included student assessment, demographic, enrollment, attendance, and suspension data for the
2011–2012 through 2016–2017 school years. The statewide assessments during this period were
the Criterion-Referenced Competency Tests (CRCT) and Georgia Milestones exams, which
students in grades 3 through 8 took each spring in ELA, math, science, and social studies. The
Georgia Milestones replaced the CRCT starting in 2014–2015.18 Districtwide assessments
included the Computer Adaptive Assessment System (CAAS) and STAR exams, which students
took multiple times a year, typically in the fall, winter, and spring. APS provided CAAS data for
the 2012–2013 through 2016–2017 school years and STAR data for the 2016–2017 school year
when it began using STAR for elementary grades. Participation rates in these assessments varied
across grades, years, and subjects.19 Student demographic information included birth month and
year, race and ethnicity, gender, English proficiency, disability status, and eligibility for the
free/reduced-priced lunch program.20 For each school where a student enrolled, APS also
provided the dates of enrollment and attendance and suspension records in every school year.
In addition, APS provided data specifically related to the Turnaround Strategy for the 2016–
2017 school year. We obtained student enrollment information for High Impact Tutoring, math
and reading specialists, and the Spring Break Academy in 2016–2017. Data from the iReady
computer platform used in High Impact Tutoring were also provided, including instructional
time, lessons passed and completed, and diagnostic results. Finally, APS provided data on school
participation in the various components of the Turnaround Strategy in 2016–2017 as well as
schools’ designated cluster and Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) status.
We merged the various datasets provided using an anonymized student ID provided by APS
and reduced the analytical dataset to the student level for the High Impact Tutoring analysis and
the student-year level for the PBS analysis. For students who attended multiple schools within a
school year, we counted the student as attending the school where he or she had the greatest
number of enrollment days for the school year and summed the total numbers of days suspended,
enrolled, and absent across all schools the student attended in the year.
We created several new variables to facilitate the analyses. For example, we transformed
student assessment scaled scores into standardized z-scores based on districtwide year-, gradeand subject-specific means and standard deviations and calculated percentiles with students’

18

Beginning in the 2016–2017 school year, only students in grades 5 and 8 take the Georgia Milestones science and
social studies exams.
19

In the 2015–2016 school year, the majority of students in kindergarten through grade 11 took the math and
reading CAAS exams. In 2016–2017, the majority of students in pre-kindergarten through grade 1 took the STAR
early literacy exam, while the majority of students in grades 2 through 5 took the ELA exam. Most students in
grades 1 through 5 took the STAR math exam.
20

All students that attended a CEP school qualified for the free/reduced-price lunch program regardless of personal
eligibility.
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districtwide ranks for each exam.21 We used suspension records to create yearly indicators of
whether students received in-school or out-of-school suspensions. We determined whether
students had been enrolled in the district for only part of each school year, and used attendance
and enrollment data to calculate students’ yearly absence rates. Finally, we used students’ birth
month and year to create an indicator of whether they were behind grade level for their age.

21

The CRCT exam had both general and modified versions of the assessments. We standardized the scores for each
exam type and used the CRCT general assessment score if available. If a student did not have a score for the CRCT
general assessment in a school year, we used the CRCT modified assessment score if available.
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Following the March 2017 site visits, we submitted a memo to Atlanta Public Schools (APS)
summarizing results from the first year of the implementation of all components of the APS
Turnaround Strategy. The main report includes the full set of analyses for the High Impact
Tutoring and School Partnership components. This appendix presents implementation findings
for the other components. Key findings about overall implementation included:


All of the strategy components showed evidence of processes and practices that are either in
place or partially in place to drive successful implementation.



Although APS is collecting data on strategy components, policies and procedures are not
always in place for the district to use the data to make revisions to individual components.



There were reports of communication challenges between APS strategy owners with
supervisors and other APS staff, between APS and principals, and between APS and
practitioners who were implementing the strategy component.



Most principals and teachers reported understanding the purpose of the turnaround strategy,
and most principals reported feeling supported in implementing the turnaround strategy.
Key findings about various strategy components included:



Coaching programs. Principals and teachers perceive coaching programs, such as
Rensselaerville Institute and instructional coaching, as having a great effect on their
respective skills. They attribute successes of these programs to the skills of the coaches and
the relationships between the coaches and whom they coach.



Specialists and tutoring. Principals generally reported that reading/math specialists were
more effective than high impact tutoring. Teachers reported that both specialists and tutoring
were effective.



Community In Schools (CIS) coordinators and student support. Principals reported
positively about both CIS coordinators and student support specialists. They attributed
success to the skills of the particular individual assigned to the school and the
collaboration/support with other staff in the school.



Socio-emotional Learning (SEL) blocks and coaches. The level of principal and teacher
buy-in for SEL was mixed. Some felt that teachers were applying what they learned and
students were improving in behavior and social-emotional outcomes. Others reported that
SEL took time away from academic instruction.

The rest of this appendix is organized into the following sections: A) drivers for
implementation, B) communication and support for implementation, C) implementation of select
strategy components, and D) perceptions of successes and challenges.
Drivers for implementation

The implementation study aims to examine the capacity of APS to deliver Turnaround
Strategy components through practices thought to “drive” effective evidence-based interventions,
as identified by the National Implementation Research Network (NIRN) (Fixsen et al. 2013). As
described in Chapter 2, we conducted site visits that included interviews with APS and vendor
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staff to assess the extent to which processes were in place to achieve high-quality
implementation. This assessment is not meant to be evaluative, but rather to provide information
on areas where systems or structures could be improved. The six implementation drivers fall
under three categories, including:
1.

2.

3.

Staff competency comprises appropriate district-level staff selection and hiring, training,
and ongoing feedback and support processes that build the capacity of frontline staff to
deliver the strategy component. We examined three implementation drivers related to staff
competency: staff selection, training, and feedback.


Staff selection examines the extent to which strategy leaders articulate the required
skills for staff and any job announcements for hiring. It also examines whether the
recruitment and selection methods include processes for determining if staff have
required skills and communicating this information to relevant stakeholders.



Training examines whether frontline staff received information about the theory,
rationale, and values of the strategy component from qualified trainers prior to the
program’s implementation. It also examines whether staff have opportunities to practice
what they learn at the training, obtain feedback from that practice, and give feedback on
the training itself.



Feedback examines whether a lead person (i.e. strategy owner, supervisor, or program
manager) is responsible for supporting staff and if a plan for providing feedback to
frontline staff is in place. It also examines the extent to which supervisors understand
how to implement the strategy component and whether they use multiple pieces of
information (e.g., observations, logs, student assessments) to inform the feedback they
provide.

Organizational supports are district-level structures and systems that create an
environment conducive to the successful delivery of the strategy components. We examined
two implementation drivers related to organizational support: administrative infrastructure
and data systems.


Administrative infrastructure examines the extent to which a district-level infrastructure
to support decision making and the overall implementation of the strategy exists. This
infrastructure includes a district-level leadership and implementation team, regular
communication protocols among district staff and between district and frontline staff,
guidance from senior leadership on key issues, and processes for obtaining and
incorporating feedback and resolving issues for program improvement.



Data systems examines whether district-level strategy owners have defined and
understand the expected short-term and long-term outcomes for the strategy component
and whether there are protocols set up to collect and review data on those outcomes. It
also examines whether there is a district-level process for reporting, monitoring, and
improving fidelity from this data.

Leadership involves guiding staff involved with service delivery, including identifying and
solving barriers to service delivery. This driver examines whether the strategy component
has district-level leaders who have substantive expertise, provide guidance and rationale
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about the work, and who resolve issues in a fair and respectful way. It also examines
whether strategy owners have are able to resolve issues requiring consensus from districtlevel staff, communicate clearly and frequently with frontline staff or school staff about
successes and concerns, and participate in program activities like staff hiring, training, or
performance assessments.
Key findings about drivers for implementation (Table B.1)


All of the strategy components showed evidence of processes and practices that are either in
place or partially in place to drive successful implementation.



Among the 11 strategy components, school partnerships were among those with the most
implementation drivers in place (5 out of 6 drivers, for both of the two partner vendors).
District and vendor leaders described mutual agreement that allows vendors independence
and flexibility in implementation.



SEL coaching and blocks also had the highest number of drivers in place (5 out of 6 driver
elements). District respondents provided evidence of clear and consistent communication
channels with SEL coaches.



Professional learning, reading/math specialists, and vacation academy had the lowest
number of drivers in place (each with 0 out of 6 drivers fully in place). District leaders
reported a lack of reliable data to measure impact, lack of clear protocols for assessing
practitioners, and lack of collaboration from district staff who work outside of their specific
strategy component.



Among the six implementation drivers, feedback loops and data systems were most
frequently in place (in place for 6 out of 11 strategy components). District and vendor
leaders reported that frequent data reporting and useful program fidelity measures are in
place to monitor success.



Administrative infrastructure was rated as only partially in place (in place for 2 out of 11
strategy components). Respondents explained that they lacked policies and procedures to
make routine revisions based on lessons learned and gather clear feedback on addressing
barriers from higher-level leaders. District and vendor leaders spoke to challenges related to
simultaneously building systems to support practitioners and addressing day-to-day needs.



Leadership was often only partially in place (fully in place for 4 of 11 strategy components).
District staff articulated challenges related to building consensus and communicating with
higher-level staff and staff outside of their strategy component at APS. For example, two
respondents described challenges of having multiple higher-level district staff in different
departments to report to and take feedback from.
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Table B.1. Capacity of APS and its vendors to deliver the APS Turnaround
Strategy components as indicated by the implementation drivers
Competency supports

Strategy component

Selection

Training

Feedback

Organizational supports
Administrative
infrastructure

Data
systems

Leadership

School partnerships
Purpose Built Schools
(n=3)
Kindezi (n=4)
Non-academic support
Communities in Schools
(n=4)
Student support staff
(n=2)
Social emotional learning
coaching and blocks
(n=2)
Leadership support
Rensselaerville Institute
(n=3)
Instructional support
Professional learning
(n=2)
Instructional coaches
(n=2)
Academic support
Reading/math specialists
(n=2)
High impact tutoring (n=6)
Vacation academy (n=2)a
Source: March 2017 site visit interviews with APS and vendor leaders of the strategy components.
Note:
A total of 10 APS staff and 11 vendor leaders were included in this analysis. We did not speak to any
initiative or vendor leader on the Harvard School Turnaround Institute, and for this reason, it is not included
in the table.
aWe include Vacation Academy in the discussion about implementation drivers, but based on feedback from APS to
not ask principals, teachers, or other practitioners about it we do not discuss it in the rest of the memo.
Green = in place, yellow = partially in place, white = not applicable or not enough information to rate. Site visitors
completed a rubric on the implementation drivers to rate each driver on a 0-2 scale where 0 indicated (no/not in
place), 1 indicated (some/partially in place), and 2 indicated (yes, in place). We then aggregated across respondents
and questions to form an average for each driver and converted the rounded average scores into the three color
categories.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools

Communication and support for implementation

We collected information about the extent to which principals understood the purpose of the
APS Turnaround Strategy, received clear communication from APS about the Turnaround
Strategy, and felt supported by the district in implementing it. We also asked teachers to rate the
extent to which they understood what it meant to be a turnaround school and expectations for
their school or students in their school.
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Key findings about communication and support for implementation (Table B.2)


Principals’ understanding of turnaround: Of 20 principals who were asked to describe
the APS Turnaround Strategy, 15 accurately articulated the goals or types of supports of the
Turnaround Strategy, while 5 were unaware of or misunderstood key strategy components.22



Principals’ reports on communication with APS: Of the 18 principals who reported their
perceptions regarding communication from APS about the Turnaround Strategy, 12
principals felt that the communication was clear. The perception of whether communication
was or was not clear varied based on the intensity of the Turnaround Strategy at their school
(i.e., if they were a targeted, intensive, or foundational school). Nearly all (ten of eleven)
principals from targeted schools reported that they had received clear communication, while
two of seven from foundational or intensive schools reported this.



Principals’ reports on support: Although most principals reported that they felt supported
to turn around their school, they reported different sources of support. In targeted schools,
more principals reported feeling very or highly supported by APS than by other people or
organizations, such as the Rensselaerville Institute (RI) or community partners (nine of ten
principals who rated support from APS and four of nine principals who rated support from
other organizations). By contrast, in foundational or intensive schools, more principals
reported feeling very or highly supported by other people or organizations than by APS
(four of five principals who rated support from other organizations and three of six
principals who rated support by APS).



Teachers’ understanding of turnaround: Almost all teachers (13 of 14 teachers from 5
schools) reported mostly or clearly understanding what it means to be a turnaround school
and any expectations for their school or students in their school (not shown).

Table B.2. Principals’ reports on levels of communication and support for
implementing the APS Turnaround Strategy
Percentage of principals who reported that…

Percentage

They have a clear understanding of the APS Turnaround Strategy
They have received clear or very clear communication from APS about its Turnaround

75
Strategya

63

They feel very or highly supported by APS for implementing the APS Turnaround Strategya

75

They feel very or highly supported by other organizations for implementing the APS Turnaround
Strategya

57

Source: March 2017 site visit interviews with turnaround principals.
Note:
A total of 22 respondents from 22 schools were included in this analysis.
aWe report the percentage of respondents who reported at least a 3 on a 1-4 scale. For the scale on communication,
1 indicates not clearly at all, 2 indicates somewhat clearly, 3 indicates clearly, and 4 indicates very clearly. For the
scales on support, 1 indicates not supported at all, 2 indicates somewhat supported, 3 indicates very supported, and
4 indicates highly supported.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools

22

We asked respondents to describe their understanding of the APS Turnaround Strategy and coded whether
respondents’ description of the strategy was accurate (meaning their answer suggested they knew the purpose of it
and identified at least some of the strategy components) or not (meaning their answer suggested they misunderstood
the purpose of the APS Turnaround Strategy as a whole or its key components).
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Observations of select strategy components

The site visits included informal observations of high impact tutoring, reading and math
specialists, and SEL blocks. The observations sought to collect objective data on the activities
taking place, the interactions between teachers or practitioners and their students, and the
physical settings of the sessions.23
Key findings from observations (Table B.3)


Across all sessions observed (28 sessions total), practitioners appeared organized and
prepared, and engaged and supportive in their interactions with students. For example, they
had their materials ready and knew what to do and say during the session, and they
interacted regularly with students, listened to them, and gave them feedback. Practitioners
and students also demonstrated respect for one another in all sessions observed through
making eye contact, listening while the others speak, and responding appropriately to one
another.

Reading and Math Specialists (12 sessions observed)


The number of students receiving services ranged from 4 to 19 students with an average of 8
students across the 12 sessions observed.



The average student teacher ratio was six students for every one teacher. The lowest
recorded student teacher ratio was 4:1 (observed in five sessions) and the highest was 19:1
(observed in one session).



In at least 11 of 14 reading and math specialist observations, students were on task and
engaged for the majority of the observation. In the limited number of observations with
noted distractions, distraction from other students was recorded as a factor that contributed
to students becoming off-task.

SEL Blocks (7 sessions observed)


The number of students receiving services ranged from 8 to 23 students with an average of
16 students across the seven sessions observed.



The average student teacher ratio was 14 students for every 1 teacher. The lowest recorded
student teacher ratio was 8:1 (observed in one session) and the highest was 20:1, which was
recorded in one session.



In 6 of 7 of SEL blocks observed, students were on task for the majority of the observation
and were engaged or interested in the activity, and in five of the seven SEL blocks observed
there were no distractions present that might interfere with the activity. In the two
observation sessions with some noted distractions, the morning announcements,
interruptions by other teachers, and movement around the room by other students were
noted.

23

Observations were considered informal because observers did undergo certification for interrater reliability.
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Table B.3. Summary of Reading and Math Specialist and SEL observations
Reading and Math
Specialists
(Number or
percentagea)

SEL (number or
percentage)

12b

7

6

4

19

18

6

16

Average student teacher ratio

6:1

14:1

Most students are on task for the majority of the observation

86

86

Most students appear engaged or interested in the activity

79

86

100

71

Total sessions observed
Number of schools
Average minutes per observation
Average number of students receiving services in a session

No distractions are present that might interfere with the session
activity

Source: March 2017 site visit observations.
Note:
We did not assess observers for interrater reliability.
aPercentage calculations are based on an N-value of 14. In 2 of the 12 observed sessions, there were two specialists
present who divided students into small groups and each specialist completed separate small-group lessons and
activities. In this case, the practices of specialists were observed on an individual-basis rather than by session.
bWe observed reading sessions at 6 schools and math sessions at 6 schools.
SEL = Social-emotional learning

Perceptions of successes and challenges

During the site visits, principals and teachers rated their perceptions of the effects that
strategy components might have on key outcomes, and the extent to which the strategy
components had been integrated into the school. We also asked about the respondent’s
perceptions of the successes and challenges of the strategy components.24 The successes and
challenges described here reflect the most common themes that emerged from interviews and
focus groups, not necessarily all successes or challenges mentioned.


Rensselaerville Institute (RI): Seven of eight principals who provided a rating on the
effectiveness of RI reported that it had at least a strong effect on their skills as a principal.
Of the nine principals who reported successes and challenges of RI, all reported that the
support enabled them to develop clear focus for their work. Most principals (8 of 9
interviews) also attributed the success of RI to the strong skills of the RI coaches, the
relationships coaches formed with the principals, and the frequency of feedback to the
principals.



Harvard School Turnaround Institute (HSTI): None of the three principals who provided
a rating on the effectiveness of HSTI reported that the training had a strong effect on their

24

Not all respondents gave both a rating and described successes and challenges for each strategy component. We
report ratings at the individual level (such as the number of teachers or principals who gave a rating), but we report
descriptions of successes and challenges at the interview level (that is, if a success or challenge was raised by at least
one participant per interview or focus group, we noted the success or challenge once for that interview).
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skills as a principal. Although principals who reported successes and challenges of HSTI
stated that the summer training was useful (4 of 4 interviews) and gave them an opportunity
to reflect on their practice (2 of 4 interviews), they also said that there was insufficient time
to learn skills (2 of 4 interviews).






Targeted professional learning: Of the five teachers who provided a rating on the
effectiveness of the targeted professional learning sessions, all reported that the training had
at least a strong effect on their instructional skills. Eight out of 13 principals providing a
rating perceived the sessions to have a strong effect on teachers’ instructional skills at their
schools.
-

About half of teacher focus groups reported that the content was useful for instructional
development (2 of 4). Principals in 7 of 12 interviews reported that the content was
useful for instructional development and attributed success to teachers applying what
they learned.

-

Approximately half of principals cited teacher attendance to professional learning
sessions as an implementation challenge (7 of 12 interviews). Principals in 5 of 12
interviews reported that having the training on a Saturday was a barrier to attendance.
Teachers in 2 of 4 focus groups also cited this barrier.

Instructional coaching: The majority of teachers (13 of 14) and principals (13 of 14) who
provided ratings on instructional coaching reported that coaching at their school had at least
a strong effect on teachers’ instructional skills.
-

Respondents most commonly cited successes of instructional coaching as teachers’
ability to apply what they learned from the coaches (16 of 31 interviews or focus
groups), the relationships coaches formed with teachers (14 of 31 interviews or focus
groups), and the strong skills of the coaches (12 of 31 interviews or focus groups). In
addition, instructional coaches attributed collaboration and support from school staff (6
of 10 interviews) and helpful trainings on coaching (6 of 10 interviews) to the initiative’s
success.

-

Respondents most frequently raised the following implementation challenges: trainings
that coaches receive were not helpful or comprehensive enough to meet their
professional development needs (8 of 31 interviews or focus groups), lack of scheduled
time for coaches to meet with teachers (8 of 31 interviews or focus groups), and lack of
direction from APS on which of many initiatives to provide instructional coach support
(8 of 31 interviews or focus groups). Instructional coaches identified a lack of
communication between APS (5 of 10 focus groups) and problems with the curriculum,
materials, or resources (4 of 10 focus groups) as additional challenges.

Reading and math specialists: The majority of teachers (5 of 5) and principals (13 of 15)
who provided a rating on the effectiveness of the reading and math specialists felt that
support from the specialists had at least a strong effect on students’ academic achievement.
In addition, nearly all teachers (7 of 7) and principals (14 of 15) who provided a rating on
the integration of specialists into the school felt that these roles been highly integrated.
-

Respondents attributed a variety of factors to the success of the intervention, with
notable variation by respondent-type. Principals who described successes and challenges
most commonly cited the strong skills of the math and reading specialists as facilitators
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of success (8 of 12 interviews). Teachers in 3 of 5 focus groups referenced the setting
and structure of the small group intervention as successful. Some specialists attributed
success to the collaboration and support from school staff (4 of 8 interviews).
-







Respondents most commonly cited the following challenges: problems associated with
the setting or structure of a predominately pull-out intervention (8 of 27 interviews or
focus groups), a lack of scheduled time for the intervention (8 or 27 interviews or focus
groups), and a lack of communication between APS and the schools about the purpose
and role of the specialists (7 of 27 interviews or focus groups). In addition, specialists
identified problems with the curriculum, materials, or resources (6 of 8 interviews) and
unhelpfulness of their trainings (6 of 8 interviews) as additional challenges.

Communities in Schools (CIS): Eleven of fourteen principals felt that their school’s CIS
site coordinator had a strong effect on students’ behavior and social-emotional outcomes.
Ten of 14 principals felt that the role had been highly integrated into the school.
-

Respondents identified the relationships CIS site coordinators build with students (10 of
21 interviews or focus groups) as a facilitator of the initiative’s success. Half of
principals also recognized the strong skills of the site coordinators (7 of 14 interviews)
as contributing to the success, and CIS site coordinators and staff, teachers, and district
staff commonly attributed the success to the collaboration and support from school staff
(4 of 7 interviews or focus groups).

-

Some principals cited having to split the CIS site coordinator across two schools (4 of 14
interviews) and turnover of CIS staff (4 of 14) as challenges to the initiative’s
implementation. CIS site coordinators and staff, teachers, and district staff named a lack
of communication between APS, CIS, and schools (4 of 7 interviews or focus groups),
and named a lack of collaboration or support from school staff and a lack of progress
monitoring as challenges (3 of 7 interviews or focus groups).

Student support specialists: Eleven of sixteen principals felt that the inclusion of an
additional student support specialist (behavioral specialist, counselor, social worker, or
clinical therapist) had a strong effect on behavior and social-emotional outcomes in their
school. Thirteen of the sixteen principals felt that the role had been highly integrated into the
school.
-

Respondents attributed the success of the role to the following: strong skills of the
specialist (15 of 27 interviews or focus groups), the relationships that support staff build
with the students (12 of 27 interviews or focus groups), and collaboration and support
from school staff (12 of 27 interviews or focus groups).

-

Some principals cited a lack of communication between APS and the schools as an
implementation challenge (5 of 16 interviews). A third of the teachers, student support
specialists, and district staff recognized inadequate resources or materials as a challenge
(5 of 11 interviews or focus groups).

SEL coaches and blocks: A majority of principals (12 of 19) and teachers (7 of 10) who
provided a rating on the effectiveness of the SEL coaches and blocks reported that the
initiative had at least a strong effect on student behavior and social-emotional outcomes.
Similarly, both groups felt that the initiative had been highly integrated into the school (13
of 20 principals and 8 of 12 teachers who provided a rating of the integration).
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-

Respondents who expressed successes and challenges of the SEL initiative identified the
strong skills of the SEL coaches (13 of 27 interviews or focus groups), teachers applying
what they learn from the SEL coaches (8 of 27 interviews or focus groups), and the
relationships that SEL coaches build with teachers (7 of 27 interviews or focus groups)
as facilitators of success. In addition, principals attributed the feedback SEL coaches
provide to teachers (6 of 17 interviews or focus groups) and trainings the coaches
provide to teachers and other school staff (5 of 17 interviews or focus groups) to the
success of the initiative. Teachers, SEL coaches, and district staff also recognized the
strong curriculum, materials, and resources as a facilitator of success (4 of 10 interviews
or focus groups).

-

Some respondents raised the concern that the SEL curriculum takes away from
instructional time as a primary challenge of the initiative (9 of 27 interviews or focus
groups). Principals also identified a lack of collaboration or support from school staff (8
of 17 interviews) and a prioritization of other needs or initiatives over SEL (4 of 17
interviews) as challenges to implementation. Additionally, teachers in 4 of 7 focus
groups identified problems with the curriculum’s associated technology and relevance to
the population of students as a challenge.
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This appendix presents supplemental information for the High Impact Tutoring analysis. We
first present supplemental information on iReady usage and performance data by school. We
then present additional information on the methodology used to evaluate High Impact Tutoring.
Finally, we present supplemental results for the impact analyses presented in the main text.
Supplemental information on iReady usage and performance data
Figure C.1 shows the average number of weeks between the first and last diagnostic taken
on the iReady computer platform for each school. For the typical student who enrolled in High
Impact Tutoring, the last diagnostic was taken 18 weeks after the first. There was some variation
by school, with Towns and Barack and Michelle Obama (BAMO) elementary schools—the two
schools that plan to continue High Impact Tutoring in the 2017–2018 school year—among those
with the longest time period between students’ first and last diagnostics. Hollis Innovation
Academy, which provided High Impact Tutoring only in math and only in the spring semester,
had few students take more than one diagnostic. Among those who took at least two diagnostics
at Hollis, there was an average of only one week between their first and last tests.
For each school, Tables C.1 and C.2 show the average number of diagnostics taken,
instructional hours received, and lessons completed on iReady by students enrolled in High
Impact Tutoring in math and English language arts (ELA). We show these averages for all
students and for only the students who logged at least some instructional time on the iReady
software. Across schools, the share of students enrolled in math or ELA tutoring who logged
instructional time on iReady ranged from 60 percent (Hollis Innovation Academy) to 100 percent
(BAMO Elementary School).
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Figure C.1. Average number of weeks between first and last iReady
diagnostic, by school

Source: APS administrative data.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; ELA = English language arts
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Table C.1. iReady usage for High Impact Tutoring students in math, by school
Students enrolled in HIT
math with some instructional
hours on iReady

Percent HIT
math
students
with some
iReady
hours

Avg
diag.
taken

Avg
instr.
hours

Avg
lessons
complete

Avg
diag.
taken

Avg
instr.
hours

Avg
lessons
complete

100

1.27

2.76

11.37

1.27

2.76

11.4

Fain Elementary School

90

1.86

5.56

20.57

2.06

6.16

22.8

Finch Elementary School

93

2.05

6.36

27.79

2.21

6.84

29.9

Gideons Elementary School

81

1.56

1.77

7.83

1.92

2.18

9.6

Hollis Innovation Academy

60

1.00

1.71

4.37

1.00

2.85

7.3

Kimberly Elementary School

82

1.75

3.34

14.08

2.10

4.09

17.3

Perkerson Elementary School

80

1.72

3.02

11.67

2.16

3.78

14.6

Scott Elementary School

89

2.07

4.26

18.18

2.32

4.77

20.4

Slater Elementary School

87

1.63

2.71

11.20

1.84

3.11

12.9

Towns Elementary School

97

2.95

15.35

36.98

3.05

15.89

38.3

Tuskegee Airmen Global Academy

88

1.84

5.25

16.98

2.09

5.98

19.3

Usher/Collier Elementary School

88

1.86

8.26

24.20

2.11

9.39

27.5

Woodson Park Academy

96

1.86

4.11

13.65

1.94

4.27

14.2

BAMO Elementary School

All students enrolled in
HIT math

Source:
APS Administrative data.
Note:
Standard deviations shown in parentheses.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; Avg = Average; HIT = High Impact Tutoring
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Table C.2. iReady usage for High Impact Tutoring students in ELA, by school
Students enrolled in HIT ELA
with some instructional
hours on iReady

Percent HIT
ELA
students
with some
iReady
hours

Avg
diag.
taken

Avg
instr.
hours

Avg
lessons
complete

Avg
diag.
taken

Avg
instr.
hours

Avg
lessons
complete

100

2.27

6.07

20.51

2.27

6.07

20.5

Boyd Elementary School

65

1.22

2.88

9.61

1.83

4.41

14.7

F.L. Stanton Elementary School

90

1.84

5.21

17.91

2.04

5.77

19.8

Fain Elementary School

65

1.22

2.88

9.61

1.83

4.41

14.7

Finch Elementary School

90

1.84

5.21

17.91

2.04

5.77

19.8

Gideons Elementary School

86

1.78

5.14

16.50

2.07

5.95

19.1

Kimberly Elementary School

82

1.59

2.70

9.30

1.94

3.30

11.4

Perkerson Elementary School

84

1.67

3.75

12.78

1.99

4.46

15.2

Scott Elementary School

70

1.39

2.56

8.58

1.96

3.65

12.2

Slater Elementary School

93

2.37

4.79

14.73

2.54

5.13

15.8

Towns Elementary School

88

1.74

2.94

10.04

1.96

3.34

11.4

Tuskegee Airmen Global Academy

91

3.18

9.69

23.20

3.50

10.66

25.5

Usher/Collier Elementary School

87

2.04

5.49

15.68

2.32

6.28

17.9

Woodson Park Academy

89

2.00

6.79

19.28

2.25

7.64

21.7

BAMO Elementary School

All students enrolled in
HIT ELA

Source:
APS Administrative data.
Note:
Standard deviations shown in parentheses.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; Avg = Average; ELA = English language arts; HIT = High Impact Tutoring

A majority of students who received High Impact Tutoring in each subject remained below
grade level at both their first and last diagnostics (Tables C.3 and C.4).25 The iReady diagnostic
test identified the grade level for which students’ math and ELA skills had developed. Although
there was some variation across schools, few High Impact Tutoring participants at each school
moved from below grade level to on (or above) grade level between their first and last
diagnostic. Overall, 12 percent and 11 percent of students receiving math and ELA tutoring,
respectively, achieved this growth.

25

Although a majority of students with iReady performance data took their final diagnostic at least 18 weeks after
their first diagnostic, some students had a shorter amount of time to show improvement. The analyses displayed in
Tables C.3 and C.4 only include students who took their first diagnostic in October or November to limit the number
of students with a very short amount of time between their first and last diagnostics.
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Table C.3. iReady performance for students receiving High Impact Tutoring in
math
Base diagnostic
score below
grade level

End diagnostic
score below
grade level

%

Average

%

N

BAMO Elementary School

96.7

30

100.0

8

0.0

19.71

Boyd Elementary School

-

0

-

0

-

-

F.L. Stanton Elementary School

-

0

-

0

-

-

Fain Elementary School

98.4

62

96.6

58

1.7

17.40

Finch Elementary School

95.8

48

95.5

44

4.5

20.32

Gideons Elementary School

97.9

48

91.1

45

8.9

19.35

-

0

-

0

-

-

Kimberly Elementary School

98.6

73

76.4

55

23.6

17.67

Perkerson Elementary School

97.3

74

87.3

71

9.9

18.79

Scott Elementary School

96.4

84

83.1

83

15.7

17.76

Slater Elementary School

97.0

66

80.4

56

17.9

17.80

Towns Elementary School

100.0

50

100.0

48

0.0

25.34

Tuskegee Airmen Global Academy

100.0

67

90.8

65

9.2

17.74

Usher/Collier Elementary School

100.0

20

73.7

19

26.3

14.14

Woodson Park Academy

93.5

77

72.5

69

21.7

17.87

All targeted schools

97.4

699

86.3

621

12.2

18.65

Source: APS administrative data.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; N = Number
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Table C.4. iReady performance for students receiving High Impact Tutoring in
ELA
Base diagnostic
score below
grade level

End diagnostic
score below
grade level

Below
grade level
to on/above
grade level

Weeks
between base
and end
diagnostic

%

Average

School name

%

N

%

N

BAMO Elementary School

88.7

53

76.6

47

17.0

21.48

Boyd Elementary School

92.6

27

77.3

22

13.6

16.91

F.L. Stanton Elementary School

97.5

81

85.7

77

13.0

16.94

Fain Elementary School

95.8

72

88.4

69

7.2

17.57

Finch Elementary School

89.5

76

87.3

71

7.0

20.10

Gideons Elementary School

92.2

51

81.8

44

11.4

19.12

-

0

-

0

-

-

Kimberly Elementary School

98.6

72

83.9

56

16.1

17.59

Perkerson Elementary School

98.7

79

94.6

74

5.4

18.85

Scott Elementary School

96.2

26

69.2

26

30.8

17.98

Slater Elementary School

86.7

83

80.0

70

14.3

18.20

Towns Elementary School

87.7

73

86.3

73

1.4

25.25

Tuskegee Airmen Global Academy

100.0

84

96.3

82

3.7

18.07

Usher/Collier Elementary School

100.0

21

90.0

20

10.0

14.64

Woodson Park Academy

89.6

77

72.2

72

19.4

16.42

All targeted schools

93.6

875

84.8

803

10.8

18.79

Hollis Innovation Academy

Source: APS administrative data.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; ELA = English language arts; N = Number

Supplemental information on the methodology used to evaluate High Impact Tutoring
Sample selection
The impact analyses included students who met the following criteria: (1) were enrolled in
High Impact Tutoring for each subject; (2) logged any instructional time on the iReady software
in the respective subject; (3) had baseline performance and demographic data; (4) were
successfully matched to similar comparison students; and (5) had outcome scores in spring 2017
(either on the Georgia Milestones or STAR assessments). The eligible comparison groups were
composed of students who were also enrolled in a Targeted school and had baseline data
available but were not enrolled in High Impact Tutoring for the respective subject. Table C.5
summarizes how each of the above restrictions affected the sample sizes for the analyses.
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Table C.5. Summary of High Impact Tutoring sample sizes
HIT Math

HIT ELA

Total HIT students

914

1,098

HIT students with iReady minutes

797

949

HIT students with baseline data

621

732

HIT students matched

597

698

2,368

2,455

Matched HIT students with 2017 Milestones scores

475

572

Matched HIT students with 2017 STAR scores

558

673

Comparison students matched

Source:
Notes:

APS administrative data.
Number of HIT students matched refers to HIT students that had baseline data and matched with at
least one comparison student.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; HIT = High Impact Tutoring; ELA = English language arts

As long as they met the other sample selection criteria, all students who enrolled in High
Impact Tutoring were eligible to be included in the analysis, even if they attended another school
for a greater number of days in the 2016–2017 school year. About 1 percent of math and 2
percent of ELA tutoring students were enrolled at another school for more days in the 2016–
2017 school year. For all school-level analyses, tutoring students were counted as attending the
school in 2016–2017 for which they were enrolled in High Impact Tutoring.26
To be included in the analysis, students had to have math and reading Computer Adaptive
Assessment System (CAAS) scores from the prior year, STAR math and STAR ELA or STAR
early literacy (SEL) scores from fall 2016, and student characteristic data from the prior year (see
Table C.6 for a complete list of baseline variables). We used CAAS and STAR rather than
Georgia Milestones to account for prior academic performance because students in all
elementary grades took these exams, enabling us to include grades 1 through 5 in the analysis.
Had we used 2015–2016 Georgia Milestones as the baseline assessment, only students in grades
4 and 5 could be included. Only 44 percent of math and 42 percent of ELA tutoring students
were in grades 4 or 5 in the 2016–2017 school year (see Tables II.1 and II.2).
We assessed the impact of High Impact Tutoring on the Georgia Milestones exam in grades
3 through 5, and on the spring STAR exams in grades 1 through 5. Compared to the analyses on
the Georgia Milestones, the analyses of student performance on STAR included an additional
101 High Impact Tutoring students in ELA and 83 High Impact Tutoring students in math (see
Table C.5).

26

Two students were enrolled in HIT at multiple schools. We counted the students as attending the school for which
their iReady data were associated.
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Propensity-score matching methodology
For each subject and grade level, we estimated a propensity score for each eligible treatment
and comparison student using a logistic regression model. This propensity score indicates the
likelihood of participating in High Impact Tutoring given students’ prior academic performance
and characteristics. Table C.6 lists the variables used to estimate the propensity scores. To
account for baseline academic performance, we used both STAR scores from fall 2016 and
CAAS scores from the previous school year. For CAAS exams taken in the 2015–2016 school
year, we used the student’s most recent available score from the fall or spring testing windows.27
For STAR, students could take the ELA or SEL tests. If available, we used students’ ELA scores.
Otherwise, we used their SEL scores, which were more common among students in early
grades.28 All test scores were first standardized by school year, grade, and subject.
Table C.6. Variables used in the propensity-score models
Math and ELA or SEL STAR scores from fall 2016
Math and reading CAAS scores from the 2015/16 school year
Second and third order math and ELA or SEL STAR scores from fall 2016
Second and third order math and reading CAAS scores from the 2015–2016 school year
Indicator of whether the student took the ELA or SEL test in fall 2016
Student demographics (gender, race/ethnicity, English language learner status, disability status)
Indicator of whether the student was enrolled in a school for only part of the 2015–2016 school year
Indicator of whether the student was suspended at any point in the 2015–2016 school year
Attendance rate for the 2015–2016 school year
Indicator of whether the student was behind grade level for their age
Indicator of whether the student worked with a math or reading specialist for the respective High Impact Tutoring
subject
Interactions of baseline STAR scores and demographic variables (gender, race/ethnicity, English language learner
status)
Interactions of baseline CAAS scores and demographic variables (gender, race/ethnicity, English language learner
status)
Note:

A logistic regression was run for each grade and subject. Some variables or interactions listed were omitted
from grade-specific models if there was no variation in students in High Impact Tutoring for that model. For
example, no High Impact Tutoring students in grade 2 were English language learners in either subject, so
that variable (and corresponding interactions) were omitted from the grade 2 models.
CAAS = Computer Adaptive Assessment System; ELA = English language arts; SEL = STAR early literacy

27

For the 2016–2017 CAAS exams, 92 percent of math and reading scores used were from the spring, and 8 percent
were from the fall.
28

About 6 percent of matched students had an SEL rather than ELA score as their fall 2016 STAR baseline score.
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After generating the propensity scores, we matched each eligible High Impact Tutoring
student with up to 20 comparison students who had the most similar propensity scores within a
given threshold, or radius, of the High Impact Tutoring student’s propensity score.29 If there
were no eligible comparison students within the matching radius for a given High Impact
Tutoring student, that student was excluded from the matched comparison impact analyses. As
summarized in Table C.5, we were able to match 597 out of 621 High Impact Tutoring math
students with baseline data and 698 out of 732 High Impact Tutoring ELA students with baseline
data. On average, matched High Impact Tutoring students in both math and ELA were paired
with 19 comparison students.
Table C.7 presents summary statistics showing how well High Impact Tutoring math and
ELA students were matched to comparison students on baseline characteristics. On average,
comparison students from each matched group were not significantly different from High Impact
Tutoring students on any baseline characteristics used in the analyses. Similarly, there were no
statistically significant baseline differences between High Impact Tutoring and matched students
in the analytical samples used to estimate impacts on Georgia Milestones and STAR scores.
Impact model
To measure impacts using the matched samples, we estimated an ordinary least squares
(OLS) regression model that accounted for any small remaining differences between High
Impact Tutoring and comparison students in their prior academic performance and
characteristics:
(C1)

𝑦𝑖 = 𝛼 + 𝑋𝑖 𝛽 + 𝛿𝑇𝑖 + 𝑔𝑟𝑎𝑑𝑒 𝑑𝑢𝑚𝑚𝑖𝑒𝑠 + 𝜀𝑖

where 𝑦𝑖 is the spring 2017 test score for student i (either Georgia Milestones or STAR in the
corresponding subject);30 𝑋𝑖 is a vector of demographic controls and baseline test scores for
student i; 𝑇𝑖 is a binary variable for treatment status, indicating whether student i received High
Impact Tutoring in the subject of interest; 𝜀𝑖 is a random error term that reflects the influence of
unobserved factors on the outcome; and δ and β are parameters or vectors of parameters to be
estimated, with δ representing the impact of High Impact Tutoring. Because each comparison
student could be matched to multiple High Impact Tutoring students, we used a weighting
scheme in which each High Impact Tutoring student had a weight of one, and each comparison
student had a weight representing the number of matching High Impact Tutoring students.

29

For the High Impact Tutoring math analysis, the matching radius ranged from 0.01 to 0.06 for each grade. For the
High Impact Tutoring ELA analysis, the matching radius ranged from 0.04 to 0.26 for each grade. The radii for each
grade and subject were selected to improve the quality of matches obtained.
30

Because we evaluate the effect of High Impact Tutoring in math and ELA on two exams, the probability that one
of those impacts is statistically significant is greater than the probability that a single impact appears statistically
significant. We therefore applied the Benjamini-Hochberg multiple comparisons correction to the p-values of each
pair of impact estimates by subject (Benjamini & Hockberg, 1995).
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Table C.7. Baseline characteristics of matched High Impact Tutoring and
comparison students

HIT math

Matched
comparison

HIT ELA

Matched
comparison

2015–2016 CAAS reading score
(mean z-score)

-0.504
(0.711)

-0.497
(0.707)

-0.529
(0.714)

-0.515
(0.726)

2015–2016 CAAS math score
(mean z-score)

-0.470
(0.737)

-0.482
(0.728)

-0.450
(0.798)

-0.443
(0.788)

Fall 2016 STAR fall math score
(mean z-score)

-0.597
(0.741)

-0.578
(0.724)

-0.572
(0.837)

-0.566
(0.817)

Fall 2016 STAR ELA or SEL reading score
(mean z-score)

-0.564
(0.570)

-0.567
(0.567)

-0.632
(0.532)

-0.628
(0.544)

Disability

0.052

0.051

0.076

0.081

English language learner

0.012

0.011

0.019

0.016

Partial enrollment

0.308

0.308

0.312

0.322

Ever suspended

0.050

0.047

0.053

0.053

Attendance rate

0.948
(0.048)

0.947
(0.048)

0.950
(0.045)

0.950
(0.045)

Behind grade level

0.109

0.103

0.115

0.116

Hispanic

0.023

0.022

0.029

0.028

American Indian

0.013

0.013

0.016

0.021

Asian

0.002

0.001

0.003

0.000

African American

0.982

0.983

0.976

0.976

Pacific Islander

0.003

0.003

0.006

0.003

Female

0.504

0.507

0.487

0.493

Specialist

0.075

0.069

0.083

0.076

597

2,368

698

2,455

Baseline characteristics

Number of students
Source:
Notes:

APS administrative data.
The HIT and matched comparison groups did not significantly differ on any variables for either the math
or ELA analyses. Standard deviations are displayed in parenthesis below the averages of continuous
variables.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; HIT = High Impact Tutoring; ELA = English language arts; CAAS = Computer Adaptive
Assessment System; SEL = STAR early literacy

As exploratory analyses, we tested whether the impacts of High Impact Tutoring on student
performance on the Georgia Milestones exam varied depending on the tutoring vendor, school,
or number of iReady hours the student logged. For each variable of interest, we estimated the
following regression model, which adds interaction terms to the benchmark model in equation
C1.
(C2)

𝑦𝑖 = 𝛼 + 𝑋𝑖 𝛽 + 𝛿𝑇𝑖 + 𝛾𝑇𝑖 𝐸𝑖 + 𝑔𝑟𝑎𝑑𝑒 𝑑𝑢𝑚𝑚𝑖𝑒𝑠 + 𝜀𝑖
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The coefficient γ represents how the impact differs for the exploratory variable of interest
(𝐸𝑖 ) (for example, whether students were tutored by Hands on Atlanta instead of Vision
Tutoring, or whether they actively engaged with the iReady platform, logging at least 450
minutes on it). Because students were not randomly assigned to vendors, schools, or tutoring
dosage, these analyses are exploratory and might reflect the influence of other related but
unobserved factors.
Targeted schools served varying numbers of High Impact Tutoring students, which means
that we were able to estimate school-specific High Impact Tutoring impacts more precisely for
some schools than others. Because each school’s impact is estimated with sampling error, some
schools’ impact estimates will be larger than their true impacts and others will be smaller. As a
result, this could lead us to overstate the differences between schools. To adjust for different
levels of precision in the impact estimates, we applied an empirical Bayes shrinkage procedure to
each school-specific impact following the approach described in Morris (1983). This adjustment
corrects for statistical “noise” by shifting each school’s impact estimate closer to the average
High Impact Tutoring impact in the relevant subject. Schools with less precise estimates receive
the largest adjustments, and schools with more precise estimates receive smaller adjustments.
To compensate for the number of inferences being made across schools, we applied the
Benjamini-Hochberg multiple comparisons correction to the p-values associated with each
school-specific impact estimate (Benjamini and Hockberg 1995). In addition, we used an F-test
of joint significance to assess whether the estimated differences in impacts across schools were
all statistically different from zero.
Supplemental results on analyses presented in the main text
The impact of High Impact Tutoring on Georgia Milestones scores by vendor
Table C.8 presents results of the High Impact Tutoring math and ELA analyses by vendor.
As discussed in the main text, the impact of High Impact Tutoring in both subjects is not
significantly different from 0 for both vendors and the vendors’ impacts do not significantly
differ from one another.
The impact of High Impact Tutoring on Georgia Milestones scores by amount of instructional
time logged on iReady
Table C.9 presents results of both the High Impact Tutoring math and ELA analyses. As
discussed in the main text, the impacts of participating in High Impact Tutoring were not
significantly different for students who logged more than 450 minutes on the iReady platform for
ELA but varied for math. We also tested whether there was a relationship between impacts and
minutes logged on iReady, but found no relationship.31

31

Results are available upon request.
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Table C.8. Impacts of High Impact Tutoring on Georgia Milestones scores by
tutoring vendor
Math

ELA

Impact of receiving HIT through Vision Tutoring

-0.033
(0.036)

Impact of receiving HIT through Hands on
Atlanta

-0.048
(0.032)

Difference in impacts between Hands on Atlanta
and Vision Tutoring

0.015
(0.048)

0.024
(0.032)
-0.034
(0.033)
0.058
(0.046)

2,173

2,268

Number of students
Source:
Notes:

APS administrative data.
This table displays impact estimates in z-scores (standard deviations) on the 2017 Georgia Milestones
exams of the same subject as the tutoring and only includes students in grades 3 through 5. Standard
errors are displayed in parentheses below each impact estimate. The sample size reflects the total
number of tutoring students and matched comparison students in each analysis.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; ELA = English language arts; HIT = High Impact Tutoring

Table C.9. Impacts of High Impact Tutoring on Georgia Milestones scores by
amount of instructional time logged on iReady
Math

ELA

Impact of receiving HIT among students with
fewer than 450 minutes on iReady
Impact of receiving HIT among students with 450
or more minutes on iReady

-0.071**
(0.026)
0.033
(0.044)

-0.027
(0.025)
0.022
(0.025)

Difference in impacts between students with
greater or fewer than 450 minutes on iReady

0.104*
(0.048)

0.050
(0.043)

Number of students

2,173

2,268

Source:
Notes:

APS administrative data.
This table displays impact estimates in z-scores (standard deviations) on the 2017 Georgia Milestones
exams of the same subject as the tutoring and only includes students in grades 3 through 5. Standard
errors are displayed in parentheses below each impact estimate. The sample size reflects the total
number of tutoring students and matched comparison students in each analysis.
**Impact is statistically significant at the 1 percent level.
**Difference is statistically significant at the 5 percent level.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; ELA = English language arts; HIT = High Impact Tutoring
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This appendix presents supplemental information for the impact analysis of the first year of
the Purpose Built Schools (PBS) partnership at Thomasville Heights. We provide additional
details about the methodology used and then present results from supplemental analyses.
Supplemental information on the methodology used to evaluate the PBS partnership
We used a quasi-experimental research design known as difference-in-differences to
evaluate the impact of the first year of the PBS partnership at Thomasville Heights. To conduct
this difference-in-differences analysis, we used student-level data from 2011–2012 to 2016–
2017. Although comparison schools had to be in operation in all six years, different samples of
students were included in each year depending on schools’ enrollment.32
We measured the impacts of the first year of the PBS partnership at Thomasville Heights on
five key outcomes (student achievement in English language arts (ELA), math, science, and
social studies and student absence rates) using the following difference-in-differences ordinary
least squares (OLS) regression model:
(D1)

𝑦𝑖𝑔𝑠𝑡 = 𝛼 + 𝛽𝑇𝑖𝑔𝑡 + 𝛾𝑇𝑖𝑔2017 + 𝑋𝑖𝑔𝑡 𝛿1 + 𝑊𝑠𝑡 𝛿2 + 𝑑𝑔 + 𝑑𝑠 + 𝑑𝑡 + 𝜀𝑖𝑔𝑠𝑡 ,

where 𝑦𝑖𝑔𝑠𝑡 is the test score or absence rate for student 𝑖 in grade 𝑔 in school 𝑠 in year 𝑡. 𝑇𝑖𝑔𝑡
indicates whether student 𝑖 in grade 𝑔 was enrolled in Thomasville Heights in year 𝑡 and 𝑇𝑖𝑔2017
indicates whether student 𝑖 in grade 𝑔 was enrolled in Thomasville Heights in the 2016–2017
school year—the first year of the PBS partnership. Therefore, 𝛾 represents the difference-indifferences estimate, or the impact of year 1 of the PBS partnership at Thomasville Heights. The
model also accounts for student and school characteristics. 𝑋𝑖𝑔𝑡 is a vector of characteristics for
student 𝑖 in grade 𝑔 in year 𝑡, which includes gender, race/ethnicity, disability status, English
language learner status, eligibility for free or reduced-price lunch, and whether the student was
behind grade level for their age. 𝑊𝑠𝑡 is a vector of characteristics for school 𝑠 in year 𝑡, which
includes the school’s percentage of disabled, free or reduced-price lunch, African American, and
English language learner students, as well as whether the school had Community Eligibility
Provision status. The inclusion of student and school characteristics helps improve the precision
of the estimates and account for compositional changes over time. 𝑑𝑔 , 𝑑𝑠 , and 𝑑𝑡 represent
grade, school, and year fixed effects, respectively. The school fixed effects account for any
remaining differences across schools that are constant over time, while the year fixed effects
account for aggregate trends. 𝜀𝑔𝑠𝑡𝑖 is a random error term that reflects the influence of
unobserved factors on the outcome. Standard errors are clustered at the school level to account
for the lack of independence in student outcomes within schools.
Results from supplemental analyses
As mentioned in the main text, the key assumption to the difference-in-differences
methodology is that all differences between Thomasville Heights and comparison schools, with

32

As described in Appendix A, students who enrolled in multiple schools in a given school year were assigned to
the school where they had the longest enrollment period.
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the exception of the PBS intervention starting in 2016–2017, were stable over time. We
conducted a series of supplemental analyses to assess potential threats to this assumption.
Compositional changes in students enrolled
Although using different samples of students each year enables us to include more years and
students in the analysis, a potential risk is that the composition of students at Thomasville
Heights could be affected by the PBS partnership either in the year the partnership was
announced or after it began. Such compositional changes could result in changes in schoolwide
academic performance that would be due to a different student body rather than the partnership
itself. For example, this could occur if the school began recruiting higher-performing students
than in years past. To assess this risk, we examined the average math and ELA performance of
students who left and joined the school each year (Figure D.1). The differences between these
leavers and joiners were not statistically significant in any school year, suggesting that year-toyear fluctuations in the composition of the student body are unlikely to account for changes in
the school’s academic performance.
Figure D.1. Test scores of students who left and joined Thomasville Heights
over time

Source: APS administrative data.
Note:
The years in each panel of the figure refer to the spring of each school year. None of the yearly differences
between leavers and joiners is statistically significant.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; ELA = English language arts.

Anticipatory effects at Thomasville Heights
With any school turnaround effort, it is possible that the announcement of changes to come,
and the uncertainty and disruption that can follow, could lead to anticipatory effects in the prior
school year. For example, anticipation of the partnership with PBS could have led to staff
turnover before the end of the 2015–2016 school year, causing academic performance in the
school to drop. In this scenario, improvements in 2016–2017 could be the result of a natural
rebound rather than the partnership. Conversely, if anticipation of the partnership led to positive
changes in the school before the partnership began, the difference-in-differences analysis could
understate the improvements in 2016–2017.
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Although Thomasville’s academic performance trends did not suggest that anticipatory
effects occurred (Figure III.4), we conducted a sensitivity analysis that excluded data from the
2015–2016 school year and compared these results with the main findings based on all years. If
anticipation of the partnership affected academic performance or attendance in 2015–2016, the
results could change. However, the results of this sensitivity analysis are consistent with the main
findings in both magnitude and statistical significance (Table D.1). We again find that the PBS
partnership at Thomasville Heights led to statistically significant increases in math and social
studies scores after one year.
Table D.1. Impacts of Year 1 of the PBS partnership, excluding 2015–2016
from the analysis

Thomasville Heights Elementary in Year 1 of the
PBS partnership
Number of students

ELA

Math

-0.06
(0.04)

0.18**
(0.05)

Science

Social
studies

0.04
(0.06)

0.26**
(0.07)

Absence
rate
0.00
(0.00)

15,920

15,939

4,921

4,918

38,198

19

19

19

19

19

Number of schools

Source: APS administrative data.
Note:
This table displays impact estimates for the 2017 Georgia Milestones end-of-grade exams in z-scores
(standard deviations) and in percentage point units for the absence rate outcome. Standard errors are
displayed in parentheses below each impact estimate.
**Impact is statistically significant at the 1 percent level.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; ELA = English language arts: PBS = Purpose Built Schools

Selection of comparison schools
In selecting comparison schools, we considered only Atlanta Public Schools (APS) (noncharter) elementary schools that did not participate in the Turnaround Strategy to measure the
effect of the PBS partnership relative to what might have occurred at Thomasville Heights
without the Turnaround Strategy. We also excluded schools in the North Atlanta and Grady
clusters because the demographic and academic profiles of these schools, located in north and
northeast Atlanta, differed significantly from both Thomasville Heights and other APS schools,
which could mean they experienced different trends over time.
Even with this exclusion, however, the comparison schools were higher performing than
Thomasville Heights in years past. Although the difference-in-differences design accounts for
stable differences between Thomasville Heights and comparison schools, it is possible that they
could have experienced different trends over time given their overall differences. We tested the
sensitivity of the results to our choice of comparison schools by comparing Thomasville Heights
to other Turnaround schools. This analysis measures the effect of the PBS partnership relative to
what might have occurred if Thomasville Heights had instead received other Turnaround
supports.33 Consistent with their participation in the Turnaround Strategy, these schools were
lower performing than the original set of comparison schools, and therefore resembled
33

The analysis included both Targeted and Intensive schools.
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Thomasville Heights more closely. However, they were still higher performing than Thomasville
Heights before the PBS partnership.
Table D.2 presents the results of this sensitivity analysis. We again find that the PBS
partnership led to statistically significant increases in math and social studies scores at
Thomasville Heights after one year and obtain similar magnitudes for these effects. Relative to
other Turnaround schools, we also find that there were statistically significant improvements in
science performance (0.26 standard deviations) and absence rates (1 percentage point reduction).
Because the 16 schools in this comparison group were experiencing a number of changes at the
same time, however, they might not provide a stable comparison group. For example, they could
have experienced anticipatory effects in 2015–2016 as the Turnaround Strategy was announced.
Furthermore, because they received different kinds of supports in 2016–17, the counterfactual
they represent is more difficult to interpret.
Table D.2. Impacts of Year 1 of the PBS partnership, relative to other
Turnaround schools
ELA
Thomasville Heights Elementary in Year 1 of the PBS
partnership
Number of students
Number of schools

0.00
(0.05)

Math
0.20**
(0.06)

Science
0.26**
(0.08)

Social
studies
0.38**
(0.08)

Absence
rate
-0.01*
(0.00)

15,366

15,374

4,857

4,847

37,058

16

16

16

16

16

Source: APS administrative data.
Note:
This table displays impact estimates for the 2017 Georgia Milestones end-of-grade exams in z-scores
(standard deviations) and in percentage point units for the absence rate outcome. Standard errors are
displayed in parentheses below each impact estimate.
**Impact is statistically significant at the 1 percent level.
*Impact is statistically significant at the 5 percent level.
APS = Atlanta Public Schools; ELA = English language arts; PBS = Purpose Built Schools
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