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ABSTRACT

Beginning in 1989, 12 urban middle schools were able
to draw on the rescurces of the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation to
work toward systemic reform. The five school districts supported by
this initiative pledged to focus on high expectations, high content,
and high support for students. Most of the schools, in Baltimore
(Maryland), Milwaukee (Wisconsin), San Diego (California), Oakland
(California), and Louisville (Kentucky), were very troubled. But one,
in San Diego, represented diverse economic conditions because of
voluntary desegregation efforts. This book, the third and final
chronicle of the networking efforts of the Clark middle school
project, shows that schools that floundered at the beginning of the
project continued to do so because the desired reforms could not
overcome the unwillingness of systems to change or because leadership
was not able to move the systems. The report details many successes,
but it gives equal attention to the context of urban middle grades
reform. Why many students at some of the program's schools have
brighter prospects than others is explored. Keys to success in school
reform were deep professional knowledge and opportunities to share
insights and experiences in ways that empowered school communities.
Implications for educational policy are discussed. (Contains 52
references.) (SLD)
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Tensions with school sites and instability of lead-
ership are typical of school bureaucracies. The impor-
tant point is how willingly school systems face the prob-
lems these create and do something about them. Over
the years, the constant evaluation of the Clark program
allowed a perspective to develop, one that realized dis-

tricts are at different stages of being able to move from

: . i 4

bureaucratic habits to a reform agenda. The five years

of the Clark initiative also made it obvious that signifi-

cant change only happens when it goes beyond a few
points of light and becomes a district ethos. Again, the
differences among urban districts in their ability to con-
duct and their commitment to systemic reform are as

telling as are their common problems.

Séndy Mayer’'s Environment Club at
Western helped change the design of the
Ohio Riverfront in Louisville. Students
testified at city council hearings about a
plan for a waterfront park and took
charge of two flower beds.
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At Muirlands, teaching assistant Eric
Burnett helps a student with his English.
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