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The achievement gap has long been a 
major challenge facing the American educational 
system. Students from historically disadvantaged 
backgrounds—ethnic minorities and youth from 
low-income homes—perform below their peers 
on a range of academic measures (Stern 1989). 
These children enter school at a deficit and fall 
further behind as they progress into higher grades 
(Campbell et al. 2000; Neal 2006). While some 
of these differences may be driven by a lack of 
resources at home, the quality of schools typically 
attended by these youth may also play a significant 
role. Far too often, youth from disadvantaged back-
grounds attend lower-quality schools with environ-
ments much less conducive to success than those 
schools available to more advantaged students 
(Morgan, Sirageldin 1968; Johnson, Stafford 1973).

As youth progress through school, they are faced 
with new challenges that can increase educational 
disparities. For example, the transition to middle 
school is a difficult period for many youth, during 
which even strong students can experience aca-
demic slides (Eccles, Midgley 1989; Seidman et al. 
1994; Blyth et al. 1983). These slides can be particu-
larly evident for minority students (Simmons et al. 
1991) and for youth from low-income backgrounds 
(Bronstein et al. 1998), serving to widen an already 
troubling achievement gap.

Funders and policymakers have begun to take 
notice of out-of-school-time (OST) programs as a 
way to increase access to academic supports and 
opportunities that have the potential to offset these 
educational disparities. OST programs that target 
youth as they transition to middle school and serve 
them throughout the critical middle school years 
may be especially helpful. Programs that carefully 
integrate both school-year (i.e., after-school) and 
summer learning opportunities also may be par-
ticularly promising, as they extend the amount of 
time youth devote to learning across the entire 
year. Finally, OST programs that explicitly encour-
age application and matriculation to competitive 
high schools may serve as a catalyst for moving 
disadvantaged children into higher-quality educa-
tional tracks—the same ones available to their more 
advantaged peers.

Higher Achievement’s After-School 
Academy

During the school year, Higher Achievement’s After-
School Academy is offered to participating fifth 
through eighth grade students—or “scholars”—three 
days a week, from 3:30 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. The pro-
gram runs for 25 weeks; each daily session includes 
homework help, dinner, an arts or recreation elec-
tive, a 25-minute “community gathering” and 75 
minutes of small-group academic instruction using 
a structured curriculum. The small groups are led by 
volunteer mentors—with one day a week focused 
on math, one on literature and one on a seminar that 
includes such topics as robotics, creative writing, 
conflict resolution or technology.

The curriculum that guides these groups is designed 
to follow skill standards set by the DC and Virginia 
public school systems and to reflect common 
core state standards that are being developed 
and adopted across the country. The curriculum is 
framed around four social justice themes: freedom, 
justice, solidarity and voice.

The After-School Academy also offers scholars the 
opportunity to take part in monthly field trips, career 
shadowing days and community service projects. 
The program has an explicit focus on the high school 
transition, including individual help for parents 
and youth on high school applications and several 
mentoring sessions devoted to completing them.

Very few OST programs have all of these charac-
teristics. Even fewer explicitly focus on youth who 
are highly motivated but could fall behind without 
additional support—a group that is easily forgot-
ten, since they are often performing adequately 
in school and don’t appear to need “extra” help. 
Understanding whether—and how—such programs 
benefit youth is of vital importance to school dis-
tricts, program staff, funders and policymakers 
around the country. Do these programs support 
youth’s involvement in enriching activities to which 
they might otherwise not be exposed? Do they ulti-
mately boost youth’s academic attitudes, behaviors 
and performance? Answers to these questions can 
inform larger efforts to improve educational oppor-
tunities among low-income youth and ultimately 
shed light on how to close the achievement gap.

This report summarizes the encouraging interim 
results from an ongoing evaluation of one high-
intensity academic OST program for middle school 
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youth. It presents rigorous evidence of the positive 
role this kind of program can play in supporting 
academic gains—including significantly increasing 
students’ scores on standardized tests.

The Higher Achievement ProgramThe Higher Achievement Program

Higher Achievement is an intensive, long-term, aca-
demically focused program. It began in its current 
form in 1999 in Washington DC.1 The program 
targets youth who have the motivation to succeed 
academically but lack the resources to support that 
success. Higher Achievement recruits these youth in 
the spring before they enter the fifth or sixth grade 
and serves them throughout the middle school 
years at “Achievement Centers” located in elemen-
tary or middle schools in their neighborhoods.2 
The program’s goal is to help youth develop skills, 
behaviors and attitudes that will improve their aca-
demic performance and ultimately increase their 
acceptance into competitive high schools that could 
launch them toward college and careers. Higher 
Achievement relies on a very structured approach:

•	 Youth are required to stay in the program 
through the eighth grade (three to four years 
total). Once in the program, participants must 
adhere to the structure of classes and activities 
offered.

•	 The program is guided by grade-level curricular 
standards that are tied to those in the DC and 
Virginia public school systems.

•	 It focuses on small-group instruction and pro-
vides youth with substantial individual attention 
and support, with an average of 2 to 3 schol-
ars assigned to each mentoring group and 13 
assigned to each summer class (see text boxes for 
more details about this programming).

•	 Higher Achievement’s staff are well trained and 
supported. New center staff receive a range of 
trainings over 90 days, and summer teachers 
receive a 7-day orientation prior to teaching.

•	 Higher Achievement strives to involve parents to 
ensure that families support the program’s goals.

The program estimates its yearly total (i.e., direct 
and indirect) costs per youth to be about $4,500, 
which covers approximately 650 hours of academic 
instruction and enrichment activities over the 
school year and during the summer months.

Higher Achievement’s Summer Academy

Higher Achievement’s six-week Summer Academy 
operates from 8:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m., five days 
a week. The goal of the Summer Academy is to 
expose youth to the academic concepts they will 
cover in the coming school year. Some time is also 
devoted to reviewing concepts from the previous 
school year and practicing core academic skills. 
Summer interns—high school students who are 
program alumni—serve as program assistants and 
potential role models for scholars (e.g., in 2010, all 
interns were attending competitive high schools).

Summer Academy participants attend four classes a 
day taught by paid teachers in math, science, social 
studies and literature. Teachers use a curriculum 
that, like the school-year curriculum, is aligned with 
the DC and Virginia public school standards and 
assessment instruments. Each lesson concludes with 
a concept check to reinforce learning.

In addition, students can choose two electives, such 
as sculpture, chess or martial arts. They take weekly 
field trips, engage in academic competitions and 
participate in a three-day out-of-town university trip. 
Eighth graders also spend two days visiting competi-
tive high schools and engaging in guided discussions 
about these schools.

The EvaluationThe Evaluation

In 2006, in collaboration with Dr. Leigh Linden, a 
professor at the University of Texas at Austin,3  
P/PV began a comprehensive multiyear evalua-
tion of Higher Achievement to test its impact on 
participants’ academic performance, attitudes and 
behaviors and on their enrollment in competitive 
high schools (the latter of which will be examined 
in a forthcoming report). This evaluation uses 
random assignment—the most rigorous evaluation 
design available to researchers—and includes 951 
students, recruited for the program in the spring 
of 2006, 2007 and 2008, as they were entering fifth 
or sixth grade.

Youth who met Higher Achievement’s admissions 
criteria completed a standardized test and were sur-
veyed (as were their parents) when they joined the 
study. A lottery was then used to determine which 
students were offered the opportunity to participate 
in Higher Achievement (i.e., the treatment group) 
and which were not (i.e., the control group). Both 
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groups were free to attend other academic enrich-
ment programs. We surveyed youth and their par-
ents again one, two and four years after random 
assignment.4, 5

This design ensures that the only systematic dif-
ference between the two groups at the start of the 
study is the treatment group’s access to Higher 
Achievement. All other characteristics of the youth, 
including ability and motivation level, will be—on 
average—identical. At any point in time, the experi-
ence of the control group represents what the treat-
ment group would have experienced had they not 
had the option to enroll in the program. Random 
assignment thus allows us to conclude that any dif-
ferences that emerge between the treatment and 
control groups over time are a direct result of the 
Higher Achievement program.

At each time point, our surveys measured youth’s 
attitudes, behavior, program participation, and 
demographic information. Standardized tests were 
also administered to assess youth’s performance in 
reading comprehension and problem-solving.6 In 
addition, we conducted program observations and 
interviews with Higher Achievement staff and sur-
veyed Higher Achievement teachers and mentors to 
elicit information on staff training, curriculum, orga-
nizational culture and other implementation issues.

This report summarizes findings from the one- and 
two-year follow-up assessments, which are described 
in more detail in Linden, Herrera, and Grossman 
(2011). Another report examines the specific 
impacts achieved over the summer of 2010 (see 
Herrera et al. 2011). A third report will discuss 
impacts seen at the four-year follow-up.

The FindingsThe Findings

1. Higher Achievement successfully recruited a 
group of low-income youth from their targeted 
population: children doing well in school, but not 
performing as well on standardized tests as they 
might need to in order to succeed, longer term. 
Almost all of the youth recruited were African 
American or Hispanic, and almost two thirds 
were eligible for free or reduced-price lunch at 
school. When they were recruited, the students 
—those in both the treatment and control 

groups—were getting good grades in school and 
were highly motivated. All had families who  
wanted to enroll their children in an intensive 
year-round academic OST program and were 
willing to go through a demanding applica-
tion process that includes a written application 
and interviews with both the youth and their 
parent(s) (about 80 percent of recruited families 
follow through on all of these steps). Although 
the students were doing well in school, with 52 
percent reporting that they received mostly As 
and Bs, their average standardized test scores 
were very close to the national average, indi-
cating that they had considerable room for 
improvement and could benefit from additional 
academic support. This is precisely the group 
that Higher Achievement targets and who the 
program is currently designed to serve.

2. Higher Achievement retained 74 percent of 
these enrollees over one year and 67 percent 
over two years.7 At both time points, most of the 
treatment parents who were surveyed reported 
that their children were still attending Higher 
Achievement. The program is intentionally struc-
tured around retaining scholars over time, and 
to do so it enforces a rigorous attendance policy.8 

Youth are required—and commit—to stay in the 
program through the eighth grade. And youth 
who leave the program are not “replaced” by new 
recruits. The program simply serves fewer youth 
in older age groups.

3. Higher Achievement had a significant impact 
on youth’s involvement in a variety of positive 
academic and enrichment activities. After one 
and two years of access to Higher Achievement, 
treatment youth were much more likely to par-
ticipate in academic programs: About 87 percent 
of youth in the treatment group had attended 
some type of academic OST program by the first-
year follow-up, compared with about 35 percent 
of controls.9 Treatment youth also spent a signifi-
cant amount of time in these programs—much 
more than their control group counterparts 
(14 hours per week versus 4 during the school 
year, and 24 hours per week versus 4 during the 
summer).10 Finally, treatment youth were more 
likely to engage in several kinds of academic and 
enrichment activities, including those related to 
selecting and applying to high schools and pursu-
ing a career, such as visiting a college campus, 

http://www.ppv.org/ppv/publication.asp?search_id=0&publication_id=334&section_id=0
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participating in academic contests and speaking 
with non-parental adults about how to get into a 
good high school.

4. Higher Achievement’s intensive year-round pro-
gram significantly improved youth’s standardized 
test scores. After two years of access to the pro-
gram, treatment youth showed significantly larger 
gains in their reading and problem-solving scores 
than those experienced by control youth.11

Importantly, effects on test scores were only seen 
after two years of exposure to the program; they 
were not evident at the first-year follow-up. This 
pattern is not out of line with reports from other 
studies of OST programs, suggesting that changes 
in outcomes (particularly test scores) take time 
to occur and often appear after a minimum of 
a year of participation (see Metz et al. 2008). 
These findings suggest that long-term programs 
that fail to produce measurable impacts after a 
year should not be dismissed out of hand, as they 
may very well produce results after students have 
had more exposure to the program. Impacts 
were also fairly consistent for all youth, regardless 
of gender, geographical area of enrollment, fam-
ily income or academic standing when they first 
applied to the program.

5. Higher Achievement produces these results by 
providing long-term, year-round, intensive aca-
demic programming, embedded in a culture of 
hard work and academic rigor. Although we do 
not know exactly which program components are 
necessary for achieving these results, we do know 
that Higher Achievement looks different from 
many OST programs: It is not a drop-in program 
with broad, youth development goals; it has spe-
cific academic goals and is carefully structured 
around achieving them.

6. While Higher Achievement increased test scores, 
the program did not improve youth’s academic 
attitudes or behavior. In addition to assessing 
Higher Achievement’s impact on test scores, we 
also examined changes in academic attitudes, 
which are often precursors to improved perfor-
mance. We did not find improvements in youth’s 
academic attitudes and behaviors. Both treat-
ment and control youth displayed the declines in 
academic attitudes over the transition to middle 
school that other studies have documented. 
And in fact, by the first follow-up assessment, 

treatment youth had experienced bigger “dips” 
in attitudes (e.g., perceptions of their own aca-
demic abilities, creativity and curiosity) than 
those seen in the control group. Interestingly, 
treatment youth also reported increases in cer-
tain negative behaviors (e.g., being sent to the 
principal’s office or taking something that didn’t 
belong to them) at both follow-ups.

Implications For Policy And PracticeImplications For Policy And Practice

These findings suggest a number of key lessons 
for school district officials and public and private 
funders of education initiatives:

1. Keeping middle school youth engaged in addi-
tional instructional time during the out-of-school 
hours is challenging, but this study indicates that 
it can be done. Two thirds of surveyed youth in 
the treatment group were still attending Higher 
Achievement two years after their enrollment. 
The design of the study does not allow us to 
identify exactly which program components 
are important for keeping youth engaged over 
time. However, it is clear that the program works 
hard to keep youth interested and invested, for 
example, by providing them with consistent 
adult relationships and offering a wide range of 
activities and leadership opportunities through-
out the year. Higher Achievement also involves 
parents (e.g., at the first-year follow-up, 64 per-
cent of parents whose children attended the 
program reported that they talked with Higher 
Achievement staff about their child’s progress 
at least once a month) and has strict attendance 
policies, which may encourage retention.

As youth progress through middle school, they 
are at increased risk for falling behind academi-
cally, getting involved in dangerous behaviors, 
and ultimately failing to successfully transition 
to high school. Ironically, this is also a time 
when youth become difficult to engage in OST 
programs (in part because they may have other 
options or demands on their time—caring for 
younger siblings, “hanging out” with friends, 
etc.). A program that successfully engages these 
youth in the out-of-school hours, and that keeps 
them involved over time, is noteworthy.
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2. The association between test scores and other 
outcomes, such as youth’s attitudes and behav-
iors, may be complicated for this group of 
highly motivated middle school students. Higher 
Achievement’s goal is to help youth develop 
skills, behaviors and attitudes that will improve 
their academic performance and increase their 
acceptance into competitive high schools. Our 
findings suggest that the program significantly 
improved youth’s test scores, but not by improv-
ing their attitudes. In fact, at the first follow-up, 
we measured dips in the attitudes of the treat-
ment group that preceded increases in their test 
scores. Our analyses challenge the assumption 
that attitude improvement is a necessary precur-
sor to improved performance. Perhaps, instead, 
programs like Higher Achievement help students 
improve their test scores simply by providing 
youth with opportunities they wouldn’t have oth-
erwise had, to learn and practice skills.

Another surprising finding is the fact that youth 
in the treatment group reported increases 
in certain negative behaviors. Because these 
findings are based on youth’s self-reports, it is 
unclear whether they reflect true differences in 
negative behaviors or a difference in how youth 
perceived our questions, based on program 
involvement. There could also be characteristics 
of the program (e.g., close interactions with 
older peers) that simply foster more “acting 
out” behavior. This trend—one seen at both  
follow-ups—certainly warrants further explora-
tion, and we will continue to examine it as we 
follow the youth into high school.

Taken together, our findings suggest that “nega-
tive” changes in youth attitudes may not be indic-
ative of program failure—in fact, youth may ben-
efit from rethinking their own abilities. That is, 
for youth to believe that their efforts to improve 
are worthwhile, they may first need to realize that 
they have room for improvement. Regardless of 
the explanation, our findings make clear that the 
association between middle school youth’s aca-
demic performance and their attitudes is not as 
straightforward as might be assumed.

3. For financially strapped school districts, pro-
grams like Higher Achievement may help fill 
a gap in opportunities available to low-income 
students and, in doing so, may help to offset 
existing educational disparities. The experiences 

Higher Achievement offers—such as high school 
and college visits and career-oriented activities—
can supplement what youth have access to at 
school, providing enriching academic activities 
throughout the year that can help put students 
on a path toward higher educational attainment. 
In this study, Higher Achievement youth engaged 
in a much more intensive level of academic activ-
ity over the school year and summer than did 
control group youth, and in turn, they experi-
enced bigger gains in test scores.

4. The investment in quality instructional program-
ming in the OST hours appears to pay off in 
academic gains—however, these gains take time 
and significant resources to produce. Higher 
Achievement is a comprehensive, long-term 
investment in children’s lives. The program costs 
about $4,500 per scholar per year. These funds 
support 650 hours of academic instruction and 
enrichment activities over the school year and 
summer, employing well-trained staff who are 
guided by a curriculum that mirrors and builds 
on what youth learn during the school day. The 
fact that many other rigorous studies of OST 
programs have not found improvements in test 
scores suggests that it may take this type of sig-
nificant investment—of both time and money—
to yield the kind of academic benefits Higher 
Achievement produces, and that many funders 
and policymakers hope to gain from their invest-
ments in OST programs.

5. The benefits of this type of long-term investment 
may show up most strongly when measured in 
high school and beyond; therefore, long-term 
evaluations—like the one being conducted on 
Higher Achievement—are important. One of 
Higher Achievement’s potential strengths is its 
long-term combination of school-year and summer 
programming. The fact that we found no effects 
on performance after one year, but did after 
two, highlights the importance of this long-term 
approach. Even so, the data gathered for this 
study focus on only the first two years of youth’s 
involvement. An upcoming report will explore in 
more detail the longer-term impact of the pro-
gram as youth complete the high school appli-
cation process and begin their freshman year. 
Understanding these more enduring effects will 
be crucial in determining the true impact of this 
long-term, intensive program.
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Final ThoughtsFinal Thoughts

No one program, on its own, can eliminate edu-
cational disparities. Higher Achievement targets 
and serves one specific group of youth that can 
easily fall through the cracks. Since the No Child 
Left Behind Act was passed in 2001, schools and pro-
grams have often prioritized those youth who need 
help the most. This focus is certainly an important 
one, and, in fact, programs often show the biggest 
gains with the lowest achievers. However, this focus 
can also mean that youth who are doing fairly well 
in terms of their grades may not be getting the 
extra help they need to perform well on tests and 
build the kinds of long-term skills that will allow 
them to be successful.

Higher Achievement is able to attract and retain 
many of these high-potential, historically disad-
vantaged students, increasing their involvement in 
positive activities and ultimately boosting their stan-
dardized test scores. These outcomes are not easily 
gained, however. They result from an intensive, 
long-term investment in youth by a program that 
boasts many of the features that research suggests 
are key to achieving academic impacts. Whether 
this type of investment can yield sustainable impacts 
in youth’s long-term educational choices and aca-
demic success will only become clear as we continue 
to follow these young people into high school.
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EndnotesEndnotes

1. An earlier version of the program operated from 1975 to 1998 
and provided some of the services included in the current model 
exclusively to gifted and advanced students. 

2. The program is currently located in four cities: Washington, DC; 
Alexandria, VA; Baltimore, MD; and Richmond, VA. City offices 
are supported by a National Office in DC. Within each city, there 
are one or more Achievement Centers. This study focuses on five 
of the six centers located in DC and Alexandria. The sixth cen-
ter began operating in 2010, after recruitment for the study was 
completed. Thus, that center is not included in the evaluation. 
Each center serves about 85 students.

3. For the majority of the project, Dr. Linden worked at Columbia 
University. We are grateful for the University’s support of the 
project during this period.

4. As of the writing of this report, data collection for the four-year 
follow-up is ongoing.

5. In addition, in the spring and fall of 2010, we surveyed those 
youth (and parents) who had not yet aged out of the program 
to learn more about how Higher Achievement affected youth’s 
experiences and learning over the summer (see Herrera et al. 
2011).

6. Standardized tests were administered as part of all follow-up 
surveys.

7. These percentages reflect attendance for only those youth/
parents who responded to our survey (86 and 82 percent of 
the total sample at the first and second follow-up, respectively). 
Because youth in the treatment group who dropped out of 
the study—and whose parents did not complete the follow-up 
surveys—were also much more likely to have dropped out of 
Higher Achievement, these numbers likely overstate Higher 
Achievement’s retention rates. That is, the retention rate for 
all youth offered admission to Higher Achievement is likely 
lower than the rate estimated from the youth who continued to 
participate in the study. Comparing parent-reported rates with 
Higher Achievement’s MIS data for the full sample during the 
summer of 2010, when the program began collecting reliable 
attendance data, suggests that, in fact, the actual retention rate 
was 16 percentage points lower than that reflected through 
follow-up reports by parents. 

8. When youth miss 25 percent of the program’s required days, 
they can no longer attend the program through the end of the 
semester. To return the following semester, they must attend a 
conference with their family and the center director to show that 
they are committed to participating through the eighth grade.

9. The proportion for control youth given here is the actual 
percentage of control parents reporting that their child had 
attended an academic OST program in the last year. The treat-
ment proportion is an estimate, rather than the actual propor-
tion of treatment students enrolled in a program. The treatment 
proportion is calculated by adding two values: (1) the actual 
proportion of control students whose parents reported that they 
attended an academic OST program, and (2) the estimated 
impact of the program on academic OST participation. This 
second value was estimated, holding constant youth’s baseline 
scores on several key outcomes, age, gender, grade at baseline, 
free/reduced-price-lunch status, ethnicity, income, single-parent 
status, household language, parental education level and the 
cohort in which the youth was recruited.

10. Values for the treatment group were estimated as described in 
endnote 9.

11. Effect sizes at the second follow-up were .09 for reading com-
prehension and .12 for problem-solving. These effects are larger 
than those outlined in other large-scale, rigorous evaluations of 
OST programs such as the evaluation of Enhanced Academic 
Instruction in After-School Programs (Black et al. 2008) or the 
evaluation of the 21st Century Community Learning Centers 
(James-Burdumy et al. 2007). For further discussion, please see 
Linden, Herrera, and Grossman (2011). 
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