Program Evaluation:  BIFF – Building Inspiration to Fight Failure – June 2009

[image: image1.png]HARVARD
GRADUATE SCHOOL oF EDUCATION





PRELIMINARY REPORT
Program Evaluation 
 BIFF –  Building Inspiration To Fight Failure
Boston Learning Center

Dorchester, Massachusetts

June 30, 2009
by
Sally Schwager, Ed.D, Harvard University
Director, Master’s Program in Learning and Teaching

Harvard Graduate School of Education
With the assistance of 

Laura Hsin Feng, Ed.M. Harvard University and
Marisa Whalen, Ed.M. Harvard University

INTRODUCTION 
The BIFF Paradigm Project

The Building Inspiration to Fight Failure Program, also known as The BIFF Paradigm Project, is an innovative motivational learning skills program developed and introduced in 1999 by the Boston Learning Center, a non-profit organization that provides educational programs and services to support the academic achievement of middle school and high school students.  Focused on building students’ motivation in addition to academic and life-skills development, the BIFF Paradigm Project has been acknowledged as a distinctive “turn-around” intervention by teachers, principals, students and parents.  Over the past ten years, hundreds of failing and under-achieving middle-school and high-school students have boosted their grades to honor-roll standing, changed their study habits and behaviors in school, and sustained their motivation to achieve academically.

Students who have completed the BIFF Program over the past decade have met or exceeded the Project’s stated performance goals for students and Partner Schools, including the following measurable outcomes:

· Improvement of students’ learning skills including listening, attention span, concentration and focus, organization, memory, reading speed and comprehension, measurable by student grade point increases;

· Dramatic improvement of academic performance in major subject areas (English, math, science, history, and foreign languages), measurable by student grade point increases; and
· Improvement of student performance on state-mandated comprehensive assessments, measurable by student test scores;

· Improvement of the overall academic performance of Partner Schools, measurable by aggregate increases in student GPA and test scores with correlated decreases in the number of students needing to repeat a grade or attend summer school.

· College application and acceptance rates.

The Boston Learning Center developed the BIFF Paradigm Project in response to alarming drop-out rates, a growing achievement gap nationally, and what they identified through their work with African American and Latino students as an “academic culture and norms based on anticipated failure.”
 BIFF directly challenges these beliefs and resulting negative behaviors through a series of social and academic strategies:  it harnesses peer pressure and re-directs it into positive peer support. It helps students discover what motivates them and teaches them to identify their own learning needs and most productive learning strategies.  It leads students to an understanding of the beliefs, behaviors and outside forces that may be deterring them and helps them establish new behaviors that lead to success.  BIFF’s curriculum is non-traditional. It targets motivation by engaging students with a range of challenges through which they can experience personal success and receive immediate rewards: juggling contests, card tricks, and incentives such as cash rewards and prizes.  At the same time, the program demands discipline and highly structured, sustained work through a range of academic skill and life-planning exercises and assignments.  
The BIFF Paradigm Project is structured around an initial nine-week program in which students participate in twelve intensive lessons after school and, in most cases, additional weekend “Mindboost” workshops which they attend with their parents or other family members and friends.  Students who complete the core curriculum are initiated into the “BIFF Alumni Club” through which they receive continued coaching and community support through high-school graduation and beyond.  This evaluation addresses the full spectrum of BIFF and Mindboost activities as well as other program structures designed to provide on-going support and to promote sustained achievement. 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY:  A FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT EVALUATION
The purpose of this evaluation is three-fold: 1) to provide rich ethnographic data and analysis of specific classroom activities and other aspects of the BIFF curriculum in relation to “best practice” research in the field of education generally, and urban education in particular; 2) to examine the features and practices of the BIFF Paradigm Project in comparison with other programs nation-wide; and 3) to assess the impact of BIFF on the cohort of students at the Smith Leadership Academy, a public charter middle school in Dorchester, Massachusetts, who completed the core program during the academic year 2008-2009.  This formative assessment evaluation is designed both to inform the 
educational public and to assist the Boston Learning Center in further developing and strengthening its programs.
Research: Phase I
This Preliminary Report is based on research conducted between December, 2008 and June, 2009.  It includes extensive review of research literature in the following areas: Motivation; Incentive-Based School Programs; The Achievement Gap and Policy Recommendations for Bridging the Gap; Stereotype Threat: The Impact of Stereotype Threat on Black Academic Performance;   Peer Culture and Acting White; and Executive Functioning and Executive Skills Development. (See Appendix A).
Background research on the BIFF Paradigm Project and other programs of the Boston Learning Center was accomplished through documentary research in institutional publications; study guides and curriculum handbooks; internal evaluation instruments; public relations materials including videos and websites; news reports; and internal evaluations.  Additional background information was gathered through formal meetings and informal interviews with the Executive Director and the BIFF Project Director.
The first phase of this study (December, 2008 – June, 2009) focuses on ethnographic research including field observations of twice-weekly BIFF afterschool classroom sessions over a period of fifteen weeks; participant-observation of three weekend “Mindboost” workshops; and formal focus-group interviews of BIFF alumni and current BIFF students.  (See Appendix B).
Phase II of the research, an analysis of student report card grades and test scores, will be conducted at the end of the grading period in December, 2009.

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
How does BIFF differ from other programs nationally?

Our comparative analysis of The BIFF Paradigm Project in relation to other programs nationally—particularly those involving incentives—suggests that BIFF differs significantly in both its scope and in its attention to long-term, sustained achievement and motivation for success.  It also differs from most national programs in the level of individual attention and personal coaching provided to students—and in the range of academic skills and life-planning strategies it incorporates.
For purposes of this analysis, in addition to BIFF, we focused on five programs from various regions of the U.S. which represent a variety of incentive strategies:  
· Learning Makes a Difference – Learn & Earn, Fulton, Georgia 

This small pilot program is similar to a number of small-scale local projects across the country and serves to demonstrate a growing interest in cash incentives for afterschool programs.  The program pays an hourly wage of $8.00 to sixteen eighth graders and fourteen eleventh graders from disadvantaged schools for their participation in four hours of math and science tutoring each week. 
· The Advanced Placement Incentive Program (APIP), 
 Texas (state-wide) 
First introduced in 1996, APIP is currently active in 57 Texas high schools. It is aimed at encouraging students to enroll and succeed in Advanced Placement classes in high school and to pass the AP exams. Students (and teachers) are eligible for bonuses of $100 to $500 for each AP passing score. A similar program in New York City provides up to $1000 per AP test to students with high scores.
· Coshocton Bucks,  Coshocton, Ohio

This district-level experiment, which is in its third year, selects schools through a lottery and pays students from the third to sixth grade for state exam scores: every proficient score is worth fifteen dollars and every advanced score worth twenty. Students take five annual tests and can earn a yearly maximum of one hundred dollars for their state exams.
· Capital Gains, Washington, D.C.

This is a relatively new student incentive program introduced just last year that targets 3000 students in 14 public middle schools in Washington, D.C.  The program uses a point system to reward students for different positive behaviors such as attendance, punctuality, homework completion, good manners and high grades. Students can earn up to a monthly high of $100 in cash incentives.
· Stocks in the Future, Baltimore, Maryland and Washington, D.C.

Founded in 2000, this program serves 400 students in seven Baltimore-area and Washington, D.C. high schools.  Students are taught saving and investment strategies in a three-week curriculum and earn “SIF Dollars” as rewards for regular school attendance and improved grades.  These credits accrue until the students turn 
18 and graduate from high school when they can be used to purchase publicly traded stocks.  

(See Appendix A for references and discussion of these programs).

Program Attributes which are Unique to BIFF:
· We found that the BIFF Paradigm Project provides a more extensive curriculum and addresses a greater range of motivational issues, academic and life-long learning, and executive skills than any of the other programs we were able to identify.  Put simply, BIFF provides an ambitious, multi-faceted curriculum and complex classroom learning experiences. Other incentive programs we studied target motivation by providing cash incentives but for the most part do not equip students with the skills and self-reflective understandings that are necessary to sustain motivation beyond immediate extrinsic rewards. The BIFF Program is significantly more nuanced, more extensive, and more sophisticated in terms of both the learning theory on which it is built and the actual, practical skills that it promotes.  

· The role of motivational coach and adult “role model”—a central feature of BIFF—seems to be lacking in other incentive programs we identified. Although instructional coaches for teachers exist in some other programs,
 BIFF appears to be unique in the depth of individual attention and coaching that is given to students.  Moreover, BIFF coaches generally are businessmen from the community who are selected not only for their potential as good coaches, but also as “role models.” Our research identified this personal relationship as key to students’ immediate engagement with BIFF.  Further study of the long-term impact of BIFF’s role-model coaches on students’ educational and professional trajectories merits attention.   
· Parent involvement and parent education is another area in which BIFF, unlike most other programs, addresses and provides a carefully designed curriculum and structure for participation. Parents and other family members or adult friends are urged to attend parent workshops on motivational strategies to use at home. These workshops—at least two each year—are held on weekends and include incentives for attendance. Not only does this substantive, skill-based education of parents serve to reinforce the positive attitudes and behaviors that BIFF seeks to encourage in students, but parents also benefit directly. (Anecdotal information gathered from parents at a Mindboost workshop suggests that techniques such as speed-reading and pneumonic strategies which are taught in the BIFF core curriculum and in Mindboost workshops may be of 
greater initial interest to parents than to their children).
  Of even more interest is the potential for shared learning among family members and its impact on long-term student motivation and achievement.
· BIFF is characterized by outstanding teaching and “best practice” in curriculum design and its approaches to student learning.  Because we did not conduct observational field studies of other programs, we could not determine the strength of BIFF in this regard relative to other incentive programs.  What is unique to BIFF, however, is the range of skills that are taught and the learning theory that supports the curriculum. None of the programs we identified incorporated, for example, positive visualization, self-reflective behavioral inventories, goals projections, team learning, or learning style assessment. These and a range of other social skills are central to the BIFF Paradigm Project, in addition to executive and academic skills. 
Documenting Outcomes

It is important to note that the BIFF Paradigm Project is an accelerated learning program.  It was unclear from our initial review of program literature and previous studies how this strategy would “look” in practice. We soon observed, however, significant behavioral change and accelerated academic effort on the part of most students within the first three weeks of the BIFF core program.  By the end of the program nearly every student reported significant personal change.  
One of the most striking outcomes—and one which has not been documented in studies of other motivational and incentive-based programs and may be unique to BIFF—is that the BIFF Paradigm Project leads students to “meta-level” learning and self-reflection.  It does so through a carefully constructed curriculum that incorporates strategies from therapeutic and special-education practices as well as other learning strategies informed by cognitive psychology.  Key learning activities include the following:
· Students evaluate and discuss their own learning needs and learning styles.  The BIFF program teaches clear and easy practices to reinforce learning through visual, auditory, and kinesthetic activities.  Students develop the ability to observe their own learning and gain important self-knowledge which they are encouraged to apply to “real life” situations as well as to their academic work.

· BIFF students learn how to seek help in positive ways—from teachers, from peers, and from other adults in the community.  They also are led through a series of short writing exercises, discussions, and self-evaluations in which they learn positive social behaviors that are rewarded in school.  Learning how to seek help from teachers is a key step: BIFF students reported to us that they gained new confidence in their ability to be successful in school through this process of re-negotiating their behavior with teachers.
The area of teacher interaction and expectations has been widely studied in relation to the Achievement Gap. Recent research by Ferguson, for example, found that black students’ reported feelings about school engagement were directly related to teacher interaction and that they were more responsive than were the white students in the study to encouragement from teachers rather than to teacher demand.  Feng’s discussion of Ferguson’s findings serve to confirm a premise supported by the BIFF curriculum.   “Ferguson’s findings,” she explains, “suggested that black students were equally internally motivated [as white students] but displayed behaviors that misled teachers to dismiss them as disengaged.”
  Students in BIFF are led through exercises in which they first identify their beliefs about teacher attitudes, examine their own behaviors, and then develop strategies for changing those behaviors. A series of activities, including a lesson on teacher perceptions, help students to identify and understand social cues and “how to play the game” of success in school.  Unlike other incentive programs, and unlike most academic enrichment programs in general, BIFF’s attention to social perspective taking is of particular interest, as it has been demonstrated in other contexts to encourage sustained motivation and the potential for long-term academic success.

· Students identify and develop strategies to combat both outside social forces and interior beliefs that may be holding back academic achievement and personal success; these include self-expectations and expectations and perceptions of teachers.  The notion of “changing the paradigm” is central to the BIFF Paradigm Project, as evidenced by its name.  Our analysis of the BIFF core curriculum, however, suggests that its strength lies in a series of interim activities and “building-block” understandings that students achieve, rather than in a sudden shift in understanding as the term often connotes. Rather, BIFF leads students to engage in active, reflective learning about their values, external distractions (including some relationships with friends), and their potential to achieve personal power and autonomy through education and careers in which they can enjoy personal authority.  Through its curriculum, The BIFF Paradigm Project distills an extremely sophisticated analysis of cultural capital and personal freedom into a context that adolescents can understand: they imagine an alternative life, they experience success, and they make money in the process.  

This experience of immediate success is key. Students reported at the end of the program that they know they can be successful—and that they like being successful.  The BIFF program is premised on the notion that all young people can be successful and that all young people want to be successful.  The discovery is on the part of the students themselves: they are able to experience their potential for success, their motivation to succeed, and their desire to gain positive recognition.
· Students learn and practice executive skills --- everything from note-taking and turning in assignments on time to relaxation techniques and strategies to improve concentration.  Students are required as early as the second session of the BIFF program to establish a “home office” space where they will do their homework and study.  Then, through a series of imaginative activities that include analysis of a film, constructing posters from magazine ads or images on the Internet, group discussions and oral presentations, the students are told to post their “dream objects” over the desk or table that they have established as their home office. This first personal exercise in goal-setting is quickly translated into habits that reinforce learning.  And the “home office” becomes a platform for building a new self-understanding and practicing personal “ownership” of the learning process. Research indicates, moreover, that high achievement in school correlates with planning, goal-setting, and self-regulation. Students’ awareness of their strengths and weaknesses appears to be an essential first step toward mature meta-cognition.  Student achievement is most strongly regulated with time-management—an area addressed directly throughout the BIFF curriculum (and one which is not featured in the other incentive programs we identified).

· BIFF students develop new understandings of life strategies—and the work they need to accomplish now—in order to become an entrepreneur, a professional, a person who will have and can make opportunities for others.  Students reported the importance of the sessions in the BIFF program that focus on thinking about career ambitions and were surprised to learn how much education is required for various professions.   
We discovered that BIFF is unique among all programs studied in building this bridge between students’ career aspirations and motivation. Moreover, the BIFF curriculum addresses this linkage directly and imaginatively through interactive learning that leads students to deep and permanent understandings. Over the course of the nine-week BIFF core program, students not only identify their ambitions, but are required to “visualize” their lives within a planned educational and career framework.  They learn through classroom investigations and analysis of economic data precisely how they must plan and what they must do now in terms of academic behavior and grades, to achieve their aspirations. BIFF helps them to differentiate between “dreams” that are elusive and “goals” that can be achieved through motivation and sustained work.

This element is crucial: recent studies demonstrate that Black and Latino youth between the ages of 12 and 18 tend to have less stable career aspirations than white youth of the same age—a differential explained by social capital theory, and a phenomenon that helps explain continued national differentials in college aspirations, college enrollment, and college completion. Moreover, self-reported data from high school students indicate that Black and Latino youth are more dependent on teachers and other adult counselors for information to help them develop these essential aspirations than are their White counterparts. 
 BIFF provides this access to information, coaching, and continued support through the BIFF Alumni Club.
· Sustainable Motivation:  All of these self “re-visionings”—what BIFF refers to as “changing the paradigm” serve to motivate students.  In our focus-group interviews, the students reported that BIFF had changed the way they think about school. They reported doing homework more consistently, studying more, paying better attention in class. They also spoke about changes in the way they think about their futures: about improving grades in order to qualify for colleges and scholarships. 
The executive skills, self-knowledge, learning strategies, and group cohesion provided by the BIFF Program serve to reinforce and support what we might think of as sustainable motivation.  The BIFF core curriculum teaches students how to learn, and it provides practice in decision-making habits and self-regulation. Recent studies of student engagement and proposed instructional strategies to sustain the academic achievement of adolescents focus on addressing motivation and cognition simultaneously—a fundamental practice throughout the BIFF curriculum.

Sustaining motivation also requires continued contact with adults to support on-going improvement—a feature that is prominent in BIFF’s continued work with alumni as they complete their high school years. 

PORTRAIT OF A PROGRAM:  THE BIFF PARADIGM PROJECT IN ACTION
A group of boys wearing tan slacks and white shirts began walking, slowly, into the downstairs classroom at the Smith Leadership Academy charter middle school where BIFF was about to begin. Some were quite tall, two were quite short and young looking.   Girls followed, in small groups, some also wearing the SLA uniform of tan slacks and white shirts, others looking more casual in grey sweatpants and dark red t-shirts printed with the SLA logo.  Another girl came in later, alone.
Large classroom work tables had been arranged in groups toward the front of the room, and students dropped their heavy backpacks on the tables with uniform relief.  The regular school day had just ended. Some sat and chatted.  Two boys were moving around, seemingly without direction or purpose. Several dropped their heads to the table. It was 3:45.
Mrs. Bracey, stylish in a dark blue suit and pearls, exhibited the “teacher behavior” of the veteran professional that she is.  Poised and focused, she approached each student, signaling to them to sit down, to sit up, or to turn around and “take your favorite color.” She was distributing magic markers and sheets of construction paper for each student to make a personal name placard. “What color do you like?” 

Seventeen students are in the room, and the level of talking is now moderate. The kids are settling in. They finish their placards and slump back into their former positions.  Someone explains that “we’re waiting for Mr. Bracey.”  They know him from previous interviews and discussions about BIFF. And they seem eager for him to arrive.
It is 3:55.  Mrs. Bracey asks: “What are some things you could be doing that would be productive?” To my surprise they answer almost in unison, “reading…homework.” She suggests they do some while waiting for Mr. Bracey to bring more students down to the classroom.  She moves across the room and speaks privately to an individual student. She then turns and begins collecting parent information forms from each student.

At 4 p.m. Mrs. Bracey tells the group that she is going to start by having them fill out an important survey.  The students continue to fool around.  Most look relaxed and less than excited about completing the survey.  Mr. Bracey, who by now has arrived with two more students, walks to the front table and slaps down a handful of quarters.  The room becomes stunningly quiet. BIFF has begun.

The BIFF Paradigm Project is designed to address motivation as the key to academic success for underachieving middle school and high school students. It specifically targets student attitudes about school success.  BIFF endorses a meritocratic view of schooling:  “hard work leads to academic success which leads to career success which leads to better life outcomes.” It uses small cash awards as a lure to get students involved, and it then leads them to understand that academic success is valuable. Gary Bracey often explains incentives as “payment” for the job of being a student, and he explains that disengaged students respond to this more immediate connection to rewards than they may to the “abstract notion that education will be rewarding in the future.” For this reason BIFF also incorporates public recognition of achievement, pizza parties, raffles, trips to amusement parks, and limo rides for students to make the honor roll and sustain their honor-roll standing as BIFF alumni. 

It is 4:05, and all of the students have finished the surveys.  Mrs. Bracey takes charge. She reads a motto on the board and then has the class read in unison:  

“If you always do what you always did,
you will always get what you always got.”
-- Jackie “Moms” Mabley
Ground Rules are posted:  
1. Show respect at all times.
2. Observe the hand signal for silence (they practice  the hand signal).
3. Come to class prepared.
4. Bring a homework notebook and a pen or pencil to each class (Mr. Bracey gives quarters to those who have their notebooks ready).
5. Come to class early.
Mr. Bracey tells them “We’ve got some incentives to help make it worth your while to come to class.”  Perfect attendance earns $20. Missing only one class pays $10. Missing two classes, $5.  Three classes missed and you’re out.  No one has a right to be in BIFF. You must earn your place in BIFF.
Cash rewards are even greater for getting high grades on the next report card: Mrs. Bracey explains that the goal in BIFF is for all students to make the honor roll. (She explains that this means getting all A’s and B’s).

Students in BIFF can earn $50. for a report card with all A’s and B’s. They even can earn $20. for all A’s, B’s, and 1 C, although this should not be their goal.  (We learn later “what it means to be average,” and the students agree that it is not cool).

These rewards continue through high school. Mrs. Bracey explains that “if you finish BIFF, every time you get on the honor roll you get the cash award ($50. or $20.)”
The students learn that BIFF teaches them how to learn—how to get on the honor roll. BIFF does not exempt them from regular school work or from completing all of their school homework. 
It is 4:40, and I notice that the class is completely quiet. The restless activity that we witnessed at the beginning of the session has been redirected to a brainstorming activity that Mrs. Bracey is leading: How do you say, “That’s cool?” 

The kids are energized.  They jockey to get their phrases out and have her write them on the board:  “That’s what’s up.” “That’s ill.” “That’s dope.” That’s fresh.” (I hear mostly boys’ voices).
She then asks them to name some things that are cool and a girl responds: “Graduation.” A jumble of voices say, “basketball,” “A’s,” “food,” “money.”

At 4:25 Mr. Bracey begins to juggle. “I used to think that juggling was cool,” he explains.  (By this time it is clear from the looks on the kids’ faces that Mr. Bracey is definitely cool).

“How many people think it would be cool to learn how to juggle?”  (hands go up). “How many people think it would be cool to get paid to juggle?” (they jump up in their seats).

BIFF uses juggling both to engage kids and as a concrete example of how to learn.  Mr. Bracey explains the steps—a lesson he will repeat again and again throughout the program: 

1) Find someone who knows.
2) Ask them to teach you.
3) Do exactly what they tell you to do.

These activities demonstrate the power of constructivist models of learning. Students’ engagement with the material increases as their participation in the construction of knowledge accelerates.  Although BIFF does not discuss the learning theories that underlie its curriculum design, best practices which are  deeply rooted in constructivism are evident in every lesson.
 

Juggling led to another discussion of “What else is cool?”  And the discussion turned to how getting A’s is cool.  More juggling led to more discussion. (Mr. Bracey can juggle and lead a discussion at the same time).  Mr. Bracey kept the students transfixed.
Mrs. Bracey turned the discussion to a brainstorming exercise about which careers produce wealth and asked, “How does someone get rich in America?”
The students brainstormed a list of careers that they associated with success:  doctor, football, athletes and entertainers, entrepreneurs (this contribution from Mrs. Bracey—an example is Bill Gates).

She then took the students through an inventory of all the ways one can “get rich” including inheritance, investment, and crime. Sometimes you are lucky and just win it.

Mr. Bracey asks the students to raise their hands if they’re lucky.  A few hands go up, and kids talk to themselves: “I’m never lucky.” “I’m lucky…sometimes.” “I was really lucky at the…” “I have a lucky number.”  Then he begins a card trick. The room falls silent.
The lesson ends with kids gathered around the cards on the table trying to figure out the tricks. Mr. Bracey explains, “Only 1 out of every 4,000 people gets rich through luck…Eighty percent of America’s millionaires got rich by being entrepreneurs.”

“Entrepreneurs.” The students are quiet. They are thinking. They are ready to learn more. “Are rich people rich because of what they buy, or because of what they save and invest?” Mr. Bracey asks.  The question is rhetorical, but the kids answer: “Save and invest.”  “Do you have more card tricks?” 

Mr. Bracey nods and begins passing out a $5 bill to each student. The bills are stamped with the words “Go BIFF.”  This is their BIFF money, he tells them. And then he goes on to explain the concept of investment capital.  They must bring their BIFF $5 dollar bill to class each week. This is their capital. They must not spend it—for any reason. The students appear to be in disbelief.  They put the bills in their pockets with care. They walk quietly to pick up their notebooks. 
The spell is broken. Homework!  Mr. Bracey instructs:  “Go home, do all of your homework, and then practice juggling.”

As I observed the session I noted that each activity served to build to a subsequent exploration and deeper understanding of the stated goal: learning how to learn.  The activities established student interest; they were fun; they demanded that students follow instructions (abide by rules); they aroused curiosity about each subsequent lesson; and students left with a quarter or a dollar and a $5 dollar bill in their pockets.
The next twelve sessions would proceed through a carefully orchestrated sequence of lessons, ending in “Shifting Paradigms,” “Creating the Life of a Straight “A” Student,” and “A Day in the Life of the Average.” And, at a final session, a graduation ceremony and pizza.

STUDENTS REPORT OUTCOMES:  FOCUS GROUP CONVERSATIONS

We conducted focus group interviews with two groups of BIFF students: the cohort that had just completed the core program at the Smith Leadership Academy from March 3, to April 30, 2009, and a group of BIFF alumni.  The focus groups were conducted on May 5, 2009.  (See Appendix B for Focus Group interview guide).
In our Focus Group interviews, both groups of students reported that BIFF had changed the way they think about school.  They reported doing homework more consistently, studying more, paying better attention in class.  They also spoke about changes in the way they think about their futures: about improving grades in order to qualify for colleges and scholarships.
The alumni group responses reflected many of the attributes of the program that we believe serve to nurture what we have labeled “sustainable motivation.”  
BIFF Alumni Club Focus Group:
This group was comprised of ten students, three boys and seven girls. As they chose their own seating, they clustered according to gender.  The students were all graduates of BIFF from summer 2008 (July). A quick, informal survey indicated that most were sixth graders who had entered the BIFF program in conjunction with their Smith Leadership Academy orientation.

First Question Category: Thinking About BIFF

What would you tell other students about BIFF if you only had five minutes?

Students clearly have adopted and internalized some of the language used by adults and teachers around BIFF and achievement generally; volunteered answers include “BIFF helps you achieve your goals” and “helps you to do anything you want in the future.” Other students mention “fun activities” and “interesting lessons.” Several bring up rewards and prizes for good grades.

When asked which specific activities or individual BIFF sessions they found most memorable or most useful they listed the following:

· Demons and Distracters Lesson => several students volunteer examples (chatty friends, TV, family being noisy, etc) and there is general accord that this lesson was memorable.
· Visualization/Relaxation => one girl responded that she uses this strategy to help regulate her emotions (anger, stress) when she is in a difficult situation.
· The film “Trading Places” => several students mention the movie, but are less clear about what they gained from watching it.
· Reading skills => a few students mention this as a lesson they did NOT like, because it was difficult and “hurt my eyes.”
· Positive and Negative Points => students mentioned how they are more self-aware about others’ perceptions, some indication that Smith utilizes a similar point system for behavior.

When queried about their attendance :

The responses of this group were more uniform than those of the cohort which had just completed the program at SLA.  Most of the students in the alumni group had attended the summer BIFF session as entering sixth graders, and so their attendance records were strong. Some mentioned that they never missed a lesson because BIFF was the “most fun summer school,” and others explained absences due to family issues, etc.

Were BIFF’s incentives and rewards important?
· Incentives overall were clearly important to the BIFF experiences; every student commented on them in one form or another. Interestingly, the students didn’t relate the money to practical usage (i.e., what they could spend it on) but on emotional reaction (it makes me feel good, it motivates me to do better, etc). Some of the language may have been borrowed from the Mr. Bracey’s framing of incentives to the students.
· One student pointed out that he likes the rewards because it has to do with enforcing positive behavior rather than punishing negative behavior.
· Several students indicated they wished their parents would use incentives. A few told stories about parents, grandparents or relatives rewarding them for being on the honor roll. 
· Students indicated that the incentives led to their good attendance.  Without incentives, they acknowledge that BIFF would still be useful but they would be less likely to come; it would be, in one student’s words “only for nerds.”

Second Question Category: Self-Reflection As Students

· Students for the most part reported attitudinal differences rather than behavioral differences.  Responses included: “I still don’t study for everything, but I study for important things.”
· Students reported a stronger sense of agency: “Now I know I can do it if I try” as well as better classroom behavior (more focus, more paying attention, less negative behaviors).
· About half the students were on the honor roll and were going to the reward party on the following Friday. These students were more proactive in responding during this section, and they made sure to point out that they had made good grades.  
· One student said that once she began being on the honor roll, she felt that it would be disappointing to her parents and to herself if she were to drop back down to low grades.

When asked about how teachers perceive them:

· Student responses were mostly negative: the students did not feel that their teachers appreciated or acknowledged their changed behavior. Several students chimed in with specific complaints about certain teachers.
When asked how they felt about school in general:

· Students were generally ambivalent but expressed that they now felt they could do better in school, even if they did not like it.

· Students defined school largely by grades, and they brought up the topic of incentives for good grades more than once.  When pushed, they made a distinction between situations worth putting effort in (changing a C to a B or A) and not worth putting effort in (changing an F to a B or an A).
Third Question Category: Family, Friends, Future Work

Peer Relationships:
· Students gave interesting and nuanced explanations and examples about the ways that BIFF had influenced their peer relationships. Some identified their friends as “distracters” and related instances in which their peers or friends had negatively reacted to their changed behaviors – being attentive in class, studying instead of hanging out, etc.
· One girl pointed out that different BIFF students had different degrees of investment in the program and that “not all my BIFF friends get what I’m trying to do.”
Family Relationships:
· Several students reported that their parents were proud and sometimes more engaged with their work.
· Other students reported that their parents were glad, but not effusive, and that they wished their parents would “reward” them more with attention, praise, etc.
· Several students reported their extended family, caregivers, and others also giving positive reactions to their improvement.
Plans for sustaining their improvement:
· Students mentioned looking for a good high school, doing well on the MCAS and getting scholarships to college as plans for the future.
· They talked vaguely about keeping up good study habits, but acknowledged challenges.
· Several  students credited the alumni program for helping them keep up their grades

Final Question:   As time was running out, the interviewer asked if there were anything else they wanted to add.  One student raised her hand with a big smile and proclaimed: “I love BIFF!”
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BIFF Afterschool Cohort, Smith Leadership Academy, March – May, 2009:

I.  Thinking about BIFF 

Question: What would you tell other students about BIFF if you had only 5 minutes?

We were struck by the positive adjectives that students attributed to BIFF as a general experience and by the key features they would promote to friends:

· “It’s cool.”

· “Honor roll.”

· “Ideas on how to become a BIFF and manage life.”

· “Money for good grades.”

· “Nice people (Mr. and Mrs. Bracey).”

· “Alumni get taken to places.”

· “Good rewards for good grades”

· “Money for honor roll.”

· “You’re treated as an adult.”

· “You learn to ask for help.”

· “Yes, you learn how to get help.”

· “Juggling.”

· “You become an A student.”

These student responses corroborate several notions discussed earlier in our summary findings:  

· Supportive, warm relationships with adults serve in themselves to motivate this group of adolescents.

· Students have a powerful emotional response to the self-reflection they learn—especially about life planning and college.
· Re-negotiating relationships with teachers—and with friends—is both important and welcomed by these students.

· Respect from adults and the opportunity to co-construct learning contributes powerfully to motivation.

· They like money. It works.
Question:  Let’s think about some of the specific BIFF sessions and ideas or activities in BIFF that you really liked. What do you remember most as being interesting?  Useful?  Important?
Because these students had just completed the BIFF core curriculum, it is likely that their responses to this question might reflect the most recent lessons. The unanimity, however, with which they responded, suggests at the very least, that these lessons were powerful:

· How Much Education it Takes to Get a B.A. and a Ph.D. (6 students endorsed this as important).

· Demons and Distractors (5 students cited this lesson).

· Being Average (3)
NB:  These results suggest that the life-planning sessions and strategies for deterring negative peer pressure could be enhanced.  The cognitive processes surrounding these two tasks, as well the habits they entail, require practice.  Two of the topics (“Understanding Higher Education and Professional Training” and “Being Average”) provide specific cultural knowledge and understandings—cultural capital—that students had not received from sources other than BIFF. 
Question:  Some of you came to every session of BIFF. Some of you were absent a lot. Some of you came just now and then. What was going on? What made you come or not come? 
Students responded to this query in idiosyncratic ways: “I had a doctor’s appointment,” “I was on the field trip,” “Can’t deal with it.”  

As no clear pattern emerged, we cannot suggest any remedies. 
Question:  Did you participate in the Saturday parent workshop as part of BIFF?  What was it like to participate in the workshop along with your parents?
Some students were unable to attend because of basketball, track or a long commute. Those who did attend the workshop commented on the good food (!) and on the speed reading exercises.  It was not possible to determine whether parent interest was an issue.
Question: What about the money, limo rides, and other prizes in BIFF?  Tell us what you think about that?

If there were no prizes like limo rides and raffles, would you still like BIFF?

If there were no cash bonuses in BIFF, would you participate as much? 
The response to these questions was very direct and simple:  “Yeah…the money is what makes it BIFF!” “Otherwise, it would be just like school.” “Important because it helps your motivation.”
II.  Thinking about yourselves as students and as learners

Talk about yourselves and how you think you’ve changed because of BIFF. (Or maybe you haven’t changed):  

Questions:  What about how YOU think about yourself?  As a student?  As a learner?  Are you changing the ways your teachers think about you?  How?  What are some examples?
In relationship to how they had changed as learners, students were quite articulate:

· “Getting better grades.”

· “More focused on school.”

· “Focused on future jobs.”

· “Doing homework more often.”

· “In projects I’ve been getting A’s and B’s.”

· “Pay more attention in class.”

· “My English teacher likes me more (I used to goof around).”

· “I’m taking work more seriously in Science.”

Question:  What did you think about school before you entered BIFF? What do you think/feel about school now?
Students did not really respond to this query.  One student said that she always had liked school. A boy said he disliked school. We did not have time to probe.
Question:  What impact has BIFF had on your grades and study habits?
Responses to this question were vague and suggest that students either thought the answer was self-evident, or they simply did not want to repeat the purposes of BIFF.  “Better grades,” and “Doing homework more” is all that was elicited.  They were much more interested in the following question:
Are there other issues that BIFF has helped you with?
Students appeared quite excited to talk about their new understandings about money, savings, and investment:

· “Saving my money.”

· “Opened a bank account.”

· “Helped me think about my future—my goals.”

· “How not to struggle with bills.”

· “I’m managing my money better (saving for things I need).”

These responses suggest, again, that the substantive knowledge about finance and economics and the models presented in BIFF of entrepreneurship and financial success were powerful motivators for this group of students.  We noted, however, a possible gender disparity.  It was the boys who referred more often to making money, saving money, and wanting to be rich as a motivation for academic success.  Girls were noticeably quiet on this issue.  Research on the question of possible gender differences in the effects of cash incentives is slim. However, several studies suggest that financial incentives may have less impact on adolescent girls than on their male counterparts.
 
Question:  What is your favorite story (biggest achievement) since you’ve been in BIFF? 
This question was problematic.  It elicited only one answer—from a girl:  “Not being kept back or having to go to summer school.”
III.  Thinking about family, friends, and future work

Questions:  Do you think your non-BIFF friends understand what you’re doing?    Have there been times when you felt pressure from peers because you were in BIFF?   Do you think you’ve changed at all in your relationships with friends?  Family?
Students did not report changes in relationships. Perhaps because the hour was late, and time was running out, they were brief.  What they reported, however, is troubling—negative comments from friends:

· “They think it’s stupid.”

· “They think it’s stupid to be paid.”

When I asked them how they responded to these criticisms, they either shrugged their shoulders or, in one case, said “No, it’s cool.” 
Question:  Now that you’re completing BIFF, do you have any plans about how to keep improving?   What do you plan to do?
Again, perhaps because time was short, answers to this question were brief.  Students reported simply:
· “Keep improvement going.”

· “Look back at what we did.”

· “Think about my future.”

· “Apply it to every day ”

Aside from our interest in the specific answers as indicated above, we found students’ attention to life habits and applications of BIFF to long-term goals was striking.  Again, the students’ attention to these subjects might reflect the proximity of the content of the final weeks’ lessons to the time of the focus group interview.  But the emotional connections that they made to such life-planning understandings suggests independent significance.
RECOMMENDATIONS:

A complete set of recommendations will be included in the Final Evaluation Report, following analysis of student grades and teacher reports.  We hope that several comments about specific activities in the BIFF curriculum might be useful at this point.  Also, several areas of the curriculum have emerged as warranting 

enhanced attention over the course of the nine-week program or in subsequent alumni club meetings.

First, it is important to note that our observational studies of the BIFF core curriculum and associated Mindboost workshops yielded very few suggestions for curricular changes or modifications in teaching and learning activities.  Moreover, I witnessed some of the most powerful teaching I have known in over twenty years as a researcher and teacher educator.  Ayele Shakur is a teacher’s teacher.  Her attention to individual learners, her command of the curriculum, her responsiveness to student voices and ideas, her insistence on high standards, and her exquisite knowledge, generally, of “best practice” in teaching and in curriculum design, make her a distinguished model for the field.  And beyond this professionalism and expertise, her humanity and concern is communicated in all of her interactions with students, their families, teachers, staff, and even intrusive researchers.  I want to thank and applaud her for giving us the opportunity to witness her artistry and sheer hard work—she is truly a model educator.

No less impressive is Gary Bracey in his multiple roles of teacher, motivational coach, role-model, confidant, business expert, project manager, strategist, and juggler extraordinaire.  I trust that the students’ responses to his leadership—and the sincerity they perceived in his concern for them—will  serve as the definitive comment on the high caliber and value of his work.  
Similarly, we are somewhat perplexed (and even embarrassed) to have identified so few areas of the curriculum on which we might offer advice for improvement.  As indicated earlier in the report, the constructivist approach that characterizes both the structure of BIFF and the lessons in its curriculum, reflect an impressive model of design based on sound learning theory.
We did, however, identify several areas that warrant further investigation:

1. Both the lead researcher and the research assistants noted gender distinctions as early as the first lesson.  Specifically, it was apparent from even casual observations, and confirmed by subsequent documentation of frequency rates, that the girls did not participate as actively in the juggling competitions as did the boys.  Only one female student participated in the two-day Mindboost workshop in January (although a middle-aged mother did attempt it); and only two female students attempted to juggle during the BIFF program at the Smith Leadership Academy.  
The reasons for this gender differential are unclear. A number of the girls in the BIFF program were athletes (basketball players). And so pure athleticism seems not to have been the main issue.  Might the pattern have been different if Mrs. Bracey rather than Mr. Bracey were the charismatic juggler on the teaching team?  Is there something about juggling itself that is culturally taboo for women (clowns juggle; crazy guys on unicycles on the street juggle; cool guys like Mr. Bracey juggle. But can we conjure a female role model who juggles?)

Our initial “reading” of juggling as a unifying activity was challenged by this participation differential.  Juggling would seem to be the perfect entry-point for learning:  It is new to almost all students; it does not require unusual athleticism or muscular strength; it should provide a “level playing field” and an equitable challenge.  But the girls did not play.  

Our recommendation, therefore, is not to change the juggling exercise (it is a powerful and effective learning device), but perhaps to develop a second learning activity that might also be “cool” and more inviting to the girls.  Determining this will be a challenge. We suggest that girls in the BIFF program be polled or tapped as an advisory group to help construct an additional “competition” activity to parallel the central role of juggling in the BIFF curriculum.
2. As discussed in conferences over the course of the research period, we suggest some modification of the language used and the framing of claims regarding “The Mozart Effect” and the effect of listening to particular forms of music.  Discussion of the controversies in the field are outlined in the review written by Marisa Whalen.  
3. Similar minor edits of language used in the characterization of brain function as discussed in the curriculum might also be considered.  Simplifying concepts for the instruction of adolescents is challenging—but especially so in an area as complex as brain science.  Our concern is that there are risks in presenting earlier conceptions of brain function, or popularized notions, when there is not sufficient time to discuss caveats and controversies.  Again, this suggests only minor revisions in language.
4. A fourth recommendation is one of expansion.  As discussed in several of the above sections, we believe that sustained attention to the “business and finance” content would be an important “life-planning” skill for students in BIFF.  Continued, more extensive work in this area (perhaps as part of the alumni club activities) or, at the very least, opportunities for students to review the economic data on average earnings, salaries of professionals, average earnings on investments, family budgets, etc., could be a prod to sustain motivation and achievement.  

I hope that these initial suggestions will promote further ideas as BIFF continues to expand and revise its programs. 

Respectfully submitted,

Sally Schwager, Ed.D. Harvard University

Appendix A:  Literature Reviews
Literature Review #1: Incentive-Based School Programs:

An Overview of Print Media Reports

By Laura Feng, Ed.M. 

Harvard University

Introduction: Incentives in Building Inspiration to Fight Failure (BIFF)


The Building Inspiration to Fight Failure program is run by the Boston Learning Center, based in Dorchester, MA. The program serves as a motivational and study skills turnaround intervention for middle and high school students in the Boston area. The explicit goal of BIFF is to “change the paradigm” for underperforming students who have been identified as academically capable but unmotivated. Part of the BIFF program is the use of cash incentives for participation as well as academic success. During the after school portion of the program, students are rewarded with small amounts of cash for various positive behaviors, ranging from twenty-five cents for answering questions, one dollar for having completed their homework, and more for mastering specific skills or activities. Furthermore, during the program and after as BIFF alumni, students can bring in their report cards and receive cash rewards for being on the honor roll, as well as participating in smaller cash and prize raffles. Parental participation during parent and student sessions are encouraged through the inclusion of raffle prizes, including gift cards, mobile phones, iPods, and vacation packages. The use of raffle prizes as an incentive to participation during parent/student workshops is reminiscent of the strategies utilized by Geoffrey Canada in the Harlem Children’s Zone, where young parents who attend Baby College are eligible for raffle prizes. Incentive programs have become more popular as accountability and standards have entered the national dialogue in school achievement, and there are various comparable programs currently in existence across the United States. Incentive programs have shown mixed success in different forms and have been criticized by some scholars as negatively influencing students’ intrinsic motivation. For the purpose of this report, I will summarize several of these incentive-based programs and compare them to the BIFF program in order to locate BIFF in the incentive-based programming landscape.

Program Summary I: Advanced Placement Incentive Program [APIP]

One of the earliest incentive-based school programs, APIP originated in the Texas public school system, beginning in 1996. The program is currently implemented in 57 Texas high schools. The program’s aim was to encourage more students to enroll and succeed in AP class and to take and pass the AP exams. Students and teachers were eligible for bonus between $100 to $500 for each AP passing score (3 and higher out of a potential 5). An additional positive impact on test scores such as the SAT and ACT was also hoped for. In addition, teachers were compensated for additional training. This program touches also on the controversial subject of teacher merit pay, but for the purposes of this report we are primarily interested in their incentives for students. A US Department of Education study showed some positive results, with between 20 to 30 percent of graduates having above 1100 SAT scores and 24 ACT scores. More high school graduates went on to college during this time (7-9 percent) but more did not take the tests (WWC,2008). Professor Kirabo Jackson from Cornell University suggested that although cash rewards and higher test scores could not be conclusively tied together, the culture of achievement in schools had materially changed, which suggested to him that APIP had other positive net impacts (Jackson, 2007). Students who were generally unlikely to take AP classes (low-income, minority, or having parents with little education) were more likely to give it a try. One Texas principal told US World and News Report that the program “has created a culture where it’s cooler to be in an AP class than to be in a regular class” (Christian Science Monitor, 2008). The introduction of more holistic, school culture related impacts presents an interesting dimension to incentive-based programs and prompts the question of what factor is really influencing students the most: the incentives or the cultural shift.

Program Summary II: Capital Gains
More recently, a student incentive program was launched in October of 2008 in Washington, D.C. called Capital Gains. Targeting 3000 students at 14 public middle schools, the program uses a point system to reward students for different positive behaviors such as attendance, punctuality, homework completion, good manners and high grades. Parents have the option to opt out of the program. Students can earn up to 50 points, each worth $2 for a total monthly high of $100 in cash incentives. Although the program is too new to have shown significant results, schools plan to measure student performance through a comprehensive database tracking system. The program’s $2.7 million budget is split between the D.C. public schools and the American Inequality Lab. The American Inequality Lab is a Harvard-affiliated policy research organization led by Professor Roland Fryer, an economist who has also worked with incentive programs in New York City (DC Voice). A Washington Post article detailing the reactions of students gives telling information about how incentives may feel to the ones receiving them. One student expressed shame when his monthly check was lower than average and determined to never get such a low amount again. Some students report that low amounts cause negative responses in students, and students are destroying checks in anger or stealing others’ checks from backpacks. At the same time, some students and parents report that the checks allow the students to save money, establishing good habits for the future, as well as enjoying direct rewards like buying gifts for family members.

Program Summary III: Learn and Earn

Smaller scale programs with incentives are also showing up in districts around the country. In Fulton County, Georgia, the Learning Makes a Difference Foundation instituted a small pilot program called Learn and Earn (CSM). The program offered hourly wages ($8) to sixteen eighth graders and fourteen eleventh graders from disadvantaged schools for their participation in four hours of math and science tutoring each week. Although the program’s extremely small size makes it impossible to use as reliable data, given the size of their “sample,” the school reported that the participants’ grades improved relative to the grades of their peers. In addition, the members of the program became more excited about studying.
Program Summary IV: Coshocton Bucks

Another local program is taking place in Coshocton, Ohio, which is currently in the third year of an incentive experiment being conducted in partnership with Case Western Reserve University and MFM Building Products Corporation. The district is paying students from the third to sixth grade for state exam scores: every proficient score is worth fifteen dollars and every advanced score worth twenty. Students take five annual tests and can earn a yearly maximum of one hundred dollars for their state exams. Coshocton is a manufacturing, working-class town that has lost many businesses since the 1990s, leading to high rates of unemployment and nearly half the students in the district on free lunch. The MFM Corporation offered a grant of $100,000 to run a student-incentive program, and brought in researchers from Case Western. Entire elementary schools are chosen by lottery to participate, making them eligible for the test score rewards in the form of “Coshocton Bucks” – coupons for local stores that can be redeemed only by the children. 

Program Summary V: Ultrinsic Motivator

Incentive-programs have been implemented outside of the K-12 public school system as well. At Queens College, senior Jeremy Gelbart and recent graduate Steven Wolf created a website built around cash incentives for college students called Ultrinsic Motivator. The name plays off the word “ulterior” (as in motive) and “intrinsic” (as in motivation). Students from seven Northeast universities pay a small membership fee to join, and most of the fee is put into a prize money pool. At the end of the course, all “A” students split the pot equally. Students with high GPAs already are not permitted to participate. The creators of Ultrinsic argue that the value of their website is more than just cash rewards – it is an opportunity to collaborate and extend social capital networks. Stanford researcher Margaret Raymond suggests that public recognition of rewards is as valuable to participants as the actual rewards. On the other end of the higher education spectrum is a New Orleans program called Opening Doors. It was run by two community colleges in 2004-5 and aimed at low-income students with children. The program offered them a series of three possible incentives: $250 in cash for enrolling in six credit hours, the same amount for maintaining a C average through midterms and a final $500 bonus for completing the semester with a C average. Most of the program participants improved their grades, as well as their self-reported levels of optimism and goal-setting. 

Conclusion

There is a wide range and variety of incentive programs currently being implemented across the United States, but very little conclusive evidence about the efficacy of such programs in longitudinal, quantitative studies. Larger-scale programs such as the Texas APIP or the Washington D.C. Capital Gains program, seem to hold the potential for more generalizable data while smaller-scale programs can offer local, formative evaluations at best. Nonetheless, certain things hold true across the spectrum. All the incentive programs studied have been criticized or doubted because of the issue of damaging intrinsic motivation, a topic that deserves further exploration. The majority of these programs are aimed at closing the achievement gap (the higher education programs excepted) and therefore most target low-income populations of students. The use of cash incentives in BIFF parallels several other programs, although the amounts are on a dramatically reduced scale compared to the AP programs being utilized in Texas, and recently in New York City. BIFF also uses non-monetary incentives such as raffle prizes, pizza parties and celebratory limo rides and trips, framing rewards as a public event. As with the other incentive programs, more evaluative research needs to be done to study the impact of incentives in the BIFF program. Although observation and formative evaluation indicate they have a positive impact on participation rates, less is known about the impact on existing intrinsic motivation or the measurable impact on student achievement. Based on the exploration of the various incentive programs in existence and the issues brought up about them in various print sources, formal and credible quantitative evaluation is recommended.
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Literature Review #2: The Achievement Gap
Policy Recommendations for Bridging the Gap

By Laura Feng, Ed.M. 

Harvard University

Introduction: The Achievement Gap Today

The passage of the No Child Left behind Act in 2002 mandated the publication of disaggregated achievement results for different racial/ethnic groups, with the additional federal policy goal of alleviating these differences.
 This marked the first time that federal education policy specifically addressed the achievement gap and its alleviation as a primary goal. The achievement gap has been described as “the central problem facing American high schools…and the premier civil rights issue of the day.”
 To be succinct, the achievement gap refers to the disparity in academic performance between white and nonwhite students (with the exception of Asian-Americans, whose academic performance varies widely by ethnic subcategory) as calculated by a host of measures: standardized test scores, GPA, high school or GED completion and college matriculation and graduation. The achievement gap is an issue of equality and social justice, but it is also an issue of economic future and global competition. The link between education and future career outcomes and income levels makes continued disparities in education part of a cycle of continued disparities in socioeconomic status and life outcome. In this paper I will briefly summarize some of the major findings around the achievement gap and explore various issues that have been identified as potential causes of the achievement gap. Finally, I will offer a number of policy suggestions based on current programs and initiatives that have shown success in eliminating the achievement gap. 

Statistical Overview and Suggested Causes

In a study of test score trends from 1971-1996 using National Assessment of Educational Process (NAEP) data, a variable pattern of gap contraction and expansion emerges, but the overall direction is clear: the gap is closing.
 The gap between black-white reading scores have decreased by 45% since 1971 and the Hispanic-white reading score gap by 27% since 1975, while the math score gap has narrowed by 33% and 35% for black and Hispanics, respectively, in comparison to whites.
 However, significant disparities continue to persist, and part of the progress for minority groups can be attributed to the fairly low initial scores. Although average scores for all groups have increased even as racial disparities have decreased, there is still progress to be made and a frustrating lack of certainty about what policies help to reduce the gap and what factors lead to its continual existence. 

One of the difficulties in ascertaining the full extent and severity of the achievement gap is the variation between different schooling settings: urban and suburban, low-income versus affluent neighborhoods, primary versus secondary or higher education. Fryer and Leavitt conducted a study of kindergarten students that controlled for several co-variates within the student samples such as age, birth weight, mother’s age at first birth, SES and the number of books in the home.
 With these controls, any gap in math or reading for entering black and white kindergarteners disappears. However, within two years of formal schooling, black students lose .2 standard deviations relative to their white counterparts in math and reading scores.
 By fifth grade, this gap has increased to .5 standard deviations.
 One suggestion, therefore, is that a difference in schooling quality is one of the root causes for the achievement gap. This is partially supported by data showing that black and white students in the same school have a lesser gap; black students lose only about a third as much ground relative to white students when the sample is confined to students in the same schools.

A study of black and white students in an affluent and high-achieving suburban school district provides compelling evidence that school quality can serve only as a partial explanation for the achievement gap. Even in schools with excellent reputations for high academic achievement and relatively affluent student populations, black and Hispanic students were underrepresented at the top of the achievement distribution and overrepresented at the bottom. Hispanic and black students’ self-reported grades paralleled official records showing a disparity in achievement. Factors that contributed to the difference even in high-achieving schools included family SES (relative to white counterparts), the number of books and computers in the home, the number of siblings and reported differences in teacher interaction and expectation.
 Of particular interest were black students’ self-reported feelings of engagement and expectation due to teacher interaction; they were far more likely to be responsive to teacher encouragement than teacher demand, a sharp contrast from white students. Ferguson’s findings suggested that black students were equally internally motivated but displayed behaviors that misled teachers to dismiss them as disengaged. Lower rates of homework completion were attributed to deficiencies in skill sets that led to lower productivity even with equal effort.

Conclusion: Policy Suggestions

Based on their NAEP data set, Fryer and Leavitt suggest that lower quality schools are a persuasive cause of the black-white achievement gap. Their hypothesis, as they acknowledge in the report, requires further detailed evaluation of the school differences, but suggests that improvements to school quality are one policy solution for reducing the achievement gap. Such an initiative would be most effective in low-income urban settings where schools are severely lacking in material resources, but the inequalities of suburban and rural district should not be overlooked. An offshoot of school quality is teacher quality, and incentives for highly qualified, experienced teachers to teach in majority-minority or minority-heavy school systems may also be a potential solution. Ferguson focuses more on the day-to-day interactions and experiences of students and several policy suggestions can be extrapolated. Firstly, he suggests that assumptions about motivation for minority students on the systemic, whole group level are mistaken and that difference in academic behavior and performance have little to do with motivation. It is more important to focus on addressing skill deficits, increasing access to resources and focusing on classroom interaction that is encouraging and empowering. The importance of teacher interaction and awareness of minority students’ needs is of the utmost importance and cannot be underestimated in the schooling experience, and performance, of minority students.  
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Literature Review #3: Stereotype Threat
The Impact of Stereotype Threat on Black Academic Performance

By Laura Feng, Ed.M. 

Harvard University

Introduction: What is Stereotype Threat?

Stereotype threat occurs when “negative stereotypes raise inhibiting doubts and high-pressure anxieties in a test-taker's mind,” causing them to perform poorly and thereby reinforce negative stereotypes.
 Psychologist Claude Steele and his colleagues identified this phenomenon, and have found that for minority groups such as African-Americans or women, reminders of their group identity as associated with inferiority in academics damage their performance. For example, female mathematics students perform more poorly under the condition of being asked to identify their gender before taking a test, or of being told that the test will measure gender differences in achievement. Studies have even found that white men can suffer from stereotype threat when they feel their mathematics achievement is being measured against that of stereotypically successful Asian students.

How Does Stereotype Threat Affect Black Academic Performance?

Although stereotype threat can affect any minority group (racial minorities, women) and even dominant majority groups like white men under certain conditions, the primary research focus of stereotype threat has centered around the experience of African-American students, especially at the college level. Claude Steele points out data that show African American college dropout rates anywhere from twenty to twenty-five percent above the white dropout rate, and the average GPA for black college graduates is two-thirds of a grade below the white average.
 This trend is unsettling, and the efforts to explain it are controversial, as Steele writes:

“Does the problem stem from something about Black students themselves, such as poor motivation, a distracting peer culture, lack of family values, or – the unsettling suggestion of The Bell Curve – genes? Or does it stem from the conditions of Blacks’ lives: social and economic deprivation, a society that views Blacks through the lens of diminishing stereotypes and low expectations, too much coddling, or too much neglect?” 

The issue of Black underperformance is underscored by the prevalence of this trend at all socioeconomic levels – lower test scores grades and graduation rates are present in the African-American middle-class, a point which suggests that race remains an issue even when class ceases to matter.
 Claude Steele, Joshua Aronson and Steven Spencer offer an explanation of this underperformance through their theory of stereotype threat. They suggest that “the threat of being viewed through the lens of a negative stereotype, or the fear of doing something that would inadvertently confirm that stereotype,” leads African-American students, among others, to experience stereotype threat anxiety. An individual experiences stereotype threat when they are made aware that their group identity may overwhelm their individual identity in their interactions with others or with others’ perceptions of them. The individual may disagree with the stereotype and want to disprove it, but this very reaction is itself a burden of anxiety. Steele suggests that “…the threat posed by this group stereotype…[is] not an abstract threat, not necessarily a belief or expectation about oneself, but in the concrete, real-time threat of being judged and treated poorly in settings where a negative stereotype about one’s group applies.”
 In order to fully understand the impact of stereotype threat on academic performance, Steele and his colleagues conducted a series of experimental tests on Black student experience of stereotype threat in standardized testing conditions.

Stereotype Threat Experiments

Steele and colleagues tested stereotype for gender and race in controlled experiments at the University of Michigan and later Stanford University. In their initial study, the researchers gave a challenging portion of the GRE quantitative section to a sample of students identified as high-achieving in math (top 15% in their entering class for SAT math scores) and having identified math as relevant to personal and career goals. The high difficulty level of the problems was to ensure that they would be equally frustrating for all participants, but the researchers hypothesized that the stress of a challenging math test in conjunction with stereotype threat about gendered performance would negatively affect women. The results demonstrated that women did perform lower than men under these conditions for difficult math, though not for English or easier math. To ensure that stereotype threat was the cause, the researchers gave a similar experiment with a specific condition wherein the participants were made explicitly aware that men and women always did equally well on this test, thereby removing or negating the threat. In these results, the women’s performance was equal to that of the men
. 

Similarly, Steele and Aronson conducted an experiment with black and white Stanford students using a difficult portion of the GRE in literature, a test designed to be too difficult for the sophomore students. The very difficulty of the test would lead to increased anxiety and thereby depressed performance for black students because of stereotype threat around black intellectual ability and achievement. In order to test if stereotype threat was in fact the cause of achievement differences, the researchers gave the test under a series of conditions. When students were given a “nondiagnostic condition” and told that the test was not a measure of intellectual ability, students of both races performed equally well. However, when the students were given the “diagnostic condition” and believed the test to be measuring their verbal ability, black students performed a full standard deviation worse than their white counterparts. Under the diagnostic condition, black students were far more likely to answer racially-related words in a word association pretest exercise than under a nondiagnostic condition, signaling a heightened awareness of their racial identity and the stereotypes that accompany it under the diagnostic condition. Steele and Aronson also suggested that stereotype threat had a heightened effect for high-performing students whose personal investment in academic achievement may be higher and who would suffer more anxiety over negative stereotypes.

How to Address Stereotype Threat

Because stereotypes themselves are ever present, it is not realistic that students can be shielded from the racial awareness that leads to stereotype threat. However, Steele suggests that black students need to feel “identity security” in their academic lives, to be confident that they are being measured, when measured, as individuals rather than representations of their race. This security helps to alleviate racial anxiety. Mentoring and other social supports, as well as candid cross-racial conversations on race and intellectualism, also helped to alleviate the detrimental effects of stereotype threat.
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Literature Review #4: Peer Culture and Acting White

By Laura Feng, Ed.M.

Harvard University

Introduction

The importance of peer culture and peer sanction to adolescents of any race and ethnicity cannot be understated, and is an important area of consideration when trying to understand what engages and motivates students, particularly students identified as underperforming and unmotivated. For black and Latino youth, the importance of peer culture is further complicated by external and internal perceptions of racial or group identity that may have ramifications for their outlook of academic achievement. One of the most popularly understood and yet frequently misunderstood explanations for the achievement gap and the underachievement of black youths is generally Fordham and Ogbu’s idea of “oppositional culture” and its offshoot, “acting white.” Both these theories have supporting and dissenting arguments and evidences which are both deeply relevant to understanding youth peer culture as well as particularly controversial in the ways which they can be interpreted.

The Debate on Oppositional Culture
Fordham and Ogbu defined oppositional culture and acting white as a “kind of cultural orientation which defines academic learning in school as ‘acting white’ and academic success as the prerogative of white Americans.”
 They suggested that historical inequities and structural discrimination had pushed African-Americans into a state of mind that led to the rejection of academic success as a viable option, and that the reaction further led to a definition of academic success as a nonpriority, viable or otherwise. Ethnographic researchers and classroom teachers often argue for the existence of an “acting white” mentality in the classrooms, but the quantitative evidence for such a phenomenon is scant. Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey conducted a study measuring black student popularity and social reputation and found no correlation between academic achievement and social standing for black students.
 The data for this study was self-reported, so the validity of the students’ answers regarding their own popularity is uncertain. Further criticism of oppositional culture and acting white is based in concerns over the way it is popularly interpreted or described in popular media; many scholars fear that suggesting that black culture is opposed to academic success is equivalent to blaming black families and students for black underachievement without recognizing the historical, social, political, economic and structural factors that may have led to such a cultural framework. Garvey Lundy warns that the theory of oppositional culture has “shifted attention away from the social reality of White supremacy to an erroneous belief that Black students are rejecting academic success en masse.”

An Empirical Analysis of Acting White
Roland Fryer describes the term “acting white” as “a slippery, contentious phrase that is used to refer to a variety of unsavory social practices and attitudes and whose meaning is open to many interpretations, especially as to who is the perpetrator, who the victim.”
 His research into how academic achievement affects student popularity and peer group acceptance does provide evidence that there is a negative impact for black and Latino students who reach certain levels of academic achievement in terms of peer isolation and acceptance.
 Fryer uses a popularity index that avoids self-reporting bias by having all students surveyed list five of their closest male friends and five of their closest female friends. He uses this data to infer how popular a student is based on the frequency of their appearance on other peers’ lists. He measures these popularity values against student achievement (a composite of GPA based on student self-reporting of grades in several subjects) and adjusted his findings for factors such as ethnicity, parental occupation, extracurricular activity and effort. Even with these factors, Fryer finds that for Hispanic and Black students, popularity falls after a certain GPA point, while for white students popularity increases. Black students begin to suffer popularity decrease at a GPA of 3.5 and Hispanic students even earlier. These findings suggest that there is some correlation between social peer networks and academic achievement for students of color, though the specific reasons and rationales are not explained.

Conclusion: Peer Culture and Academic Achievement


Data from Ferguson’s research on student outlooks and peer impact provide interesting glimpses into what students of different races prioritize and how this might affect their academic performance. Black and mixed race students are far more likely to identify “tough” as a positive characteristic for popularity than white, Asian or Hispanic students but equally likely to believe in the importance of studying hard to get good grades.
 A correlation between how peers see you and how you act is hardly controversial and could easily apply to students of any race; the more troubling matter is that there is some evidence that black students in particular are more likely to have peer networks that prioritize things other than academic achievement and in which academic success can lead to a decrease in social standing. In order to alleviate this oppositional stance and to encourage academic achievement for all students, programming targeted at disadvantaged students of color should be mindful of the many cultural and social influences that may affect a student’s behavior without assuming that students fitting a certain profile are automatically disengaged academically.
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Appendix B:  Focus Group Interview Guide

I.  Thinking about BIFF 

What would you tell other students about BIFF if you had only 5 minutes?

Let’s think about some of the specific BIFF sessions and ideas or activities in BIFF that you really liked. What do you remember most as being interesting?  Useful?  Important?

Some of you came to every session of BIFF. Some of you were absent a lot. Some of you came just now and then. What was going on? What made you come or not come? 

Did you participate in the Saturday parent workshop as part of BIFF?

What was it like to participate in the workshop along with your parents?

[Follow-up questions if/when students discuss incentives]:

What about the money, limo rides, and other prizes in BIFF?---Tell us what you think about that?

If there were no prizes like limo rides and raffles, would you still like BIFF?

If there were no cash bonuses in BIFF, would you participate as much? 
II.  Thinking about yourselves as students and as learners
Talk about yourselves and how you think you’ve changed because of BIFF. (Or maybe you haven’t changed):  

What about how YOU think about yourself?  As a student?  As a learner?  

Are you changing the ways your teachers think about you?  How? What are some examples?

What did you think about school before you entered BIFF? What do you think/feel about school now?

What impact has BIFF had on your grades and study habits?

Are there other issues that BIFF has helped you with?

What is your favorite story (biggest achievement) since you’ve been in BIFF?

III.  Thinking about family, friends, and future work
Do you think your non-BIFF friends understand what you’re doing?

Have there been times when you felt pressure from peers because you were in BIFF?

Do you think you’ve changed at all in your relationships with friends?  Family?

Now that you’re completing BIFF, do you have any plans about how to keep improving?   What do you plan to do?

[Final question:  Anything else about BIFF that we haven’t discussed???]

� Based on interview data for this study (Schwager, 2009) and a previous evaluation of students who attended BIFF between 1999 and 2004 which indicated that 80% of 500 students who completed the program showed “measurable improvements in their attitudes toward school, and 59% show measurable academic improvement, increasing their grades by 12 to 30 points in English, Math, Science, History, and Foreign Language within a year”:   “Measuring BIFF: An Evaluation of the Building Inspiration to Fight Failure Program” (Boston Learning Center 2006): 1-5.


� “Measuring BIFF,” p. 1.


� BLC reports a  92% first-choice college acceptance rate among BIFF 2006 high school graduates who applied to college:  “The BIFF Paradigm Project” (Boston Learning Center brochure, 2006): 5.





� “The BIFF Paradigm Project,” p. 2.


� See, for example, Baltimore’s Stocks in the Future Program in which coaches work with teachers on curriculum and effective teaching practices: � HYPERLINK "http://stocksinthefuture.org/" ��http://stocksinthefuture.org/� [accessed June 20, 2009] job description: � HYPERLINK "http://www.linkedin.com/jobs?viewJob=&jobId=703623" ��http://www.linkedin.com/jobs?viewJob=&jobId=703623� [accessed June 20, 2009]. 


� S. Schwager, informal interviews of parents attending Mindboost Workshops, Jan. 24 and Jan. 31, 2009 (held at The Harvard Graduate School of Education, Cambridge, MA).


� Ronald Ferguson, “Test-Score Trends Along Racial Lines,” in Toward Excellence with Equity: an Emerging Vision for Closing the Achievement Gap (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press, 2007); Laura Feng, “Literature Review: The Achievement Gap: Policy Recommendations for Bridging the Gap” (Review for this Report; see Appendix A).


� See, for example, social psychologist Hunter Gelbach’s discussion of his work:  “Social Perspective Taking, A Multidimensional Approach” at � HYPERLINK "http://www.uknow.gse.harvard.edu/teaching/TC104-607.html" ��http://www.uknow.gse.harvard.edu/teaching/TC104-607.html� [accessed June 25, 2009].


� On executive skills, see I. Valentin, “Self-Regulated Executive Functions in Academic Achievement” (Dissertation Abstracts International: Humanities and Social Sciences, 67 (1-A): 96-266.)  


� For a comprehensive review of the literature on student aspiration and achievement, see Michelle Asha Cooper, “Dreams Deferred?  The Relationship Between Early and Later Postsecondary Aspirations Among Racial/Ethnic Groups,” Educational Policy, vol. 23 (2009): 615-650; originally published online February 13, 2008, DOI: 10.1177/0895904807312467.


� Patricia O’Connell Schmakel, “Early Adolescents’ Perspectives on Motivation and Achievement in Academics” Urban Education, vol. 43, no. 6 (2008): 723.


� Long, et al. report significant predictive value in interventions that provide continued support during the transition from middle school to high school and  throughout the high school years, especially among African American students. See Joyce F. Long, et al., “Academic Motivation and Achievement Among Urban Adolescents,” Urban Education, vol. 42, no. 3 (2007):196


� Laura Hsin Feng, “Reflective Analysis: Boston Learning Center and BIFF Internship” (unpublished class paper, May 14, 2009): 4-5


� For a recent discussion of classroom practices that promote achievement, with reference to Gardner’s Teaching for Understanding framework and other constructivist approaches, see Marc R. Major, “Building a Culture of Achievement Education Digest, vol. 74, no. 8 (April, 2009): 24-28.


�See, for example:   “…Case Management,”  � HYPERLINK "javascript:__doLinkPostBack('','mdb~~a2h%7C%7Cjdb~~a2hjnh%7C%7Css~~JN%20%22Brown%20University%20Child%20&%20Adolescent%20Behavior%20Letter%22%7C%7Csl~~jh','');" \o "Search for Brown University Child & Adolescent Behavior Letter" �Brown University Child & Adolescent Behavior Letter�, vol. 11, no. 5 ( May 1995): 1-7. 
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� American Psychological Association, July 15, 2006
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