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Study Shows Pilot Schools making substantial gains

A study released today by the Center for Collaborative Education (CCE) documents significant achievement by students who attend Boston’s Pilot Schools. The research found Pilot School students performing better than the district averages across every indicator of student engagement and performance.

Among the documented results were higher performance by Pilot students at every grade level, on every test administered as part of the MCAS (the state standardized test), as well as a higher college going rate among Pilot students, along with higher attendance and lower suspension rates.

Dan French, Executive Director of CCE, said, “This data suggests that the Pilot model of granting schools control over their resources and holding them to increased accountability is a powerful formula for improving our urban public schools.”
Unique to Boston, Pilot Schools are generally small schools that set their own course in everything from curriculum and budget to schedule and staffing. Each Pilot School is guided by its own governing board. Pilot Schools were established in the mid-1990’s to provide increased choice to Boston’s families, in response to new state legislation creating charter schools, and to be models of educational innovation for the district. There are currently 19 Pilot Schools spanning PreK-12, and enrolling approximately 5,900 students, or about 10% of the district’s student enrollment.

Among the results detailed in the report were those in the tenth grade MCAS English Language Arts test, where the proportion of Pilot School students scoring at the “advanced/proficient” levels was twice that of non-Pilot students. Tenth grade math MCAS results showed 80% of Pilot School students passing, in contrast to 59% of non-Pilot students passing. (The comparison does not include Boston’s exam schools, since, like other BPS schools, Pilot Schools are not selective.)

The report also cites comparative attendance rates at Pilot Schools as evidence of a high level of “engagement.” Starting with a slightly higher Pilot attendance rate in elementary schools, the disparity increased at the middle school level and grew to where the Pilot high school attendance rate was 95%, compared to a rate of 89% for other high schools – representing a difference of two weeks of attendance in a school year.

Boston School Superintendent Thomas Payzant expressed satisfaction at the findings. “What this report shows is that real progress that can change the lives of students is possible. Pilot Schools have made an invaluable contribution to public education in Boston.” Pilot Schools have thrived under Payzant’s ten-year stewardship. He points out that many other school systems have sent observers to Boston to visit the Pilot Schools.

One key to the Pilot story over the years has been the commitment of the Boston Teachers Union to an innovative agreement for a network of Boston’s schools.  Union President Richard Stutman, after seeing the new study, said, “This report shows that the Pilot model is a vital avenue for teacher growth and innovation. It is important for us that the lessons and best practices learned from Pilots be considered for other schools.”

Pilot Schools have, in fact, influenced an evolution in many Boston schools. The transformation of large schools to small schools, the use of varied forms of assessment, and the introduction of course sequences unique to individual schools all reflect growing recognition that students and teachers work better when the motivation comes from within, rather than from the central office.

In releasing the study, French noted, “Cities across the country have been wondering if the Pilot approach just might be the way to educate their children. They are going to be excited, as we are, about these new findings.”

The new study, “Progress and Promise: Results from the Boston Pilot Schools,” will be released today at a Boston Foundation “Understanding Boston” forum. Dan French will present the findings with Rosann Tung, CCE’s director of research. A discussion panel moderated by Paul Reville, President of the Rennie Center for Education Research & Policy, will include Boston Foundation CEO and President Paul Grogan, Superintendent Thomas Payzant, BTU President Richard Stutman, national teachers union leader Adam Urbansky, Pilot principal Peggy Kemp, and Pilot parent and teacher Arthur Williams.

The Center for Collaborative Education, headquartered in Roxbury, is an educational and research organization that works to develop innovative models of urban public schools, including coordinating the Boston Pilot Schools. CCE is a national leader in small school and middle school reform. The Center provides its network schools with onsite coaching, professional development, advocacy and research. For more information about CCE, visit www.cce.org or call 617-421-0134.
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