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Introduction 

The Utah Governor’s Education Excellence Commission set a goal that 66 percent of all Utahns ages 24 to 64 

will have a postsecondary degree or certificate by 2020. In order to achieve this goal, Utah must graduate an 

additional 76,000 students above the 33,000 projected increase in high school graduates.
i
 Research shows 

that the greatest predictor of high school graduation is reading proficiency in 3
rd

 grade. In 2010, 78 percent of 

the 3
rd

 graders tested as proficient in Language Arts on the Criterion-Referenced Test (CRT)
ii
. However, a 

significant achievement gap exists between ethnic and economic subgroups. In 2009, 84 percent of White and 

Asian students were proficient in Language Arts, while 62 percent of Hispanic students were proficient, a 

difference of 22 points. Similarly, only 69 percent of economically disadvantaged students were proficient in 

3
rd

 grade in 2009.
iii
 Utah’s schools are experiencing a demographic shift. In 2005, 17 percent of students in 

public school were minorities, 11 percent were of Hispanic origin. In 2010, 22 percent of students were 

minorities, and 15 percent were Hispanic.
iv
 From 2000 to 2006, 70 percent of the enrollment growth was 

accounted for by minority students.
v
  

Efforts to improve student achievement and reading proficiency by 3
rd

 grade must, in the context of this 

demographic shift, address both overall student achievement and the achievement gap as well as. 

Montgomery County Public Schools (MCPS) in Maryland and Florida Public Schools have experienced 

significant demographic shifts over the last decade. Both have succeeded in raising overall student 

achievement while closing the achievement gap. This report summarizes the measures MCPS and Florida have 

implemented over the last decade that have led to significant increases in student achievement by the end of 

3
rd

 grade. 

 

Montgomery County Public Schools, Maryland 

By 1999, MCPS demographic characteristics had shifted significantly. The white student population had 

decreased from 62 percent in 1990 to 52 percent in 1999, while overall student population grew by 21 

percent. 
vi
 In response, MCPS adopted a school reform strategy to raise student achievement while closing the 

achievement gap, “A Call to Action: Raise the Bar, Close the Gap.” The strategy adopted in 2000 led to 

dramatic increases in reading proficiency, graduation rates, and the percent of students, including minorities 

enrolled in honors and Advanced Placement (AP) classes. The percent of children reading on grade level in 3
rd

 

grade increased from 67 percent in 2003 to 87 percent in 2010.
vii
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Significantly, MCPS reform efforts were successful in narrowing the achievement gap between economically 

disadvantaged students (who are eligible for free and reduced lunch) and non-economically disadvantaged 

students.
viii
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Similarly, there was a dramatic improvement in reading proficiency for English Language Learners.
ix
 

 

 

 

 Montgomery County Public Schools Reform Strategy-Focus on High Poverty Elementary Schools 

MCPS focused the first wave of reform on elementary schools identified as most impacted by poverty – “focus 

schools” - because of the strong relationship between 3
rd

 grade academic scores and participation in high 

school honors classes.
x
 The key elements of the school reform implemented in MCPS included: 

(1) High quality early childhood education system. 

(2) Full day Kindergarten. 

(3) Reduced class size in “focus schools.” 

(4) Strong emphasis on professional development and a balance between professional support and 

accountability. 

(5) An emphasis on technology and assessment to maintain and provide for better use of student data in 

instruction. 

 

High Quality Early Childhood Education 

“Once we fixed the system, the kids were suddenly okay. Same kids, just a different system. And we 

started at the beginning of the education value chain-early learning.” - Superintendent Jerry Weast, 

Montgomery County Public School System. 

By 2000, increasing numbers of young children in MCPS impacted by poverty and language differences were 

starting school behind their peers in literacy and numeracy skills, and they often remained behind.  
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In the 2000-2001 school year, MCPS launched the “Early Success Performance Plan.” The Bridge to Excellence 

Public School Act of 2002 provided for access to early learning services to all four year olds living at or below 

185 percent of the Federal Poverty Threshold
xi
. The early education strategy focused on public/private 

partnerships that included parents, community and private childcare providers, and targeted children and 

families based on their unique needs.
xii

 Early learning services included: 

 Community and District based Head Start for the poorest families. 

 MCPS publically funded prekindergarten for eligible children not enrolled in Head Start. 

 Over 1,000 home-based and nearly 450 center-based childcare and early education providers. 

MCPS aligned the instructional activities of its early education teachers, specialists and staff to the system-

wide goal of college readiness, and crafted strategies with an emphasis on foundational skills tied directly to 

the district’s plan for improving student learning.
xiii

 Through strong school-family partnerships, MCPS was able 

to reinforce classroom activities. This included parent guides and early learning toolkits. 

In implementing the “Early Learning Performance Plan,” MCPS found that the time before kindergarten was 

decisive. Students who entered kindergarten with the foundational skills perform significantly better in the 

early grades.  
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Montgomery County’s Early Success Plan led to a significant improvement in the school readiness of its 

children, especially in the context of the changing demographics of the county. The percent of all children 

ready for school increased from 57 percent in FY02 to 76 percent in FY09. Similarly, the percentage of low-

income children ready for school increased from 44 percent in FY02 to 66 percent in FY09. In FY02, only 37 

percent of children with limited English language proficiency were ready for school, as compared to 64 

percent in FY09.
xiv
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Full Day Kindergarten 

Beginning in 2000, full-day kindergarten was phased in, implementing it first in the district’s highest poverty 

schools. The phase in was accompanied by a system-wide redesign of the kindergarten curriculum to make it 

more rigorous.
xv

 Full day kindergarten had a significant impact on the achievement of low-income children. 

Student scores improved dramatically in the 17 of the highest poverty elementary schools that received full-

day kindergarten (in combination with smaller class sizes and early education). In 2001, only 39 percent of 

students were at benchmark. By 2004, 71 percent of all kindergarten students were at or above the 

benchmark for text reading.
xvi

 In 2006, 81 percent of kindergarten students were at or above benchmark.
xvii

 

 

The percent of Hispanic students and English Language Learners at or above benchmark increased significantly 

after the implementation of full-day kindergarten in the 17 highest poverty schools.
xviii
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By 2004, 64 percent of Hispanic students in full-day kindergarten met the text reading benchmark, compared 

to 48 percent of Hispanic children in half-day kindergarten.
xix

 

Class Size Reduction 

MCPS implemented class size reductions in kindergarten through 2
nd

 grade. Reduced class sizes were: 

 A 15:1 ratio of students to teacher in kindergarten. 

 A 17:1 ratio in 1
st

 and 2
nd

 grade. 

Professional Development 

MCPS implemented a professional development strategy aimed at improving teacher performance by 

balancing support and accountability. In many states and at the federal level, teacher effectiveness discussions 

center around firing, tenure, evaluations and reviews of standardized assessment scores. In MCPS, teacher 

effectiveness efforts were organized around requiring and facilitating excellence among all teachers, support 

staff and administrators. MCPS provided ambitious professional development opportunities, a peer assistance 

and review system and access to high quality curricula and materials.
xx

 

In addition to strong professional development and support, MCPS required strong accountability. 

Underperforming teachers and staff were placed on improvement plans, which could lead to dismissal if 

progress was not made. Monitoring from the Office of School Performance, regular administrative site visits, 

teacher team meetings, and an insistence on using data to drive instruction and hold teachers accountable for 

student performance.
xxi

 

Technology and Data 

Technology and data assessment were made a priority. The use of technology and data driven instruction was 

employed in prekindergarten through elementary schools (and in middle and high school, which is not 

included in this report). The baseline technology budget was doubled from $7 million to over $17 million in 

five years, and the technology operating budget increased from $22 million to $38 million. MCPS built a data 

warehouse to house student assessment data for all schools and implemented a web-based system called the 

Instructional Management System (IMS), designed to accompany the district’s professional development. IMS 

allowed teachers and administrators to access curriculum guides, lesson plans, and individual student data 

from any computer. The goal was to turn the data management system into a knowledge management system 

to inform and drive staff decisions.
xxii

 Teachers were provided with handheld wireless reading assessment 

tools to facilitate and expedite data collection and evaluation.
xxiii

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Broad Acres Elementary - A Case Study 

Broad Acres had the highest poverty rate in MCPS at 89 percent, and ESOL (English for speakers of other 

languages) population of 26 percent and a 31 percent mobility rate. A Title I school, Broad Acres was the district’s 

most highly-impacted schools and one of the first elementary schools to implements the reforms. In 2000, 3
rd

 

grade reading proficiency was at 13 percent and 5 percent in math. Over the course of a few years, the school 

implemented the reform plan. By 2004, the plan paid off: proficiency levels in 3
rd

 grade reading increased from 13 

percent to 75 percent and proficiency in math increased from 5 percent to 67 percent. 
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Florida Public Schools 

Florida public schools have experienced a demographic shift over the last 30 years. From 1980 to 2010, the 

percentage of white students has dropped from 68 percent to 43 percent. Beginning in SY2003-04, enrollment 

for minority students exceeded white student enrollment. From 1980 to 2010, the number of minority 

students in Florida’s public schools grew from 481,755 to 1,505,537, an increase of 213 percent. This 

compares with a 75 percent increase for the overall student population and an 11 percent increase for the 

white student population over the same period.
xxiv

 In 2010, Hispanic students were 28 percent of the student 

population, the largest group of minority students. In addition, the percentage of students who are eligible for 

free and reduced lunch increased from 44 percent in SY2001-02 to 56 percent in SY2010-11.
xxv

 

In 2001, 56 percent of 3
rd

 grade students were proficient in Reading on the Florida’s Comprehensive 

Assessment Test (FCAT). By 2006, 75 percent of Florida students were proficient in reading. In 2010, 72 

percent were at or above proficiency. 

 

 

 

Florida has been successful in narrowing the achievement gap for Hispanic students in 3
rd

 grade. In 2001, the 

achievement gap in reading between White and Hispanic 3
rd

 grade students was 24 percentage points. The 

gap narrowed to 15 percentage points in 2010. 
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In 2002, only 48 percent of 3
rd

 graders who qualified for free and reduced lunch were proficient in reading. In 

2010, 64 percent were proficient. 

 

 

 

The Florida Formula for Student Achievement 

Florida has implemented a number of changes over the last decade, many of them controversial. This report 

summarizes the following components of Florida’s effort to improve student achievement and close the 

achievement gap. 
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(1) Universal voluntary prekindergarten for four year olds. 

(2) Universal optional full-day kindergarten. 

(3) A school reform strategy, including: (a) a school grading system; (b) a 3
rd

 grade retention policy; (c) 

reductions in class size; and (d) created incentives and provided greater flexibility to enable schools to 

meet higher expectations. 

Universal Voluntary Prekindergarten (VPK) 

“Early learning is essential for future success and I’m thrilled that more students are entering school 

better prepared and ready to learn,” said Education Commissioner Dr. Eric J. Smith. “Florida’s parents 

and prekindergarten teachers have dedicated countless hours to educating our students at an earlier 

age, ensuring that our success today is not short-lived, but rather an enduring trend that will pave the 

way for more students to be successful throughout their education career.”
xxvi

 

In 2002, voters in Florida approved a Constitutional Amendment which required the Legislature to establish, 

by SY2005, a prekindergarten program for every four year old in the state which is voluntary, high quality, free 

and delivered to professionally accepted standards.
xxvii

 During the 2004 Special Session, the Legislature 

created the Voluntary Prekindergarten Education Program (VPK). Significantly, the bill implemented a new 

statewide kindergarten readiness assessment and requires the Department of Education to assign each 

private prekindergarten provider and public school with a kindergarten readiness rate based upon the results 

of the school readiness assessment for student’s completing the private provider’s or public schools pre-k 

program.
xxviii

 

The Florida Voluntary Prekindergarten Education Standards were adopted in 2005 and provided standards for 

four year olds.
xxix

 Florida’s early education standards provide a common vision for teachers of young children 

in the state of Florida and establish a foundation for accountability.
xxx

 VPK is delivered through a mixed system 

of public schools and private providers through a publicly-funded voucher system.  

VPK has had a significant impact on the school readiness of Florida’s children. In 2005, 64 percent of 

kindergarten students were ready with respect to results of the alphabet recognition assessment and 60 

percent were ready with respect to sound recognition (both are indicators of early literacy). In 2008, 77 

percent of kindergarten students were ready with respect to alphabet recognition and 68 percent were ready 

with respect to sound recognition.
xxxi
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In 2009, Florida implemented a new kindergarten screener and, consequently, a longitudinal analysis through 

2010 is not possible. The 2009 kindergarten readiness results indicated that 89 percent of children were ready 

for kindergarten using the Early Childhood Observation System (ECHOS) and 65 percent were ready using the 

Florida Assessments for Instruction Reading (FAIR). For the 2008-2009 school year, 63 percent of Florida’s four 

year olds participated in the VPK Education Program. 
xxxii

 

Universal Optional Full Day Kindergarten 

At the discretion of local school district boards, school districts in Florida may offer full day kindergarten.
xxxiii

 

Kindergarten is funded by the state of Florida at the same level as 1
st

 grade, whether or not a school district 

offers full day or half day kindergarten.
xxxiv

 Florida reports that more than 70% of school districts offer full-day 

kindergarten.
xxxv

 

School Reform Strategy 

(A) School Grading System 

The A-F school grading system underlies the entire Florida’s reform strategy. School grades are based on the 

proficiency and learning gains of students.  

 Half of the school’s grade is based on the percentage of student’s scoring proficient or better in 

reading, writing, math, and science. Half is based on the percentage of children who made progress in 

reading and math from the previous year. Making progress as important as proficiency requires the 

schools to help all students make a year’s worth of progress regardless of whether they are on grade 

level. 

 To help the most struggling students, the school grade calculation emphasizes the progress of the 

lowest 25
th

 percentile of students by doubling their impact on a school’s grade. State tracking of the 

gains of the lowest performing students provides a powerful incentive for schools to get even the 

most disadvantaged students moving in the right direction. 

The state gives cash rewards to schools that earn an A grade or improve a letter grade. The bonus goes 

directly to schools and the majority of funds are used to provide bonuses to teachers and staff.
xxxvi

 

(B) 3
rd

 Grade Retention Policy 

In 2002, the Florida Legislature mandated that 3
rd

 grade students who fail to achieve a specified score on the 

Florida Comprehensive Achievement Test (FCAT) be retained and not promoted to the 4
th

 grade, unless one of 

six good cause exemptions can be demonstrated.
xxxvii

 Students who failed the FCAT reading tests were given 

other test-based opportunities to demonstrate reading proficiency. Students who still cannot demonstrate 

reading skills are retained and provided with aggressive remediation and the opportunity to learn 

fundamental skills, including ongoing intensive reading instruction and a summer school reading program. 

Florida supported this strategy by enacting a statewide reading campaign “Just Read, Florida,” and provided 

literacy coaches to elementary schools throughout the state.
 xxxviii 

(C) Class Size Reductions 

In 2002, citizens approved an amendment to the Florida Constitution that sets limits on the number of 

students in core classes (Math, English, Science, etc.) in the state’s public schools. Beginning with the 2010-

2011 (at the class room level) school year, the maximum number of students in each core class would be: 
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 18 students in pre-k through grade 3; 

 22 students in grades 4 through 8; 

 25 students in grades 9 through 12. 

The Florida Legislature appropriated more than $16 billion toward operational expenses and $2.5 billion in 

facilities over eight years (from 2003-2004 to 2010-2011) to implement the Class Size Amendment.
xxxix

 

(D) Incentives and Flexibility 

Florida’s reform strategy created incentives and provided greater flexibility to enable schools to meet higher 

expectations: 

 The flexibility to restructured existing funds to be available for prevention rather than just 

remediation after a student fails.  

 In 2000, lawmakers created a merit pay system that provides teacher bonuses for teachers whose 

students earn passing grades on AP exams.
 xl

 

Conclusion 

The examples of MCPS and Florida show that when education leaders and policy makers are determined to 

improve student achievement and close the achievement gap, success is possible. While MCPS and Florida 

implemented different reforms, there are a few common strategic elements: 

 A focus on school readiness and state support for high quality early education prior to kindergarten in 

a mixed public/private delivery system. 

 Optional full day kindergarten. 

 An emphasis on professional development and teacher and school accountability. 

 The use of technology and data to improve instruction and student performance. 

Finally, both MCPS and Florida allocated resources around the singular goal of improving student achievement 

and focused funding on the lowest performing students in order to close the achievement gap and raise 

overall student performance. 
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