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A Billion Dollar Misunderstanding? In the late 1990s the Bili and Meiinda
Gates Foundation began funding an effort to encourage the breakup of large schools
into smalier schools. Why? It had been noticed that smaller schools were more
comnmon among the best-performing schools than one would expect. In time, the
Annenberg Foundation, the Carnegie Corporation, the Center for Collaborative £du-
cation, the Center for School Change, Harvard's Change Leadership Group, the
Open Society Institute, Pew Charitable Trusts, and the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion’s Smaller Learning Communities Program all supported the effort. Well over a
billion dollars was spent to make schools smaller. _

But was it all based on a misunderstanding of sampling distributions? Statisti-
cians Howard Wainer and Harris Zwerling!? looked at the mean test scores of
schools in Pennsylvania. They found that indeed 12% of the top-scoring 50
schools were from the smallest 3% of Pennsylvania schools—substantially more
than the 3% we'd naively expect. But then they looked at the bottom 50. There
they found that 18% were small schools! The explanation? Mean test scores are,

q - &7 well, means. We are looking at a rough real-world simulation in which each

school is a trial. Even if all Pennsylvania schools were equivalent, we'd expect

H their mean scores to vary. How much? The CLT tells us that means of test scores

vary according to %. Smaller schools have (by definition) smaller n’s, so the
sampling distributions of their mean scores naturally have larger standard deviations.
It's natural, then, that small schools have both higher and lower mean scores.

On October 26, 2005, The Seattle Times reported:

[Tlhe Gates Foundation announced last week it is moving away from its emphasis
on converting large high schools into smaller ones and instead giving grants to
specially selected school districts with a track record of academic improvement
and effective leadership. Education leaders at the Foundation said they
concluded that improving classroom instruction and mobilizing the resources of
an entire district were more important first steps to improving high schools than
breaking down the size.
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A Billion Dollar Misunderstanding? In the late 1990s the Bili and Meiinda

Gates Foundation began funding an effort to encourage the breakup of large schools
into smalier schools. Why? It had been noticed that smaller schools were more
comnmon among the best-performing schools than one would expect. In time, the
Annenberg Foundation, the Carnegie Corporation, the Center for Collaborative £du-
cation, the Center for School Change, Harvard's Change Leadership Group, the
Open Society Institute, Pew Charitable Trusts, and the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion’s Smaller Learning Communities Program all supported the effort. Well over a
billion dollars was spent to make schools smaller. _

But was it all based on a misunderstanding of sampling distributions? Statisti-
cians Howard Wainer and Harris Zwerling!? looked at the mean test scores of
schools in Pennsylvania. They found that indeed 12% of the top-scoring 50
schools were from the smallest 3% of Pennsylvania schools—substantially more
than the 3% we'd naively expect. But then they looked at the bottom 50. There
they found that 18% were small schools! The explanation? Mean test scores are,
well, means. We are looking at a rough real-world simulation in which each
school is a trial. Even if all Pennsylvania schools were equivalent, we'd expect
their mean scores to vary. How much? The CLT tells us that means of test scores
vary according to %. Smaller schools have (by definition) smaller n’s, so the
sampling distributions of their mean scores naturally have larger standard deviations.
It's natural, then, that small schools have both higher and lower mean scores.

On October 26, 2005, The Seattle Times reported:

[Tlhe Gates Foundation announced last week it is moving away from its emphasis
on converting large high schools into smaller ones and instead giving grants to
specially selected school districts with a track record of academic improvement
and effective leadership. Education leaders at the Foundation said they
concluded that improving classroom instruction and mobilizing the resources of
an entire district were more important first steps to improving high schools than
breaking down the size.
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