
Project GRAD - Working to Close the Academic Achievement Gap

Our nation is sending more and more kids off to college, but there is an increasing number
of high school graduates entering the work force without the skills and education to qualify
them for more than minimum wage jobs. “Project Grad” seeks to address the
consequences of this cycle and provide a proactive, results-oriented program that will soon
revolutionize the future of Ohio students.

 Pu b l ic  e d u c a ti o n  i s  f a i lin g  to  s e r v e  l o w - i n c o me  s t u d e n ts .  B y  t h e  e n d  o f  fo u r th  g r a d e , lo w - 
in c o me  s t u d e n t s ,  b y  v a r io u s  me a s u r e s , a r e  a lr e a d y  tw o  y e a r s  b e h i n d  o t h e r  s tu d e n ts . By 
th e  ti me  th e s e  s tu d e n ts  r e a c h  8 t h  g r a d e , t h e y  a r e  t h r e e  g r a d e  l e v e ls  b e h i n d  in  r e a d in g 
a n d  ma th .  A n d  if  t h e y  r e a c h  1 2 t h  g r a d e , l o w - in c o me  s t u d e n t s ’  a c h i e v e me n t  l e v e ls  a r e 
a b o u t fo u r  y e a r s  b e h i n d  o t h e r  y o u n g  p e o p le . T h i s  m e a n s  th a t  1 7  y e a r - o ld  Af r i c a n - 
Am e r ic a n  a n d  L a t in o  s tu d e n ts  h a v e  s k il ls  i n  E n g lis h ,  M a th e m a ti c s , a n d  S c ie n c e  s im il a r  to 
1 3  y e a r - o ld  w h it e  s tu d e n ts . As  a  r e s u l t,  m in o r i tie s  o b ta i n  c o l le g e  d e g r e e s  a t o n l y  h a l f th e 
r a te  o f w h i te  s t u d e n t s .  W h il e ,  ma n y  e f fo r t s  h a v e  b e e n  ma d e  to  n a r r o w  o r  c l o s e  th e s e 
a c h i e v e me n t  g a p s , Afr ic a n - Am e r ic a n  a n d  L a t in o  s tu d e n ts  h a v e  c o n s is te n tl y  p e r fo r me d 
b e lo w  th e  a v e r a g e  o f o t h e r  s tu d e n ts  a n d  a r e  m u c h  l e s s  lik e l y  t o  g r a d u a t e  f r o m h ig h 
s c h o o l  a n d  e n t e r  a n d  c o mp l e t e  c o l le g e .  F o r  e x a m p le , O h io ,  l ik e  m a n y  o th e r  s t a t e s , 
g r a d u a te s  o n ly  5 9 %  o f  A fr i c a n - Ame r i c a n  s tu d e n ts  fr o m  h ig h  s c h o o l  a s  c o m p a r e d  t o  8 5 % 
o f  w h i te  s t u d e n t s . 

 Th e s e  g a p s  a r e  e v e r y o n e ’s  c o n c e r n . At th e  c lo s e  o f  t h e  la s t  c e n t u r y , Af r ic a n - A me r ic a n 
a n d  H i s p a n i c  c h i ld r e n  m a d e  u p  3 4  p e r c e n t  o f t h e  s c h o o l  a g e  p o p u l a t io n . As  a  r e s u l t,  th e 
Am e r ic a n  w o r k f o r c e  is  c h a n g i n g . A s  th e  A n g lo  p o p u l a t io n  a g e s , th e  y o u n g e r  a d u l ts  w h o 

Nearly 70 percent of inner city and rural fourth graders cannot
read at even a basic level. Imagine that: in the greatest, wealthiest
nation the world has ever known, nearly 7 out of 10 fourth graders
in big cities and rural areas cannot read. It is our greatest failure
as a nation. It is our failure as a people. And we must do something
about it.

Rod Paige
Secretary of Education
Commencement Address,
University of Connecticut 2001

There is a widening gap between the very best students and the very
worst despite a decade long emphasis on lifting the achievement of
all students.

New York Times
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w i ll  b e  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  th e  v i ta l it y  a n d  c o mp e t iti v e n e s s  o f  th e  e c o n o my  in  t h e  2 1 s t  c e n t u r y 
a r e  n o w  m o r e  l ik e l y  t h a n  e v e r  b e f o r e  t o  b e  Af r i c a n - A me r ic a n  a n d  L a tin o .  Ad d i ti o n a ll y ,
ma n y  o f t h e  g o o d  b lu e - c o ll a r  j o b s  t h e  e c o n o my  g e n e r a te d  f o r  mo s t  o f t h e  la s t  c e n t u r y 
h a v e  l a r g e l y  d is a p p e a r e d . Al mo s t a l l t h e  j o b s  t h a t  p a y  e n o u g h  to  s u p p o r t a  f a m ily  n o w 
r e q u ir e  h ig h e r  l e v e ls  o f l it e r a c y , la n g u a g e  f lu e n c y ,  a n d  te c h n ic a l  tr a i n in g  th a n  in  th e  p a s t. 

 D e s p it e  t h e  g r im  r e a l it ie s , th e s e  g a p s  c a n  b e  a d d r e s s e d . Pr o je c t  G R AD  i s  a 
c o mp r e h e n s i v e ,  c o s t- e ff e c t iv e  r e f o r m m o d e l  th a t  is  c u r r e n tl y  u n d e r w a y  i n  n in e  u r b a n 
s c h o o l  d i s t r ic ts . It is  g e n e r a tin g  e v i d e n c e  t h a t i t c a n  n a r r o w , a n d  p e r h a p s  e v e n  c l o s e 
a c h i e v e me n t  g a p s  a t t h o s e  d i s t r ic ts ’ l o w e s t- p e r fo r mi n g  s c h o o ls , h e lp  mo r e  s t u d e n t s 
g r a d u a te  fr o m h i g h  s c h o o l,  a n d  ma k e  c o ll e g e  a  r e a l it y .  G R AD ’s  g o a l  is  t o  s e e  a t l e a s t  8 0 
p e r c e n t o f s t u d e n ts  g r a d u a t e  fr o m h ig h  s c h o o l a n d  5 0  p e r c e n t o f  t h e s e  g r a d u a t e s  e n te r 
c o ll e g e . Pr o je c t  G R AD  w o r k s  a c r o s s  a ll  g r a d e s  f r o m  K  t h r o u g h  1 2  a n d  f o c u s e s  o n 
im p r o v in g  t h e  q u a l ity  o f t h e  c u r r ic u lu m a n d  t e a c h i n g , a s  w e ll a s  o n  i n c r e a s i n g  a c a d e mi c 
s t a n d a r d s  f o r  s t u d e n t  p e r f o r ma n c e . Pr o je c t  G R AD  h e lp s  to  s t a b i li z e  th e  c o m mu n i ty  in 
w h ic h  G R A D  s c h o o ls  a r e  lo c a t e d  th r o u g h  p a r tn e r s h ip s  w i th  p a r e n ts , c o l le g e s  a n d 
u n iv e r s it ie s , c o r p o r a ti o n s , a n d  f a i th - b a s e d  o r g a n i z a ti o n s . Th e  m is s io n  o f th e  p r o g r a m is 
to  e n s u r e  a  q u a l it y  p u b lic  e d u c a t io n  f o r  a ll c h ild r e n  in  e c o n o mi c a lly  d is a d v a n ta g e d 
c o mm u n iti e s  s o  t h a t h ig h  s c h o o l g r a d u a ti o n  r a te s  i n c r e a s e  a n d  g r a d u a t e s  a r e  p r e p a r e d 
to  e n t e r  a n d  b e  s u c c e s s fu l  i n  c o l le g e . 

 Pr o j e c t G R AD ' s  u n it  o f  r e f o r m  i s  t h e  f e e d e r  p a tt e r n ; in  e f fe c t  a  s u b - s y s te m w it h in  t h e 
la r g e r  d i s t r ic t.  A  fe e d e r  p a tt e r n  o r  f e e d e r  s y s te m  c o n s is ts  o f  a ll  th e  e le me n t a r y  a n d 
mi d d le  s c h o o ls  t h a t " fe e d "  i n d iv i d u a l h i g h  s c h o o ls . It  i s  G R AD ' s  t h e o r y  o f c h a n g e  th a t if
a n  i mp a c t  i s  o f s i g n i fi c a n t ma g n i tu d e  in  a n  i n i tia l in d iv id u a l  f e e d e r , G R A D  w i ll s p r e a d  to 
o t h e r  lo w - p e r f o r mi n g  fe e d e r s  w ith in  th e  d i s tr ic t, th e r e b y  b e c o mi n g  “ s y s te m ic ,”  a n d  th a t
G R AD  w ill  b e  s u s ta in e d  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  r e s u lts  i t p r o d u c e s , its  l o w  in c r e me n t a l  c o s t , a n d 
it s  b r o a d  b a s e  o f s u p p o r t. 

 By  c o m b in in g  f iv e  p r o g r a m c o mp o n e n t s  a n d  f iv e  s tr u c t u r a l c o mp o n e n t s , G R AD  s c h o o ls 
h a v e  b e e n  i n d e p e n d e n t ly  e v a l u a te d  t o  s h o w  th a t th e y  p r o d u c e :

•  St u d e n ts  w i th  b e tt e r  g r a d e s  a n d  h ig h e r  a c h ie v e m e n t  t e s t s c o r e s 

•  St u d e n ts  w i th  p o s i tiv e  a tt it u d e s  a n d  c la s s r o o m b e h a v io r 

•  Te a c h e r s  w i th  b e tt e r  tr a in in g  a n d  o n - g o i n g  s u p p o r t 

•  Pa r e n t s  w it h  m o r e  d ir e c t i n v o l v e m e n t i n  th e ir  c h il d r e n ’s  e d u c a ti o n 

•  H i g h  s c h o o l  g r a d u a te s  w ith  h ig h e r  c o ll e g e  e n r o l lme n t  r a te s 

•  C o ll e g e  s tu d e n ts  w ith  g r e a te r  a c c e s s  t o  fi n a n c i a l a i d  a n d  s c h o la r s h ip s 



 Pr o j e c t G R A D  w a s  f o u n d e d  i n  1 9 9 3  b y  J i m Ke te ls e n ,  f o r m e r  C EO  o f  Te n n e c o , a n d 
b e g a n  w o r k i n g  in  H o u s to n  i n  th e  D a v is  H i g h  Sc h o o l fe e d e r  p a tte r n  o f s c h o o l s .  S in c e  th e 
p r o g r a m b e g a n ,  t h e  n u mb e r  o f  s tu d e n ts  g r a d u a t in g  f r o m th e  D a v i s  fe e d e r  p a t te r n 
in c r e a s e d  f r o m  a n  a v e r a g e  o f  1 7 5 ,  b e fo r e  t h e  p r o g r a m  s ta r te d , to  2 9 8  in  2 0 0 1 . Sin c e 
1 9 9 2 , th e  H o u s to n  In d e p e n d e n t Sc h o o l D is tr ic t  h a s  s e e n  a  9  p e r c e n t  in c r e a s e  in  th e 
n u mb e r  o f  s tu d e n ts  g r a d u a t in g  fr o m h ig h  s c h o o l.  D u r i n g  th e  s a m e  ti me ,  D a v i s  H i g h 
Sc h o o l  h a s  s e e n  a  5 0  p e r c e n t  i n c r e a s e  in  t h e  n u mb e r  o f  s t u d e n t s  g r a d u a t in g  f r o m h ig h 
s c h o o l . P r i o r  to  G R AD ’s  im p l e me n t a t io n , fe w e r  t h a n  2 0  D a v is  H i g h  Sc h o o l  g r a d u a t e s 
e n r o ll e d  in  c o ll e g e  p e r  y e a r . Sin c e  im p l e m e n t a t io n , th e  n u m b e r  o f s tu d e n ts  a tt e n d in g 
c o ll e g e  a n n u a l ly  h a s  r i s e n  t o  a n  a v e r a g e  o f 1 1 0  p e r  y e a r . 

 By  t h e  e n d  o f th e  te n th  y e a r  o f a w a r d i n g  t h e  s c h o l a r s h ip  in  th e  D a v is  F e e d e r  P a tt e r n ,
1 , 1 0 8  D a v is  g r a d u a te s  h a d  e n te r e d  c o ll e g e .  Pr o j e c t  G R A D  s c h o la r s  f r o m  D a v i s  a r e  n o w 
a t te n d in g  u n iv e r s i tie s  s u c h  a s  Pr in c e t o n , C o r n e ll,  U n i v e r s i ty  o f  V ir g in ia ,  D r e x e l , R ic e ,
Te x a s  A&M , th e  U n i v e r s i ty  o f  H o u s to n , a n d  th e  U n iv e r s i ty  o f  Te x a s . 

 Pr o j e c t G R A D  i s  n o w  i n  fiv e  fe e d e r  s y s te ms  in  H o u s to n ,  s e r v in g  m o r e  t h a n  7 4  s c h o o ls 
a n d  o v e r  5 1 ,0 0 0  c h ild r e n . Pr o j e c t  G R AD  h a s  a l s o  e x p a n d e d  n a tio n a ll y , w i th  n e w  s it e s  in 
Ak r o n ,  At la n ta , C i n c i n n a ti , C o lu m b u s , Kn o x v il le , L o s  A n g e le s , N e w a r k ,  a n d  R o o s e v e lt ,
L o n g  I s la n d  w i th  m o r e  o n  t h e  w a y .  E v e r y  e x is t in g  P r o je c t G R AD  c i ty  h a s  p la n s  t o  e x p a n d 
in to  a d d i ti o n a l lo c a l  f e e d e r  s y s t e m s . N a ti o n a ll y , Pr o j e c t  G R AD  s e r v e s  m o r e  t h a n  1 8 5 
s c h o o l s  a n d  1 3 0 , 0 0 0  c h i ld r e n .

 In  H o u s to n ,  a c h i e v e me n t  g a p s  i n  G R A D  s c h o o ls  in  r e a d in g  a n d  ma th  h a v e  b e e n  e r a s e d 
o r  g r e a tl y  r e d u c e d  in  l e s s  t h a n  e ig h t y e a r s . In  N e w a r k , r e s u lt s  a r e  f o l lo w in g  th e  s a me 
c o u r s e . M o u n ti n g  e v id e n c e  in d i c a t e s  a  n u mb e r  o f  G R AD  e x p a n s io n  c it ie s  a r e  o n  a 
tr a j e c to r y  to  a c h i e v e  c o mp a r a b le  r e s u l ts  t o  P r o je c t G R AD  in  H o u s to n  a n d  n e w  s i te s  a r e 
a l s o  i mp r o v in g  s tu d e n t p e r fo r m a n c e  a n d  h a v e  b e c o me  i n f u s e d  w it h  n e w  p r o mis e .  T h e s e 
r e s u lt s , th e  l o w  i n c r e m e n t a l  c o s t s  a n d  a  b r o a d  b a s e  o f  s u p p o r t  h e l p  e n s u r e  t h a t G R A D 
c a n  b e  s u s t a in e d  o v e r  t ime . Be c a u s e  o f  P r o je c t G R A D ,  f a mi li e s  a r e  fin d i n g  n e w  h o p e  in 
th e i r  lo c a l  s c h o o l s ; te a c h e r s  a r e  p r o u d  o f  th e i r  w o r k  a n d  t h e i r  s t u d e n t s ; a n d  s tu d e n ts  a r e 
le a r n i n g ,  g r a d u a ti n g  a n d  g o i n g  to  c o ll e g e . 

For more information on the Project Grad program, please visit www.projectgradusa.org.




