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As school districts across the nation struggle
  with ways to narrow the achievement gap, 

the No Child Left Behind Act takes on particular 
signifi cance. The law calls for annual testing in 
Grades 3–8 and in high school, as well as a series 
of accountability measures 
designed to ensure that all 
groups of children are held 
to the highest standards. 
As the stakes are raised, 
school districts will have to 
strengthen their early child-
hood education programs and 
consider strategies to offset 
the challenges of poverty, 
language, disability, and 
mobility among children. 
Schools will have to think 
about the evolving role of 
diagnostic assessments in the 
earlier grades. These assess-
ment tools must not only be 
used to improve instruction, 
but also be able to predict 
success on annual measures.

Our most vulnerable chil-
dren lag behind their more 
advantaged peers before 
they even begin kindergar-
ten and they often remain 
behind throughout their 
K–12 experience. If school districts are to have 
any success in reducing the disparity in achieve-
ment, they must start early. The call for universal 
prekindergarten and full-day kindergarten pro-
grams, therefore, is laudable. We know that more 
time is essential for addressing the inequality 

FOREWORD

of opportunity; equally important is how teach-
ers are using that extra time in the classroom. 
The national discussion on high-quality early 
childhood programs must take into account the 
capacity of school districts to provide more time 

and to train staff in the 
most effective use of time.

This discussion is refl ected 
in the work going on in 
Montgomery County, 
Maryland. The community 
and local political lead-
ers have made a strategic 
decision to direct their 
resources to the youngest 
learners. The commit-
ment to raise the bar and 
narrow the achievement 
gap is grounded in the 
belief that every child can 
succeed if given a strong 
start. The Montgomery 
County Public Schools has 
incorporated some of the 
latest research on brain 
development, curriculum, 
instruction, assessments, 
and professional develop-
ment into a comprehensive 
early education reform ini-
tiative—The Early Success 

Performance Plan. The results are very promis-
ing, particularly for the thousands of youngsters 
who are reading in kindergarten and continuing 
their progress beyond. Our efforts in Montgom-
ery County may be instructive for all school 
districts embarking on a similar journey.
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T he Montgomery County Public Schools, one 
of the largest and most diverse school districts 

in the nation, is raising academic achievement 
while closing the gap for its youngest learners. 
Students in kindergarten through third grade are 
performing at higher levels and, at the same time, 
the gap between White and Hispanic and African 
American students is narrowing. The districtʼs 
progress is impressive because the gains in 
achievement are systemwide and are occurring at 
a time of rapid growth and diversity, particularly 
among students for whom English is a second 
language.

For the second year in a row, approximately 
10,000 second graders from 119 elementary 
schools scored at record 
levels on a national 
assessment of reading, 
language, and mathemat-
ics, the Comprehensive 
Tests of Basic Skills 
(CTBS).1 Grade 2 stu-
dents from the class of 
2004, the most ethnically 
diverse in the districtʼs 
history, is the second 
group of children to 
benefi t from the comprehensive reform efforts 
introduced in kindergarten four years ago. Student 
scores improved dramatically in 17 of the high-
est-poverty elementary schools that fi rst received 
full-day kindergarten with smaller class sizes and 
a combination of other initiatives.

The results of a nationally standardized assess-
ment, coupled with the fi ndings from the districtʼs 
longitudinal study of 27,000 kindergarten students2 
and a follow-up study of 9,000 kindergarten 
students,3 demonstrate that there are systemic 
changes that can improve achievement for all 
students, especially those youngsters caught in the 
achievement gap. Implementation of the district s̓ 
Early Success Performance Plan is resulting in—

• increasing numbers of students from all socio-
economic and racial and ethnic groups, as well 
as English language learners, reading at higher 
levels in kindergarten, and

• sustained higher academic achievement in read-
ing, language, and mathematics through Grade 3.

Beginning in 1999, the Montgomery County 
Public Schools embarked on an ambitious plan of 
systemwide reform. Although the district has some 
of the highest-performing schools in some of the 
wealthiest neighborhoods in the nation, its metro-
politan location is attracting a growing immigrant 
population as well as increasing numbers of low-
income families. These families are concentrated 

in an urbanized core 
of the county, and 
schools within that 
area generally have 
the lowest levels of 
academic perfor-
mance and the widest 
achievement gap for 
African American and 
Hispanic students. 
Schools located in 
the outer ring of the 

county generally include more affl uent families, 
fewer students of color, fewer students with limited 
English profi ciency, and higher levels of academic 
achievement. Without swift but deliberate action, 
the school system faced the prospect of becoming a 
district split in two—one of haves and one of have-
nots.

The district literally transformed the way it thinks 
and works, indeed its very culture, as it took on 
the daunting task of addressing the achievement 
gap. A delicate balance had to be struck to meet 
the needs of all of the school systemʼs students, 
from high achievers to at-risk students, as well as 
the interests of those in the more affl uent neighbor-
hoods and the high-poverty inner corridor.

SUMMARY
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The school systemʼs mandate was articulated in 
the landmark report developed in collaboration 
with the community—Our Call to Action.4 The 
report outlined the work that the district needed 
to do to “raise the bar and close the gap.” All the 
strategic initiatives that the district was develop-
ing converged in a key area that launched the 
comprehensive reform 
effort—early childhood 
education.

The district faced an indis-
putable fact: increasing 
numbers of young children 
impacted by poverty and 
language difference were 
starting school lagging 
behind their peers in basic 
literacy and mathematics 
skills, and they often 
remained behind. If children 
were not meeting certain 
benchmarks by the end of 
fi rst grade, there was little 
likelihood that they would 
be able to read fl uently by 
third grade, an important 
indicator of academic suc-
cess in the later years.5 So, 
the work began in the early 
grades with the develop-
ment of a plan designed to 
reverse a pattern of under-
achievement that followed 
many children through 
their K–12 experience. 
One of the initial hurdles 
to overcome was the early 
childhood research and 
pedagogy stating that it was not developmentally 
appropriate to teach reading in kindergarten, par-
ticularly to disadvantaged youngsters.

If the school systemʼs most vulnerable students 
were to have an equal opportunity to succeed, the 
district had to ensure the following:

• Students would have access to a focused and 
challenging curriculum 

• More instructional time and smaller classes 
would be provided 

• Teachers would have the necessary skills and 
knowledge to teach all students and they would 

hold high expectations for 
every child

• Teachers would assess 
student progress through-
out the year and use the 
data to improve instruction 

• Parents and teachers 
would be equal partners 
in childrenʼs education

In 2000, The Early Suc-
cess Performance Plan 
was implemented. Parts 
of the plan were put in 
place in all 125 elemen-
tary schools, while other 
components, namely 
full-day kindergarten 
and reduced class size, 
were targeted to just the 
schools with the highest 
levels of poverty.6 For the 
fi rst time, kindergarten 
students were explicitly 
taught foundational read-
ing skills and text-reading 
as part of a balanced 
literacy program. The 
goal: All students would 
be reading on grade level 
by third grade. This is an 

important milestone, as the districtʼs own research 
found that students who are not reading on grade 
level by the third grade have little chance of 
participating in rigorous high school courses and 
would be inadequately prepared for college or the 
world of work.7

Four things that the district has 
learned in implementing the 
plan:

• More time is critical. Full-day kinder-
garten combined with smaller classes 
provides benefi ts that are sustained 
through Grade 2 for our neediest students.

• How the time is spent is important. 
Well-trained teachers implementing a 
standards-based curriculum, and guided 
by diagnostic assessments throughout 
the year, are crucial to the kindergarten 
program.

• Consistent time in the same school 
matters. Students who stayed in the 
same school for kindergarten through 
Grade 2 performed better, especially if 
they entered kindergarten with limited 
foundational literacy skills.

• The time before kindergarten is decisive. 
Students who enter kindergarten with 
strong foundational literacy skills per-
form better in the early grades, even if 
they are not continuously enrolled in the 
same school.
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In addition, for the fi rst time, kindergarten class-
rooms focused instruction and assessment on 
geometry and number relationships and computa-
tion. Without adequate preparation in these content 
areas in the early years, students would not be 
prepared to complete algebra—the gateway course 
to higher mathematics—by ninth grade.

The progress that the most vulnerable students 
are making in the Montgomery County Public 
Schools is the result of a vision articulated 
by the school districtʼs Board of Education. 
Their vision was translated into a cogent plan 
that is research-based, implemented by highly 
skilled professionals, and supported by a broad 
network of parents and government and com-
munity leaders. The work that teachers do in the 
classroom is the single greatest factor in student 
success. The district has gone to great lengths to 
ensure that teachers, administrators, and support 
staff have the tools and expertise they need to 
do their jobs well. The school system also has 

been fearless about collecting data—good and 
bad—and using it to drive decision making at 
every level. The district is continually evaluat-
ing the effectiveness of its efforts, opening its 
doors to external researchers, and exercising the 
courage to make mid-course corrections when 
necessary.

Not content with being a great school system 
for some children, the district strives to be a 
great school system for all children. A culture of 
continuous improvement permeates the entire 
school community in Montgomery County. The 
district will continue to follow the children who 
were members of the kindergarten class of 2000, 
as well as each new group of kindergartners. Two 
questions will guide the school systemʼs ongoing 
evaluation of the plan: Is the district accomplish-
ing what it set out to do? Can the efforts be 
improved? By preserving the integrity of the plan 
and improving how it is implemented, the school 
district will ensure that every child is provided 
with a strong start.
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Located in the suburbs of Washington, D.C., the
  Montgomery County Public Schools enrolls 

nearly 140,000 students, making it the 17th largest 
system in the country. The school system also is 
one of the most diverse in the nation, with students 
coming from 163 different countries and speaking 
more than 100 different languages. As one of the 
immigration hubs in the metropolitan area, Mont-
gomery County enrolls nearly half of Marylandʼs 
English language learners, for a total of 12,000 
students. In addition, there are 17,000 students 
who receive special education services.8

The Montgomery County Public Schools is noted 
for its strong record of academic excellence and 
rigor. In 2003, Newsweek magazine named 20 of 
the districtʼs 23 high schools as among the best 
in the nation. In 2004, students posted an aver-
age SAT score of 1102, a record high, with 80% 
of seniors taking the test. More than two-thirds 
of all high school students are taking Honors or 
Advanced Placement (AP) courses, with nearly 
10,000 students taking AP tests. In 2004, graduat-
ing seniors from the schoool district outperformed 
every state in the nation in the AP test performance.9

Planning for Reform 
The changes in the school systemʼs demographics 
have been extraordinary. The ethnic composi-
tion has shifted rapidly from nearly all White to 
a diverse racial and ethnic blend. More than 5 of 
every 10 students today are classifi ed as African 
American, Asian American, or Hispanic. Indeed, in 
the past four years alone, nearly 12,000 Hispanic, 
African American, and Asian American students 
have enrolled in the school system and the English 
language learner population has grown by almost 
50 percent. Although the county is among the 
wealthiest in the nation, poverty among its students 
has increased signifi cantly in the past decade. More 
than 32,000, more than one-fi fth, of all students 
now qualify for federal meal assistance. In addition, 
the school district has a high level of mobility, with 
more than 14,000 students entering and 12,000 exit-
ing the system annually (not counting initial school 
entry or graduation).10 

In 1999, the school district conducted a self-
assessment of its student performance data and 
changing demographics. A careful examination of 
data disaggregated by race, ethnicity, socioeco-
nomic status, and English language profi ciency 
revealed signifi cant disparities in achievement. 

an overview

MONTGOMERY COUNTY
PUBLIC SCHOOLS
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There was a wide variance in student performance 
among subgroups and among and within the 191 
schools in the district. While White and Asian 
American students, 
on average, achieved 
at some of the highest 
levels in Maryland 
and the nation, African 
American and His-
panic students lagged 
in academic progress 
on nearly every edu-
cational indicator. 
Students whose lives 
are impacted by poverty 
and limited English profi ciency also performed 
at consistently lower levels.11

The school systemʼs most needy young children 
are concentrated in 60 schools located within an 
urbanized core area in the county. These schools 
contain nearly half of the systemʼs entire elemen-
tary enrollment, but they include 75 to 80 percent 
of all elementary, low-income African American 
and Hispanic students, and English language learn-
ers countywide.12 The 
challenges facing these 
schools are complex and 
obviously very different 
from the issues confront-
ing schools in wealthier 
neighborhoods located in 
the regionʼs outer areas.

Simpson’s 
Paradox
The Montgomery 
County Public Schools 
found itself squarely on the horns of a dilemma 
described in Simpsonʼs Paradox. This is a math-
ematical effect that takes place when student 
achievement improves for all subgroups of students 
but the overall average score declines because the 
percentage of low-scoring students increases. The 
conditions in the district were ripe for Simpsonʼs 
Paradox, given the explosive growth of the very 

students most often caught in the achievement 
gap. To “bend this trend,” the school district had 
to develop a comprehensive plan made up of 

research-based initia-
tives. These initiatives 
would be implemented 
throughout the county 
with intensifi ed efforts 
directed to high-poverty 
schools to prevent 
Simpsonʼs Paradox 
from occurring in the 
district. The initiatives 
include Literacy-Rich 
Curriculum, Early Suc-

cess, Workforce Excellence, Shared Accountability, 
Organizational Excellence, and Family and Com-
munity Partnerships.13 

Community Engagement
In an unprecedented public engagement campaign, 
the school district leadership convened a series 
of countywide town meetings with school staff; 
parents; business, civic and religious leaders; 

unions; and the general 
community to share the 
disaggregated student 
performance data, 
demographic trend 
data, and information 
about Simpsonʼs Para-
dox. These meetings 
gave stakeholders an 
opportunity to share 
their views and con-
cerns and to provide 
recommendations 

about specifi c actions the school district could 
take to implement the initiatives. Several of the 
meetings were held specifi cally for the large 
multicultural community in the county and inter-
preters and translated materials were provided for 
those with limited English skills. Early Success 
was one of the areas around which the entire 
community quickly coalesced.
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T he Early Success Performance Plan that 
was implemented in 2000 is a refl ection 

of the comprehensive reform undertaken by the 
Montgomery County Public Schools. The district 
came to agreement that the most important strategy 
for raising student achievement is the classroom 
teacher. Successful teachers share a core belief 
that all children can learn. They seek to constantly 
improve their craft through staff development. 
They know how to differentiate instruction and 
understand the importance 
of ongoing assessments. 
Successful teachers know 
how to create a climate in 
which students feel spe-
cial, safe, and respected.14

In a district where more 
than one-third of the 
teachers have been in 
the classroom for three 
years or less, it becomes 
even more imperative 
for teachers to have the 
right tools and supports to 
do their job. An “inven-
tory,” if you will, of the 
resources available for 

10,000 teachers sensitized the district to the fact 
that it could no longer conduct business as usual 
if teachers were to be successful in addressing the 
achievement gap for a growing student population 
with diverse needs. Teachers would need more 
data that had greater specifi city on a more fre-
quent basis. This would enable them to make the 
right instructional decisions for each individual 
student and to communicate more precise infor-
mation to parents on their childrenʼs progress.

What changes were 
necessary? The district 
needed the following: an 
overall curriculum pol-
icy; a revised curriculum 
with instructional guides 
aligned to standards 
that include ongoing 
diagnostic assessments; 
a staff development plan 
that goes beyond “sit and 
get” training; a process 
for supporting new and 
low-performing teach-
ers; an accountability 
system that publicly 
reports individual school 

THE EARLY SUCCESS 
PERFORMANCE PLAN

Components of the 
Early Success Performance Plan

Standards-based Curriculum 

Professional Development 

Diagnostic Assessments 

Instructional Management System

Parent Involvement 

Full-day Kindergarten

Smaller Classes

Extended Learning Opportunities
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curriculum.† The new curriculum framework is 
aligned with state standards, but it also includes 
national and international standards.17 ††

The revised kindergarten curriculum includes a new 
focus on literacy skills, specifi cally foundational 
reading skills and text-reading.18 In the past, kinder-
garten students were not explicitly taught letters and 
sounds, much less how to read. The thinking at the 
time was that it was not developmentally appropri-
ate for kindergarten students to be expected to read. 
However, as children began entering fi rst grade, it 
was evident that many students had the potential 

Four critical questions based on 
Professional Learning Communities 
at Work, by Rick DuFour, guided the 
district’s efforts to improve the curricu-
lum:16

1. What do students need to know and 
     be able to do?

2. How will we know if they haven’t
     learned it?

3. What will we do if they haven’t
     learned it?

performance by subgroup, including racial/ethnic, 
poverty, disability, and English language learners, 
and an integrated technology system that provides 
easy access to lesson plans, diagnostic tools, and 
student performance data. With these components 
in place, teachers would be better equipped to 
improve teaching and learning for all students.

The school system began making substantive 
structural changes in these areas beginning in 1999 
and kindergarten classrooms around the county 
became the fi rst testing grounds where the results 
could be seen. The Early Success Performance Plan 
was launched during the 2000–2001 school year, 
on the heels of a study of the district s̓ kindergarten 
program in 1999.15 That study documented the need 
to focus explicitly on literacy in kindergarten and 
provide a differentiated instructional design for 
the half-day and full-day programs. As part of the 
plan, the district increased the number of full-day 
kindergarten programs, beginning in schools with 
the greatest number of students living in poverty.* 
Full-day kindergarten, with reduced class sizes, 
was phased in over a three-year period—17 schools 
in 2000, an additional 17 schools the following 
year, and 22 more schools in 2002, for a total of 56 
schools. (Four of the 60 high-poverty schools serve 
only Grades 3–5.)

All of the components of the plan are research-
based and interdependent. The school system 
implemented the following components in all 125 
elementary schools.

Standards-based Curriculum
The curriculum was revised to include standards 
with precise expectations of what students should 
learn and be able to do, instructional guides 
containing pre- and post-assessments, core 
instructional materials, and new textbooks.

The kindergarten curriculum was strengthened as 
part of an overall revision of the districtʼs K–12 

* These include students who qualify for the Free and Reduced-price Meals program.

† The curriculum was revised following an external audit conducted by Phi Delta Kappa in 2000.

†† The Council for Basic Education worked with the school district in 2001 to translate state standards into grade-level indicators.
 The College Board and Achieve, Inc., reviewed the district’s curriculum frameworks in 2002 and 2003, respectively. They 
 confi rmed that the frameworks were rigorous enough to prepare students to be successful in Honors and AP courses. 
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to read or they actually were reading because their 
home experience provided them with rich oppor-
tunities to develop literacy skills. Those without a 
comparable home experi-
ence started off behind and 
remained behind, despite 
the best efforts of teachers 
and principals. It was clear 
that if the district were 
to level the playing fi eld, 
it would have to provide 
affected students with more 
instructional time and a 
literacy-based kindergarten 
experience. 

In addition, the curriculum 
provided for explicit time 
for mathematics instruction. 
For the fi rst time, there was 
a structured mathematics sequence with consistent 
materials across the district.

Professional Development
All teachers received professional development 
on the revised curriculum and teacher “coaches” 
were assigned to all schools. In addition, teams of 
teachers, principals, and instructional assistants 
from schools were 
trained in the revised 
mathematics and 
reading/language arts 
curricula.

A comprehensive 
professional devel-
opment program 
provided training 
and supports for K–2 
teachers and school 
teams throughout the 
year.19 In the fi rst two 
years of implementa-
tion, nearly 500 

kindergarten teachers each received more than 100 
hours of training in the curriculum and methodology 
for assessing student knowledge. In the third year, 

more than 1,700 teachers 
of fi rst and second graders 
received four days of train-
ing in the summer and 45 
additional hours of training 
throughout the year. 

In addition, K–2 teachers 
received on-site support 
through staff develop-
ment teachers or “teacher 
coaches,” a newly created 
position assigned to every 
school. Permanent sub-
stitute teachers assigned 
to all schools provided 
release time to teachers so 

they could participate in classroom observations 
and team planning with their colleagues. Consulting 
teachers provided additional support to new and 
underperforming teachers.*

Diagnostic Assessments
 All students were assessed periodically during the 
year, which allowed teachers to make adjustments in 

their instruction for 
each individual stu-
dent. The progress 
of each student was 
monitored closely 
through a computer-
ized system. 

The Primary Read-
ing Assessment, 
developed by 
the Montgomery 
County Public 
Schools, is used 
in prekindergarten 
through Grade 2.20 

* These supports are included in one of the district’s initiatives under its comprehensive reform efforts, the Professional Growth 
System (PGS) for Teachers. Developed in collaboration with the teacher’s union, the PGS also includes a Peer Assistance and 
Review Program designed to support struggling teachers and identify those who are underperforming.

Level M texts have more print per page, few 
illustrations, and may take several days to complete. 
Language structure is more sophisticated and 
vocabulary is challenging. Students read a greater 
variety of genre, usually silently, with more varied 
plots, complex ideas, and topics.

Book Level M (or 22) 
GRADE 2 
BENCHMARK

Level 16 texts are significantly longer, and 
sentence structures are more complex. Themes 
are varied and illustrations less helpful. Students 
expand vocabulary, decode unknown words, 
and comprehend more sophisticated fiction 
and informational texts.

Book Level 16 
GRADE 1 
BENCHMARK

Level 3 texts typically have large print and spacing, 
simple sentence structures with familiar content, 
and supportive illustrations. Students learn high- 
frequency sight words and decoding skills while 
reading books and stories for meaning.

Book Level 3 
KINDERGARTEN 
BENCHMARK

Text-Reading Benchmark LevelsText-Reading Benchmark Levels
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The assessment includes two components—foun-
dational reading skills and text-reading skills. The 
foundational reading skills assessment includes 
oral language, letter identifi cation, print concepts, 
phonemic awareness, hearing and recording 
sounds, and word recognition. The assessment for 
text-reading skills includes oral reading, fl uency, 
and comprehension. It takes about 30 minutes to 
administer individual assessments to each child. 
The assessments are administered in the fall, winter, 
and spring, giving teach-
ers data that allow them 
to readjust instructional 
groups and identify 
instructional needs that 
will affect student 
achievement. Also, the 
assessments have predic-
tive value21 and provide 
teachers with data to 
determine whether stu-
dents are meeting 
periodic benchmarks that 
will result in higher per-
formance on standardized 
tests administered at the 
end of Grade 2 (Terra Nova Comprehensive Tests 
of Basic Skills).

In mathematics, students were individually assessed 
three times per quarter, giving teachers the opportu-
nity to make real-time decisions about their students  ̓
performance and the instructional program.

The Instructional Management System
This Web-based system provides teachers and 
principals with access to curriculum documents, 
lesson plans, and assessment data to monitor stu-
dent performance and improve instruction.

Parent Involvement
Parents were involved early in the development 
of The Early Success Performance Plan, as well as 
with the revision of the report card. 

Parents were part of a large stakeholder group that 
identifi ed early childhood education as a priority for 
the district, and the parent community was involved 
in adopting the guiding principles that formed the 
framework for the revised kindergarten program. 
Parents also played a key role in the redesign of 
the kindergarten report card, making it easier to 
understand and ensuring that it includes specifi c 
information about a student s̓ progress. Montgom-
ery County is home to a large multicultural parent 

community. Frequent 
communication and 
meetings in multiple 
languages helped par-
ents keep abreast of the 
changes in the kinder-
garten program. Parent 
specialists and teachers 
in the district s̓ English 
for Speakers of Other 
Languages (ESOL) 
program, as well as 
Title I parent special-
ists, disseminated 
information and solic-
ited feedback about the 

revised program in their regular parent meetings. 
A Parent s̓ Guide to Kindergarten, which explained 
the new program, was developed in six languages. 
All principals were provided with a PowerPoint 
presentation about the new kindergarten curriculum 
that was used in parent meetings throughout the 
year. Schools were given regular updates that were 
included in parent newsletters. In addition, a Parent 
Tips handout was developed in six languages. It 
gives parents simple strategies to help boost early 
reading skills.

These additional initiatives were implemented in 
the 56 targeted schools* with the highest levels of 
poverty over a three-year period.

* The percentage of students who qualify for federally funded subsidized meals in these schools ranges from 88% to 24%.
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Full-day Kindergarten
Full-day kindergarten programs were phased in, 
beginning in 2000. Additional time for balanced 
literacy and mathematics instruction was provided. 

In addition to increased instructional time, kin-
dergarten teachers also were given a curriculum 
blueprint and instructional guides22 that helped 
them manage the extra time more effectively. All 
kindergarten students in both the half-day and 
full-day programs were provided with explicit 
and consistent instruction in reading and math-
ematics. In the full-day program, a minimum of 
90 minutes a day is devoted to a literacy block of 
reading and writing and 60 minutes is dedicated 
to mathematics instruction. (In the half-day 
program, the literacy block is 60 minutes and the 
mathematics block is 30 minutes.) An integral 
part of the full-day kindergarten program is the 
use of additional time in the afternoon to extend 
and integrate literacy and mathematics with 
science and social studies. Students in both the 
half-day and full-day programs participate in 
music, art, physical education, and media center.

Smaller Classes
Class size was reduced to 15:1 in the full-day 
kindergarten program, and 17:1 in Grades 1 
and 2 in the targeted elementary schools. In all 
schools, class size was reduced to 17:1 for a 90-
minute balanced literacy block.

Extended Learning Opportunities
Extended-day and extended-year programs were 
provided for students entering kindergarten through 
third grade in the 18 most highly impacted schools 
beginning with the 2002–2003 school year.

The extended-day program provided students with 
before- and after-school support during the year. 
In the summer program, students received four 
hours of academic instruction in reading/language 
arts and mathematics over a four-week period. 
The program was offered at no cost to families 
through the support of federal and state funds. 
Students received breakfast and lunch at no cost, 
as well as transportation to and from the school. 
An evaluation of the first year showed modest but 
statistically significant benefits for students who 
attended all four weeks of the program.23
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Two groups of kindergarten students who were 
the fi rst benefi ciaries of the reforms have now 
taken a Grade 2 nationally normed assess-
ment—the Comprehensive Tests of Basic Skills 
(CTBS). In 2003, the fi rst group of second graders 
produced record levels of achievement. In 2004, 
the second group—nearly 10,000 second graders 
who make up the most ethnically diverse class in 
the districtʼs history—set new records. In addi-
tion, student scores improved dramatically in 17 
of the highest-poverty elementary schools that 
fi rst received full-day kindergarten with smaller 
classes and a combination of other initiatives that 
make up The Early Success Performance Plan.26

The results of the CTBS, coupled with the fi ndings 
from the districtʼs study of 36,000 kindergarten 
students, demonstrate that there are systemic mea-
sures that can improve achievement and sustain 
high performance for all students, especially chil-
dren who are most at risk.

RESULTS

S tudents from all racial and ethnic groups are 
 achieving at higher levels in kindergarten 

and sustaining their performance through Grade 
2 as a result of The Early Success Performance 
Plan in the Montgomery County Public Schools. 
Increasing numbers of students are actually reading 
simple stories in kindergarten and scoring at record 
levels in reading, language, and mathematics on 
national assessments when they reach Grade 2. 
They are sustaining their progress on state assess-
ments in Grade 3. As achievement is rising for all 
youngsters in the district, the gap also is narrowing 
between White, African American, and Hispanic 
students.24

Full-day kindergarten, in particular, has a sig-
nifi cantly positive impact on the achievement 
of children most affected by the opportunity 
gap—low-income students, African American and 
Hispanic students, and English language learners. 
However, students who enter kindergarten with 
strong foundational reading skills perform at even 
higher levels in the fi rst and second grades.25 This 
fi nding underscores the importance of the district s̓ 
most recent efforts to strengthen its prekindergarten 
program.
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Results of the 2004 Comprehensive 
Tests of Basic Skills in Grade 2

Record numbers of second grade students are 
scoring above the national median in reading, 
language, and mathematics

• This year s̓ second graders scored above the 80th 
median national percentile in language mechanics 
and mathematics computation, and above the 70th 
median national percentile in reading. Overall, 75 
percent of second grade scores were at or above 
the national average, compared with 70 percent 
last year and 65 percent four years ago.

African American and Hispanic students are 
posting record scores and making progress 
toward closing the gap with their White and 
Asian American peers

• For the fi rst time, African American students 
scored above the national average in every 
subject on the CTBS and scored above the 60th 
percentile in three content areas.

• Hispanic students scored above the national 
average in four areas, reaching the 76th per-
centile in mathematics computation. Their 
reading scores are within three points of the 
national average.

• The gains made by Hispanic students are 
notable, given the large number tested. Since 
2000, the number of Hispanic students in 
the tested group increased 35 percent, from 
1,486 in 2000 to 2,008 in 2004.

English language learners, low-income students, 
and special education students posted higher scores

• English language learners surpassed the 76th per-
centile in mathematics computation, the fi rst time 
ever for this group. They posted gains in language 
and mathematics, but declined in reading this year.

• Low-income students also surpassed the 70th 
percentile in mathematics computation, and they 
scored above the national average in two other 
content areas, as well.

• Special education students made substantial gains 
in every area. Their performance is now above the 
national average in three of the fi ve content areas.

Students in the 17 highest-poverty schools 
made significant gains in achievement

• There was a signifi cant improvement in the past 
two years, as the full impact of the reforms took 
effect. Students surpassed the national median 
in four areas, reaching the 83rd percentile in 
mathematics computation and the 70th national 
percentile in mathematics.
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Second grade students are maintaining gains made in 
kindergarten and performing at record levels on national 
assessments, while the gap between White, African American, 
and Hispanic students is narrowing.
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The considerable boost in achievement made by 
second graders over a two-year period builds on the 
academic success of students in kindergarten, where 
The Early Success Performance Plan was initially 
implemented in 2000. The district s̓ three-year longi-
tudinal study involving 27,000 kindergarten students, 
followed by a report on another 9,000 students in 
the fourth year, confi rms the overall success of the 
plan in giving students a strong start. The study has 
been reviewed externally by researchers at Yale Uni-
versity and Georgetown University and recognized 
at the national level by noted demographer Harold 
Hodgkinson and associations such as the Committee 
for Economic Development, the American Associa-
tion of School Administrators, the National School 
Boards Association, the National Urban Alliance, 
and the National Association of State Boards of 
Education.

Findings of the Four-Year Study of 
Kindergarten Students

The percentage of all kindergarten students who 
can read and comprehend a simple story (text-
reading) increased continuously over four years. 

• On the text-reading benchmark, percentages grew 
from 39 in 2001 to 59 in 2002 to 70 in 2002 to 71 
in 2004.

•  Lower-income students in full-day kindergarten 
matched their peers in half-day kindergarten in 
more affl uent communities in text-reading.

African American students in full-day kinder-
garten are performing at nearly the same levels 
as White students in text-reading.

• By 2004, 73 percent of African American students 
in full-day kindergarten met the text-reading 
benchmark compared with 75 percent among 
White students, 79 percent among Asian American 
students, and 64 percent among Hispanic students.

• African American students in full-day kindergar-
ten outperformed African American students in 
half-day kindergarten in text-reading, 73 percent 
compared with 59 percent.
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The performance of kindergarten students in reading is 
improving signifi cantly for all socioeconomic and racial 
and ethnic groups.
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Hispanic students are making substantial 
gains in text-reading when they attend full-day 
kindergarten.

• By 2004, 64 percent of Hispanic students in full-
day kindergarten met the text-reading benchmark 
compared with 48 percent of Hispanic students 
in half-day kindergarten.

• In the 17 highest-
poverty schools 
that offered full-day 
kindergarten for four 
years, 67 percent of 
Hispanic students 
met the text-reading 
benchmark in 2004 
compared with 33 
percent who met the 
benchmark in 2001.

The percentage of 
English language 
learners in full-day 
kindergarten meeting 
text-reading bench-
marks more than 
doubled in four years. 

• By 2004, 64 percent 
of English language 
learners in full-day 
kindergarten in the 
17 schools with the 
highest poverty met the text-reading benchmark 
compared with only 29 percent in 2001.

The percentage of special education students in 
full-day kindergarten meeting the text-reading 
benchmarks more than doubled in four years.

• By 2004, 56 percent of the special education stu-
dents in full-day kindergarten in the 17 schools 
with the highest poverty met the text-reading 
benchmark compared with only 22 percent in 
2001.
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Students who enter kindergarten with strong foundational 
reading skills perform at higher levels in Grades 1 and 2 and 
are less likely to be impacted by mobility.*

* Low-income young children move more often than their middle-income peers. See Hodgkinson, Harold. Leaving too Many Chil-
dren Behind: A Demographer’s View on the Neglect of America’s Youngest Children. (2003). Washington, D.C.: Institute for 
National Leadership.

The Broad Acres Success Story
Broad Acres Elementary School illustrates 
the power of The Early Success Perfor-
mance Plan. The school has the highest 
poverty rate in the district, with 88 percent 
of the students qualifying for federally 
subsidized meals. The school popula-
tion is made up of 63 percent Hispanic 
students, 23 percent African American, 
13 percent Asian American, and less 
than 1 (0.6) percent White. More than 24 
percent of the students have parents who 
are recent immigrants and do not speak 
English in the home.

The demographics of the school have not 
stood in the way of its phenomenal success in raising student performance. In 2001, only 24 percent of Broad 
Acres second graders scored above the national median in mathematics computation, and in reading, only 
29 percent scored above the national median. Three years later, student scores in mathematics computation 
climbed to a record 94 percent above the national median. In reading, scores reached 55 percent above the 
national median. In language mechanics, the school also saw a signifi cant increase—from 36 percent above 
the national median in 2001 to 77 percent in 2004.
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Broad Acres Elementary School Second Grade Scores
Percentage of students scoring at or above the national average on the Comprehensive Tests of Basic Skills
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• Nearly all students met or exceeded the 
reading benchmarks for Grades 1 and 2 
when they entered kindergarten with all 
foundational reading skills.

• Students who entered kindergarten with min-
imal foundational reading skills performed 
better on the Grade 2 reading benchmarks if 
they remained in the same school for kinder-
garten through Grade 2.

• Students who entered kindergarten with all 
foundational reading skills performed bet-
ter on reading benchmarks for Grades 1 and 
2 regardless of whether they were enrolled 
in the same school for kindergarten through 
Grade 2.
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The Montgomery County Public Schools  ̓invest-
ment in early childhood education and full-day 
kindergarten is paying off so far, particularly for 
needy students. There is still 
more work to be done. The 
school district is conduct-
ing a more comprehensive 
analysis of high-quality 
prekindergarten programs, 
including a thorough review 
of curriculum standards, 
diagnostic assessments, and 
teacher training. In addition, 
the school system continues 
to consider the feedback 
given by teachers and prin-
cipals on the kindergarten 
and Grades 1 and 2 curriculum and assessments. 
Following are some of the short- and long-term 
steps that the district must take:

Expand comprehensive full-day kindergarten 
programs.
When full-day kindergarten programs are part of a 
concerted and comprehensive improvement effort, 
the results are impressive. Performance improves 
and the achievement gap is narrowed for students 
impacted by poverty, second language learning, 
and disability, as well as African American and 
Hispanic students.

Expand high-quality prekindergarten 
programs.
More children must have access to literacy-rich 
prekindergarten programs that are aligned with the 
K–12 curriculum. The standards-based curriculum 
must incorporate the most current brain research on 
the capabilities of the district s̓ youngest learners.

Refi ne diagnostic assessments and improve 
their effectiveness through technology.
In prekindergarten, diagnostic assessments must 
be individualized and aligned with the kindergar-

ten assessments. In K–2, the locally developed 
assessments are valuable tools for teachers, but 
administering them and entering the required data 

can be very time-consum-
ing. Teachers should have 
access to technology such as 
hand-held wireless comput-
ers that enables them to use 
diagnostic assessments more 
effi ciently and effectively.

Provide professional 
development and sup-
port to staff.
As the program enters its 
fi fth year of implementation, 
it is important to ensure that 

newly hired staff receive the same level of training 
and support provided in the preliminary phases of 
implementation. In addition, ongoing training must 
be provided for staff to ensure that the plan is con-
sistently implemented, and that the needs of diverse 
learners are met.

Support parents as fi rst teachers.
Parents and other family members are an integral 
part of the childʼs educational team. Schools must 
strengthen efforts to communicate regularly with 
parents and provide them with family-friendly 
materials and activities that they can use at home 
to extend student learning. Materials should refl ect 
the cultural and linguistic differences of the stu-
dent population.

Strengthen the research conducted in the 
school district.
Accurate, targeted, and timely data on the 
effectiveness of the initiatives must be gathered 
to ensure that programs are yielding the maxi-
mum benefits and resources are being allocated 
appropriately.

NEXT STEPS
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T ransforming a 
school district takes 

time. It is a long-term investment that requires a 
disciplined focus and unwavering perseverance. 
Looking back over the fi ve years that I have been 
superintendent of the Montgomery County Public 
Schools, I am humbled by the progress we have 
made to improve student achievement. Ours is 
a large and diverse district, and while that has 
made our work challenging, it has presented us 
with great opportunities. We have been able to put 
theory into practice and apply research to action. 
We have gained tremendous knowledge about the 
processes and programs that are effective with 
various groups of children. Hopefully, other school 
districts can benefi t from some of the lessons we 
have learned along the way. 

One of the biggest lessons l have learned dur-
ing 28 years of being a superintendent is to be 
circumspect about declaring victory when student 
performance improves. Victory is a process, not a 
terminal point. Districts can and should celebrate 
milestones, but improving student achievement is 
an unending process. It requires tireless work day 
in and day out, year after year. 

Early in my career, it was tempting to offer up 
simple solutions because there is tremendous pres-
sure to design the silver bullet that will quickly 
fi x whatever is wrong in a school district. In the 
long run, building the capacity of people—teach-
ers, principals, and support staff—yields greater 
returns on a districtʼs investment. A program is 
only as effective as the people who run it and 
a curriculum is only as good as the people who 

deliver it. That is why 
the infrastructure that 

school systems build to hire, train, support, and 
evaluate their employees is so critical.

Education reform is one of the most complicated 
endeavors in which we engage. It requires the 
district to be honest about its strengths and weak-
nesses. It calls for a high degree of trust that 
happens only when school leaders put time into 
building open relationships with stakeholders. 
It demands that a school system operate with 
integrity, holding itself accountable by regularly 
measuring the effectiveness of its efforts. And, it 
entails vigilance on the part of the school district 
to ensure that all of the work in every offi ce 
and school is aligned with the ultimate goal of 
improved student achievement.

When attempting to describe school reform efforts, 
the process for creating diamonds comes to mind. 
Diamonds are formed only under certain geologi-
cal conditions involving the right amount of heat 
and pressure. They are judged by their cut, color, 
clarity, and carat, the four Cʼs.

The right conditions must also be present if com-
prehensive reform is to be effective. Great ideas 
and good intentions are not suffi cient and a sys-
temic approach, rather than isolated strategies, is 
essential. At the risk of simplifying the complex, 
I offer the Seven Cʼs that have served as guide-
posts in my work to create the right conditions 
for district-level reform—context, communica-
tion, collaboration, capacity, construct, check, 
and change.

A SUPERINTENDENT’S
PERSPECTIVE

deliver it. That is why 
the infrastructure that 

There is no point at which you can say, 
ʻWell, Iʼm successful now. I might as well 
take a nap.ʼ
   —Carrie Fisher
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THE SEVEN C’S

Our work on districtwide reform has given 
us an incredible opportunity to grow. By 
asking the right questions and listening to 
our community, we have been able to learn 
things about our school system that have 
helped us in our efforts to maintain the high-
est academic standards while narrowing the 
achievement gap. In Montgomery County, 
we are fortunate to have dedicated and com-
petent professionals who have the highest 
expectations for children; a parent commu-
nity passionate about participating in their 
children s̓ education; and elected offi cials 
who are purposeful in their mission to support 
public education. Our collaboration has been 
the driving engine of our reform efforts. Only 
by working together can we give every child, 
every day, the opportunities needed for a 
bright future.

Context: School leaders must set the context 
for reform. What are the disaggregated data on 
student performance? What are the districtʼs 
demographic trends, fi scal condition, political 
pressures, strengths and weaknesses? Who are the 
stakeholders in the district?

Communication: Communication must be 
constant, clear, and varied. Is two-way com-
munication encouraged? Are there a variety of 
formats for sharing information internally and 
externally? Are there ways to communicate with 
families with limited English skills? Who are the 
key communicators in the community? Have you 
identifi ed your critics and are you keeping them 
informed? How will stakeholders give input? 
How will they know whether you have taken 
action on their feedback? 

Collaboration: School leaders must collaborate 
from the onset. How do you build relationships 
based on trust? How will you balance competing 
interests and agendas? How do you empower 
groups that have not traditionally participated 
in decision making? How do you handle the 
C.A.V.E. dwellers—Citizens Against Virtually 
Everything?

Capacity: What is the capacity of the staff, 
schools, and organization to implement compre-
hensive reform? What processes and systems are 
in place to build the capacity at all three levels? 
What skill sets do administrators need to lead and 
manage reform?

Construct: The district must construct the 
infrastructure through which the reforms will be 
implemented. Does the district have an account-
ability system for monitoring and evaluation? Is 
there an integrated technology system for access-
ing data? What kind of staff development program 
exists? How are teachers and principals hired and 
supported? Is there a standards-based curriculum 
tied to ongoing classroom assessments?

Check: The school system must continually check 
its work. Are “dashboards” or systems in place 
that tell you when things are not working? Why 
are some programs effective and others not? Is stu-
dent performance improving? Is staff development 
making a difference? Is there consistent delivery 
of the curriculum throughout the district? How 
will you know if outcomes are congruent with 
your plan of action?

Change: The district must have the courage to 
seek the truth and change when necessary. Will 
school leaders have the confi dence to say that 
efforts are not working or that the district is mov-
ing in the wrong direction? Is there a culture of 
continuous improvement? How will school leaders 
manage change and how will staff handle change? 



19

ENDNOTES
1 Stevenson, & Schatz, Results of the Spring 2004 Administration of the Grade 2 TerraNova Comprehensive Tests of 

Basic Skills, MCPS, 2004.

2 Alban, Curry-Corcoran, & Nielsen, Longitudinal Impact of Early Success Performance Plan Initiatives on Student 
Academic Achievement: Technical Report on Three Years of Implementation, MCPS, 2003.

3 Sunmonu, 2003–2004 Kindergarten Reading Achievement Report, MCPS, 2004.

4 Our Call to Action, MCPS, 1999.

5 Honors/Advanced Placement Policies, Practices, and Enrollment: Work Group Report, MCPS, 1999.

6 Memorandum to the Board of Education—All-Day Kindergarten Study, MCPS, 1999.

7 Honors/Advanced Placement Policies, Practices, and Enrollment: Work Group Report, MCPS, 1999.

8 The Citizens Budget, MCPS, 2002.

9 Connolly & Powell, Academic Placement and International Baccalaureate Exam Results for 2003–2004, 2004.

10 The Citizens Budget, 2002.

11 Our Call to Action, 1999.

12 The Citizens Budget, 2002.

13 Our Call to Action, 1999.

14 Focus on Success: A Kindergarten Study, MCPS, 2003.

15 Memorandum to the Board of Education—Redesign of the Kindergarten Program, MCPS, 1999.

16 DuFour, & Eaker, Professional Learning Communities at Work. Bloomington, IN, and Reston, VA: National Education 
Service and Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 1998.

17 Pre-K–8 Curriculum Framework: English/Language Arts, Mathematics, Science and Social Studies, MCPS, 2002.

18 Bridges-Cline, Early Reading Skills of Kindergarten Children in the Montgomery County Public Schools, MCPS, 2001.

19 Bridges-Cline, 2001.

20 Montgomery County Public Schools Assessment Program: Reading, Mathematics and Writing in Grades Pre-K–5, 
MCPS, 2002.

21 Cooper-Martin & Alban, Evaluation of the Montgomery County Public Schools Assessment Program: Grades 1 and 2 
Reading, MCPS, 2003.

22 Curriculum Guides: MCPS Web site, www.mcps.k12.md.us, 2002.

23 Sunmonu, Larson, Van Horn, Cooper-Martin, & Nielsen, Evaluation of the Extended Learning Opportunities Summer 
Program, MCPS, 2002.

24 Stevenson & Schatz, 2004.

25 Alban, Nielsen, & Schatz, Evaluation of the Longitudinal Impact of Comprehensive Early Childhood Initiatives on Student 
Academic Achievement, MCPS, 2003.

26 Stevenson & Schatz, 2004.



20



1780.05 • MCPS Electronic Graphics           & Publishing Services 1/05 • 200

Acknowledgments

Aggie Alvez
Terry Alban

Juan Cardenas
Mark Kelsch

Laverne Kimball
Marshall Spatz

Jennifer Nielsen
Suzanne Peang-Meth

Brian Porter
Carol Schatz
Jody Silvio

Jose Stevenson
Denise Stultz

Early Success Cross-Functional Team

The most recent Montgomery County Public Schools  
Evaluation Reports can be found on the Web site at 

www.montgomeryschoolsmd.org/departments/accountability/evaluation.shtm

Montgomery County Public Schools
850 Hungerford Drive

Rockville, Maryland 20850
301-279-3381

www.montgomeryschoolsmd.org



“Children come to kindergarten with a wide range of abilities based on their home or preschool 
experiences. The challenge of every school district is finding the right formula for ameliorating 
the cognitive inequalities that exist at the schoolhouse door. The Early Success Performance Plan 
in the Montgomery County Public Schools has the essential ingredients to give all children the 
opportunity to reach their fullest potential.” 

Reid Lyon, Ph.D.
National Institute of Child Health and Human Development

“I believe that everybody walking through my door is going to be successful.”

Kindergarten Teacher
Montgomery County Public Schools

“The Montgomery County Public Schools is developing a high quality, school-based approach to 
promoting children’s emerging literacy that merits national attention.”

Michael Ben-Avie, Ph.D.
Yale Child Study Center
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