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Letter to the Community 
         WINTER, 2002 

 
This 2000-2001 academic year progress report, our 17th such report since 1990, arises out of New 
Detroit’s long-standing commitment to help improve the Detroit Public Schools. This report also marks 
a new beginning. This is the first time for evaluating the progress and effect of the reforms adopted by 
the School Board in 1999. It’s the first time the New Detroit evaluators have been able to assess 
performance according to specific, previously stated management goals as contained in the School 
Improvement Plan and in the four primary goals articulated by the District CEO. New Detroit hopes 
this year’s report will serve as a baseline for future evaluations and that its format will provide a 
continuity that enhances the usefulness of the exercise. 
 
There was also something new about the way the School District and our research consultants 
worked together. Like never before, the District provided our research consultants with access both to 
data and to people. In the end, we were impressed by the District’s efforts, under Dr. Burnley’s 
leadership, to facilitate our interviews with principals at every level of instruction, the new Executive 
Directors, and School Board members in order to obtain a thorough snapshop of how far the District 
has come in meeting its goals. New Detroit also owes a great debt to Dr. Robert Green and his team 
from Michigan State University, who worked so hard for so long to bring this report together. 
 
As you review this report for yourself, I believe you will find that the District’s systemic reorganization 
has begun to take hold and that there has been concrete, measurable improvement in many areas of 
school administration. To cite just a few examples: 

a. a new technology system has been implemented with savings exceeding three million dollars; 
b. a stringent audit system is now in place; 
c. transportation improvements have reduced District expenses on taxi fares by 7 to 8 million 

dollars; 
d. 4 new schools have been built and the CEO anticipates building another 4 to 5 in 2002. 

 
In reviewing the report, you will also see where we have fallen short. The MEAP scores, for example, 
remain a cause for concern. But even in the areas where we most need improvement, there is 
substantial cause for optimism. Lower test scores during the first stages of vast organizational change 
are not unique. Other large cities preceding Detroit in school reform measures have initially 
experienced a similar downturn before academic improvements take root. 
 
The overall tenor of this report is that the District has moved in the right direction and, it seems, is on 
its way toward where we want it to be. But quality public education can only exist where the entire 
community is engaged. Professional educators are partners in a team effort which also requires 
constructive participation by parents, caregivers, the business community, and civic and political 
leadership in order to succeed. We each have a role to play. We all share a stake in the outcome. So 
let’s all keep working . . . together. 
 
 
          Shirley R. Stancato
          President & CEO 
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Assessing Detroit Public School Reform 

 
 
New Detroit committed to provide the community with an objective review of the Detroit Public 
Schools reform effort. In addition to receiving input from the New Detroit Coalition, Michigan State 
University researchers were commissioned to gather data in specific areas of restructure and reform. 
This is Phase 1 of a two-part assessment. 
 
Utilizing goals outlined in the January 2000 School Improvement Plan, the researchers focused their 
attention on academic achievement, professional development of principals and teachers, and the 
administrative operations of local schools and the central office. 
  
In this first phase of the assessment, information was gathered from Elementary School Principals, 
Middle School Principals, High School Principals and Executive Directors. Each of these groups were 
surveyed at a district-wide meeting in November 2001. The questionnaires were designed to gauge 
each group’s views regarding the level of progress that had been made toward implementing the 
School Improvement Plan goals.  
 
The District’s CEO and several members of the Board of Education were also interviewed by 
Michigan State relative to their assessment of progress made to date. 
 
In addition, the researchers obtained Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP) scores for 
grades 4, 5, 7 and 8 and Metropolitan Achievement Test (MAT) scores for grades 9 and 10 from the 
Detroit Public Schools and from the Michigan Department of Education. These data were subjected to 
quantitative analysis. 
 
In addition to the MSU assessment team, several nationally noted authorities participated in the 
assessment by writing and by reviewing and critiquing the work of the assessment team. 
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Interviews with Principals & Executive Directors  
 
This section summarizes the results of surveys completed by 145 elementary school principals, 44 
middle school principals, 39 high school principals and 11 executive directors in the Detroit Public 
Schools. The questionnaires were administered in November 2001. 
 

Elementary School Principals 
 
& Substantial progress had been made in establishing educational goals for individual students.  
& Fewer than half of all elementary schools had implemented a whole-school reform model. 

(“whole school reform model” is a process and set of strategies that are utilized to encourage 
and reinforce positive student achievement. These methods are usually seen as innovative 
and/or experimental. A number of different reform models are being used within the School 
District). 

& Progress has been made in providing principals with building-level discretion to select school 
improvement initiatives.  

& Policies intended to enhance the accountability of elementary schools showed significant 
progress, particularly in the enactment of school disciplinary procedures. 

& Far less progress had been made in providing these principals with professional development 
and the right to reject the transfer of teachers into their building.  

& Progress has been made in reallocation of funding.  
& Less than half of the elementary principals rated involvement of parents, business partners, 

and non-business community volunteers as “excellent” or “good.”  
 

For additional information see Charts A and B 
 
Middle School Principals 
 
&  In general, middle school principals believed that substantial progress had been made toward 

setting educational goals for individual students. 
& Less than half of the middle schools had implemented a whole-school reform model.  
& Less than half of middle school principals felt that the goal of providing more preschool and 

early childhood learning had been accomplished either completely or partially.  
& Considerable progress had been made in terms of providing educational accountability to 

parents, students and the community.  
& They generally agreed that they had been provided with adequate professional development 

and the right to reject teacher transfers into their school.  
& There is much room for improvement in the levels of parental, business partner, and non-

business community volunteer participation.  
& Substantial progress had been made in reallocating funds to permit more after-school 

programs.  
For additional information see Charts C and D 
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High School Principals 
 
& Progress has been made in terms of the establishment of academic standards and grade-level 

systems of assessment. 
& Less than one-third indicated that a whole-school reform model had been implemented in their 

school. 
& There is much room for improvement in the area of providing adequate preschool and early 

childhood learning. 
& They agreed that school disciplinary policies had been enacted and were being enforced.  
& They were in general agreement that only modest progress had been made toward (a) 

providing them with professional development; (b) the right to reject teacher transfers into their 
building; and (c) hiring qualified teachers.  

& Parental, business partner, and non-business community volunteerism was rated as low. 
& They saw improvement in the physical appearance of schools.  

 
For additional information see Charts E and F 

 
 
Executive Directors 
 
Conclusions from surveys of Executive Directors in the Detroit Public Schools are somewhat harder to 
draw, given the small number (11) of Directors. Many said they lacked sufficient knowledge to answer 
the survey questions or the group results were ambiguous revealing no clear patterns of opinion. 
(Executive Director is a new position, created in August 2000). 
 
& Directors indicated that substantial progress had been made in terms of establishing standards 

for student and school performance 
& They were much less optimistic in their assessment of whether Detroit schools will be able to 

meet national standards in the areas of achievement and attendance within specified time 
frames.  

& Some progress has been made in the areas of budgeting and financial monitoring 
& Fewer signs of progress were evident in terms of improving the quality and performance of 

school staff.  
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The CEO’s Goals and Accomplishments 
 
For purposes of this report, Dr. Kenneth S. Burnley was interviewed on two occasions. During the 
course of the two interviews, Dr. Burnley cited numerous changes implemented by his administration 
and provided summaries of supportive documents relative to same. 
 
Dr. Burnley has approached the School Improvement Plan by establishing four primary goals: 
Improve Student Achievement; Create Clean and Safe School Environments; Enhance Community 
Involvement; and Transform the District into an Effective and Efficient Organization. 
 
The following identifies some of the District’s major accomplishments in each of the four stated goals: 
 
Improve Student Achievement 
 

• Began the practice of criterion-referenced testing with the establishment and implementation 
of the standardized ESAT test, created to measure student performance. 

• Established a Summer Academy to bolster reading, science and math skills. 22,000 students 
attended. 77% of students attending were promoted to the next grade. 

• Developed a Principals’ Academy focusing on leadership and developing teaching skills. 
• Appointed 13 Executive Directors who provide supervision and support to the District’s 

principals. 
• Established full-day kindergarten. 
• Mandated professional development for all teachers.  

 
Create Clean and Safe School Environments 
 

• Hired 120 additional safety personnel 
• All high-schools are monitored by camera 
• Outsourced school grounds maintenance 
• ServiceMaster cleans all schools 

 
Enhance Community Involvement 
 

• Employed 13 parent advocates who focus on involving parents in their local schools. 
• Required all schools to develop or expand their parent/community component. 

 
Transform the District into an Effective and Efficient Organization. 
 

• Instituted a transportation system that saves the District $7-8 million in taxi costs. 
• Implemented a stringent audit system. 
• Has built 4 new schools and anticipates 4 to 5 in 2002. 
• Has outsourced food service and school maintenance. 
• Has significantly reduced the backlog of work orders. 
• Has developed a system by which principals can purchase needed resources and be 

reimbursed. 
• Has virtually eliminated the late paychecks problem, for 1700 employees. 
• Implemented a new technology system that saved the District $3.2 million. 
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Board Member Interviews 
 
The Board members interviewed about Dr. Kenneth Burnley’s performance gave him an “A” on 
administrative leadership for helping to transform the district into an effective and efficient 
organization. They said they had seen a significant improvement in the areas of cleanliness, services 
to children (such as food service), prompt payment of all staff, and in creating a sense of urgency to 
ensure that the district becomes more effective and efficient.  
 
The general view is that he is working hard to put competent staff, good teachers and principals in 
place and to push his top administrative staff to develop programs, practices and procedures that will 
enhance student achievement. 
 
As it relates to rating the CEO’s role in improving academic achievement throughout the district, 
Board members were “cautious” in praising District efforts. One Board member indicated a belief that 
Dr. Burnley had put together a good curriculum team. There is uncertainty, however, as to whether or 
not the total instructional team demonstrates as much energy, zest or sense of urgency to make 
improvements in the curriculum as Dr. Burnley has dedicated to administrative leadership.  
 
All of the Board members stressed the importance of having Dr. Burnley spend more time on student 
achievement during the 2001-2002 school year. At the same time, Board members acknowledge the 
importance of the existing administrative issues (such as the audit). 
 
It was the Board’s sense that academic improvement will not occur until the current instructional 
leadership demonstrates a greater sense of urgency and becomes innovative in a measurable way in 
areas such as program development, program review, and student retention. The challenge for Dr. 
Burnley is to continue to review and assess his top instructional leadership staff in order to ensure that 
maximum efforts are being made at every level to increase student achievement. 
 
Finally, several Board members have said that they will be watching MEAP performance carefully as 
one but not necessarily the only indicator of student achievement. However, one Board member 
stated clearly that the Board should not expect to see significant academic achievement gains for 7-
10 years.  
 
In summary, the Board members interviewed rate Dr. Burnley highly for his overall results in creating 
an effective and efficient organization. They were more reserved, however, in their comments 
regarding the District’s efforts to improve student achievement, and will look at indicators such as the 
MEAP and student retention before making conclusions in this area. 
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The Analysis of MEAP and MAT Scores and What This 
Analysis Means 

 
From 1998 to 2001, district-wide MEAP scores tended to vary to some extent from year to year. On 
the seven MEAP tests, for which data were available, scores were lower in 2001 than they were in 
1998. There also was a consistent decrease in MEAP scores from 2000 to 2001 on all seven tests. In 
2001, the Detroit schools lagged behind the state average on each measure by between 10 and 20 
points.  

 
Although overall district scores generally declined, there was significant variation in changes from 
school to school and from year to year. In order to more closely examine the distribution of MEAP 
score changes at the school level, the yearly change scores on the MEAP were categorized as great 
changes (over 20 percentage points), moderate changes (5 to 20 percentage points), and no changes 
(less than 5 percentage points). 
 
Examination of change scores for individual schools across the four testing periods indicated it was 
not unusual for a school to show a great increase in one year followed by a great decrease the 
following year, or vice versa. However, more schools reflected great or moderate changes in the 
negative direction. From 2000 to 2001, schools were four times more likely to have a great decrease 
in MEAP scores than a great increase. 

 
Because MEAP scores were not available at the high school level, the Metropolitan Achievement Test 
(MAT) was used to assess changes among the high schools. This test was given in grades 9 and 10 
in reading, math, and science. Grades 9 and 10 were combined to get the percent of students 
performing at or above grade level in each school. 
 
Across the four years, the high schools averaged only 18 percent of the students at or above grade 
level in reading, 26 percent in math, and 21 percent in science. From 1998 to 2001, there was a drop 
of 1.6 percentage points in students reading at or above grade level, but there was an increase of 1.7 
points in math, and an increase of 3.6 points in science.  
 
The changes from 2000 to 2001 indicated a drop of 1.5 points in reading, a drop of 1.4 points in math, 
and a gain of 1.3 points in science. 
 
The analysis and conclusions related to MEAP performance suggest that the reasons for the drop 
could be multifaceted and include the following: 
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• The State of Michigan implemented new and more stringent accreditation standards, in 
particular tied to student MEAP scores, during the 2000 – 2001 school year. This resulted in 
more than 600 schools (1 in 5) statewide falling below standard.  

• More than 80 new principals were hired during the 2000-2001 school year, a major change in 
building-level leadership within one academic year.  

• Approximately 1000 teachers were hired during the 1999-2000 and 2000-2001 school years. 
• Non-certified instructional personnel have been used to teach in critical areas such as math, 

science, reading and writing. There were 259 teachers in this group during 1999-2000. (Non-
certified instructional personnel are defined as persons teaching in an area other than that of 
their certification, for example: a teacher certified in English teaching math). 

• The CEO has spent significant time addressing critical administrative matters. These 
administrative issues are critical to the foundation of academic improvement, but may have 
detracted from the CEO’s ability to provide intense academic leadership and/or sufficiently 
monitor instructional staff.  

• Dr. Richard A. Boyd, former Superintendent of Cleveland Public Schools, Dr. Anthony Bryk, 
Principal Investigator of the Consortium for Chicago Schools Research and Dr. Lawrence 
Lezotte, a national expert on Effective Schools have each indicated that large scale and rapid 
changes (which occur in school reform) may have the effect of disrupting a school system 
initially. However, ultimately the effects of good leadership prevail.  

 
Even though MEAP and MAT scores declined in general, several schools at all levels showed gains in 
test scores. These schools reflect expressions of academic competence and good administrative 
leadership.  
 

For additional information see Charts G and H 
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Recommendations 
 
The current vision of reform in the Detroit Public Schools is predicated on an urgent need to create, 
within a few years, a first class school district known for educational excellence. This vision to achieve 
excellence requires the participation of the total community.  
 
Given the community’s acknowledgement that public education requires the participation and support 
of the total community, New Detroit has abandoned its old model of issuing Performance Reports on 
the School District. That approach focused all the attention on District personnel and operations, 
virtually absolving all other members of the community from their responsibility to ensure quality public 
education.  
 
True reform will require a new approach. Parents, business and corporate leaders, community 
organizations, churches and individuals must become the full partners the District needs to institute 
real change. 
 
In issuing this Progress Report we offer an assessment of how we are progressing toward reform. 
Many of the recommendations contained in this report are suggestions to the District based on this 
assessment. Some recommendations, however, reflect the need for all segments of our community to 
become more involved in supporting public education. 
 
Improve Student Achievement 
 
Increased student achievement is the overriding goal of this community and the reform effort. 
Providing each of our children the opportunity to reach their full potential is the absolute priority and 
emphasis of each element of reform.  
 
As relates to the specific area of student achievement, our recommendations are as follows: 
 

• Improve, support, and reinforce a comprehensive curriculum within the Detroit Public Schools 
that mirrors the goals of an achievement oriented school system. The responsibility for 
formulating a uniform curriculum should rest with central administration curriculum experts who 
should be evaluated regularly, based on specific achievement goals. 

• Continue to strengthen curricula related to the teaching of basic subjects, i.e. reading, science, 
math, and writing. 

• Implement a strong in-service training program that will increase teacher competence, 
particularly in the areas of reading, science, math, and writing. 

• Identify and recruit bi-lingual personnel. 
• Review, assess and, as appropriate, eliminate, modify or strengthen the various whole school 

reform models. 
• Expand initiatives designed to increase parental involvement and support of academic goals. 

 
Transform the District into an Effective and Efficient Organization 
 
Considerable change has occurred in the organizational, financial, administrative and support 
systems of the Detroit Public School since the adoption of the School Improvement Plan. The 
restructuring of the system is the necessary foundation for efforts to improve student achievement. 
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• Continue to develop the professional leadership abilities of all central office administrators, 
executive directors, and principals. Develop measurable objectives attached to the personnel 
evaluation process. 

• Continue the development of training programs such as the Principals Academy, and organize 
development opportunities to ensure that each principal has an opportunity to attend and to 
receive mentoring assistance as required. 

• Expedite the overhaul of the Detroit Public Schools data management system. Serious 
consideration should be given to making all data available on one database and from a single 
source.  

• Continue efforts to ensure that Board of Education meetings highlight the achievements of 
both staff and students.  

• Explore the possibility of COMCAST coverage of Board of Education meetings. 
 
Enhance Community Involvement 
 
The District has the responsibility for providing a welcoming environment for parents and others 
interested in the local schools. The District must also identify specific volunteer and resource needs 
and communicate these needs to those willing to participate. The engagement of parents, business 
and corporate leadership, community organizations and individuals is essential for the provision of 
quality education within Detroit Public Schools. 
 

• Expand marketing strategies to orient staff, students, and community to an agenda that 
emphasizes academic achievement and provides mechanisms for involvement by the entire 
community at the local school level. 

• Collaborate with the administration of the city of Detroit to provide after-school educational and 
recreational activities. 

• Continue to collaborate with business, corporate, church and community organizations willing 
to “adopt” school(s) or participate in school initiatives. 

• Provide parents with specific information that allows them to effectively support the school’s 
goals and their child’s academic achievement. 

 
Create Clean and Safe School Environments 
 
We all must accept responsibility for providing a safe school environment. This responsibility requires 
the advocacy and action of every segment of our community. It must be clear to all that the safety of 
our children is a primary value of the citizens of Detroit and is non-negotiable. 
 

• Continue to insist upon and support all government and privately funded actions to remove 
vacant structures from school areas. 

• Support and participate in block club, neighborhood business and CB patrol efforts to monitor 
the safe travel of children to and from school. 

• Take personal responsibility for ensuring that no child in your care takes dangerous objects or 
other contraband to school. 

• Support teacher and school administration efforts to instill discipline, self-respect, and respect 
for others in our children. 

• Promote volunteerism for school events and other activities that require adult supervision. 
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Chart A: Elementary Principals’ Perceptions of Educational Goals for Individual Students (n= 145) 

 
Elementary principals felt that the following benchmarks had been met either completely or partially: 
• Academic standards have been set for individual students (95.8%, with 32.4% indicating this goal has been 

completely met) 
• Academic standards have been established as promotional standards in core academic subjects (95.7%; 

43.9% completely met) 
• Promotional standards have been set at each grade (95.0%; 48.6% completely met) 
• Promotion policies requiring 90% attendance are being met (95.0%; 51.0% completely met) 
• Promotion standards and summer school for students not meeting standards have been implemented 

(95.1%; 79.0% completely met) 
 
Chart B: Elementary Principals’ Perceptions of Educational Accountability to Students, Parents, and 
Community (n= 145) 

 
Elementary principals indicated that the following goals had been either completely or partially met: 
• Attendance had been implemented as a condition for promotion (90.3%, with 56.9% indicating this goal 

had been completely met) 
• Students come to school with the necessary books, school supplies, and homework (95.2%; 40.7% 

completely met)  
• A zero-tolerance policy is enforced for any violence on school property (93.8%; 65.3% completely met) 
• Students engaging in violent acts are subjected to discipline, detention, administrative transfer, or 

expulsion (97.2%; 80.6% completely met) 
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Chart C: Middle School Principals’ Perceptions of Progress Toward Educational Goals for Individual 
Students (n= 44) 

 
Middle school principals indicated that either complete or partial progress had been made in the following 
areas: 
• Academic standards have been set for individual students (95.3%, although only 25.6% indicating this goal 

had been completely met) 
• Academic standards have been established as promotional standards in core academic subjects (97.7%; 

34.1% completely met) 
• Promotional standards have been set at each grade (95.5%; 47.7% completely met) 
• Promotion policies requiring 90% attendance are being met (88.4%; 51.2% completely met) 
• Promotion standards and summer school for students not meeting standards have been implemented 

(95.5%; 86.4% completely met) 
 
Chart D: Middle School Principals’ Perceptions of Educational Accountability to Students, Parents, and 
Community (n= 44) 

 
Principals of middle schools indicated that the following goals had been either completely or partially met: 
• Attendance implemented as a condition for promotion (93.2%, with 52.3% completely met) 
• Students come to school with the necessary books, school supplies, and homework (93.2%, although only 

29.5% completely met)  
• A zero-tolerance policy is enforced for any violence on school property (100%; 62.8% completely met) 
• Students engaging in violent acts are subjected to discipline, detention, administrative transfer, or 

expulsion (100%; 83.7% completely met) 
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Chart E: High School Principals’ Perceptions of Progress Toward An Educational Excellence Program 
(n= 39) 
 

High school principals were ambiguous with respect to whether broad discretion has been provided to them to 
select school improvement initiatives; 74.4% felt that this goal had been only partially met, as opposed to 
12.8% indicating it had been completely met and 5.1% not met at all. They were much more positive, however, 
in their assessment of progress in the following areas: 
• Voluntary weekly lesson plans implemented in each grade for each core subject (80.6% indicating this had 

been completely or partially met, with 53.8% completely met) 
• Implementation of standard lesson plans (87.2%, with 46.2% completely met) 
• Title I and Section 31(a) funds reallocated to offer after-school programs to students not meeting classroom 

expectations (75.0%, with 44.1% completely agreement) 

 
Chart F: High School Principals’ Perceptions of Involvement by Parents, Business Partners, and Non-
Business Community Volunteers (n= 39) 
 
More than four in ten high school principals felt that involvement in their school by parents was either excellent 
(15.4%) or good (28.2%). One-third (33.3%), however, felt that parental involvement was “poor.” Participation 
by business partners in the community was judged slightly better, with a combined 56.4% of high school 
principals rating this as either excellent (20.5%) or good (35.9%). Participation by non-business community 
volunteers is an area in need of improvement, with a combined total of just 25.6% of principals rating this as 
either excellent (2.6%) or good (23.1%). 
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We want to hear from you! Please click here to 
send us your comments on the report. 
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CHART H  4- YEAR MAT DATA RESULTS 
 
Figures 9, 10 and 11 graphically display the same MAT scores for Reading, 
Mathematics, and Science, respectively, for the years 1998 through 2001. 
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New Detroit’s Involvement – History of the Report 
 
 
The mission of the New Detroit Coalition embodies a commitment to the provision of quality public 
education. Beginning in 1990, New Detroit annually convened an independent panel of area citizens 
to review the management and academic achievement levels of Detroit Public Schools and issued an 
annual Performance Report on the district. Each year the results were disappointing. It was 
determined that the New Detroit Coalition should take a more proactive role. 
 
In 1997, at the invitation of the school district, New Detroit convened a group to conduct an 
independent and impartial operational review of the school district’s organizational, financial, 
administrative and support systems. In July, 1997 New Detroit issued ”A Plan for Fundamental 
Change” which was adopted by the Board of Education. Subsequently, the Board of Education asked 
New Detroit to spearhead an Implementation Team organized to facilitate the restructuring 
recommended in the plan. 
 
By the end of 1998 the New Detroit Coalition concluded that efforts at reform, attempted by several 
elected Detroit Boards and Superintendents, were not sustainable and that the barriers to the 
restructuring and reform of the District were systemic. As a result, the majority of the Coalition 
supported legislation that allowed for a Mayoral appointment of a reform Board of Education. The 
reform board was appointed to staggered terms in 1999.  
 
In an effort to ensure that concerned citizens receive an objective review of the progress of our 
community in securing quality public education, the Skillman Foundation agreed to support a New 
Detroit assessment of reform. New Detroit retained the services of a team of Michigan State 
University researchers to assess various aspects of the reform and restructuring process.  
 
This is Phase I of a two-part report that will be issued by New Detroit in 2002.



 

 

 
 

We want to hear from you! 
Please visit our website at www.newdetroit.org 

 
1. To share your thoughts regarding this report 

 
2. To download additional copies of this report 

 
 
For more information, contact Mr. Henry L. McClendon; New Detroit, at (313) 664-2041 
 

This report is provided by 
New Detroit, with financial support from the Skillman Foundation. 

 
Reproductions and further distribution of this document is encouraged and may be done without 
specific permission. Permission to partially reprint or draft extensive excerpts, however, should be 
requested in writing to: 
 

Progress Report on the Detroit Public Schools 
C/o New Detroit 

3011 W. Grand Blvd. 
Ste. 1200 

Detroit, MI 48202 
 
 


