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W
HEN CONGRESS included
a provision in the No Child
Left Behind (NCLB) Act that
required schools to offer sup-
plemental educational services
as a remedy for poor perform-
ance, it was a political compro-
mise between supporters and

opponents of vouchers. There was no precedent in fed-
eral law for this provision and no body of research that
provided clear and consistent evidence that supplemental
educational services improve learning outcomes for low-
performing — particularly low-income or minority —
students. Yet the supplemental educational services pro-
vision represents a major tenet of NCLB — that com-
petition will produce better educational opportunities
for disadvantaged students than the public schools pro-
vide. According to federal policy makers, “The . . . sup-
plemental educational services requirements of the law
not only help to enhance student achievement but also
provide an incentive for low-performing schools to im-
prove.”1 Underlying supplemental services is the as-
sumption that academic instruction provided outside
the regular school day by public and private organiza-
tions will be able to do what schools cannot — raise

the achievement of students in consistently poorly per-
forming schools.

NCLB included two required sanctions for schools
identified as “in need of improvement,” that is, those
schools that did not meet the state’s adequate yearly
progress (AYP) goals. The first was that schools must
offer their students the option to transfer out of low-
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performing schools. The second was that parents could
purchase supplemental services with money set aside
from the district’s Title I budget for this purpose. NCLB
defines supplemental educational services as “additional
academic instruction designed to increase the academic
achievement of students in low-performing schools”
and indicates that they “must be high quality, research-
based, and specifically designed to increase student
achievement.” The federal legislation also requires that

supplemental services “be provided outside the regular
school day,” which may include after-school and week-
end programs.2 By specifying who could offer these
services, the law created a market for public and pri-
vate organizations to provide tutoring services to stu-
dents enrolled in public schools.

These requirements reversed the direction of earlier
Title I legislation that focused on establishing school-
wide programs coordinated with the regular curricu-

lum. The original categorical Title I program had been
criticized because of curricular and instructional frag-
mentation in the delivery of instruction and a lack of
coordination between the Title I program and the reg-
ular curriculum.3 Recognizing the problem, federal of-
ficials began to soften requirements that program serv-
ices be distinct and easily identifiable. The 1988 Hawkins-
Stafford Amendments to the Elementary and Second-
ary Education Act (ESEA) — and later the 1994 Im-

proving America’s Schools Act — gave local school dis-
tricts and schools greater flexibility in deciding where
and how to use Title I resources and encouraged the
adoption of schoolwide programs. The federal law also
lowered the poverty cutoff point required for schools
to qualify for adopting a schoolwide program. While
not a panacea, schoolwide programs eliminated some
of the major obstacles to integrating Title I services
with the school curriculum.

The earlier Title I legislation also granted increased
flexibility to school professionals to address the con-
centration of disadvantaged students in poor neigh-
borhoods.4 It directed additional resources to schools
serving disadvantaged students and promoted flexibil-
ity in the use of those resources to encourage instruc-
tional innovation and coordination between the Title
I program and the regular curricular program. Finally,
prior ESEA legislation incorporated accountability by
requiring that the same standards apply to all students,
including those in high-poverty Title I schools. Taken
together, these approaches were intended to foster deep
and comprehensive school reform that would demon-
strate results.

The supplemental services requirements reverse these
approaches to a coordinated and comprehensive reform
of Title I schools. There are no requirements to coor-
dinate supplemental services with the classroom cur-
riculum or for providers to communicate with class-
room teachers. Instead, the supplemental service pro-
visions weaken the organizational capacity of schools
to develop a coherent instructional program. Requiring

There are no requirements to coordinate supplemental services with the
classroom curriculum or for providers to communicate with classroom teachers.
Instead, the supplemental service provisions weaken the organizational
capacity of schools to develop a coherent instructional program.
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that services be offered outside of the regular school
day discourages coordination between the teacher and
supplemental service providers. By directing resources
to outside service providers, the legislation reverses earlier
attempts to provide additional resources to needy schools
and limits the school’s ability to develop comprehen-
sive strategies to help disadvantaged students. In fact,
it reduces a school’s Title I allocation, because Title I
funds must be “set aside” to pay the providers. Finally,
the supplemental service provisions decrease accounta-
bility by emphasizing short-term accountability for in-
dividual student achievement. Rather than focus on a
broad range of school-level outcomes tied to state stan-
dards and the development of school improvement plans
to meet those standards, supplemental services focus
on improving individual student achievement, but only
for those requesting services.

There is a paradox in NCLB between demands that
schools adopt research-based programs and the man-
date that schools identified for improvement imple-
ment supplemental educational services. The law re-
quires that states ensure that supplemental educational
services are of high quality, research-based, and designed
to help eligible children attain proficiency in meeting
the state’s academic achievement standards. Yet the law
provides no additional money to support the adminis-
tration and evaluation of these programs and does not
require the same rigorous evaluation of supplemental
services that is given preference elsewhere in the statute.
The federal law and most state guidelines merely require
districts to look at test-score gains of students before
and after they receive supplemental services, a design
that provides the weakest basis for identifying a causal
link between the intervention and outcomes because
it lacks an equivalent comparison group.

Now in their fourth year, the requirements for sup-
plemental educational services continue to generate con-
troversy even as local districts work hard to implement
them. The Administration remains an ardent supporter
of the program and has pushed states to expand the
number of approved providers, even though there is
little evidence of program effectiveness. Very few states
have undertaken evaluations of the program, and state
efforts to review providers rely primarily on informa-
tion from the providers themselves or surveys that meas-
ure stakeholder satisfaction with the program. Few pro-
viders have been removed from state-approved lists,
and when they have, it has been the result of a com-
plaint-driven process rather than rigorous evaluation.
Local district experience with the program is mixed.

Providers argue that districts engage in practices that
make it difficult for them to carry out their programs,
while districts counter that they are doing all they can
to encourage participation. District officials have raised
questions about what they consider to be unscrupulous
practices some providers have used to attract students
to their programs, and they criticize programs that use
teachers who lack credentials. The program has created
immense administrative and management challenges at
both the state and district levels, functions that officials
had to assume without additional funds to cover them.

PARTICIPATION IN SUPPLEMENTAL SERVICES

Students were eligible for supplemental educational
services if they attended a school that was in its second
year of school improvement — that is, if the school had
not met the state’s AYP goals for three consecutive years.
All students in the school are eligible, regardless of in-
dividual student performance. Nationwide, the num-
ber of schools required to offer supplemental services
has increased since the first year of NCLB, meaning
that large numbers of students are now eligible to re-
ceive supplemental services. However, the percentage
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of eligible students taking advantage of the services re-
mains small, averaging 20% or less.5 Nonetheless, there
is considerable variability across districts in the number
of schools required to offer supplemental services as well
as the number of students who participate. In a sample
of 10 districts that we followed as part of a larger study
on NCLB, the percentage of eligible students receiv-

ing services in 2004-05 ranged from 40% in New York
City to less than 3% in Fresno, California (see Table 1).

The low participation rate reflects the number of stu-
dents requesting services. We found that districts were
implementing the supplemental services program in
good faith and that most of the students requesting
services received them. To ensure that students had ac-
cess to the program, district officials developed an ad-
ministrative structure to manage the program, notify
and enroll students, track attendance, and monitor pro-
viders. Many hired additional staff. Districts allocated
their own resources or reallocated existing Title I ad-
ministrative funds to cover the costs of administering
the program, because NCLB does not provide addi-
tional funds for the administrative costs of implement-

ing the supplemental services program. These costs were
not trivial. For example, Chicago projected that the ad-
ministrative budget for supplemental educational serv-
ices for the 2004-05 school year would be more than
$2 million.

It is difficult to compare eligibility for supplemental
services across or even within states through different

years. Each state establishes its own definition of what
it means to be proficient and has different standards
and assessments. Where a state sets the proficiency tar-
get can affect how many schools are identified for im-
provement and thus the number of eligible students.
In addition, since 2003 the U.S. Department of Edu-
cation has made a number of regulatory changes and
approved a range of state-initiated changes that govern
the implementation of NCLB.6 These changes often
make it difficult to compare the number of schools re-
quired to offer supplemental services from one year to
the next, because many of the changes were designed to
decrease the number of schools identified for improve-
ment even if there was no improvement in student per-
formance.

IMPLICATIONS FOR MINORITIES

The supplemental educational service provisions have
important civil rights implications, because the partici-
pants are overwhelmingly nonwhite and because there
are major costs associated with these programs. Our
research shows that schools identified for improvement
enroll a disproportionately larger percentage of minor-
ity, low-income, and limited-English-proficient stu-
dents, on average, than schools making AYP. In our sam-
ple of 10 districts, the vast majority of students were mi-
nority students, including Latino students in the four
western districts (Mesa and Washington, Arizona; Fresno
and Los Angeles, California), black and Latino students
in Chicago and New York City, and mainly black stu-
dents in the three southern districts (Atlanta and De-

NCLB poses the greatest challenge for those schools with many subgroups,
because failure of a single subgroup to meet the proficiency requirements can
cause the entire school to be identified for improvement. More
homogeneous schools have fewer proficiency targets.

TABLE 1.

Student Participation in Supplemental
Educational Services by District, 2004-05

Eligible Received
Students Supp. Ed.

District N N % of Eligible

Mesa, Ariz. 0 n/a n/a
Washington, Ariz. 1,757 90 5.1
Fresno, Calif. 29,164 809 2.8
Los Angeles, Calif. 245,618 18,095 7.4
Atlanta, Ga. 8,084 715 8.8
DeKalb, Ga. 5,318 789 14.8
Chicago, Ill. 201,600 61,466 30.5
Buffalo, N.Y. 11,922 3,338 28.0
New York, N.Y. 215,797 87,366 40.5
Richmond, Va. 6,164 1,384 22.5

Source: District officials.
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Kalb, Georgia; Richmond, Virginia) and Buffalo. In 2002-
03, in Fresno and Los Angeles, more than half of the
students in schools required to offer supplemental serv-
ices were Latino. In the three districts located in the south-
eastern region (Richmond, Atlanta, DeKalb), more than
75% of students were black. In Chicago and in New
York City, substantial numbers of both black and La-
tino students were eligible for services.

Schools serving minority and low-income students
are more likely to be identified for improvement and
required to offer supplemental services, because NCLB
uses a “conjunctive” model of accountability.7 This model
uses mean proficiency as the primary measure for de-
termining whether schools and districts are making AYP
and includes the requirement that each subgroup of stu-
dents meet a separate test-score target. Unlike prior fed-
eral legislation that allowed states to use a “compen-
satory” model of accountability, in which high scores
in one subject area compensated for low scores in an-
other, NCLB requires that each subgroup of students
meet the same minimum-proficiency level on both read-
ing and math assessments, regardless of prior achieve-
ment levels. Thus NCLB poses the greatest challenge
for those schools with many subgroups, because failure

of a single subgroup to meet the proficiency require-
ments can cause the entire school to be identified for
improvement. More homogeneous schools have fewer
proficiency targets.

Requiring that all students meet the same mean-
proficiency targets challenges high-poverty schools, be-
cause the law gives no consideration to a student’s prior
achievement level. Students who are further behind
must make large achievement gains to reach the pro-
ficiency level. Consequently, test scores, which do not
take into account a school’s contribution to student
learning, often are not an accurate indicator of school
effectiveness. NCLB also includes a time line requir-
ing that all students reach the state-defined proficiency
levels by 2014, something that was not included in prior
legislation. These requirements pose the greatest chal-
lenge for high-poverty schools that enroll a large per-
centage of students who traditionally perform poorly
on standardized tests.

NCLB also disrupts other school reform efforts by
diverting resources away from the most disadvantaged
schools. The law requires districts to set aside 20% of
their Title I, Part A, allocation to pay for choice-related
transportation and supplemental educational services.8

Districts must spend at least 5% of this amount on
supplemental educational services, unless demand is
less than estimated.9 This set-aside effectively reduces
the amount of funds available for programs at the school
level by diverting funds to cover the costs of supple-
mental services. Even when districts have very few or
no students eligible for supplemental services, these funds
must be set aside and cannot be released to schools un-
til late in the academic year, which discourages districts
and schools from incorporating the money into a long-
term reform strategy.

SCANT RESEARCH ON EFFECTIVENESS

Research has provided little evidence to guide pol-
icy makers and educators on the benefits of supple-
mental educational services, particularly in improving
the education of low-income and minority students.
For example, rigorous evaluation of the 21st Century
Community Learning Centers, an after-school program
for children in urban and rural communities, has shown
limited effect on student achievement and modest im-
pact on some noncognitive indicators.10 Moreover, sum-
mer school programs, which have been developed to
address the widening achievement gap during sum-
mer vacations, have failed to narrow the gap between
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low- and middle-income students.11

While many programs offered outside the regular
school day or during the summer have shown limited
success, research does point to some promising approach-
es that have been beneficial for improving the achieve-
ment of disadvantaged students. Research on the im-
plementation of Title I suggests that all students bene-
fit in schools that adopt a comprehensive approach to
educating children that includes using a Title I curric-
ulum that is coordinated with the regular curriculum,
providing programs that support instruction students
receive in the core curriculum, and developing expec-
tations that are the same for all students.12 Programs
that focused on individual student remediation but
were not coordinated with the regular classroom cur-
riculum were less successful.

Other approaches that have a strong record of im-
proving learning outcomes for minority and low-in-
come students rely on the flexibility of school profes-
sionals to use resources to address the effects of con-
centrated poverty. For example, research on Title I shows
that achievement gains are tied to instructional inter-
ventions — e.g., hiring qualified teachers and reducing
class size — targeted at high-poverty, high-minority
schools.13 Reducing class sizes in the early grades has
the potential to narrow the achievement gap, because
it produces larger achievement benefits for minority
students than for white students.14 Title I funds often
support these instructional interventions, so diverting
funds to other purposes may affect the ability of schools
to implement these and other instructional programs
that benefit disadvantaged students.

So far, there are no rigorous evaluations of the sup-
plemental services program. State monitoring of the
program tends to rely on questionnaires or surveys and
data submitted by the providers. Some districts have
conducted their own evaluations that examine the im-
pact of the program on student test scores, but the rigor
of these evaluations varies, and generalizing from them
is limited. Whether supplemental educational services
ultimately help or hurt the achievement of disadvan-
taged students is an empirical question with deep im-
plications for educational equity. For now, we need
better evidence before we use limited public dollars to
support supplemental educational service providers on
a large scale. Given all we do not know about supple-
mental services, scaling up a policy with potentially
limited benefits for student achievement and serious
fiscal consequences for public school districts is not good
public policy.
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