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Advance Praise for Achieving College Dreams

“If we are to solve the manifold problems of public schools, higher education can no longer hold itself aloof and just skim off the top. Achieving College Dreams tells the story of Cal Berkeley’s efforts to partner and help, asking the hard questions, assessing what works and doesn’t, and learning along the way, in the best spirit of public service. Let’s hope more of higher education is inspired by this to roll up its sleeves.”

—Anthony Marx, President, New York Public Library; former President of Amherst College

“Weinstein and Worrell take us inside the development and evolution of CAL Prep by focusing on expanding the opportunities for the education and socio-emotional development of low-income, under-represented secondary school students. They weave together diverse voices, data sets, theory and research into a volume that is compelling and engaging. The volume is of vital interest to practitioners, academics, policy makers, and laymen alike.”

—Edward Seidman, Professor of Applied Psychology, Steinhardt School of Culture, Education and Development, New York University

“Achieving College Dreams is an honest and powerful story of a university committed to creating a high school that embodies equity and excellence. It tells a sometimes heartwarming, sometimes painful story of the trials and triumphs of a school in the making. The book’s value comes in part from the authors’ willingness to share, along with their success, what did not work and the lessons learned. I recommend it to anyone interested in connecting research and theory to practice, university-community partnerships, designing new schools, or school reform more generally.”

—Deborah Stipek, Judy Koch Professor of Education, Graduate School of Education, Stanford University

“Achieving College Dreams presents a clarion call to colleges and universities to engage their local schools and communities for mutual benefit, along with a roster of strategies for overcoming the daunting obstacles and challenges for creating an excellent and equitable educational environment for poorly served students.”

—Hugh Mehan, Professor Emeritus of Sociology, The Center for Research on Educational Equity, Access, and Teaching Excellence (CREATE), University of California, San Diego

“The story of the California College Preparatory Academy captures the commitment of a great university, a handful of dedicated professors and educators, and a charter school organization to pave the road to college for underserved youth. I am left to wonder why other universities have failed to follow suit and use their intellectual and material resources to promote college readiness.”

—Daniel L. Duke, Professor, Curry School of Education, University of Virginia
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To the youth who bloom with rich educational opportunities, To a world where unequal schools become a social ill of the past.
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FOR THE FUTURE…

It’s one thing to have voices in your head, but it’s twice as hard to have anxiety attacks when every single voice is repeating, “I’m slipping, I’m falling, I can’t get up …”

When you fight the fatigue that crept up on you every single night after heating this pencil trying to figure something out, or pull something out of your head because most of your life you heard others, and trained yourself to believe … there’s nothing there …

And you question yourself, was this your fault, or were you trained to believe that too, because I don’t know about you, but I know there was at least one person in my life who tried to control my every move, and it took me the longest to get myself together to say, respect the nature of my growth—

Everyone knows, the more you pull on a plant in soil, the more complications arise in its process of development, be patient …

Time management, self-preservation, patience, yeah I thought without those three things I could make it, but I also found myself face first inside the same crater of failure … and I figured, this would be the only mark that I would leave on this Earth, until I noticed the beautiful works of life filling it in.

You heard others say “you’re not half empty, you’re half full,” but what you needed to hear was “release all the waste of fear, and allow your self to be filled up with fearlessness,”

So here I am, there you are,

and hopefully you as well as them may know one day that my words move with LOGIC, and what I am full of right now is my HEART!

So now, I can tell myself as well as I tell you,

That this is the process of your conscience killing those horrific ghosts in your soul and waking up your dome,

This is the light sparking under your frozen feet after others had you tied you down to the ground of this cold world,

This, this is the AFTERMATH from not killing every BRAIN CELL for ONE INTEGRAL,

This is for the peace that you may find in your life during a new level of a beautiful struggle

This is for your supportive loved ones who you knew you would see physically on this day, but who ended up blowing in the wind,

This is for the voice of yours that was overshadowed by ignorance and disbelief

This is for the gun shots that missed us, and therefore gave us more strength to reach this day

And this is for the adolescent in you who, who went from saying seven more years, to time’s up …

Shyra Gums, Class of 2013

California College Preparatory Academy

Graduation Exercises, June 8, 2013

Alfred Hertz Memorial Concert Hall

University of California, Berkeley


FOREWORD

In the fall of 2005, the University of California (UC) Berkeley, in partnership with Aspire Public Schools, opened the California College Preparatory Academy (CAL Prep), a new charter school designed to immerse students in a culture of high academic expectations and improve their college readiness. The partners wanted to develop a model for preparing students for success in competitive college settings. As then chancellor of UC Berkeley, I spoke to the 85 children attending the inaugural classes of sixth and seventh grade of this new public charter school in Oakland. They came almost entirely from low-income families, many were underrepresented minorities, and all hoped to be the first in their families to attend college. One of the seventh grade students who led us on a tour of the facility told me that her goal was to go to UC Berkeley. Six years later, I experienced the great joy of speaking at the high school graduation of the first cohort of CAL Prep students, every one of whom was accepted to a 4-year college. Gratifyingly, I had the privilege of welcoming this outstanding young woman to UC Berkeley.

Achieving College Dreams speaks to this deep and long-term partnership between a public university (UC Berkeley) and a charter school management organization (Aspire) to create a new secondary school, blending expertise drawn from practice and research. The project was initially funded with grants from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and support from UC Berkeley. To be frank, there was some disagreement within the Berkeley leadership team as to the suitability of this enterprise for UC Berkeley. But it was clear to me that we must do whatever we can to address the challenges faced by the K–12 system, most especially for students from low-income and minority backgrounds. The CAL Prep mission to eliminate disparities in K–12 and to increase access to higher education is consonant with the mission of a great public university such as UC Berkeley. And CAL Prep has attracted the passion of many dedicated faculty. CAL Prep has turned out to be one of the very best investments that I made as chancellor.

It is not uncommon to find that many university leaders come from disadvantaged backgrounds. One reason these individuals may have chosen education as a career is because it is the most effective leveling mechanism in society. As I told the excited students of that first CAL Prep class, I knew personally what their lives would be like without education. My family lived in a tenement, infected by rodents and insects, and one was expected to quit school and find a job when one turned 15½, as my older brother and sister did. Not a single person in my eighth grade class finished high school. I was fortunate to be bused out of my neighborhood to an elite Catholic boys’ secondary school; my local church paid the tuition. Having the privilege of a great secondary school education that led to an excellent 4-year college was critical to changing my life prospects. Ultimately, it proved even more important than what I chose as an undergraduate major and my PhD work.

My transition from the community I came from to the community I was joining was not easy for me as a teenager. While attending high school, family and local challenges did not go away. Fortunately, my teachers provided the personal attention needed to deal with these challenges so that I could continue to achieve academically. Importantly, my high school offered the beyond-the-classroom support that is as necessary as the in-classroom support for students from ultra–low-income families. CAL Prep is committed to the success of students from disenfranchised backgrounds, to prepare them to attend and succeed in institutions such as UC Berkeley, by providing intense academic support as well as emotional and social support, including engaging their families in preparedness for college education.

Coming to UC Berkeley as chancellor from Yale (where I completed my PhD) and from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (where I spent the majority of my career) was both a great privilege and an enormous responsibility. As a public institution that is also one of the world’s preeminent universities, UC Berkeley attracts excellent faculty who offer large numbers of students from all demographic backgrounds a rigorous education comparable to that provided by the nation’s best private universities. My priority as chancellor was to ensure that UC Berkeley maintained its public character as expressed in our motto of “Access and Excellence.” Overall, we have done well in maintaining accessibility for students from low-income families, with some 35% to 39% of our students coming from families with incomes under $45,000 during my tenure (2004–2013).

Regrettably, at UC Berkeley, we have had less success in improving the representation of minority groups. The impetus for CAL Prep came in part from the demise of affirmative action in California because of Proposition 209 and the concomitant shrinking minority student representation at the university. CAL Prep represents a prospective vehicle for increasing diversity in the undergraduate and graduate population and, ultimately, the professoriate. The year I became the chancellor of Berkeley, there was not a single African American student in the freshman engineering class! This was simply shocking to me. It was impossible to believe that among the more than two million African Americans in California, there was not a single one who was qualified to enter UC Berkeley as a freshman in engineering.

The shortfall in underrepresented minority students at UC Berkeley showed how important it was to have an impact at the secondary school level. We believed that it must be possible to be more effective in educating underrepresented minority students from disadvantaged backgrounds. The conception for CAL Prep was not just to have an impact on students but also to improve significantly college preparatory education methodologies for those coming from challenging backgrounds. CAL Prep’s importance goes beyond individual students to advancing higher education in communities where tertiary education has not traditionally been part of the culture.

It is the mission of public universities to serve the whole population and not just those from privileged backgrounds. This ideal has been put at risk by the recent economic crisis and the unprecedented withdrawal of state funding from public universities. Currently, I am co-leading the Lincoln Project, an initiative of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences to seek new models of support for public research and teaching universities through public–private partnerships of universities, businesses, governments, foundations, and philanthropists. Without new funding models, both access and excellence in higher education cannot be preserved.

CAL Prep serves as a model of the important role that public universities should play in community partnerships, especially in educational reform, and of what can be achieved through innovative public–private partnerships to the benefit of our communities, our state, and our nation. Unique to this journey is the deep and sustained partnership between tertiary and secondary education (a research university and a charter district), which has enabled an increase in resources (visionary, fiscal, and personnel), a testing ground or urban field station for innovative practice, and ultimately, mutual learning with benefits for both sides.

A final note about that young woman from CAL Prep who is now at Berkeley—I ran into her on campus the other day and she tells me that she aspires one day to become chancellor of this great university. Do not count her out!

Robert J. Birgeneau

Arnold and Barbara Silverman Distinguished Professor

Physics, Materials Science and Engineering, and Public Policy

Ninth Chancellor of the University of California, Berkeley (2004–2013)


CONTRIBUTOR LIST

Gibor Basri

Department of Astronomy

University of California, Berkeley

Berkeley, California

Lionel H. Bialis-White

Schoolzilla

Oakland, California

Robert J. Birgeneau

Department of Physics

University of California, Berkeley

Berkeley, California

Michelle Y. Cortez

Aspire Lionel Wilson Preparatory Academy

Oakland, California

Elise Darwish

Aspire Public Schools

Oakland, California

Tatiana Epanchin-Troyan

Teach For America

Seattle, Washington

Marjorie (Susie) Goodin

Berkeley, California

Ryan Grow

Aspire Richmond California College Preparatory Academy

Richmond, California

Shyra Gums

California State University, East Bay

Hayward, California

Robert E. Jorgensen

San Luis Obispo, California

Gail Kaufman

Center for Educational Partnerships

University of California, Berkeley

Berkeley, California

Tatiana Lim-Breitbart

Aspire Richmond California College Preparatory Academy

Richmond, California

Justin F. Martin

Department of Psychology

Whitworth University

Spokane, Washington

Zena R. Mello

Department of Psychology

San Francisco State University

San Francisco, California

Genaro M. Padilla

Department of English

University of California, Berkeley

Berkeley, California

P. David Pearson

Graduate School of Education

University of California, Berkeley

Berkeley, California

Megan Reed

Achievement Network (ANet)

Boston, Massachusetts

Sarah Salazar

Aspire Richmond California College Preparatory Academy

Richmond, California

Nilofar Sami

Youth and Family Services

Fremont, California

Angelica Stacy

College of Chemistry

University of California, Berkeley

Berkeley, California

Stacy Thomas

Aspire Golden State College Preparatory Academy

Oakland, California

Rhona S. Weinstein

Department of Psychology

University of California, Berkeley

Berkeley, California

Frank C. Worrell

Graduate School of Education

University of California, Berkeley

Berkeley, California


I | Beginnings


1 |Introduction—A University’s Role in Secondary School Reform

RHONA S. WEINSTEIN AND FRANK C. WORRELL


“This class will always be the one that broke all the barriers . . . We have to set a model not just for younger students, but for our brothers, sisters, and cousins. We need them to believe that if we can make it, they can make it. We have the responsibility to continue to make college not a dream, but a reality for others.” (Jorgé Lopez, Graduation Speaker, California College Preparatory Academy, June 2011)

“Our work is not only to make students college-ready but also to prepare universities to become student-ready.” (P. David Pearson, Dean, Graduate School of Education, University of California, Berkeley, 2001–2010)



THIS BOOK TELLS THE STORY of a more than 10-year partnership between a public research university (University of California [UC] Berkeley) and a charter management organization (CMO; Aspire Public Schools) to create and nurture a nonselective, early college, and regional high school for low-income students who are the first in their family to attend college. Our goal was to address glaring inequities in educational opportunity by designing a school setting that would move underserved students upward—from low expectations and academic failure toward a college-preparatory education that would ready them for college eligibility and success. All of us on both sides of the partnership became immersed in a deliberate process of co-construction of the secondary school and in community-engaged scholarship to improve the school as well as contribute to knowledge.

Achieving College Dreams takes us inside the workings of the partnership, the development of the school over time, and the spillover of effects across district and university—as seen through diverse lenses of method (theory, research, and practice) and voice (stakeholders from students to superintendents). Our focus is on the process of this work over time, rather than the results at the finish line. Honest about the struggles, we are also hopeful about the outcomes. Our wish is to broaden the debate of what is possible and how to get there—in redesigned high schools that prepare their diverse students to be ready for college and be successful there—and in student-ready universities that can better serve the needs of this population. Not only has college readiness for all become a hot-button issue in the United States, but it has also captured the attention of countries across the globe. Importantly, case studies of new-start schools and of partnerships across secondary–tertiary education systems are sorely lacking, especially involving high schools and especially underserved students.

In this chapter, we begin with an overview of our journey. Next we describe the context in 2002–2003 that made a campuswide role in comprehensive secondary school reform a vital imperative for UC Berkeley. Finally, we turn to the need for a book such as this one and its overarching plan—the gaps in understanding and questions to be addressed, our theoretical perspectives and methods, and the organization of the chapters therein.

Breaking Down Barriers: Bird’s Eye View

The California College Preparatory Academy, or CAL Prep, as it is affectionately called, first opened its doors in 2005, although planning had begun in 2002. Faced with glaring achievement gaps in high school graduation rates and in access to and success in college, the demise of affirmative action as a remedy, and a shrinking number of students of color at the university, UC Berkeley took a bold step to directly address the academic underpreparedness of low-income and minority youth. We responded to an initiative from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation to start an early-college secondary school and to do so in partnership with Aspire Public Schools. Launched by the Gates Foundation in 2002, early college secondary schools required collaboration across the secondary–tertiary divide and were envisioned to accelerate the academic preparation of low-income and underserved students (Webb, 2014). By design, such schools use a standards-based, college-preparatory program infused with college-credit courses, ensuring a more successful transition to and through higher education. Now 15 years later, this network of partnered early college secondary schools has grown to 280 such schools across 32 states in the United States, with growing evidence of impact on student college-going rates and college success.

The decision to start a new secondary school led us down a new and challenging path, not the university laboratory school of old for largely privileged students but rather a 21st-century urban field station that targeted underserved students and issues of educational equity (Cucciara, 2010; Lytle, 2010). Within the UC system, CAL Prep (founded in 2005) at UC Berkeley followed in the footsteps of the Preuss School (1999) at UC San Diego and was later joined by West Sacramento College Prep (2007) at UC Davis and the UCLA Community School (2009). These efforts in creating new secondary schools reflected our shared concern about ensuring diversity across the nine UC campuses with undergraduates and illuminating the conditions for both equity and excellence.

We found ourselves in complex waters, working across the K–12 and higher education divide and engaged in partnerships with private philanthropy and a CMO. Our venture also required the respectful coordination of two different cultures—one primed for action and the other for reflection—toward shared goals. We began with hopes for a Grade 6–12 secondary school, but reality on the ground narrowed the vision to a Grade 9–12 high school—a part of the story that lengthened the start-up history but did not reduce its challenges.

We, the editors of this volume, served as founding co-directors for research and development for our new-start secondary school, playing a leadership role in both the vision for the school and the evidence provided here. I (Weinstein), a faculty member in psychology and a community psychologist by training, study the dynamics of how low expectations, especially for poor and ethnic minority youth, become self-fulfilling prophecies in schooling. For too many years, I carried searing images of African American and Latino youth languishing in many classrooms I visited—heads on desks, stuck in low-track classes and disciplinary actions, failing in great numbers, and opting out of the academic enterprise. I also worked on the ground, using research findings to promote more equitable classrooms and schools with raised expectations. These projects included collaborations to detrack a high school and to turn around a low-performing elementary school at risk for closure. Such efforts to reform schools proved frustrating at every turn—stymied by politics and institutional resistance, frequent changes of principals and superintendents, and a narrow vision of what was needed or what was possible.

One poignant encounter, which I never forgot, was with an articulate third grader, who was crying softly in the front office. When I asked why, she reported that she was being punished for not doing her homework, and she was even held back a grade for the same reason. I learned that she was homeless and although she carried her assignments with her, she never found a quiet space or time in which to work. No effort on my part could unite social services and the school to develop an effective plan for housing or to secure a caring context at the school for this student to grow academically. I held on to my hope by a thread that one day all children, no matter their circumstances at home, could attend schools that fostered their capacity to achieve at the highest level. The call to join this collaboration met my lifelong interest in creating a new setting—an exemplary school, which would offer both rigor and support for children and youth ill-served by the current educational system.

I (Worrell), a faculty member in the Graduate School of Education and a school psychologist, came to the United States from Trinidad and Tobago to obtain my doctoral degree. In Trinidad, I attended and then taught at one of the most selective schools in the country. I also served as principal of a small private school—similar to continuation schools in the United States—for students who had flunked out of or been expelled from the public school system. Moving from being a member of a majority group in Trinidad to a member of a minority group in the United States, I was confronted with how critical social context is for the positive integration of academic and ethnic identities. Conflict between these two identities (where being a scholar is perceived by some minority group members in the United States as acting White) can undermine achievement.

I became interested in students at both ends of the spectrum—those at risk for school failure (who appear to be pushed out, rather than dropping out of school) and those who are identified as academically talented (whose paths are smoothed as they are groomed to succeed). Low-income and ethnic minorities such as African Americans and Latinos are disproportionately present in the at-risk pool and absent from the talented pool. As faculty director of the Academic Talent Development Program at UC Berkeley, a program geared to developing rather than merely selecting talent, I saw firsthand what collegelike seminars within a supportive summer program could awaken in students with limited opportunities at the elementary and secondary level. This type of academic challenge, with a range of supports, proved life-changing. Thus, the chance at CAL Prep—to create such an intellectual environment for all students and to foster the positive integration of academic and ethnic identities—galvanized my participation.

CAL Prep enrolls underserved students on the San Francisco–East Bay corridor, setting no academic or motivational requirements for admission. Its students are largely low-income, ethnic minority (African American and Latino), and the first in their families to complete college. At entry, many of these students are academically behind, accustomed to failure, unsure of their capacity to succeed, and prone to avoid effort. In the poem at the beginning of this book, high school graduate Shyra Gums captures the experience of early failure in previous schools, recalling the pain of negative messages that eradicated any belief that she could succeed. In her words, “Most of your life you heard others, and trained yourself to believe … there’s nothing there.” She tells us this school enabled her to “release all the waste of fear” and to find joy in achievement, which she eloquently describes as “the light sparkling under your frozen feet” and the liberated “voice of yours that [earlier] was overshadowed by ignorance and disbelief.”

The earliest days of this school are etched in our brains—visions of students lining the halls outside of classrooms, disciplinary infractions, violent incidents, and attrition of both teachers and students—challenges that occurred despite or perhaps because of our very high expectations. And student transformation proved incremental and uneven, taking far more time than education policy would typically allow. As history teacher Ryan Grow stated (UC Berkeley–CAL Prep faculty dinner, October 17, 2008),

Transformation, for me, is epitomized by one student . . . we’ll call him T. The first year, T. set the record for the number of times I had to send a student out of the class for detention, but 3 years later T. is one of the class leaders in academic focus and achievement. In T.’s first year, he acted out daily, turned out the classroom lights whenever he was sent to detention, and almost never turned in his work. At the end of his first year, although he faced the principal and teachers with bravado, it was clear that his biggest fear was that he would be expelled from CAL Prep. Instead, he repeated the grade and slowly his behavior changed. As far as I know, his family situation and living situation are the same now as it was 3 years ago. The only change is T.’s recognition that any teacher or adult at CAL Prep will help him . . . there is always an adult role model who asks only and always the best from him. T. is not perfect, but T. is transformed. And there are 150 other students at CAL Prep who are also transformed.

Against tremendous odds, the first graduates of CAL Prep were accepted into college—each and every one of them. The harsh reality of strict high school graduation requirements left one of these students behind as a fifth-year senior. In a loving display of community, this student was chosen to be one of the class speakers. His speech, honest about wrong turns taken and inspiring about his burning intent to graduate, brought the house down in the Pauley Ballroom at UC Berkeley, where a crowd of more than 600 gathered to honor this special moment. For this student, it was the support of teachers and peers that turned his pledge into reality—high school graduation and a college path 1 year later.

Although the ride was rough, the attainment results of our first graduating class and the ones that followed were gratifying. For this first class, 100% of seniors gained college admission (with an average of 4 college classes and 12 units under their belt). And 94% of these graduates enrolled in college, 73% in 4-year institutions. Furthermore, 33% of these graduates were enrolled in the highly selective UC campuses, more than two times the state eligibility rate of 13.4% and more than four times the state rate for African American and Latino students (6.3% and 6.9%, respectively), the population we serve.

How and why did we embark on this journey? What kind of high school did we jointly create and how did we move from chaos to student transformation? What were the opportunities as well as challenges for this university and charter district partnership? Blending the perspectives of researchers and practitioners, we tell this story in the pages that follow.

The Context

The Demise of Affirmative Action in College Admissions

The interdependence between secondary and tertiary education is felt most keenly in public universities. As Timar and colleagues (2002, p. 11) have underscored, “Throughout its history, UC’s capacity to realize its mission as a selective, yet public, land-grant institution has been closely connected to the quality of graduates coming from the state’s high schools.” In its earliest years, education historian Geraldine Clifford (1995) noted that the boundaries between the UC system and secondary schools were porous, with university professors teaching both secondary and college students. This was a time where “preparatory school appendages were still common in American higher education” (Clifford, 1995, p. 22). In the face of unprepared students and insufficient numbers of secondary schools, the creation of a secondary academy at Berkeley was one way to develop a supply of qualified students for admission. Clifford described two university-run schools in UC Berkeley’s early history, no longer in existence or institutionally remembered: University High School (founded in 1914) and University Elementary School (founded in 1921).

UC was founded in 1868 as a public land-grant institution—funded under the 1862 Morrill Act by President Abraham Lincoln to educate the full diversity of citizens as well as to advance research in disciplines of great societal need. At the start, the UC system embraced criteria of both diversity and selectivity in its student body. To reflect diversity, admissions were to be nonsectarian, nonpolitical, not based on income, from across the state, and without gender bias. Reflecting universal access as well as selectivity, the California Master Plan for Higher Education, adopted in 1960 under Clark Kerr, became a world model for higher education (Marginson, 2014). This three-tiered system included (1) 10 University of California campuses, specializing in research, of which 9 campuses admit the top 12.5% of high school graduates; (2) 23 California State University campuses, which enroll the top third of high school graduates; and (3) 112 California community colleges, which accept all students into 2-year programs, with transfer opportunities into the UCs or CSUs to complete an undergraduate degree.

In 1974, a more exacting principle for enrollment was added through legislation and was approved by the UC Regents: undergraduate admissions should “reflect the general ethnic, sexual, and economic composition of California high school graduates” (Timar, Ogawa, & Orillion, 2002, p. 11). Despite the historic commitment to a diverse student body and extensive outreach efforts, achieving diversity in student admissions—in the face of intractable achievement gaps—proved difficult without the help of affirmative action policies. Yet in public universities across the country, the use of affirmative action as a tool for admissions had become a divisive issue that had been under legal challenge in the courts since the 1970s.

In 1995, the UC Regents adopted SP-1, a resolution which outlawed the use of race, religion, and gender as criteria for university admission. This decision was followed by voter approval of Proposition 209 in 1996, which in effect ended affirmative action in all California state government actions. The result was a severe drop in the enrollment of African American and Latino students on highly selective UC campuses such as UC Berkeley (Grodsky & Kurlaender, 2010; Orfield & Miller, 1998). Reflective of impact along the pipeline, a study of affirmative action bans in four states (California, Florida, Texas, and Washington) documented great reductions in the enrollment of underrepresented students of color in six different graduate fields of study, placing scientific and technological advances at enormous peril (Garces, 2013).

The Regents, however, reaffirmed their commitment to diversity in the student body, underscoring that it would be achieved “through the preparation and empowerment of students in this state to succeed rather than through a system of artificial preferences” (Timar et al., 2002, p. 3, citing Regents of the University of California, 1995). The postaffirmative action era came with far greater financial investment in educational outreach, sharply cut during the economic recession of the late 1990s, and a greater commitment to school-centered reform—a commitment that was hotly debated. Timar and colleagues (2002) described skepticism in the President’s Office about engagement in school reform—concerns that such efforts that might be beyond university capacity and might incur an unrealistic accountability for improving the most difficult schools. Ultimately, school-centered approaches became only one of four components of the new UC outreach strategy. Although the Early Academic Outreach Program continued to bring resources to underrepresented students in order to strengthen eligibility, they were now to be delivered through partnerships with 150 of the most underperforming K–12 schools in California.

It was this context that fueled the creation of the four UC secondary schools targeting low-income and first-generation college students (at UC San Diego, UC Berkeley, UC Davis, and UC Los Angeles), preparing them for college eligibility and providing models of what can be achieved with underserved students (Mehan, Kaufman, Lytle, Quartz, & Weinstein, 2010). Importantly, the existence of these four schools moved the engagement of the UC system beyond disparate college-preparatory programs toward a deeper partnership around comprehensive secondary school reform. Consistent with UC’s land-grant heritage, this new schools effort advanced service, research, and training around a societal problem of great need—to provide an excellent college-preparatory education with equity for all students.

Unequal Schools, Unequal Outcomes

We face a complex set of achievement gaps—implicating both K–12 and higher education. These gaps are nested in unequal schools, in a country with shifting demographics (more ethnic minorities, greater income inequality, an aging population) but fewer supports (a shrinking safety net), and in a global world of ever-rising academic expectations. Just during the course of our journey, discussions shifted from college-eligible students to college-ready ones to college-successful ones. In a knowledge-based and rapidly changing global economy, an undergraduate degree has become a requirement for all in order to ensure a more secure economic future (Bowen, Chingos, & McPherson, 2009).

Long called the bellwether state, California has the largest population in the United States, with the most linguistic and income diversity, and among the lowest per-pupil expenditure (EdSource Report, September 2010). A report by the California Assembly Select Committee on the Status of Boys and Men of Color (2012) illustrates the time bomb at hand. As argued, in the face of a growing proportion of adults older than 65 and a declining birthrate, “a greater share of the population will depend on fewer working adults” (p. 1). As of 2010, more than 70% of Californians younger than age 25 were of color, with the numbers growing. Moreover, these students (African American, Latino, Native American, and Southeast Asian) were disproportionately disadvantaged by poverty, unsafe neighborhoods, and inferior schools. Although the current high school graduation rate of 56.6% for males of color would yield $8.1 billion for the economy, a 100% graduation rate would produce more than four times the amount at $37.2 billion. The report emphasizes that the state’s “prosperity and health depend upon all Californians [having] a fair chance to thrive and succeed” (p. 1).

As many have argued, the costs of this lost talent are enormous to both individuals in lifetime salary and to society in missed taxes, declines in global competitiveness, and added costs in government assistance, imprisonment, and healthcare (e.g., Levin & Rouse, 2012). From subject-matter proficiency to high school dropout and graduation rates, from college readiness to college graduation, the pipeline to and through college remains a leaky and inequitable one, with a loss of talent at every turn, especially so for certain ethnic minority groups and low-income students. Although attention is focused on the US position in the middle on international rankings of student achievement in 2012, the larger story lies beneath the averages, for example, with the mathematics (math) scores of Black (421) and Hispanic (455) students greatly trailing those of White (506) and Asian (549) students (National Center for Education Statistics, n.d., p. 22).

Using data from the US Department of Education, Greene and Forster (2003) showed that although high schools lose 30% of their ninth-grade cohort by graduation (a 70% graduation rate), they lose disproportionately more Black (49%) and Hispanic (48%) students. Moreover, at graduation, only 32% of these high school graduates (20% of Blacks and 16% of Hispanics) are eligible for college. Once in college, only 58.3% of the 2004 cohort entering 4-year institutions completed a bachelor’s degree in 2010, with completion rates diverging by more than 20 percentage points across racial ethnic groups (Aud et al., 2012): African American (39.5%), Asian American (68.7%), European American (61.5%), Hispanic American (50.1%), and Native American (39.4%). High school and college completion rates for students of low socioeconomic status parallel those of underperforming racial and ethnic minorities, but at even lower levels (Chapman, Laird, Ifill, & KewalRamani, 2011). As Reardon (2011) has also demonstrated, this income-achievement gap is now 30% to 40% higher than it was 25 years earlier and it is more than twice as large as the Black–White gap.

The research evidence remains clear that unequal opportunities both between and within schools are at the heart of these seemingly intractable achievement gaps (Carter & Welner, 2013; Weinstein, 1996). Although disparities in academic skills are evident in the prekindergarten years by income level and race/ethnicity (Child Trends, 2012), such disparities are compounded yearly by an uneven playing field. As a result of residential segregation by income and race and unequal school funding, low-income and underrepresented minority students are more likely to attend schools with the fewest resources. Children in underresourced schools have less experienced teachers, less learning time, fewer college-preparatory classes and counselors, and the lowest levels of school safety (Aud et al., 2010, 2012; Darling-Hammond & Sykes, 2003; Oakes et al., 2006; Rogers, Mirra, Seltzer, & Jun, 2014). Furthermore, regardless of the amount of school resources, the dynamics of institutionalized expectancy effects are at work, where, in the face of achievement differences or behavioral infractions, expectations are lowered and practices exclude rather than support struggling students (Weinstein, 2002). Troubling racial disparities exist within schools, with African American and Latino students overrepresented in less challenging classes (Kalogrides & Loeb, 2013) and in suspensions and expulsions (Aud et al., 2010; Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010).

Such disparities in educational opportunity and performance variations by ethnic group and income level are also evident on the global stage (e.g., Heath & Brinbaum, 2015). As Wilkinson and Pickett (2009) have shown, the greater the income inequality in countries or even between states in a country (such as the United States), the lower the average educational attainment. And a casebook edited by Julia Clark (2014) speaks to reform efforts across the globe directed toward closing the pervasive achievement gap in math and science. As described in The Economist (Reforming education, 2011), the world is engaged in “the great schools revolution” with the goal of increasing opportunity by “bringing their worst schools up to the standard of their best.”

Rethinking Secondary Schools for Equity and Excellence

The great schools revolution for excellence with equity is hard to find on a national scale in our high schools. The large comprehensive high school (e.g., Conant, 1959), in place for more than a century, has been notoriously difficult to change, despite new visions and years of restructuring efforts. In a national survey of 820 secondary schools, Lee (2001) found surprisingly few high schools (from 9% to 30%) with restructuring reforms known to promote higher achievement equitably for all students (such as mixed-ability classes, longer school periods, more sustained teacher–student contact, interactive or constructivist instruction, and teacher collaboration). Even fewer schools reported use of several features. Similarly, Warren Little and DoRPH (1998) found only partial success of the California 5 School Restructuring Demonstration Program, with uneven positive efforts, fewest in high schools and greater benefits for higher rather than lower achieving students. Much of the innovation is found at the elementary school level and most efforts are teacher- or subject-centered rather than school-level focused. We have far to go to move from exemplary practices to exemplary and equitable schools, especially at the secondary level.

All of us on the UC Berkeley side of the partnership wanted to think critically about school design, not only about single programs or practices but also about how the features we envisioned could together create new social regularities between students and teachers in schools. With the sorting of students for different pathways as an entrenched feature of comprehensive high schools, profound change required the detracking of curricular and disciplinary systems in favor of a single but accommodative pathway (e.g., Alvarez & Mehan, 2006). The challenge lay in providing a college-preparatory curriculum for all students, with both acceleration through college courses and remediation ensured. This outcome could be achieved only when we improved our capacity—organizationally and pedagogically—to interweave rigor and support in engaging a diverse population in learning and in the development of a scholar identity (Weinstein, 2002; Whiting, 2006). To do so would entail a different kind of student learning (fueling curiosity, inquiry, and motivation), programmatic coherence (reducing disjunctions between grades, secondary and postsecondary levels, and between school design and the needs of students), and equal opportunities (trained teachers, effective college counseling, enrichment, and supports). Such directions for reform have been spelled out in a number of reports (e.g., Conley, 2010; Eccles & Grootman, 2002; National Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 2004; Oakes et al., 2006).

It was apparent that the federal reform—No Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2002)—would fail to reduce the achievement gap. Schools were held publically accountable on high-stake tests for moving a rising number of students within each demographic group toward subject-matter proficiency, with threat of increasing punishment such as school closure. Despite warnings from the academic community, NCLB embraced an accountability prior to providing equity in the opportunity to learn—and a punitive one at that. Additionally, an entire industry emerged in the service of school turnaround, upon judged failure: the consequences included transforming schools with newly assigned teachers and principals, converting schools to charters, and creating new-start schools. However, these newly constituted schools had many of the same problems as their predecessors and they often focused narrowly on test scores to avoid being reconstituted once more.

Although newer federal initiatives have pushed for adoption of the Common Core Standards (Porter, McMaken, Hwang, & Yang, 2011), which emphasize critical thinking skills more reflective of college readiness, standards alone will not address the problem of disparities in educational opportunity. The Equity and Excellence Commission (2013, p. 15) concluded that “we cannot continue to leave the structure of the schools, systems, and spending unexamined.” With the pending and much delayed reauthorization of NCLB, both the scholarly community and the public have become deeply divided over federal versus state rights, the role of standards, testing, and teacher accountability in the reform of schools—even the priority of an equity goal.

Yet NCLB has also had some positive consequences. Fleischman and Heppen (2009, p. 107) have argued that NCLB exposed the failure of a school system to “provide all children with acceptable levels of education;” it pressed districts to adopt reforms “supported by scientifically-based research,” and it drove “the search for more effective programs and practices for low-performing schools.” Their review of promising high school reform models included charters and educational management organizations, early college high schools, small learning communities, and comprehensive school reform programs. With a boost from NCLB, more than two decades after charter school authorization became available in 1991, 6,700 charter schools now serve 3 million students (The National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, 2015). Moreover, such schools are taking on the challenge of educating a larger proportion of low-income minority students (Wohlstetter, Smith, & Farrell, 2013). Although research shows that charter school outcomes are no better, on average, than their district counterparts, the findings also highlight that some charter schools, especially those run within CMOs or what we call districts, are exemplary in raising achievement (Center for Research on Education Outcomes, 2009). We need to look beneath these averages, examining exemplars to learn more about the features that promote educational excellence and equity and how these conditions can be disseminated to traditional districts.

Importantly, across both traditional and charter public schools, there exists a rising tide of exemplar college-preparatory high schools for historically underserved students, which provides existence proof that under optimal educational conditions, such students can achieve at the highest level. The Fleischman and Heppen (2009) review suggests that although the reform models vary in innovative features (whether in instruction, structure, and/or governance), they all provide smaller environments (more personalized and positive), improved instruction and support, and preparation for life beyond high school. Fleischman and Heppen (2009) also underscore that while design is easy, implementation is the critical challenge.

In recent years, a series of lottery-based experimental studies of many of these model schools offers more rigorous evidence of substantial school impacts, such as improved academic preparedness, graduation rates, and college-going of their students. These include evaluations of early college high schools (Berger et al., 2013, 2014), the Preuss 6–12 School (Bohren & McClure, 2011), career academies (Visher & Stern, 2015), KIPP middle schools (Tuttle et al., 2013), and New York City Small Schools of Choice (Bloom & Unterman, 2013; Unterman, 2014). Although these impact findings are promising, questions remain about the levers that might mediate such impressive outcomes. How do we successfully move a population of greatly underprepared students towards achievement at the level of college-readiness standards? How do we translate these critical features into coordinated practice, bringing it all together at a school level over time? Our knowledge about implementation and school development is decidedly limited.

These models also reflect new pathways and players, such as cross-sector partnerships, private philanthropy, and university-run schools, raising questions about collaboration challenges across the divide with implication for different types of outcomes. Research–practice partnerships offer innovative opportunities for cross-disciplinary knowledge and translational research of more immediate use to schools and districts. Yet they are complex to implement, as Coburn, Penuel, and Geil (2013, p. 24) have argued, pointing to the need for “a more robust dialogue … about the strategic trade-offs partnerships face and the resources that are required for success.” The Domina and Ruzek (2012) study of K–16 partnerships in California has shown that such alliances take time to show effects and not all are equal. Among their findings, the more comprehensive and policy-focused partnerships, rather than the more narrowly programmatic ones, showed greater positive effects on high school graduation rates and university enrollment rates, but neither type of partnership appeared to improve student access to the highly selective UCs, an issue of interest to us.

Another example can be found in the P-16 movement, which knits together systems from preschool through higher education to spur reform. Davis and Hoffman (2008) suggested that this type of partnership most typically shines a spotlight on the attainment crisis in K–12 but rarely examines this same crisis in higher education, where changes are also urgently needed. Mutual learning across the divide includes confronting the necessary but often ignored reforms in our own house, as David Pearson put it, to become “student-ready” for a greater diversity of students and we add, readier for different kinds of research and training programs. We need to learn more about partnership mechanisms that may be effective for different outcomes.

Finally, universities are stepping up to the plate of running K–12 schools but with different goals than in the past. Cucciara (2010) described the complex history that began with the earliest colonial colleges (preparing secondary students for college), shifted to Laboratory Schools (experimentation and teacher training often for faculty populations), and evolved into 21st-century models (educating low-income urban students or assisting schools to become hubs for the community). Cucciara also noted the boldness of the universities that take on the tough challenges of creating new schools for underserved students but pointed to mixed outcomes despite extensive resources and to the difficulty of combining dual goals of student preparedness and research. Indeed in moving forward, we feared to replicate headlines such as this one, “When universities run schools … into the ground” (Redden, 2008).

New school creation in partnership with a charter district proved exciting to us, with the promise but not necessarily the reality of greater innovation. We were suitably forewarned about the failures of reform to fundamentally change what happens in the classroom between teachers and students (Cuban, 1990, 2013; Sarason, 1972). Given societal blinders as well as institutional complexities within universities and charters, were we doomed to recreate the same roadblocks that have threatened the progress of too many underrepresented youth? Or would new settings and partnerships be freer to address the opportunity gap? Not deterred, we believed that a new-start school, designed by a university-charter district partnership and committed to research and reflection, might provide a more enabling context for new ideas and, ultimately, new knowledge.

This Book

The birth of CAL Prep occurred in the context of a growing social movement of shared responsibility for reducing inequities in access to and success in a college education. A policy change that banned affirmative action led four UC research universities to start new secondary schools, taking deeper responsibility for educating historically underserved students to the highest levels of academic preparedness. This effort fueled our engagement in public scholarship and in an intensive research–practice collaboration. The Gates Foundation Initiative for early college secondary schools also called for an enduring partnership between higher education and school districts. The initiative sought to change practice (access to college courses and greater articulation between educational levels), affect policy (dual enrollment policies for college credit in high school), and bring the early college movement to national scale. Support came from networked improvement communities (Bryk, Gomez, & Grunow, 2010) that here crossed university types, states, and the nation (Venezia & Jaeger, 2013; Webb, 2014).

Like many of the reform models, CAL Prep is a hybrid, adapting to its context and the opportunities provided. It is a charter high school, jointly created and run in a partnership between UC Berkeley and Aspire Public Schools, a CMO or charter district as we refer to it in this book. It is an early college secondary school for low-income and first-generation college students, and the school has no academic or behavioral criteria for admission. And beyond the deeply valued high school seats CAL Prep provides each year, the school, its development driven by data and reflection, continues to be a work in progress.

As noted earlier, although the impact results of newer models of college-preparatory high schools for underserved populations are promising, knowledge about model implementation, partnership, and school development is limited. There is much to learn through rich case studies about how such schools are created, how they achieve these results with greatly underprepared students, and how secondary–tertiary partnerships add value to this effort. Although there is a growing literature about the challenges of new-start schools, viewed largely from a journalist or practitioner perspective, longitudinal case studies of the creation of new secondary schools for first-generation college students—facilitated by research–practice partnerships—are rare indeed with few exceptions (see Lytle, 2010; Mehan, 2012).

Pivotal Questions

Our interest here is in learning about the challenges of and successes in translating ideas into practice. Whereas many books highlight end results, this book is about the processes of partnership development and school creation—cycles of struggle, revision, and improvement as these unfold over a period of 10 years. A look inside these processes can help foster a mutual exchange of ideas between charter and traditional public schools, an all too infrequent occurrence but a much needed cross-collaboration (Yatsko, Cooley Nelson, & Lake, 2013). Despite the enormous controversy surrounding charter schools, alternatively characterized as saviors and villains in public education, our goal is to look beyond politics, to determine what is possible and whether lessons learned here can be useful for other contexts.

Although we recount a single example, this case study has many features that are worthy of examination. Among these features is the focus on high schools, often thought of as coming too late in an educational career to change trajectories, and on a first-generation college population of low-income and minority youth, often written off as scholars. Importantly, this case is nested in a state that foretells the future demographics of this nation. Also rare is the more than 10-year length of this partnership between a major research university and a leading charter district, both with special characteristics. On the UC Berkeley side, known for its research excellence and social activism, this was a campuswide and multidisciplinary commitment, not localized within a school of education or a research center. On the Aspire side, this was a charter district known for innovative practices and excellent outcomes with low-income populations and students of color, which grew from 12 schools when we began our partnership to 38 schools. Aspire is now the largest CMO in California, with schools also opening in Tennessee. Finally, as a collaborative effort in new school creation and public scholarship, this case study bridges many perspectives rarely brought together in a single book.

We explore three interrelated questions. First, what are the reciprocal dividends and challenges of a sustained partnership between K–12 and higher education that can add value in our efforts to eradicate the achievement gap? Second, what can we learn from the school creation process—in a charter context—that informs our theory of setting (an excellent and equitable high school) and action (how we can get there)? Third, what kind of high school provides a fair chance in an unequal world, enabling underprepared and underserved students to rise to the highest expectations of becoming ready for college and being successful there?

At a time of heightened concern about educational inequality, the book extends our understanding about the workings of high-expectation school environments—linking district, school, and classroom processes, and highlighting ways to overcome stumbling blocks in the actualization of high academic expectations for underserved and underprepared students. At a time of national pressure for new-start schools and scant knowledge, the book also sheds light on processes of school creation from beginnings to maturity—exploring the potential for more novel designs outside the constraints of traditional school districts. Finally, at a time of great interest in partnerships as a vehicle for increasing our capacity to confront critical social problems such as inequality, the book speaks to structures and processes that enabled multilevel collaboration between university and school district. Although this case study is located within US educational structures and policies, these issues are relevant to those countries that seek to better serve low-income and ethnic minority students through improved college-preparatory secondary schools.

An Ecological Theory and Method

Our deepest commitments at the start were to a collaborative method and community-engaged scholarship as a force for school creation and improvement. We recognized school creation as a systems intervention with many component parts—born with a prehistory, multilayered, set within interlocking contexts, and changing over time (Trickett, 2009). As we saw it, our work was not about the implementation of a single innovation, such as access to college classes in high school, but rather multiple and interactive innovations, embedded within the university–district partnership, the university, surrounding policy environment, and local community. And there was considerable change over time—planned and unplanned as a result of new challenges. The model first framed by UC Berkeley became reframed in partnership with Aspire, and reframed again in a three-way partnership with the school.

Our school design work drew from theories of settings and social change. As examples, Seidman (2012) has delineated the malleable components of social settings. These included resources, their organization and allocation, which together created the social regularities of a setting or “patterns of transactions between two or more groups of people, including norms and practices” (p. 5). Maton (1999) has identified key social forces—cultural challenge, opportunity structures, community-building, and capacity-building—that fuel organizational and societal change. And Schlechty (2005) has described six organizational subsystems (recruitment and induction, goal orientation, knowledge transmission, power/authority, evaluation, and boundary definition) where invention in each, when coherently aligned, can make deep alterations to the social regularities of school settings.

As one example, providing an elite education to all students is a new goal for schools (a culture challenge with differently allocated resources), which demands engagement from students, not compliance. Our failure to change what and how students learn, Schlechty (2005) argued, rests in the structural misfit between inquiry-oriented learning and the authoritarian relationships that are typical in high schools. In pressing for innovation, we voiced many culture challenges, reframed resources and resource allocation, and assessed social regularities on the ground, ever alert for misaligned features that might thwart intended outcomes. As the first step, this partnership opened the school boundaries, providing new opportunities for capacity building that crossed district and university borders.

Thinking ecologically required a contextualist theory of knowledge—which utilizes multimethods, recognizes multiple realities, explores meaning within the local context, and makes room for discovery—this contrasts with a positivist theory where general laws are sought (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). We were never outside evaluators but rather co-developers, involved in what has been called design and development research, community-engaged public scholarship, or participatory action research (e.g., Anderson & Shattuck, 2012; Ozer, Ritterman, & Wanis, 2010; Van de Ven, 2007). Although an insider role may have opened the door to some biases in our understanding, this role also afforded us a rare opportunity for (1) a deep understanding of school creation, (2) research vital to its improvement, and (3) scalability of innovation.

Fueled by a collaborative effort, this is an edited book, by design. It reflects the voices of the many participants who engaged in a sustained process of school creation, and perspectives gleaned across time. It also represents a hybrid of theory, research, and on-the-ground experience—culled from a variety of materials such as literature reviews, meeting records, research studies, observations, interviews, and reflections. Our work occurred within a strong research and development culture, as reflected in the memorandum of understanding signed by UC Berkeley and Aspire Public Schools and in the school handbook, where participation in research was noted as an important activity at CAL Prep. Transparency about our learning and about successful practices has been the hallmark of our collaborative work.

We protected the confidentiality and privacy of individuals in a number of ways. Research studies were reviewed by the Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects at UC Berkeley, with informed consent obtained from parents, students, and teachers as needed. Data from these studies were aggregated across individuals, quotations were either nonidentified or identified by a pseudonym, and details were altered for privacy, as noted in relevant chapters. Student permissions were obtained for use of quotations from interviews (nonidentified) and from public settings such as graduation (with consent to identify by name). Permissions were also acquired from named individuals for attitudes or actions attributed to them.

Organization of the Book

How best to tell this story that unfolded over a decade in a way that vividly conveys our learning and sheds light on the questions we raised? Reflecting an ecological perspective, we interweave knowledge gleaned from research and practice, different levels of settings (classroom, school, district, university), disparate voices (student to superintendent), and different time periods. We recount the story in four parts. These include (1) the prehistory and early days of the collaboration, (2) research studies that informed school improvement as well as tracked student outcomes, (3) reflections of teachers and administrators about the deepening of practices that promoted equity and excellence, and (4) lessons learned across the secondary–tertiary divide. Together these parts frame a progressive story that takes us from planning through the second class of graduates and ends with a brief glimpse into the future. Table 1.1 illustrates the timeline—showing patterns of both stability and change in school location, grade levels, and players, and indicating the place of each chapter.

Part I: Beginnings

Theory about setting creation underscores the importance of a prehistory and constitution as foundational for the capacity of a setting to innovate and survive. Covering the years from 2002–2006, this first section provides a real-time account of events during this early history—within the university, within the university–charter district partnership, and during the school’s first year. Drawing material from dated narrative records of project meetings, we identify our processes, the issues debated, and the challenges confronted.

Chapter 2 (Kaufman, Jorgensen, Padilla, & Pearson) reflects the voices of the UC Berkeley staff, representing university outreach, and administrators, the Vice Chancellor for Undergraduate Affairs and Dean of the Graduate School of Education, who spearheaded the Early College Initiative on our campus. Should a research university be actively involved in creating and running a secondary school? Are faculty and staff spread across the university up to this task, and under what conditions? This chapter highlights the players, ensuing controversies, and deliberative actions that built support on the university campus to start an early college secondary school.

Chapter 3 (Weinstein) turns to the early meetings that took place between UC Berkeley and Aspire Public Schools to build a partnership for the co-construction of an early college secondary school. This chapter details structural elements (such as roles, regularized meetings, and a memorandum of understanding) that proved pivotal to a creating a partnership that was both long and deep. This chapter also describes the dizzying array of decisions made and actions taken during this planning period, culminating in our earliest vision for CAL Prep.

Chapter 4 (Weinstein) captures life on the ground during the school’s first year. Such reality was a far cry from the rosy educational vision that we had envisioned.



TABLE 1.1 A Look at CAL Prep from Planning through Year 7
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NOTE: Data on student numbers in early October of each school year were obtained for Aspire California College Preparatory Academy from Ed- Data on the California Department of Education website. For 2011– 2012, CAL Prep is listed as a K– 5/ 9– 12 school due to combined charter status in Alameda County, but the enrollment figure in this table reflects student numbers in the 9– 12 classes only. ECI = Early College Initiative.






Part II: Collaborative Research Informs School Development

The chapters in this section report on a series of research studies designed by UC Berkeley faculty and graduate students in collaboration with CAL Prep school staff and carried out during Years 2 to 7 (2006–2012) of the school’s history. These rich opportunities for inquiry grew from our research–practice partnership and met pressing needs expressed by the school, as we moved from the identification of important school features to the challenges of implementation. Adopting a mixed-method approach, we engaged in design/intervention projects as well as descriptive studies and utilized both quantitative and qualitative data.

The findings from these studies reflect real-time work in progress, showcasing struggle as well as success as we partnered to improve programs and practices. The voices of students, teachers, and parents during these early years of CAL Prep ring loud and clear, as they illuminate domains for needed changes. In line with our vision for CAL Prep, these topics illustrate our efforts to strengthen the provision of support—through small-group advisories to better meet adolescent needs and through an investigation of transition effects into this high-challenge school environment—for students, parents, and teachers alike. The topics also speak to our interventions to increase intellectual challenge—in the development of a library to support a deeper literacy for students struggled with reading remediation—and to learn more about how students were faring at CAL Prep.

Chapter 5 (Weinstein, Sami, & Mello) describes the collaboration with teachers during Year 2 to strengthen advisories, a key design feature to personalize relationships for students. This intervention study first assessed student wishes for advisories and teacher needs for support, and second, created an evidence-based advisory curriculum that was implemented and evaluated. Chapter 6 (Sami & Weinstein) reports on a study conducted in Year 3, which examined students’ transition into the high-challenge CAL Prep. This study contrasted the experiences of new and continuing students, looking for factors such as a perceived match between needs and environment at school and home that might explain student achievement gains and connection to school. Chapter 7 (Sami, Worrell, & Weinstein) describes an interview study with CAL Prep parents and teachers conducted in Year 3 to examine parent involvement practices, the challenges faced, and the types of help needed—parents from the school and teachers from parents—to better support student learning. Chapter 8 (Goodin & Pearson) highlights a design research project—the development of a library at CAL Prep—implemented in Years 4 to 6. The chapter traces its evolution from need, a common interest in strengthening student literacy, to design and utilization by students. Chapter 9 (Weinstein, Martin, Bialis-White, & Sami) tracks student indicators across Years 1 to 7, from school opening through the second graduating class of seniors. Using school- and individual-level data, this chapter explores shifts in student population, rates and predictors of attrition, and patterns of achievement and attainment, as compared to populations with the same demographics.

Part III: Equity and Excellence in a High School Setting

From the vantage point of Year 7 and looking back at school development over time, this third section takes a retrospective view gleaned from practitioner knowledge. It draws upon the voices of teachers and the principal at CAL Prep to illustrate school features and teaching practices that, in their view, enabled students to reach higher toward college dreams and succeed. Through a series of guided questions, we tapped emerging theories about what fosters equity, excellence, and engagement in the subject matter disciplines of history, math, and chemistry, and in the student support system—and most importantly how they achieved it. This material was elicited in a variety of ways, in essays, as presentations at conferences, and through interviews, which were taped, transcribed, and shaped into chapters. These chapters shed light on the features at CAL Prep and in the partnership that made it possible to move from the early years of tumult to the transformation of students. These chapters also reflect the importance of growth, not just of the students but also of the educators serving those students.

In Chapter 10, history teacher Ryan Grow describes the important role of the history class in enabling equity of theme, access, and experience. When achieved, this pedagogical equity enables a diversity of students to see their historical legacy, deeply engage with the material, and have a stake in the subject matter, seen as relevant to their own lives. Chapter 11, written by math teachers Sarah Salazar and Stacy Thomas, presents their conversation about the nature of their collaborative efforts as a subject-matter team to balance mathematical rigor, basic skill remediation, rich relationships, and life lessons in reaching these students. These teachers are refreshingly frank about their early struggles as well as their growing successes, in part due to a team approach and the opportunity for reflection. In Chapter 12, Professor Angela Stacy and science teacher Tatiana Lim-Breitbart illustrate a long-standing faculty–teacher collaboration around the development of a chemistry curriculum with a student-centered pedagogy that engages students in higher-level thinking skills. Here, greater student success in science was fueled by a stable and committed vertical science team that included professors, staff, and students from UC Berkeley, teachers at CAL Prep, and science coaches from Aspire. Chapter 13, written by principal Megan Reed and supports coordinator Michelle Cortez, describes how a supportive college-preparatory culture was progressively built, allowing the school to combine remediation with acceleration for students who entered high school several years behind academically and faced a quickly looming graduation.

Part IV: Lessons Learned

In the final section of the book, we look across these chapters to distill what we learned—about cross-sector partnerships, innovation in school creation, and equity and excellence at the secondary school level. We address in some detail what we consider to be among the greatest and often overlooked challenges, the interweaving of rigor and support as a primary lever of change and the development of student identity, as an important educational outcome. We also provide an opportunity for both Aspire and UC Berkeley to reflect on the partnership.

Chapter 14 (Weinstein & Bialis-White) draws from the research literature and experiences on the ground to suggest a SMART Supports framework for integrating rigor and support in high-challenge secondary schools, importantly applied across six domains of youth development. This model proved critical to actualizing the highest of expectations for first-generation college youth. Chapter 15 (Worrell) applies the lens of gifted education to interviews conducted with seniors from the first two graduating classes at CAL Prep. Student voices illustrate the pathway to the development of talent. Through the provision of opportunity and support, students find themselves developing task commitment and integrating academic and ethnocultural identities. Chapter 16, written by two Aspire Bay Area superintendents, Elise Darwish (now Chief Academic Officer for Aspire) and Tatiana Epanchin-Troyan, provides an analysis of the opportunities that were realized and the challenges confronted by the partnership with UC Berkeley, likening our cultural differences to those reflected in the games of Pac-Man and chess. Chapter 17 (Weinstein, Worrell, Kaufman, & Basri) offers the UC Berkeley perspective on the partnership and the school, examining successes, challenges, and benefits on both sides of the divide. We also explore the lessons learned for policy, practice, and research, taking up the generalizability of these findings to other contexts. Finally, we conclude with a brief epilogue (Worrell & Weinstein) that looks into the future.

Cross-Sector Partnerships to Reduce Disparities

Rampant inequalities in the opportunity to thrive are among the greatest of 21st-century challenges, not only in the United States but also around the world, and we ignore them at our peril (Gamoran, 2013). As we tell this story, we can envision every university partnered in a deep and sustained way with school districts—working collaboratively at a systems level to enhance practice and policy, importantly directed toward reducing entrenched educational inequities. What if, as a result of these collaborations, many more schools were strengthened in their design and capacity to provide a rigorous and supportive college-preparatory education for all its students? What if these collaborations offered unanticipated dividends to universities by reframing fundamental research questions, professional training programs, and the university environment for undergraduate and graduate students, in ways more welcoming to issues of diversity and better aligned with the challenges on the ground? And what if such cross-sector partnerships were established with other human service settings, such as health and welfare, and with the criminal justice system, again framed around reducing inequality at a systemic level?

This book offers new insights on one such collaboration, between a research university and a charter school district, which in spanning the divide between secondary and postsecondary education, enabled us to confront in novel ways the issues of equity and excellence in actualizing high academic expectations for historically underserved students. In the chapters to come, by interweaving multiple voices, multiple methods and levels of analysis, and different points of time, we capture our journey.
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