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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In the fall of 2005, the Urban Collaborative Accelerated Program (UCAP) conducted a
program evaluation as part of a comprehensive effort to replicate the UCAP model in
other sites. UCAP is a small, independent public school that serves students from
grades 7, 8, and 9 who have been retained in grade and who are at high risk for
dropping out of school. At UCAP, students are given the opportunity to make up a year
of school through a rigorous, accelerated curriculum. UCAP was established as a multi-
district collaborative in 1989 and currently serves students referred to it from the Rhode
Island school districts of Central Falls, Cranston and Providence.

Background

While there are a number of characteristics that influence whether or not a student
drops out of school (e.g., growing up poor, living in a single-parent family, having a
Hispanic or African American background, being absent frequently, changing schools
often, and reading significantly below grade level) (USDOE, 2004; NCES, 2004;
Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison, 2006; Jordan, 2006; Wise, 2006), the most powerful
predictor is being retained in grade level. Alarmingly, students who have been retained
in grade (a characteristic that all UCAP students share), are two to eleven times more
likely than their peers to drop out of high school (Jimerson, Whipple, Anderson, & Dalton
et al., 2002a). Pupils who drop out of high school are more likely to be unemployed, live
in poverty, be unhealthy, receive public assistance, go to prison, be divorced, be single
parents, and to have children who also drop out of school (Bridgeland et al., 2006).

The economic implications for society when a student drops out are also significant.
Dropouts earn $10,000 less annually than graduates (US Bureau of the Census, 2006).
With nearly 2,000 Rhode Island teens
dropping out in 2005/06 (Jordan, 2006),
each year® dropouts will cost the state UCAP Distinquishers
$120,000,000 in lost taxes over their
lifetime, in addition to higher costs in
welfare and incarceration (Bridgeland, 2006;
Levine, 2005). Even a 10% reduction in the
annual Rhode Island dropout rate (a
conservative estimate of the amount UCAP
was able to reduce the dropout rate) would
result in the recuperation of approximately
12 million dollars in tax dollars and over a
billion dollars in government assistance?
over the lifetime of each class of Rhode
Island students who drop out of high school.

Enable Retained Students to Stay in School
Unique Accelerated Curriculum

Best Practice Instruction

School As Community

Mixed Grouping & Flexible Scheduling
Beyond School Programs

Personalized Student Support

Family Engagement and Guidance
Job-Embedded Professional Development
Ongoing Organizational Assessment
Independent and Autonomous School Structure
Community Partnerships and Resources

! Cost calculated using Levine® (2005) figures that students who drop out of school will pay $60,000 less in taxes
over their lifetime than students who graduate from high school. ’Cost calculated using Dept. of Labor figures that
show a 33% reduction in current national dropout numbers (1.2 million annually) would save 11 billion in government
assistance each year.
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Students at risk of dropping out benefit from the type of intervention supplied by
alternative schools (Raywid, 2001). Research has shown numerous instructional
practices (e.g. relevant curriculum, high expectations) and school structures (e.g.
autonomous, small schools) to be successful in preventing students from dropping out
of school (Kochhar-Bryant, 2002; Husted, & Cavalluzzo, 2001). The UCAP model is
aligned with these best practices.

Multi-district, small alternative schools are also attractive from a cost-benefit point of
view. The comparison data shown in the inset box suggest that expensive investments
are not necessary to serve even high-risk students well. UCAP has been able to
conduct its basic fiscal operations at a
publicly-funded per pupil cost that is lower
than that of the participating districts, the N -
state, and charter schools in the participating ¥%:12,202 UCAPG sending districts.
districts. In addition, though UCAP does not ¥12,709 Rhode Island (Infoworks! 2006).

pay for tran_Sportation or the food program, ¥12,544 Charter schools in sending districts.
the per pupil cost for special education %10,850 UCAP from district tuitions.

students (approx. 15% of the population) is % _ o
the same as for regular education students. 2,000 UCAP from privatefundraising.

However, UCAP also provides extended
learning experiences beyond the school day
at an additional cost of $2,000 per pupil that is raised entirely from private contributions.

Average Per Pupil Expendituresin 2005/06

Findings

Research Question 1: Is there a significant difference between the performance of
UCAP students and Providence students who have been retained in grade prior to
attending high school with respect to (a) graduation status, (b) dropout status, (c) high
school attendance rate and (d) high school grade point average?

Figure ES 1: High school outcomes comparison

100%

90%

80%

70%

60%

50%

44%

Percent of Students

o 38%
40% 36%

30% +—

20% +—

10% +—

4%

0%

Graduated Still Active in Schoo Transferred Dropped Out of HS
N=367 N=35 N=224 N=366

Providence Group N=851 M UCAP Group N=141

Vil



In an attempt to properly gauge UCAP® impact, a series of comparisons were made
between former UCAP participants and Providence students retained before high
school who had entered a high school for the first time during the 2001-02, 2002-03, or
2003-04 school years. After care was taken to determine that it was appropriate to treat
the Providence group as a roughly equivalent contrast group, the high school outcomes
for both groups were compared. As indicated in Figure ES 1, both the distributions of
students who graduated and those who dropped out were more favorable in the UCAP
group than in the contrasted Providence group, based on a x? test (p<.05). Further
analyses revealed that the average cumulative attendance rate for the UCAP students
(78%) was significantly higher than for the Providence group (75%) (t = 2.17, p<.05).
Likewise, the grade point average for the UCAP group (68) was significantly higher than
for the Providence group (63) (t= 3.56, p<.05). Notably, the passing grade in
Providence is 65.

Research Question 2: To what extent is there a relationship between personal and
school characteristics of UCAP students and their success at UCAP?

Data on student achievement were analyzed for all students who left UCAP and entered
a Providence high school from 1999-00 through 2004-05 (see Figure ES 2). Nearly half
of UCAP students, while at UCAP, achieved at the highest rates and made up a year of
school (they completed two grades in one year or three grades in two years). The
remaining students completed one grade in one year (47%) or were socially promoted.

ES 2: Acceleration rate of UCAP students
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Prior to their attendance at UCAP, most UCAP students in the study had been retained
in grade only once; however, 13% had been retained twice. Although research indicates
that students who are retained for more than one year have a probability approaching
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100% of dropping out of school (Jimerson et al., 2002), there was not a significant
difference in how these students performed at UCAP compared to students who had
been retained one year. This finding appears to suggest that the UCAP model may
attenuate some of the negative effects of being retained more than one year.

Over a third of UCAP students were retained in middle school and 63% in elementary
school. Studies have shown that compared to their non-retained peers, students
retained in middle school were 11 times more likely to drop out and students retained in
elementary school were 5 times more likely to drop out (Jimerson et al., 2002). Thus, it
was not surprising to find that the percentage of students that made up a grade at
UCAP was significantly higher for students who had been retained in elementary school
(55%) than those who had been retained in middle school (31%) based on a x? test.
Further analysis revealed that the ethnicity and gender distributions of students did not
significantly differ for students who made up a year of school and those that did not.

Research Question 3: To what extent is there a relationship between the personal and
school characteristics of UCAP students and their high school achievement and
completion?

In an attempt to understand the extent to which certain factors relate to UCAP studentsO
high school achievement and completion, data was analyzed for all students who left
UCAP and entered a Providence high school between 1999/00 and 2004/05. As Figure
ES 3 shows, nearly 60% of UCAP students are still in school or have graduated. This
percentage is no doubt higher as we do not know the high school outcomes for students
who transferred out of a Providence high school. Further, a 1998 survey that found that
50% of UCAP students who dropped out of high school subsequently earned their GED,
leads us to believe that a significant number of students who dropped out of a
Providence high school may have since earned their GED.

Figure ES 3: High school outcomes for UCAP students
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Analyses based on a x? test of independence, revealed that the distribution of high
school outcomes was found not to depend upon a student® ethnic status, gender,
length of exposure to the UCAP program, or length of the retention-in-grade (1 vs. 2
years). However, we found that the prevalence of a dropout outcome is substantially
higher among students retained in middle school than their elementary counterparts.

The data also revealed that a significantly higher number of students who did not make
up a year of school at UCAP dropped out of high school (26%) compared to those that
did make up a year of school (7%), based on a x*test of independence (p<.05).
Likewise, a significantly higher number of students who did make up a year of school at
UCAP graduated from high school compared to those that did not make up a year of
school (p<.05). Further analyses indicated that the average cumulative attendance rate
for students who made up a year of school at UCAP was significantly higher than for
those that did not (t= 3.8, p<.05), as was the average cumulative grade point average
(t= 7.2, p<.05).

Implications

The program evaluation findings presented in this report, as well as a 1998 survey of
UCAP alumni and a 2002 gualitative study of UCAP students in high school,
consistently indicate that the UCAP model is successful in helping students improve
their high school performance and rate of graduation. In view of the impact the school is
having, particularly on those students who make up a year of school while at UCAP, our
first recommendation is for UCAP to work toward full implementation of all distinguishing
elements of the school, especially for those students who were retained in middle
school. Doing so would increase the number of students that make up a year of school,
thus further improving graduation rates, future earnings of graduates, and tax revenue
while simultaneously lowering the costs of welfare and incarceration for the state.
Increasing the number of students who make up a year of school at UCAP would also
increase the savings that the participating districts currently experience b nearly half a
million dollars annually (35-40 students make up a year of school annually x
$12,000/per pupil).

Further, information on the distinguishing elements of the UCAP model should be
shared with UCAPQ participating districts and other communities looking for successful
and affordable interventions for students who have been retained in grade and are at
high risk for dropping out. Finally, UCAP should continue to track student progress and
pay special attention to studentsGsuccess rate at small, alternative high schools.
Preliminary data suggest that UCAP students are more successful at small high
schools; however, available data is limited, as there are only a few small, alternative or
charter high schools for UCAP students to attend. The creation of additional small high
schools that adhere to best practice for students at risk of dropping out could greatly
increase the amount of UCAP students and other at-risk students who graduate from
high school.

The full report and more information about UCAP can be accessed at www.ucap.org.



