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Overview of Findings  
An analysis of publicly available data for the 498 school districts in Pennsylvania reveals that:   

 11th grade PSSA performance in math and reading is slightly negatively associated with total district 
expenditures per student, which ranged between $ 8,168 - $29,512 per student, while holding other 
contextual variables constant. 
 

 11th grade PSSA performance in math and reading is not significantly associated with instructional 
expenditures per student, which ranged between  $ 4,276 - $11,010 per student, with less than   1 percent 
of variation in district-level PSSA proficiency attributable to instructional expenditures. 
 

 11th grade PSSA performance in math and reading is positively and strongly associated with the 
ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜΦ 

 The percentage of minority students in a district has a moderate to strong negative correlation with the 
percentage of students scoring advanced or proficient on the 11th grade PSSA test.   

 The percentage of students in low-income households in a district has a moderate to strong negative 
correlation with the percentage of students scoring advanced or proficient on the 11th grade PSSA test.   

 These patterns remain even when Pittsburgh and Philadelphia districts are excluded from the analysis, 
suggesting that these are consistent patterns across the state. 

 A more in depth study of 46 districts in PA and NJ suggests that there is a moderate positive relationship 
between higher-level math course taking and 11th grade PSSA test performance.   

 

Previous work by the Math Science Partnership of Greater Philadelphia (MSPGP) reveals several impediments that 
may account for why we did not find an association between aggregate per pupil instruction expenditures in a 
district and the percentage of 11th grade PSSA math and reading proficiency.    These impediments include: 

 high turnover of school district administrators    

 inconsistency of policy and its implementation 

 insufficient external monitoring and technical support  

 disorganized data management, analysis and translation to action  

 poor communication vertically and horizontally within and between schools and the district 

 absence of coherent and aligned k-12 curricula  

 system incoherence 

 lack of teacher staff capacity  
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Background for the Study 
The Math Science Partnership (MSP) program was established under the National Science Foundation 
Authorization Act of 2002.1  With over 80 awards granted since 2002, the MSP program is a federal research and 
development effort to improve math and science education in K-12 schools by involving higher education, 
especially disciplinary faculty in math, sciences, and engineering.  The MSPs have three specific goals2: 

 Ensuring that all students have access to, are prepared for, and are encouraged to participate and succeed 
in challenging and advanced mathematics and science courses;  

 Enhancing the quality, quantity, and diversity of the K-12 mathematics and science teacher workforce; and  

 Developing evidence-based outcomes that contribute to our understanding of how students effectively 
learn mathematics and science.   

In 2003, the NSF awarded a $12.5 million grant to La Salle University to establish the Math Science Partnership of 
Greater Philadelphia (MSPGP).  Now in its sixth year, MSPGP is comprised of about 125 secondary schools in 46 
Pennsylvania and New Jersey districts3, the science, mathematics, and education faculties of 13 colleges and 
universities, and the resources of a number of non-profit organizations.  A key feature of the MSP program is the 
use of data and evidence.  Beginning with the 2003-04 academic year, the MSPGP was required to collect detailed 
course enrollment and passing information on all its participating high schools ς data sets not normally collected 
at the district or state level.  Once the MSPGP collected math and science course enrollment data for each high 
school, we wrotŜ ŀ ά{ŎƘƻƻƭ aŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜ {ǘŀǘǳǎ wŜǇƻǊǘέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ 
district and community census information.  For example, we included racial and ethnic information, percentage 
of students receiving free and reduced lunch, perŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ 
district educational expenditures.    

 
This study was originally intended to explore the relationship between course enrollment and passing rates and 
performance on the Pennsylvania4 and New Jersey 11thƎǊŀŘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƳŀǘƘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ a{tDtΩǎ пс 
districts.  PSSA performance includes the percentage of students scoring advanced, proficient, basic, and below 
basic for each district.  {ƛƴŎŜ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ƻōǘŀƛƴŜŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ άŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭέ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜǎ Ŧrom public sources in order to 
write the School Math and Science Status Reports we used these data to run a series of stepwise multiple 
regression analyses.  The regression coefficients allowed us to examine the unique effect of each variable while 
holding other variables constant.  For both the analysis of the 46 MSPGP districts and the state-wide study, we 
performed a forward stepwise linear regression with percentage of 11th graders scoring advanced, percentage of 
11th graders scoring proficient or above, and percentage of 11th graders scoring below basic on PSSA as the 
dependent variables respectively, and the following variables as potential predictors: 

 Percentage of economically disadvantaged students 

 Percentage of white students 

 Percentage of communitȅ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ 

 Percentage of low-income households in the community 

                                                           
1
 (P.L. 107-368), December 19, 2002. 

2
 http://www.nsf.gov/pubs/2009/nsf09507/nsf09507.htm. 

2
 http://www.nsf.gov/pubs/2009/nsf09507/nsf09507.htm. 

3
 See Appendix for the list of MSPGP partner districts. 

4
 Pennsylvania adopted academic standards for Reading, Writing, Speaking and Listening and Mathematics in 1999. The 

annual Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA) is a standards-based criterion-referenced assessment adopted to 
ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǘǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎΦ  All students in grades 3 through 8 and grade 11 are assessed in 
reading and math and students in grades 5, 8 and 11 are also assessed in writing. (Pennsylvania Department of Education, 
2009). 

http://www.nsf.gov/pubs/2009/nsf09507/nsf09507.htm
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 Revenue per student (in $1,000) 

 Total pupil expenditure (in $1,000) 

 Instructional expenditure per student (in $1,000) 

 
For the 46 MSPGP district analysis, we also considered the percentage of 11th graders who took Level 3 college 
prep or above math courses, and the percentage of 11th graders who took Level 4 or above college prep math 
courses. 
 
As noted above, we focused on 11th grade proficiency on state tests as the outcome variable.  Since the passage of 
the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), public schools and districts have increasingly strived to do well on such tests 
because they have served as the focal point of accountability.  In both Pennsylvania and New JerseyΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ммth 
grade proficiency scores are used to assess high school performance, although controversy remains as to the 
appropriateness of using mean absolute proficiency percentages on state tests to assess the performance of all 
schools (Kim & SundeǊƳŀƴΣ нллрύΦ  {ŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ŧŀƛƭ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ άŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜ ȅŜŀǊƭȅ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎέ ό!¸tύ ŦƻǊ ǘǿƻ ŎƻƴǎŜŎǳǘƛǾŜ 
years are targeted as needing improvement.  If the failure persists, these schools are subject to increasingly more 
severe sanctions, including closure. 

 
Despite tƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ !¸tΣ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ tŜƴƴǎȅƭǾŀƴƛŀΩǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ŀōƻǾŜ 
average, as evidenced by its National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) math score for 8th grade (286) in 
2007, which was 6 points higher than that of the nation's public schools.  Of the 52 states and other jurisdictions 
that participated in the 2007 8th ƎǊŀŘŜ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ǎŎŀƭŜ ǎŎƻǊŜ ƛƴ tŜƴƴǎȅƭǾŀƴƛŀ ǿŀǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ 
those in 25 jurisdictions, not significantly different from those in 21 jurisdictions, and lower than those in 5 
jurisdictions.  The percentage of students in Pennsylvania who performed at or above the NAEP Proficient level 
was 38 percent in 2007.  This percentage was greater than that in 2005 (31 percent) and in 1990 (17 percent) 
(USDOE, 2007).  Nonetheless, it has proven difficult to make substantial gains in high school 11th grade PSSA test 
scores.  Currently 12th grade NAEP is not given in Pennsylvania. 

 
Our initial results examining the 46 MSPGP partner districts showed an unexpectedly strong correlation between 
ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ŀƴŘ percentage of 11th grade students 
scoring advanced (r= .79) and those scoring proficient or above (r= .55) in the state math test.  Percentage of low-
income households in the community also showed a strong negative correlation with percentage of 11th grade 
students scoring advanced (r= -.56).  We further detected a modest correlation between 11th graders who are 
advanced in math and the percentage of 11th graders who have taken Level 3 or above math course work (r= .47).  
But when we looked at the association between 11th graders who scored advanced in math and district 
instructional expenditures per pupil we found nearly zero correlation (r= .02).  Indeed, when we did a multiple 
regression analysis, we saw a slightly negative correlation between the percentage of 11th graders advanced in 
math and the expenditure or revenue per student; that is, the more that was spent, the worse students 
performed, albeit slightly.  However, we did find a weak positive correlation between institutional expenditures 
per student and percentage proficient or above in 11th grade math (r = .19) in our sample of 46 districts.   
 
Inasmuch as our sample was from the southeastern Pennsylvania suburban area and parts of southern  New 
Jersey, we wondered if these same relationships ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘǊǳŜ ƛŦ ǿŜ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ tŜƴƴǎȅƭǾŀƴƛŀΩǎ пфу ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 
ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘǎΦ  ²ƘƛƭŜ ǿŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƘŀŘ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŜƴǊƻƭƭƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ Řŀǘŀ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ a{tDtΩǎ п6 school districts, as neither 
Pennsylvania nor New Jersey collect such data, we nonetheless could compile information about other contextual 
variables, such as the amount of instructional expenditure per pupil in each district, SES, and the percentage of 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜΦ  ¦ǎƛƴƎ ǇǳōƭƛŎƭȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŘŀǘŀΣ ǿŜ ƭƻƻƪŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
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11th grade math and reading PSSA percentage proficient for each district in Pennsylvania with the following 
άŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭέ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŘƛǎǘǊƛct:  

 Percentage of white students  

 Percentage of economically disadvantaged students 

 Percentage ƻŦ ōŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ 

 Percentage of  low-income households in the community 

 Total pupil expenditure in the district  

 Instructional expenditure per student in the district 

 
Summary of Findings 
An analysis of publicly available data for the 498 school districts in Pennsylvania reveals that:   

1. Total expenditure per student has a near zero correlation with 11th grade PSSA proficiency in math (r= 
.005)5 and a slightly negative correlation with 11th grade PSSA proficiency in reading (r= -.027); the total 
expenditure ranges from $ 8,168 to $29,512 per student. 

 

 

                                                           
5
 All of the findings in this section report the Pearson Product-Moment correlation coefficient. 
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Figure dffdfd 

 
2. Total expenditure per student has a small positive correlation with percentage of students Below Basic on 

both 11th grade PSSA math (r= .053) and reading tests (r= .094). 
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3. The magnitude of the relationship between instructional expenditure per pupil within a district and 
student proficiency on 11th grade PSSA is very small for both 11th grade PSSA math (r= .044) and reading 
tests (r= .003) as shown in the scatterplots below. 
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4. ¢ƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƳƻŘŜǊŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ 
correlation with 11th grade PSSA performance in math (r= .554) and reading (r= .486).   
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5. The percentage of minority students in a district has a moderate negative correlation with the percentage 
of students scoring advanced or proficient on the 11th grade PSSA math (r= -.379) and reading (r= -.475) 
tests.   
 

 6.   The percentage of students in low-income households in a district has a strong negative correlation with 
the percentage of students scoring advanced or proficient on the 11th grade PSSA math (r= -.566) and 
reading (r= -.520) tests. 6  

 

Discussion 
Policymakers are interested in finding ways to close the achievement gap between student groups as well as raise 
the overall level of student achievement.  Given the explosive growth of technology and global competition, there 
is understandable urgency to better prepare young people for college and career success.  However, at the high 
school level, achieving these goals has been elusive in Pennsylvania.  Student PSSA 11th grade performance in 
math over the past 8 years has improved only slightly from 49% to 56% and remained virtually flat in reading.  
Spending more money in the aggregate particularly in the face of large differences in pupil expenditures and 
closing the per pupil expenditure gap would seem like a prudent educational as well as long-term economic 
development policy.  Yet, the results of our study show that aggregate district instructional expenditures which 
ranged between $ 4,276 - $11,010 per student are, in fact, not associated with 11th grade PSSA proficiency in 
either math or reading, at least in 2006-07.  The correlation is near zero and in some cases even slightly negative.    
 
While our findings are admittedly only a snapshot of the relationship between per pupil expenditures and 11th 
grade PSSA scores, other studies have examined whether student achievement rose after considerable added 
public investment.  The results do not support the assumption that increased spending necessarily improves 
student performance.  In New Jersey, Coate and VanderHoff (1999) found no relationship between additional 
district expenditures and high school student achievement before and after the 1990 Abbott II decision (which 
resulted in substantially more state funds to poorer school districts).  Ritter and Lauver (2003) analyzed the same 
data and concluded that the higher funding received by Abbott districts did not seem to improve student 
outcomes.  Simple resources are likely to be a necessary but not sufficient condition for improved teaching and 
learning outcomes (Grubb, 2008; Yeh, 2007).  Previous studies show that adequacy litigation can play a limited 
role (as evidenced by small effect size) in a comprehensive education reform strategy (Glenn, 2009).  Peevely and 
Ray (2001) found that students in the school districts that prevailed in TenƴŜǎǎŜŜΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ-finance litigation 
showed no consistent pattern of greater gains than students in the rest of the state, despite the infusion of 
funding.   
 
Such findings leave policymakers in somewhat of a conundrum.  There is general agreement that raising student 
ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŀǘŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ŦƻǊ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ 
and the long term economic vitality of the Commonwealth. While the data presented in this paper suggest that 
increasing aggregate educational expenditures will not likely yield increased   11th grade PSSA proficiencies, such 
an interpretation does not capture the possible effects of programs that have been implemented.  The cautionary 
note here is that it is entirely possible that the underlying relationship between instructional expenditures and 
student achievement has been changing due to other factors and initiatives. But there are not reliably consistent 

                                                           
6 The analysis for these findings includes the school districts of Philadelphia and Pittsburgh.  However, it should be noted that 

the patterns in all of these findings remain even when Pittsburgh and Philadelphia districts are excluded from the analysis. 
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data sources at present to examine these possibilities.  With this in mind, what alternatives are available to 
policymakers? 
 
One alternative could be to question whether the 11th grade PSSA test truly measures student achievement and 
the totality of value high schools contribute to a studentΩǎ development.  Perhaps measures of other values of high 
schools to student development in addition to the 11th grade PSSA tests would produce a positive correlation with 
aggregate ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜƴŘƛǘǳǊŜǎΦ  ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǎ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƻǇŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀƴŘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ 
the present use of PSSA scores to approximate student achievement in Pennsylvania.   
 
A second alternative is to expand and refine the per pupil expenditure calculations in this study in the hopes of 
showing a positive correlation between specific per pupil expenditures and specific desirable high school 
outcomes.  For example, we did not assign weights to the expenditures based on geographical differences in the 
cost of living.  Such differences would manifest themselves in teacher salary scales, hence, greater expenditures 
per pupil in some regions may be more an effect of cost of living than specific instructional interventions.  In 
addition, our study did not look at changes in high school outcomes over time as a function of changes in per pupil 
expenditures over time.  Also we did not correlate high school per pupil expenditures with other kinds of high 
school outcomes beyond standardized test performance.  Perhaps these refinements would yield different results.  
Perhaps not.  Relevant literature does not give us hope that we would find anything materially different in the 
results (Rebell , 2006).  
 
A third alternative for policymakers is to focus on specific areas where increased expenditures are likely to prove  
fruitful and then sponsor independent research to learn whether such investments produced the expected 
outcomes and if so, how much of an effect resulted and at what cost? For example, studies of Kindergarteners 
have shown that children from families with low socio-economic status typically enter school already far behind 
their more advantaged counterparts.  This achievement gap usually persists throughout their K-12 careers (Lee 
and Burkham, 2002).  To counter this initial disadvantage, Southeast Delco School District with its diverse racial 
ethnic student population, recently established an all day Kindergarten Center that focused on bringing all 
students up to grade level.  This past year, 82 percent of students entered first grade on grade level.   Thus, from a 
strategic standpoint, investing in preschool and Kindergarten at least in theory could make sense. 
 
In our study of 20 middle schools in Pennsylvania and New Jersey that adopted an inquiry-based math program 
coupled with substantial teacher professional development (180 hours), we found some schools raising their 8th 
grade PSSA and HSPA scores by 34% points as compared to comparably matched schools.  However, some schools 
actually declined by the same amount when matched against similar schools.  What made the difference?  Based 
on 700 visits to classrooms and schools, and dozens of administrative interviews, we found that the differences in 
8th grade math student achievement on the PSSA  was related to the degree of instructional leadership displayed 
by the principal in getting teachers to accept and implement the new math programs as they were designed and 
initially tested.  Indeed, the research literature has accumulated strong evidence as to the critical role that 
principal leadership plays in teacher practice and the learning environments (Leithwood and Jantzi, 2000; 
Hallinger, 2000; Gronn, 2002).  Thus, investing in principal leadership development across the board as is the case 
ǿƛǘƘ tŜƴƴǎȅƭǾŀƴƛŀΩǎ LƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ [ŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ όtL[ύ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻǾŜ ǾŜǊȅ Ŏƻǎǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ   
 
In sum, our experience and our analysis of the data suggests that the issue is not simply how much money is made 
available to districts so much as it is how districts make use of the money that is made available to them.  
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Impediments to Improvement 
For the past 6 years, the MSPGP has spent nearly $12.5 million aimed at increasing math and science achievement 
and teacher preparation with a set of secondary schools.  In our work, we found eight structural impediments to 

system improvement or whether any particular programmatic initiative will be successfully implemented.  
Moreover, we suspect these impediments may be related to our findings regarding the lack of relationship 
between increased aggregate educational spending and 11th grade PSSA performance.  These impediments 
include: 

1. High turnover of school district administrators  

a. We have noted a high level of instability in school district administration from superintendents to 
principals and curriculum supervisors.   

b. Even when senior leaders are committed to academic initiatives, this inherent instability and the 
general lack of systemic approach to district organization and goal alignment severely limits the 
potential for success.    

     2.  Inconsistent policy and its implementation 

a. In the midst of school board, administrative and teacher turnover, one of the major determinants 
of actualizing school and student improvement is whether there is consistency of policy and 
fidelity of its implementation.   

b. If a district has goals and policies that are deeply and consistently embedded throughout the 
system, then changes in administrators and teachers are less likely to have a significant effect.   

       3. Insufficient external monitoring and technical support  

a. The Pennsylvania Department of Education requires districts to submit various planning 
documents: Strategic, School Improvement, Teacher Induction, Technology, Special Education, 
Professional Development and Finance.   

b. PDE does not have the field-based capacity to work with districts on a regular basis to review 
these plans for content, consistency or practicality. 

       4.   Disorganized data management, analysis and translation to action  

a. Obtaining and processing student achievement and enrollment data from our district partners in a 
usable and timely matter presents significant difficulties.   

b. This is not due to any reluctance by administrators to honor data requests, but rather from their 
ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘǎΩ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻΦ 

      5.   Poor communication vertically and horizontally within and between schools and the district 

a. District reports or performance data are not shared vertically or horizontally.   At times all the 
stakeholders in initiatives are not engaged until it is too late for them to have meaningful input.    

b. In some districts there are no opportunities for comfortable or collegial discussions of issues, ideas 
or questions that emerge at different levels of district hierarchies or across schools. 

6.   Absence of coherent and aligned k-12 curricula  

a. This is often characterized by the lack of internal capacity for its development in each of the 
content areas.    

b. There is not enough time allowed for the implementation of new curricula prior to expectations of 
observable outcomes.    

c. Fidelity of implementation of programs requires buy-in at all levels of the school hierarchy, and it 
requires training of supervisors so that classroom observations and evaluations are based on 
pedagogical strategies that are congruent with the curriculum.    
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7.   System incoherence 

a. Some districts have too many initiatives that are not well coordinated and are often working at 
cross-purposes.    

b. Several districts start an initiative one year and develop plans to continue that for several years 
because full implementation takes multiple years, but then the next year a new initiative or 
directive takes its place. 

     8.   Lack of teacher staff capacity  

a. Some districts lack effective protocols for improving the hiring and mentoring of new teachers. 

b. Some districts lack effective plans for effective, sustained, quality professional development. 

 
Recommendations: A New Way Forward 
Overcoming these impediments is a daunting task.  It requires a new way of thinking about the challenges 
associated with increasing student literacy and achievement.  We recommend policy makers should first consider 
the infrastructure that would be necessary to actually begin assessing in reliable and measurable ways the effects 
of the ways that funding is used to increase student performance.    
 
Specific recommendations to address these impediments and to increase 11th grade proficiency include: 

 Creating statewide and regional infrastructures for school improvement comprised of members from the 
Pennsylvania Department of Education, Intermediate Units, K-12 schools, community colleges and four 
year public and private higher education institutions, nonprofit research and educational organizational 
and economic development and workforce entities.   

 Encouraging school planning that is rooted in site-based data and research that supports the 
implementation of Standards Aligned Systems.   

 Enabling districts to create action plans based on a variety of process and performance indicators that are 
relevant to district action plans. 

 Increasing the knowledge, understanding and use of existing research for effective district planning and 
statewide policymaking by expanding the research base on educational proven programs, policies and 
practices.   

 Providing research design assistance to local districts to assist them in developing a culture of evidence as 
it relates to new and existing program interventions.   

 Brokering collaborations and partnerships to achieve any of the above goals especially in terms of linking 
the Pennsylvania Department of Education, K-12 schools, community colleges and four-year public and 
private higher education institutions and the workforce. 
 

The Commonwealth of Pennsylvania is uniquely suited to tackle the complex problem of educational reform 
because it has university, non-profit, and economic and workforce development centers of expertise across the 
state that sit as untapped resources.  Mobilizing and resourcing these centers could contribute significantly to the 
science and art of school improvement as policymakers and educational leaders face the challenges of preparing 
students for the 21st century.  Finally, leveraging the expertise available in the state against the backdrop of the 
economic challenges facing the Commonwealth could provide useful and timely direction for those charged with 
making education policy and funding decisions.  
 



13 

 

Technical Notes 
Design 
This study relies primarily on district-level demographic and PSSA performance data for the 2006-07 school year.  
PSSA performance includes percentages of students scoring advanced, proficient, basic, and below basic for each 
district.  For those thirteen MSPGP districts that are located in New Jersey, New Jersey System of School 
Assessment (HSPA) data were used as achievement variables.  District and community demographic data were 
retrieved from multiple sources, including the school report card profiles at the state department of education 
website as well as www.schoolmatters.com and www.schooldatadirect.org. 
 
The study was divided into two phases.  During the first phase, we analyzed the relationships between district 
performance on the state tests and a series of school and community demographic and contextual factors, using 
data for the 46 MSPGP districts.  Specifically, the analysis focused on the relationship between percentage of 
advanced math course completion and student math proficiency during the 2006-07 school year.  During the 
second phase, we extended the analysis to the entire state, including 498 secondary school districts.  Since 
information on advanced course completion is not available on all the districts in the state, we focused on the 
specific roles of demographic, socioeconomic, and financial factors in explaining student academic proficiency in 
math and reading.  Forward stepwise linear regression analysis, a standard statistical approach in social science, 
was applied to both sets of analyses so that the unique contribution of each factor could be determined while 
controlling for other variables.  Variables with p-value of less than .15 were added to the model and variables with 
p-values greater than .15 were removed from the model.  Tolerance index was used to control for 
multicollinearity.  Predictors with tolerance values less than .30 suggest multicollinearity and were removed from 
the model.   

 
Descriptive Statistics 
Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics of the key variables for the Phase I analysis.  As shown in the table, there 
is a high degree of variation in both demographic characteristics and academic proficiency across districts 
although Pennsylvania as a whole has a proficiency level above the national average.  The variation exists even 
across most of the suburban districts, bearing in mind that Philadelphia City School District is not a partner district 
of MSPGP.  Therefore, it is worth the effort to investigate what factors account for the variations in student 
achievement across districts. 
 
Table 1.  Descriptive Statistics of Key Variables in Phase I (MSPGP) Analysis.   
 

Variable N Mean SD Minimum Maximum 

% of 11
th

 graders scoring Proficient and 
Above on state math test 

44 60.9% 15.7% 25.5% 89.3% 

% of 11
th

 graders scoring Advanced on 
state math test 

40 24.67% 12.6% 3.2% 64.7% 

% of 11
th

 graders enrolled in Level 3 or 
above math courses 

38 68.7% 22.8% 22.9% 100% 

% of 11
th

 graders enrolled in Level 4 or 
above math courses 

39 33.9% 20.6% 1.7% 95.8% 

% of white students 44 71.6% 26.3% 2.2% 98.2% 

% of economically disadvantaged 
students 

45 23.2% 20.4% 1.1% 73.3% 

  

http://www.schoolmatters.com/
http://www.schooldatadirect.org/



