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THE PERFORMANCE OF MAGNET SCHOOLS

Jerry D. Bailey
Associate Dean, School of Education
The University of Kansas

ﬂmmmmmmm

ment do not ‘mmm"“""‘mﬁ ]

KRR
LY



nssmmémmasszss e
THE PERFORMANCE OF MAGNET SCHOOLS
~ DMRODUCTION i
In Doyle and Levine’s article (1984) gﬂvae:ting the promise of magnet -
schools, they state that such schools can be "poverful tools for educational
change" and that they are effeztive, in part, as a result of the opportunities
of choice for students. Indeed magnet schools are designed to increase the
possibility that students can obtain the type of education they desire.
However, little is knowvn about the actual relationship betveen this type of
schooling--the magnet experience--and its benefit to the student once he or she
leaves that environment. This paper is an initial attempt at revieving what has
been written on the topic. Its second purpose is to suggest additional research

questions that need attention.

RESEARCH ON STUDENT OUTCOMES

A considerable amount has been vritten about the effects that magnet schools
have on the quality of education (for example, Blank, 1984). Most of these
studies indicate that the rate of achievement among students vho attend magnet
schools is higher than that of students enrolled in traditional schools.

Achievement ;uistinns are still fertile ones for investigation, howvever. 1In
i recent (1985) report of the O0ffice of Educational Evaluation of the Nev York
City Board of Education, five magnet high schools vere evaluated. One set of
program objectives at the schools vere related to increases in achievement and
attendance. Another set vas developed in an effort ;a, vhen implemented,
decrease the number of human relations violations in those schools. According
tﬁvthj Einding: of the study, the human relations violations did decrease in

three of thc‘fiv- schools. Howvever, objectives for attendance and achievement
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‘_v!ri nﬁt :nt, althﬁugh sttﬁ’danee vas. genezally high in the magnet ptag:ans ~In :

"%Lkasszll's study nf’iagnat:sehaﬂls,(1985) she could not find a single experiment,.

':nd pﬂly ﬂﬂE quasi-expe icnntalcdesign, controlling for self-selection of

f”“studEﬂts.if“As a result, although numerous studies document that magnet school

students ggne:glly have higher achievement and that they have fewer absences and
suspéﬁsians, there is little evidence that magnet schools caused this becsuse
only one of the studies controlled for initial differences. Magnet schools may
siipiy attract students with these characteristics™ (page 18). Lawvs’ paper in
this volume describes a model for research on student outcomes in a local

district.

NEED FOR FOLLOV-UP STUDIES
One fact remains particularly clear as a result of the search that led to the
vriting of this paper. If follov-up studies on students are objectives of
magnet schools, they certainly are not first-order prioricies. Most of the
follov-up information that has been identified seems to comes as a result of
accreditation requirements. And, the accrediting bodies are interested in vhere
students go vhen they leave the school under reviev. They are not as interested
in hov well they do once they get there (see, for example, survey instruments
prepared for seh;cls by the North Central Association, 1983). The Sumner
Academy of Arts and Sciences in Kansas City, Kansas is a magnet school for
academically talented students that opened in the fall of 1978. The school vas
created as a solution to a court desegregation mandate. It has an exemplary
record of student achievement and offers high quilit} ingstruction to its
- students. The number of advanced plaeiﬂ:ﬂt college credits that students accrue

' 1; i-p:csaivqi Th- list af institutions that receive its graduates includes

many of our finest uniVE:sities. Huv!ver, littln follov-up on individuals 1=




?Eaune;f And, Susner probably doesﬁ‘ibetter Job than most magnet schools in matn :

,tiining‘eantact vith its,tnr:er studgn:sf Ihe:schoal is currently undergoing

1ts perindié Hhrth tral Assoeiatian evaluation. As a part of this evalua-
tion, & questinﬁnaire vas sent to all of the graduates of the Academy using |
their last knovn address. A total of 358 questionnaires vere returned. "Based
solely upon the surveys that vere completely returned, 80% of the graduates will
obtain some type of college degree in a period of 5 years... Several of tue
students indicated that they had received or vere vorking towards s master’s
degree.... At this time 90-95X of the 1986 graduates indicate their desire to
continue their education" (Sumner, 1987, page 7). Certainly these figures are
higher than the rates for the district at large. Hovever, it would be helpful
to knov how successful the magnet experience was in fulfilling the educational
and career aspirations of the student, the relationship of magnet prcgram to the
postmagnet experience, the success of its students in achieving career objec-
tives, or vhether the magnet experience vas causal to the students’ ability to
gain entrance into the college of his or her choice.

This lack of information seems to be prevalent in many school districts that
have magnet school programs. The 1983 evaluation of the magnet school programs
of the Los Angeles Unified School District suggests almost parenthetically in
cne brief paragraph (on the 64th of 65 total pages) that "vhile limited infor-
mation vas available on postsecondary opportunities due to recent establishment
of most senior high school programs and a limited number of tvelfth grade
stud(ﬁts, the majority of Qtniars sampled reported that they expected to receive
a hijh school diploma. Further about 70X expected t; pursue some type of post-
secondary education. Hovever, due to missing data, it was not possible to

assess their preparation or eligibility for these pursuits" (Los Angeles, 1983).




;d'r%the zurrent ;yelg af the Hagnet School Assistance Prngram were ~

»review:ﬂ‘ Thig pragfan funds préjeets in 44 districts from 21 states. The

‘Jprajeets iipagt -agnet schaal programs in 350 schools that enroll well over

2DQ,DDO students. In none of the proposal abstracts vere follow-up studies
indicated as activities. Six follow-up phone calls vere made to project
directors. All indicated that there was a need to investigate postmagnet out-
comes. Five directors indicated that "not much" was currently being done to
assess the impact of the magnet schoo) experience on students after they:had
left the experience. One district, Montclair, New Jarsey has avarded a contract
to the Educational Testing Services for an evaluation study of the magnet
programs. In one part of the study, qualitative data gained primarily through
interﬁiews vill attempt to gauge the impact of the magnet experience. The
strategy being employed is that' the researchers will interviewv individuals in
the Chamber of Commerce und the business community to gain their perspective on
the effectiveness of the schools. Please note that the ETS proposal does not
suggest that it will interviev former students. No emphasis is placed on
attempting to gauge the degree to which the students’ expectations were met by
the preparation that they received in the magnet schools.

The segainglé significant factor in the reviev of all of the proposal

sbstracts is this lack of emphasis by districts on following up students that

As part of the pfeparatian for this paper the abstracts of the funde praaﬁf

have left their experiences. It may be that follow-up studies, outside of those |

done as a part of gezridititiqn process, just are not being done in any of the

schools in the districts as the emphasis is placed aﬁ evaluating students vhile

they are in school. And, much of this lack in the magnet schools may be
attributed to the fact that many 6f;thesg,p:ograns are currently being imple-

mented and fev students ixi;t on vhich to fallov—up; Hovever, it is important
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;tha: reseatghers, prngran evaluatﬂts andigt nthers look at the iﬁpagt of this

. exceediﬁgly iipﬁrtant innovation /in education practice.

;The sccpg ﬁf the iitéfature reviev for this paper wvas limited. It is
L{ypﬂs§ihlg thnt some s:hﬂal -districts have conducted effective follov-up studies
~on their magnet school graduates. Frankly, the researcher doubts that they
havg. 'Hﬂﬁevér, a much broader based quantitative and qualitative study necds to
bg done to ascertain the extent of such district-level efforts. Such a study
“Yﬂuld inelude, in survey format, questions that could determine if districts
attempt tg measure vhether students, once they have left, believe that their
"éduca;ianal’gnd career aspirations have been met. if such perceptual data are
- gathered, do students from magnets differ from their nonmagnet colleagues? Vhat
data cxist thet shov that educational and vorkplace performance of magnet
| 'graduatgé ;xgeeds that of other graduates? Once it is determined vhere such
sehonl district information exists, then researchers can begin to ask the
heeeséazy gecond- and third-level sets of questions--vhat research questions
vere in fact asked? hov wvas the information gathered and analyzed? for what
putpésgs vere the studies generated? are they at all cemparable? Only at the
point that such questions can be answered is it possible to ask if magnets
geng:ally are causal to an enhanced educational and career quality of life for
graduates. i

; Th& only major study most people reference in discussing magnet schools is
the El:nk; et al. Survey of Magnet Schools:

Analysing a Model for Quality

 Integrated Education (1983). The study shows that magnet schools can have a

siznizieint positive impact on district-vide desegregation efforts, that they
can help reduce éaniunity conflict, and that they can promote racial integra-
tiog. As a strategy for &isnzreiiiiun magnets are promising. Hovever, studies |

=ﬁﬁihigh;dg-anstrata that magnet invirehﬂents inpact students in such a‘vayf;bat 
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;fthey afé iﬁielunderstanding, né:e t@le:ant, and more vocal in pramatingﬁeqﬁslv:

ngppéftunity after they ‘leave the magnet probably do not exist. If schools are

;ta serve soeiety in such a fashion, we sh@uld ask such :esea:ch questions.

OTHER AREAS FOR CONSIDERATION

Magnet schools, as has been suggested, offer considerable promise as options
to help students become all that they can be. Certainly, the existing evidence,
though scanty, is encouraging. However, major questions will remain unansvered.
Many of these questions can not be answered unless districts make conscious
efforts to develop the kind of institutional research infrastructure that
creates and maintains adequate data bases. These efforts take talent, time and
money, resources that are scarce in most environments. This section revievs
briefly some of the general areas that deserve attention. The reader will note
that several of these topics and mentioned in other papers in this volume.

In most districts, central office personnel have responsibilities in the
recruitment and selection of students for their magnet schools. All too often,
districts do not pay enough attention to those students once they are enrolled.
It vould be very helpful if systems developed the capacity to track students
after their enrollment. Basic studies comparing the performance, academic as
vell as ethe:vis;, of students from different "feeder" schools, race, sex,
ability and interest could prove helpful not only to the research community but
also to other educators, patrons, and judges. Districts should be able to
document the ﬁzﬁgtiss of students over the period of time that students are
enrolled in the magnets--do students do better the second year (or the third)
they are in thé‘:agng; than the first? Comparisons of student outcome data on
iehinveicnt; lttnndnneai and diseipline across magnet schools, as wvell as néﬁ-

nagn:ts, is essential 1£ truly vide-spread implimnﬂtgtinﬂ of magnet 13 to be

geﬁnsidlrcd.)b




‘. Little abauf nagﬁeifsehaelsfis;knéﬁﬁbgbéu: a variety of basic érgéﬁigatianél?

:questians.; Vhieh{nagnet thenes offer the greatest promise in what kinds of

iiis:ricts? Hov a E gaiiunity needs best assessed in determining these themes?

iﬂhatrrectuitienf and selection strategies vork best for which themes in vhat
kinds of communities? Do some strategies work better than others to facilitate
desegregation? What effective staffing strategies have been implemented to
assure that the magnet has a chance to succeed vhile, at the same time, pro-
tezting the quality of the programs in the non-magnet buildings? Curtis (1986)
sugg;éts that most secondary-level performing arts magnets are smaller than
cnip:ghensivg urban high schools--is size, or commitment of faculty, or pupil-
teacher ratio, the reason vhy a magnet is successful? Perhaps. The investiga-
tion of these questions, and the use of the resulting information, can not help
but assist school districts become more successful in the educating of their

students. .

CONCLUSION
Issues of quality, choice, and equal opportunity are inextricably inter-
mingled. They wvill not go awvay. Ve have the opportunity to make major policy
recommendations about the promise of magnet environments in resolving the con-
flict that ir@qu&ntly surrounds these issues. Hovever, ve should make these
recommendations based on the results of reputable studies. These studies should
help ansver the unresolved questions relating to the impact of the magnet

experience.
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