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ducational “Programs that Work” are those with an established track record of 
improving learning for students. Typically, these programs not only advance individual 
student achievement but also strengthen schools and families. By developing more 
well-educated and productive citizens, these programs also reduce the high costs of 

high school dropouts and invigorate our democracy. Therefore, over time, they help build 
stronger communities. 
 
 While views vary about which programs are best, many researchers and educators 
agree that proven Programs that Work include: 
 

• High quality pre-K 
• Teaching and school leadership 
• Small class sizes in the early grades 
• Certain middle and high school programs, and 
• Afterschool and summer school 

 
Ongoing research will continue to reveal the most effective and efficient programs at all grade 
levels. At the same time, state departments of education and school districts can play a critical 
role by evaluating programs intended to improve opportunities and learning so those that 
succeed can be replicated and those that do not can be discontinued. Their evaluations could 
help districts decide how to invest in Programs That Work best. 

 
High Quality Preschool 

The benefits of high quality preschool are extraordinary, both for the children who attend 
and in the economic return to society on its investment. Children who attend high quality 
programs do better in school and have fewer referrals to special education, greater high school 
graduation and college-going rates, and lower teen parenting rates. Preschool also boosts 
family involvement in schools, and launches children on a trajectory of success that lasts a 
lifetime. Former participants are more likely to be employed and own a home, and commit 
fewer crimes. Pre-K even generates high economic return for taxpayers, at least $5 for each 
$1 invested.1 

Oklahoma and New Jersey lead the nation in providing high quality pre-K.  Oklahoma 
offers all four-year-old children the opportunity to attend free of charge and serves about 70% 
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of them, ranking first among the states on access to publicly funded preschool. New Jersey’s 
Abbott pre-K program serves over 40,000 three- and four-year olds in its lowest wealth, 
predominantly minority, school districts. Without this program, most of these children would 
start school behind and face great difficulties in trying to catch up.  

 
Both states also offer two of the highest quality programs in the country, and their pre-K 

students are realizing big gains in school readiness.2 Features that make pre-K programs high 
quality include certified teachers, small class sizes, and early learning standards.3  

 
Teaching and School Leadership 
 

Teaching quality is crucial to learning. The most important school resource in fostering 
children’s educational progress is the quality of classroom instruction. Principals and other 
school and district leaders are equally important because strong principals serve as 
“instructional leaders,” helping teachers develop into the best guides to academic success that 
they can be for their students.4 

 
Schools and districts with concentrated poverty are especially in need of strong 

teachers and principals. Typically, America’s least trained and most inexperienced teachers 
and principals come and go through these schools, trying to cope with inadequate facilities, 
overcrowded classes, and extraordinary needs precipitated by concentrated poverty. Reaching 
the higher achievement goals set for these schools and districts will only be possible with fairer 
distribution of high quality and experienced teachers and school leaders.5   

 
The “highly skilled educator program” in Kentucky offers helpful lessons. Schools not 

reaching state achievement goals underwent detailed reviews to identify weaknesses and then 
received ongoing problem-solving assistance from highly skilled educators, who mentored 
teachers and/or school leaders for up to two years. Unlike takeovers and other disruptive, often 
unsuccessful interventions, this program has an impressive record of turning schools around 
and helping them reach their achievement targets.6 
 
Smaller Is Better, Class Size in Grades K-3 

 
 Confirming what parents and teachers already knew, research on class size finds that 
smaller is better. Classes of fewer than 20 students in kindergarten through third-grade have a 
significant positive effect on achievement. Far more students, especially low-income students, 
graduate from high school if they attended small classes when they were in grades K-3.7   
 

Class size initiatives for early grades, like Tennessee’s Project STAR and Wisconsin’s 
SAGE program produce lasting achievement gains, not only during their early years but 
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continuing into high school and beyond. This growth – both higher achievement and higher 
graduation rates – is most significant when children have access to smaller classes for three or 
four years, rather than only one or two years.8 

Middle and High School Programs 

In addition to the major gains produced by preschool, quality teaching and leadership, 
and small classes in the early grades, some middle school and high school programs are 
making critical differences for children. While a number of programs show promise, such as 
small high schools and freshman academies, research on secondary programs has been 
limited. Two specific high school programs, First Things First and Career Academies, do have 
a good research base and are making important contributions to better outcomes.   

 
Both of these programs boost high school graduation rates and share important 

features. First Things First emphasizes small schools, long-term teacher student relationships, 
and mentoring. In Career Academies, which are especially successful with “at-risk” youth, 
students are instructed with career-related materials and gain experience with local employers. 
Both programs offer small class or school settings with more individual attention to students. 
These characteristics – small and personalized – keep students engaged so that many stay in 
school and succeed. As with other Programs that Work, upfront costs generate long-term 
savings.9  

 
Educators and researchers will continue to review the implementation of these two 

programs, and ongoing studies of the affects of other secondary programs bear watching.10  

Afterschool and Summer Programs 

While strong academic programs and curriculum during the school day are key, 
students and their families also benefit from quality afterschool programs and summer school. 
Participation in afterschool programs produces achievement gains, but is even better known 
for improving work habits, social skills, and overall behavior. Moreover, afterschool programs 
increase family and community involvement, which in turn strengthens schools and student 
learning.11 Nationally, about 8 million students attend afterschool programs and about 15 
million more need these programs 

 
Many children are responsible for taking care of themselves after school. They and their 

communities would be well served by successful afterschool programs. Especially when local 
organizations participate, children can gain exposure to community-based service learning, 
new career options, the arts, and more.  
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By their very nature and time of day, afterschool programs also facilitate interactions 
with parents. When parents feel comfortable and connected with an afterschool program, they 
tend to build better connections with teachers and staff from the regular school day, too. The 
educational benefits of greater parental involvement are well-documented and include better 
attendance, higher graduation rates, and more positive attitudes. 12  

 
Summer experiences also affect school success. Most children anticipate summer 

joyfully, and many learn and grow through family trips, camp, and other engaging activities. 
However, children who do not have access to these kinds of enriching experiences suffer 
significant learning losses during the summer. Summer programs keep children safe, teach 
new skills, and let them explore their interests while maintaining reading and math gains from 
the school year. They also give working parents peace of mind. 13 

 
n sum, these Programs that Work are proven and effective. Experience shows that 
they provide learning opportunities, get parents more involved, and boost 
achievement when implemented well. Although funding the upfront costs of these 

programs can be challenging, the benefits to children, families, and society as a whole are 
enormous. In the long-term, these programs generate large cost savings and major returns in 
the form of economic prosperity and more civic participation.14 

 
Prepared by Molly A. Hunter, March 2010 
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