
 1

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Characteristics of Successful High-Poverty Schools: What the Research Tells Us 
 
 
 

Susan Hayes 
Vermont Department of Education 

March 20, 2008 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 2

While Vermont has a long tradition of educational excellence and high student 
achievement, we are not immune to the challenges of reaching and engaging every child, 
including those from impoverished backgrounds. Overall performance on the most recent 
administration of the state assessment, the New England Common Assessment Program 
(NECAP), is strong but important gaps emerge when comparing specific subgroups of 
students.  Scores of students who participate in the free/reduced price lunch program 
(FRL), a measure of poverty, consistently lag behind those of their peers who do not 
participate in the program. The magnitude of the gap does not seem affected by grade 
level—gaps at grade eight on the 2007 reading NECAP, for example, look roughly 
similar to those at grade three—suggesting that poverty has a persistent, negative 
influence on achievement.  
 
Gender also interacts with poverty in important ways. On the reading, writing and math 
portions of the NECAP, non-FRL female students score highest whereas FRL males 
score the lowest. Aggregated across grades three-eight the gap in the percent of students 
who score proficient or above between non-FRL females and FRL males ranges from 27 
percentage points in math to 45 percentage points in writing. These gaps are greater than 
any observed when comparing the FRL and non-FRL students without factoring in 
gender or when comparing gender without factoring in poverty status. This suggests that 
the influence of the interplay of gender and poverty on student performance is more 
powerful than of each on its own. And low-income boys seem to struggle the most. In all 
three content areas (reading, math and writing) fewer than 50 percent of FRL male 
students score at the proficient level or above.  
 
This gap is also evident on another statewide measure of student achievement. Vermont 
consistently performs well on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 
yet the poverty-based achievement gap mirrors that observed on the NECAP. On the 
most recent NAEP (2007), non-FRL female students demonstrated a distinct advantage 
over FRL male students. Gaps between these two groups were largest in reading; the gap 
in grade four reading was more than double the gap in grade four math. Female students’ 
advantage in reading coupled with the impact of poverty amounts to a formidable 
achievement gap between male students who participate in the FRL program and their 
female classmates who do not. Furthermore, it is worth noting that Vermont’s low-
income students largely perform on par with those in other demographically similar states 
(i.e. states that are largely rural, demographically homogeneous and have a similar 
percentage of students eligible for FRL). On one hand, this is positive news as it indicates 
that we are not doing worse than other similar states in addressing the gap. However it 
also suggests that we are not ahead of the curve in any way.  
 
The extant literature on effective means for closing the poverty-based achievement gap is 
wide and varied. Studies focus on topics as diverse as state policies regarding teacher 
recruitment and retention to specific classroom-based instructional strategies to programs 
for increasing parental involvement. At the heart of each is a different agent of change—
the state, teachers and parents in these examples. This span reflects the complexity of the 
issue; closing the achievement gap requires attention to the myriad factors that may 
contribute to its persistence.  
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While a review of achievement gap research could address this range, it is most relevant 
in the context of this project to concentrate on the literature related to successful high-
poverty schools. Several key characteristics emerge as common across studies of high-
achieving, high-poverty schools. 
 
High expectations for all students  
 
The belief that all students can learn is paramount in successful high-poverty schools. A 
review of the literature reveals that high-performing, high-poverty schools hold high 
expectations for all students and subscribe to the notion that schools can and do make a 
difference in student outcomes (Lein, Johnson, & Ragland, 1997; Kannapel & Clements, 
2005; North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 2000; Ragland, Clubine, 
Constable, & Smith, 2002; Symonds, 2003). Rather than pin students’ academic failure 
on family background or other extenuating circumstances, the staff at successful schools 
commit themselves to ensuring that all students succeed. 
 
A study of 26 successful high-poverty schools in Texas described the school culture at 
the sites as one of “no excuses” (Lein, Johnson, & Ragland, 1997). Teachers did not 
accept any reason for lowering student expectations and believed they could “succeed 
with any student.” This sentiment was echoed in another Texas study, one conducted by 
the Council for Chief State School Officers, where it was noted that school leaders and 
teachers “minimized the role of formal categories or labels such as “limited English 
proficiency” in setting expectations” (Ragland, 2002). Researchers of high-achieving, 
high-poverty schools in North Carolina observed a pervasive “culture of achievement” 
and reported that “principals set high goals for the school and the teachers [which] 
appeared to filter through to students and parents” (North Carolina Department of Public 
Instruction, 2000). This trickle-down effect was also reported in a study of high-
achieving, high-poverty schools in Kentucky where researchers noted that principals held 
high expectations for faculty and staff which translated into teachers’ high expectations 
for students (Kannapel & Clements, 2005). The authors of this study commented on the 
widely held conviction “that all students could succeed academically and that faculty and 
staff were capable of making this happen.” In a related finding, when Symonds compared 
the results of surveys of teachers from schools narrowing the gap versus schools 
maintaining or widening the gap, she found that teachers in successful schools were more 
likely to cite “inside-school factors (such as reading programs or instructional strategies) 
instead of outside-school factors (such as parental involvement or home support of 
student learning)” as examples of what it takes to close the achievement gap (2003). 
 
Focus on student achievement 
 
Several studies of successful high-poverty schools indicate that a common feature is a 
strong focus on a specific school-wide goal. A study of nine high-performing, high-
poverty urban elementary schools found that school leaders lent focus to the work of 
teachers and staff by identifying and pursuing “an important, visible, yet 
attainable...goal” (Johnson & Asera, 1999). Similarly, a study of schools successfully 
closing the achievement gap in the San Francisco Bay Area found that they had a 
“narrower reform focus” and were therefore “better at zeroing in on what needs to be 
done” than schools that were maintaining or widening the gap (Symonds, 2003).  
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The focus for many high-poverty, high-performing schools seems to be improving 
student achievement. An investigation of 26 successful high-poverty schools in Texas 
revealed that they shared a “strong focus on the academic success of every student” 
(Lein, Johnson, & Ragland, 1997). Similarly, an exploration of 90/90/90 schools (those 
where 90 percent of students qualify for the free/reduced lunch program, 90 percent are 
from ethnic minorities and 90 percent achieved high academic standards) indicated that 
an important distinction between 90/90/90 schools and other schools with similar 
demographics but lower student achievement was “a laser-like focus on student 
achievement” with a “particular emphasis on improvement” (Reeves, 2003). A Kentucky 
study of eight high-performing, high-poverty schools found that all “had a strong focus 
on academics, instruction and student learning” (Kannapel & Clements, 2005). 
Researchers in Texas who looked at common characteristics of high-minority, high-
growth schools labeled this unification around a central theme or mission “school 
coherence” and found strong evidence of it in the schools identified in their study (Jesse, 
Davis, & Pokorny, 2005). 
 
Frequent assessment of student progress  
 
Perhaps as a result of a strong focus on improving achievement, high-poverty, high-
achieving schools have put great stock in continuously assessing students’ progress above 
and beyond the annual testing required by the No Child Left Behind law. Many of the 
studies of successful schools mention schools’ reliance on assessment for monitoring 
progress toward school-wide objectives and teachers’ use of assessment data for tracking 
individual students’ progress as well as feedback on their own teaching. A survey of 
teachers in the San Francisco Bay Area revealed that those at schools successfully closing 
the gap were more likely to respond that they use data a few times a week or month 
(rather than a few times a year) than teachers at schools where the gap was stagnant or 
widening (Symonds, 2003). High-poverty, high-performing schools in North Carolina 
also reported relying on periodic assessments of student progress along with detailed data 
disaggregation of results by teacher, student, student subgroups and curriculum 
objectives. Schools participated in district-wide testing every few weeks and often 
conducted additional, school-based assessments, as well (North Carolina Department of 
Public Instruction, 2000). Successful high-poverty schools in Texas undertook a similar 
approach to student assessment. Teachers and principals reported using state assessment 
data, reading inventories and information from early intervention programs to monitor 
student progress. Staff would meet about the needs of struggling students and identify 
appropriate levels of support to ensure that students did not fall behind grade level. As 
one principal reported, “We use data for one purpose: to find out where kids are weak 
and to attack those weaknesses” (Ragland et al, 2002). Use of school- and classroom-
based assessments emerged as a common trait of the 90/90/90 schools, as well. Teachers 
administered frequent assessments as a way of communicating to students that there are 
“multiple opportunities to improve” and that a consequence of poor performance is not a 
“bad grade” (Reeves, 2003). As a result of these frequent assessments, teachers reported 
being able to provide students more consistent and timely feedback on their performance. 
In addition, the 90/90/90 schools that demonstrated the greatest improvements were those 
that used common assessments. 
 



 5

Teachers in high-poverty, high-performing schools also report relying on formative 
assessments to help refine their own instruction (Ragland et al, 2002). This is positive 
news as formative assessment has been shown to benefit low achievers more so than 
other students and can thus alleviate achievement gaps (Black & Wiliam, 1998). A study 
of successful Title I schools in Texas described the wide use of formative assessment 
results by teachers in planning and modifying instruction. In these schools, teachers 
credited formative assessment with helping them “accurately determine areas of strength 
and need” (Lein, Johnson, & Ragland, 1997). Successful high-poverty schools in 
Kentucky also reported putting in place “a system to regularly assess the progress of 
individual students and to plan or change instruction to meet the students’ needs” 
(Kannapel & Clements, 2005). As was noted in 90/90/90 schools, “great educators use 
assessment data to make real-time decisions and restructure their teaching accordingly” 
(Reeves, 2003). 
 
Support for struggling students 
 
Another theme that emerges from studies of high achieving, high poverty schools is a 
reliance on student achievement data to identify and provide quick attention to struggling 
students. High achieving schools create support teams that employ specific protocols for 
responding to students’ needs and monitor the effects of implemented interventions. An 
Education Trust survey of over 350 high-poverty, high-performing schools across the 
country found that the majority, 81 percent, have in place a “comprehensive system for 
monitoring student progress and providing early support to students in danger of falling 
behind” (Barth, Haycock, Jackson, Mora, Ruiz, Robinson, & Wilkins, 1999). A study of 
successful high-poverty schools in Texas noted that formal teams met “to address student 
issues collaboratively” and paid “careful attention to early signs of difficulty” (Ragland et 
al, 2002). Teachers at one school studied commented on “the importance of recognizing 
the first signs that a student may be having difficulties that affect learning” and noted 
their desire to “resolve minor issues before they become major problems.” It is hoped that 
early detection and intervention will prevent the need for special education services 
which are considered by educators at these schools to be “the intervention of last resort” 
(Ibid). 
 
Staff collaboration  
 
Staff in high-poverty, high-achieving schools report feeling a sense of ownership over the 
success of their students and their school (Johnson & Asera, 1999). This shared 
responsibility often leads to meaningful collaboration among staff (Ragland et al, 2002). 
In a study of successful high-poverty schools in the San Francisco Bay Area, teachers in 
schools that were narrowing the gap reported visiting each others’ classrooms to observe 
instructional strategies more frequently than teachers in schools that were maintaining or 
widening gaps. They were also more likely to believe that teacher collaboration is an 
effective means of closing achievement gaps (Symonds, 2003). Teachers in high-
performing, high-poverty schools in Texas described “providing instructional support for 
students outside their regular classes” as well as sharing ideas and advice with colleagues 
for struggling students (Ragland et al, 2002; Lein, Johnson, & Ragland, 1997). The 
principal at one Texas school created common grade-level planning time so educators 
could work together to align curriculum and discuss instructional approaches.  
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This was a common characteristic of successful high-poverty middle schools in Arkansas, 
Louisiana, and Mississippi as well (Mertens & Flowers, 2003). In these schools, teachers 
formed “small interdisciplinary personalized learning communities” that “coordinated 
and integrated curricula and instruction” which was found to have a positive impact on 
student achievement. In a Texas school, teachers collaborated with support staff during 
an allotted time slot each day to address the learning needs of students having difficulty. 
Teachers also met to discuss journal articles and other educational literature. As one 
researcher commented, “faculty and staff at these schools are accustomed to turning to 
one another for help” (Ragland et al, 2002). 
 
In addition to a general willingness to assist and support one another, studies indicate that 
teachers in successful high-poverty schools frequently collaborate to analyze student 
achievement data and discuss student work. The 90/90/90 literature explains points out 
that creating time for this type of collaboration can be challenging. Schools observed in 
the 90/90/90 study “used the time that they already had with an intentional focus on 
collaborative scoring of student work.” In addition, faculty meetings were 
“announcement-free zones” so they could be completely devoted to collaboration. Any 
announcements were provided to teachers in writing (Reeves, 2003). In a study of nine 
high-performing, high-poverty urban elementary schools “time was structured to ensure 
that [teacher] collaboration around instructional issues became an important part of the 
school day and the school week” (Johnson & Asera, 1999). Teachers report that they 
benefit from such changes.  For example, educators in San Francisco were more likely to 
report discussing student achievement data with colleagues than those in schools where 
the gap was stagnant or growing. About a third of teachers participating in the study 
reported doing so a few times a week. One said: 
 

‘I think it is important for us to stop and consider why there is a gap. Often we try 
to fix something before we have time to understand why there is a problem. If we 
collect [data] more frequently, we might see change and be able to better refine 
our inquiry.’ (Symonds, 2003) 

 
Teachers in successful schools in this study encouraged teachers in other schools to 
conduct a cycle of inquiry by analyzing data on low-achieving students, adjusting their 
teaching as a result and then evaluating the results (Ibid). 
 
Effective school leadership 
 
Critical to the aforementioned factors is the leadership and vision of a strong principal. 
Studies credit school leaders in successful high-poverty schools with setting high 
expectations for students, identifying a vision and mission for the school, rallying the 
staff around stated goals and providing and aligning the support, resources, training and 
materials needed to meet those goals (Jesse, Davis, & Pokorny, 2005; Johnson & Asera, 
1999; Kannapel & Clements, 2005; Lein, Johnson, & Ragland, 1997; North Carolina 
Department of Public Instruction, 2000; Ragland et al, 2002; Symonds, 2003). 
 
Some studies suggest that a principal’s particular leadership style is less important than 
his or her ability to act as an effective instructional leader and to establish a relationship 
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of trust with his or her staff (Jesse, Davis, & Pokorny, 2005). Others suggest that a 
collaborative approach is best (Kannapel & Clements, 2005; Ragland et al, 2002). 
Analyses of successful high-poverty schools in North Carolina revealed that 
administrators treated teachers like colleagues and allowed them a good deal of freedom 
in their classrooms as long as students were making progress against the standards. 
(North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 2000). Similarly, a common 
characteristic of principals in high-achieving, high-poverty schools in Texas was that they 
“allowed, encouraged and even expected [educators] to try different approaches 
[and]…new ways to stimulate the achievement of students” (Lein, Johnson, & Ragland, 
1997). 
 
Trust and respect between principal and staff was a theme echoed in other studies of 
high-poverty, high-achieving schools (Kannapel & Clements, 2005; Reeves, 2003). The 
90/90/90 literature mentions that successful high-poverty schools were marked by 
“profound respect for every employee […] including bus drivers and cafeteria workers” 
and the study of successful high-poverty schools in Kentucky noted a “caring, nurturing 
atmosphere” and respectful relationships among and between adults and students 
(Kannapel & Clements, 2005; Reeves, 2003). Staff at high-achieving, high-poverty 
schools in Texas even described their work environment in familial terms (Johnson & 
Asera, 1999). 
 
Parental involvement 
 
Studies indicate that successful high-poverty schools make a concerted effort to reach out 
to parents and involve them in school activities and their own children’s education. They 
also noted that schools worked to ensure that parents felt like valued and respected 
members of the school community. Analyses of high-achieving, high-poverty middle 
schools serving a largely Latino student population revealed that schools worked to 
ensure that parents were continually informed about “school events and policies as well 
as the progress of their children” (Jesse, Davis, & Pokorny, 2005). Communications were 
conveyed to parents in both English and Spanish. This combination of information about 
general school activities as well as a focus on student achievement was noted, as well, in 
an Education Trust survey of over 350 successful high-poverty schools. Analysis of the 
survey results revealed that “traditional roles for parents as fund-raisers are giving way to 
activities that address parents’ knowledge of standards, encourage their involvement in 
curriculum and involve them in reviewing students’ work” (Barth et al, 1999). 
 
In order to achieve this level of parental involvement in the actual work of schools, it is 
crucial that parents feel like respected players in the school community. A study of nine 
high-performing, high-poverty urban elementary schools reported that school staff “made 
efforts to win the confidence and respect of parents” and then built partnerships with 
parents around the goal of improving student achievement (Johnson & Asera, 1999). 
Similarly, a study of successful high-poverty schools in Texas noted that teachers 
contacted parents to tell them of student success or to ask for assistance when a student 
was struggling, not only to report behavior problems as is typical. In this way, schools 
“regarded (parents) as the best source of information” on a child and recognized “that 
nothing is more important that making parents feel that they are respected” (Ragland et 
al, 2002). Another examination of high-poverty school success in Texas reported that 
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schools provided parents with “a special place to help make them comfortable when they 
came to school” and directed all staff to greet parents “warmly, usually by name” (Lein, 
Johnson, & Ragland, 1997). In addition, the study observed that school staff respected the 
challenging situations often facing families in poverty and “focused more on seeking 
solutions than on blaming parents for the academic or social difficulties that students 
encountered” (Ibid). 
 
Conclusions 
 
As is reflected in the repeated citing across all of these characteristics, the successful 
schools studied rarely implemented just one improvement strategy. Rather, high-
performing, high-poverty schools often had in place a system that incorporates many of 
the aforementioned qualities and conditions. A Center for Public Education review of the 
research noted that “schools do not achieve high performance by doing one or two things 
differently…high-poverty schools that achieve gains in student performance engage in 
systemic change” (2005). 
 
However, it is not in any way implied that implementing any of these strategies, either in 
isolation or in combination, will lead to a dramatic turn around in student achievement in 
high-poverty schools. Most of the studies reviewed were not able to draw causal links 
between these particular programs, actions or behavior and improved student 
performance. Rather, characteristics observed are largely common to successful high-
poverty schools and thus paint a picture of the type of school climate and culture typical 
in such schools. These shared attributes lend credence to the notion that not only can it 
‘be done’ (i.e. schools with high levels of poverty can be successful) but that in many 
instances in which it is being done, it is being achieved in similar ways. This provides a 
starting point for further research on which, if any, of these factors may actually cause 
improved student achievement. 
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