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Topics to Address Today

A Conspiracy to Succeed

Teaching Youth About Options, 

Strategies, Resources & Rewards to 

Affect their Engagement in Learning

Classroom Conditions that Foster 

Student Engagement

Exemplary School Leadership

Home Learning Conditions

Popular Culture



A Conspiracy

to

Succeed
Even if I can’t and you can’t, we can.



Data on the next several slides 

represent responses from 

students at one Pennsylvania 

High School in January 2010



Q3: Do you think many students hold back from asking 
questions or seeming interested in class because some 
other kids might think it’s not cool?
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Q4: Do you ever hold back from asking questions or 
seeming interested in class because some other kids 
might think it’s not cool?
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Q6: Do you agree that students at your school 
SHOULD encourage one another to stop acting in ways 
that might stop others from doing their best?
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Q8: Do you agree your school could develop the type of 
school spirit where people regularly go out of their way to 
encourage and support one another in school and in life?
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Please list some things that students at your 

school do so that other students will like them.
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being yourself

partying/going out

dangerous/illegal things

working hard, trying in school, caring about school

sex/dating/flirting

being funny/joking (non -disruptive)

not being you (changing yourself, ignoring your friends, doing what you don’t 
want to do)

being involved (sports, clubs)

drugs/alcohol/smoking

social behavior (outgoing, nice, friendly)

copying others, being peer pressured, sucking up (giving money, food), seeking 
to be friends with certain people)

related to dress/looks

academically disruptive behavior (acting out, skipping, cheating, stunts, not 
caring about school/acting like it, showing off)

antisocial behavior (fighting, cursing, indifference toward people talking back)

others (unspecified categories, vague, hard to say/don’t know, unrelated 
responses



If you could set the rules for what is considered cool. . . 

what behaviors would you make cool?
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work ethic/trying hard in school/going to class/being responsible/following 
rules, achieving your goals



What behaviors would you make “not cool”?  .
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not being yourself/being peer pressured/being fake/doing what you think is 
cool/letting people disrespect you

academically disruptive: not trying hard in school, not following rules, acting 
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antisocial qualities: gossiping, being mean/exclusive/not respecting others, 
cursing/ being annoying/lying, telling on others, rude to teacher/others, 

apathy, ignorant

other /vague/Doesn’t really answer question



What are the most important kinds of success?    
(Percentages; N=1400 middle and high school students.)

Notice: Most 

adolescents have only a 

vague, myopic sense of 

why they’re in school or 

what life success can 

entail.



Determinants of Engagement

1. Options for Goals to Pursue

2. Strategies for Pursuing the Goals

3. Resources for Implementing Strategies

4. Rewards that Make the Effort Worthwhile

• Sense of Competence

• Sense of Belonging

• Sense of Power/Influence

• Sense of Security



Consider the following as phenomena with which young people may 

need help coping:

Feeling stereotype anxiety and stereotype threat;

Projecting negative stereotypes onto themselves and others 

(resulting in diminished sense of efficacy or entitlement);

Facing exclusion/discrimination, including due to implicit biases  

(Mahzarin Banaji, Harvard Department of Psychology) ;

Sensing cultural fit (or misfit) and deciding to code switch (or 

not) in response to different cultural codes in different settings;

Feeling survivor’s guilt;

Feeling concerned about being “authentic” vs. selling out;

Feeling concerned about being perceived as “acting white.”

Race- and identity-related phenomena can either promote 

or interfere with efforts to raise achievement and close 

achievement gaps.



Other issues

1. Black male teachers and black male students 

(tensions in the relationship);

2. Balancing support and demandingness;

3. Images of possible selves: “They did it so can I.”

4. What are adolescent behaviors are meant to 

signal to peers?

5. Teaching code switching and navigating;

6. Malleability/plasticity of intelligence;

7. Definitions of caring and encouragement.
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The Tripod Project

What are the school leadership implications 

of student survey responses concerning 

instructional quality?
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Content
What should we 

teach? Does each 
teacher have deep 
knowledge of the 

curriculum?

Pedagogy
How should we teach? 
Does each teacher use 
effective instructional 

techniques?

Relationships
Are we a community? Do 

students and teachers 
care about, inspire, and 
motivate each other? 

Improving student performance depends 
upon strengthening three legs of an 

instructional practices tripod:



Tripod and Student 

Achievement

Professional Community Norms & Practices

Student Engagement

Student Achievement

Instructional Practices (the Five Côs)
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Care
in ways that

build committed
relationships
with students

Control
any tendencies
toward out -of

-order or off - task
student behavior

Clarify
key concepts 
and ideas that
might confuse

students

Challenge
students 

to persist and
think rigorously

Captivate
students to hold 

their attention and
stimulate interest

CƛǾŜ /Ωǎ ŀǊŜ LƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ¢ŀǊƎŜǘǎ
Students reach engagement targets more successfully 

when teachers more effectively:

Five Student Engagement Targets

Students                 Students               Students               Students               Students  

Trust           Cooperate        Aspire            Persist          Achieve  
teachers and          with teachers          to achieve              when work           success and

classmates           and classmates       ambitious goals       gets difficult          satisfaction



An Instructional Quality Index

The numbers 1-6 on the horizontal axes of the next several charts 
represent the number of the following statements with which 
the student agrees. (Each statement is one among several 
survey items that measure the same concept.)

1. Care: The teacher in this class encourages me to do my best. 

2. Clarify: If you don’t understand something, my teacher 
explains it another way.

3. Challenge: In this class, my teacher accepts nothing less than 
our best effort.

4. Challenge: My teacher wants us to use our thinking skills, not 
just memorize things.

5. Captivate: Things I am learning in this class will help me in my 
life.

6. Captivate: My teacher makes lessons interesting.
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Conditions for Raising Achievement 

and Narrowing Gaps:

For EVERY student, conditions where:

1. Success seems feasible;

2. Lessons seem relevant;

3. Learning is stimulating;

4a. Adult-youth relationships are supportive;

4b. High effort is demanded;

4c. Thorough reasoning (rigor) is demanded;

5. Peers support one another’s success.



Two Massachusetts High Schools:

One Ambitious

The other Complacent
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Why Teachers Often

Fail to Implement Following 

Professional Development
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It was just too much, on top of everything else the school was trying to do.  

There was too little support and training.  

Teachers were not held accountable for doing it.  

The way it was introduced didn't inspire me to try.

I never thought it could work with my students.

I really tried to make it work, but it just didn't help my students.  

Doing it well would have been too much work.  

Percentages of teachers checking each listed statement in Tripod Project 

surveys, concerning ñthe last professional development program that had 

little or no effect on teaching or learningò in their classes.



Problem Reasons for Weak Implementation To Induce Implementation:

Weak 

Introduction

ñThe way it was introduced didnôt 

inspire me to try it.ò

Introduce ideas in ways 

geared to foster interest 

and positive anticipation.

No 

Monitoring

ñTeachers were not held 

accountable for doing it.ò

Confirm agreements, 

including on design & use 

of monitoring and 

feedback mechanisms.

Weak 

Support

ñThere was too little support and 

training.ò

Offer appropriate training 

& assistance and 

organize teams for peer 

support & sharing.

No

Streamlining

ñIt was just overwhelming on top 

of everything else the school was 

trying to do.ò

Establish priorities, 

streamline assignments, 

foster coherence of 

systems.

LEADERSHIP TO AVOID WEAK IMPLEMENTATION



Home Learning Conditions



Parenting Practices and Home Life Styles

Mother -child interactions during infancy help predict test 
scores in early elementary years and help explain 
achievement gaps.

Parenting practices (warmth and demandingness) during 
early school years help predict test scores during early 
adolescence and help explain achievement gaps.

Compared to Whites and Asians, Black and Hispanic 
children in elementary school report less leisure reading at 
home, fewer books at home, more television watching, more 
televisions in bedrooms, and get sleepier at school.
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(ñYes,ò instead of ñMaybeò or ñNo.ò)  (Grades 1-6)

Source: Calculations by Ron Ferguson, using Tripod Project data for 1st to 6thgraders collected spring 2005 & ó06 from 45 elementary schools in 

NJ, CT, OH, NM, IA, MA, MI and CA. ñAdvantagedòstudents have (by our definition) at least one computer in the homeAND are not from 

single parent households; others are labeledñDisadvantaged.ò  Advantaged: Asian, N=687; Black, N=1355; Hispanic, N=561; White, N=2647.  

Disadvantaged: Asian, N=100; Black=936; Hispanic=281; White=337. 
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(ñYes,ò instead of ñMaybeò or ñNo.ò)   (Grades 1-6)

Source: Calculations by Ron Ferguson, using Tripod Project data for 1st to 6thgraders collected spring 2005 & ó06 from 45 elementary schools in 

NJ, CT, OH, NM, IA, MA, MI and CA. ñAdvantagedòstudents have (by our definition) at least one computer in the homeAND are not from 

single parent households; others are labeledñDisadvantaged.ò  Advantaged: Asian, N=687; Black, N=1351; Hispanic, N=564; White, N=2639.  

Disadvantaged: Asian, N=102; Black=940; Hispanic=281; White=331. 
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I read almost everyday at home. 

(ñYes,ò instead of ñMaybeò or ñNo.ò)   (Grades 1-6)

Source: Calculations by Ron Ferguson, using Tripod Project data for 1st to 6thgraders collected spring 2005 & ó06 from 45 elementary schools in 

NJ, CT, OH, NM, IA, MA, MI and CA. ñAdvantagedòstudents have (by our definition) at least one computer in the homeAND are not from 

single parent households; others are labeledñDisadvantaged.ò  Advantaged: Asian, N=688; Black, N=1360; Hispanic, N=567; White, N=2650.  

Disadvantaged: Asian, N=103; Black=944; Hispanic=285; White=337. 
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Source: Calculations by Ron Ferguson, using Tripod Project data for 1st to 6thgraders collected spring 2005 & ó06 from 45 elementary schools in 

NJ, CT, OH, NM, IA, MA, MI and MO. ñAdvantagedòstudents have (by our definition) at least one computer in the homeAND are not from 
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Disadvantaged: Asian, N=103; Black=939; Hispanic=286; White=339. 
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Disadvantaged: Asian, N=105; Black=937; Hispanic=285; White=336. 
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Source: Calculations by Ron Ferguson, using Tripod Project data for 1st to 6thgraders collected spring 2005 & ó06 from 45 elementary schools in 

NJ, CT, OH, NM, IA, MA, MI and CA. ñAdvantagedòstudents have (by our definition) at least one computer in the homeAND are not from 

single parent households; others are labeledñDisadvantaged.ò  Advantaged: Asian, N=683; Black, N=1341; Hispanic, N=557; White, N=2631.  

Disadvantaged: Asian, N=103; Black=933; Hispanic=280; White=335. 



Peers and Social Pressures



Peers

Black and Hispanic students who get the highest grades 
may suffer a popularity penalty, with fewer peers listing 
them as friends.

There is some evidence that the popularity penalty may 
ÉÌɯÈÚÚÖÊÐÈÛÌËɯÔÖÙÌɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯɂÙÈÊÐÈÓɯÈÜÛÏÌÕÛÐÊÐÛàɂɯÖÍɯ
personal styles among some high achievers (speech 
styles, music preferences, trusting attitudes) than with 
their achievement levels or aspirations, per se.

3ÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÖ××ÖÚÐÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÏÈÙËɯÞÖÙÒɯÈÕËɯɁÕÌÙËàɂɯÉÌÏÈÝÐÖÙɯ
even among white students and racial differences in this 
domain appear to be minimal.
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Considering all black high school students, why some respond that people like 

themselves “usually” or “always” get accused of acting white, while others say 

“usually not” or “never.” Percentages attributable to each listed factor.
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to the statement, "At this school, students like me get accused of acting white."
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Pop Culture, Grades

and Self Esteem



HIP HOP AND SELF ESTEEM
Self-Esteem for male and female teenagers, related to whether 

rap or hip-hop music is “always,” “usually,” “sometimes,” 

“usually not” or “never” “an important part of my life.”
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Source: Calculations by Ron Ferguson, using Tripod Project data for 6th to 12th graders collected spring 2005 from 17 secondary 

schools in NJ, CT, OH, NM, MA and CA.



ROCK MUSIC AND SELF ESTEEM
Self-Esteem for male and female teenagers, related to 

whether rock music is “always,” “usually,” “sometimes,” 

“usually not” or “never” “an important part of my life.”

Source: Calculations by Ron Ferguson, using Tripod Project data for 6th to 12th graders collected spring 2005 from 17 

secondary schools in NJ, CT, OH, NM, MA and CA.
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Hip hop seldom "plays an important role in my life."

Hip hop at least sometimes "plays an important role in my life."

SELF ESTEEM,

BY SCHOOL GPA and HIP HOP IMPORTANCE

FOR BLACK MALES AND FEMALES
(standard deviation units)
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Hip-hop may be “protective” of self esteem, expec. for lower achieving Black students.



Advice for Parents



RESEARCH-INSPIRED TIPS FOR 

HIGH-ACHIEVEMENT PARENTING

1. Promote daily leisure reading at home.

2. Try to ensure that your child gets enough sleep not to be 
sleepy at school. Consult local experts about how much 
sleep a child needs at your child’s age.

3. Make sure your child eats a nutritious breakfast.

4. Express warmth regularly.  This means (for example):

a. Spend time together

b. Listen carefully to what your child has to say

c. Respond thoughtfully and sensitively to what they say

d. Hug your child

e. Tell them you are proud that they are good people

f. Tell them you are proud when they try to do their best

g. Tell them that you love them

h. Allow the child to help set rules, when appropriate



5.  Balance warmth (#4, above) with structure and 

demandingness.  This means have clear and 

firm rules about (for example):

a. Doing homework (and seeking help when needed)

b. Television watching (not “all the time”)

c. Friends (children who respect your values)

d. Time to be home

e. Chores and responsibilities

f. Treatment of siblings

g. Respect for adults

h. Bedtime on school nights (early enough to avoid 

being sleepy in school)



6. Discuss reading materials with children in ways 
that encourage them to enjoy learning

7. During bedtime reading, ask both easy (build 
confidence) and more difficult (but not stressful) 
questions about the story (the more difficult 
questions help with comprehension). Do it lovingly.

8. Have a variety of reading materials for children, 
especially materials that are related to your child’s 
special interests. (For younger children, the variety 
is important because it is difficult to have thoughtful 
bedtime discussions over and over about the same 
story.  There need to be new stories that raise new 
questions.)

9. Try constantly to reinforce the idea that learning 
can be enjoyable/fun/stimulating/fascinating.

10. Don’t overemphasize getting things correct; 
emphasize effort and comprehension instead.



11. Seek opportunities at home to discuss and apply 
what your child is learning at school.  For example, 
having them help with cooking and recipes is a 
good way to reinforce elementary school math 
lessons (adding, multiplying, fractions, dividing).  
Discussion of current events in the newspaper 
may connect to what your child is doing in social 
studies.  Ask teachers for ideas that you can use 
in connecting home life to school life.

12. Actively seek out-of-school time opportunities for:

a. Tutoring and reinforcing school lessons

b. Extra-curricular opportunities with freedom to 
explore and be creative

c. Extra-curricular opportunities to develop special 
talents



13. Know your child’s close friends and try to know their 
parents.

14. When it seems necessary, be a role model and caring 
adult for your child’s friends.

15. Encourage your child to think about his or her future 
and to set goals.  Help your children develop the habit 
of planning for both near-term and longer-term goals. 

16. Try to limit television watching by substituting other 
constructive and interesting activities.

17. Build up you child’s sense of being a valued person.  
Avoid using negative nicknames such as “dummy” or 
“knucklehead” or “lazybones” or “good-for-nothing.”  
Instead, use names like “sweetheart” or “honey” or “my 
bright boy” or “love of my life.” 

18. Try to end every reprimand with a positive statement 
that lets your child know you have separated your 
disappointment about their behavior from your pride 
about what a good person they really are.



Seven Strategic Propositions
from Research and Practice in 

Effective Schools and Districts

From the Preface to: Ronald F. Ferguson, Sandra Hackman, Robert Hanna, and Ann 

Ballantine, December 2008. Raising Achievement and Closing Gaps in Whole School 

Systems: Recent Advances in Research and Practice. Report on the 2008 Annual 

Conference of the Achievement Gap Initiative at Harvard University. Report is downloadable 

at www.agi.harvard.edu.



Proposition 1

• Leadership that Combines Passion 

with Competence: Superintendents, 

principals, other administrators, and even 

lead teachers effectively cultivate not 

only a sense of urgency but also a sense 

of possibility, built on demonstrated 

expertise among people in key positions 

and their commitment to continuous 

improvement.



Proposition 2

• Clear, Shared Conceptions of 

Effective Instruction: The district 

identifies key ideas concerning effective 

instructional and supervisory practice, 

and works to establish them as a 

“common language” for approaching 

instructional improvement. 



Proposition 3

• Streamlined and Coherent 

Curriculum: The district purposefully 

selects curriculum materials and places 

some restrictions on school and teacher 

autonomy in curriculum decisions. The 

district also provides tools (including 

technology) and professional 

development to support classroom-level 

delivery of specific curricula.  



Proposition 4

• Organizational Structures and Personnel 
that Embody Capacity to Teach and 
Motivate Adults: The district maintains 
routines and structures within which adult 
educators (sometimes consultants) engage 
teachers and administrators in continuous 
improvement of instructional and supervisory 
practices. Coaching, observing, and sharing 
make it difficult for individuals to avoid the 
change process, and the push for adaptive 
change spurs resisters to leave their comfort 
zones or eventually depart from the district.



Proposition 5

• Patient but Tough Accountability: The 

district develops tools and routines for 

monitoring teaching practices and 

learning outcomes, targeting assistance 

where needed, and sometimes replacing 

teachers or administrators who fail to 

improve.



Proposition 6

• Data-Driven Decision Making and 
Transparency: Teachers and administrators 
analyze student performance for individual 
students and summarize data by grade level, 
special education status, English as a second 
language status, race/ethnicity, and gender. 
The district publicizes strategic goals for 
raising achievement levels and reducing gaps 
and tracks progress in visible ways. 
Administrators identify, examine, and often 
emulate practices from successful schools.



Proposition 7

• Community Involvement and 

Resources: The district engages a 

broad range of stakeholders, including 

school board members, local 

businesses, and parents, to do their 

parts toward achieving well-formulated 

strategic goals.


