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Scott McConnell, professor in 
the Department of Educational 
Psychology and director of 

community engagement at the Center 
for Early Education and Development 
(CEED), has been named the 2008–2009 
Fesler-Lampert Chair in Urban and 
Regional Affairs. McConnell’s appoint-
ment was made by the vice provost 
and dean of the Graduate School, Gail 
Dubrow, based on recommendations 
from CURA’s nominating committee. 

The Fesler-Lampert Chair in Urban 
and Regional Affairs is one of four 
endowed chairs and two named profes-
sorships made possible through a 
generous contribution to the University 
of Minnesota by David and Elizabeth 
(B.J.) Fesler. The Fesler-Lampert Endow-
ment in Interdisciplinary and Graduate 
Studies was initially established in 1985 
to stimulate interdisciplinary research 
and teaching through the appoint-
ment of distinguished, broadly learned 
scholars to endowed faculty positions 
at the University of Minnesota.

McConnell has taught at the Univer-
sity since 1986. Most recently, his 
research has focused on the design and 
evaluation of assessment and interven-
tion programs that promote school 
readiness, language and early literacy 
development, and overall well-being 
for young children who live in poverty, 
speak languages other than English, 
have disabilities, or otherwise are at risk 
for later learning and behavior prob-
lems. Currently that work is embodied 
in a project called Five Hundred under 
5, a collaborative initiative among 
CEED, Hennepin County’s Office of 
Planning, Minneapolis Public Schools, 
the Minneapolis Youth Coordinating 
Board, and Way to Grow (a commu-
nity-based family services program) to 
promote school readiness for young 
children in North Minneapolis. The 
initiative has three goals: (1) providing 
information and resources that engage 
and empower parents and family 
members to support children’s develop-
ment, (2) expanding and enhancing 
services for families to support the 
development of school readiness, and 
(3) researching the factors that promote 
or inhibit child development to inform 

the efforts of child and family service 
programs, policy makers, and others 
working on behalf of children.  

The resources provided by his 
appointment as Fesler-Lampert Chair 
will allow McConnell and his research 
team at CEED to pursue two projects 
related to the Five Hundred under 5 
initiative. The first involves expanding 
ongoing research on common path-
ways to the development of school 
readiness and good health. The team’s 

experience to date suggests that school 
readiness and health outcomes may 
be influenced by similar factors and 
variables, and therefore may benefit 
from similar approaches to research and 
intervention. Although this idea may 
not seem particularly novel, McCon-
nell notes that “very little systematic 
research exists that describes the rela-
tionship between school readiness 
and health outcomes for young chil-
dren and their families, and even less 
exists on common factors affecting 
the development of these outcomes 
and related interventions.” The unique 
group of collaborators associated with 
Five Hundred under 5 provides a rich 
opportunity for exploring these issues. 
McConnell and his team will isolate 
overlapping causes and conditions that 
inhibit school readiness and impair 

health, and design and evaluate compre-
hensive behavioral, social, and health 
interventions that promote improved 
outcomes across both domains. 

A second project McConnell and 
his colleagues will pursue involves the 
perceived value of research among both 
policy makers and members of high-
poverty communities. As McConnell 
explains, “My experiences over the past 
several years suggest that community 
members in North Minneapolis—
particularly the parents of young 
children—have deep mistrust and 
see little value in research. Similarly, 
researchers frequently bemoan the fact 
that research findings have limited 
effect on the policies and practices of 
decision makers and government agen-
cies… It’s apparent that the research 
community needs to better understand 
how, and under what conditions, it 
can inform and be respected by these 
two important constituencies.” 

To help address this problem, 
McConnell proposes to systematically 
examine the factors that affect the value 
of research for community members 
and policy makers, starting with the 
Five Hundred under 5 project in North 
Minneapolis. McConnell will interview 
family support advocates, agency staff, 
and parents to identify features that 
make research findings meaningful to 
these groups, and how best to commu-
nicate assessment and research results 
to parents and community audiences. 
In addition, McConnell will work with 
county, city, and school district program 
managers and decision makers to iden-
tify features of university-community 
partnerships that help governmental 
and other service agencies make 
systematic, ongoing improvements to 
the services they provide to citizens. 

The Fesler-Lampert Endowment 
is intended as a tribute to David 
Fesler’s grandfathers, Bert Fesler and 
Jacob Lampert. The Fesler-Lampert 
Chair in Urban and Regional Affairs is 
appointed for a one-year period and 
receives approximately $40,000 for 
research, salary, and logistical support. 
The funds are jointly administered by 
the University of Minnesota Founda-
tion and the University of Minnesota. 

Scott McConnell Named 2008–2009 
Fesler-Lampert Chair
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 Kendra M

ack, 2008

Scott McConnell
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During the 1980s, the face of 
homelessness changed, as fami-
lies with children began to use 

emergency shelters in the Twin Cities 
and across the country. In 1985, the 
Minnesota Department of Economic 
Security reported 290 dependent chil-
dren with families in shelters statewide 
on a single night in November. A decade 
later, in November 1995, this number 
had risen more than 500% to 1,532 chil-
dren. By 2005, it was 2,477. The propor-
tion of the total sheltered homeless 
population in Minnesota who were chil-
dren in families has risen sharply during 

the last two decades, increasing from 
23% in 1985 to 39% in 2008. These 
counts of sheltered individuals did not 
include many other children living 
with families doubled up with each 
other in the same residence or young 
“sofa surfers” staying with friends. 

Two decades ago, it was not feasible 
to accurately compute the numbers of 
homeless children attending school 
during a given academic year, because 
records simply did not exist. However, 
school access was known to be a major 
problem for children lacking a stable 
home address. Many young people 

were not able to attend or remain in 
their school of origin due to residency 
requirements, lack of transportation, or 
missing records. In the 1980s, alarming 
data on the status of homeless chil-
dren, as well as adults, motivated the 
U.S. Congress to enact legislation that 
addressed housing, health, and other 
needs of the nation’s homeless (see 
sidebar, p. 4). This federal legislation 
also mandated school access for home-
less children and youth, while providing 
modest support to states for addressing 
educational issues for the homeless. This 
legislation has been amended over the 

School Success in Motion: Protective Factors for 
Academic Achievement in Homeless and Highly 
Mobile Children in Minneapolis

by Ann S. Masten, David Heistad, J. J. Cutuli, Janette E. Herbers, Jelena ObradoviĆ, Chi-Keung Chan, Elizabeth Hinz, and 
Jeffrey D. Long

Photo ©
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A child living with parents at a shelter demonstrates one of the executive function tasks with graduate student Danielle Holmes. 
The child is asked to sort cards by color or shape, testing cognitive flexibility as the rules switch. 
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years and was ultimately incorporated 
into the No Child Left Behind Act.

Over time, school access require-
ments have been strengthened, 
including a provision requiring school 
districts to provide transportation so 
that homeless children could continue 
attending their school of origin during 
an episode of residential instability. As 
requirements and resources mandated 
for homeless children and youth 
increased, attendance improved. State-
wide surveys by Wilder Research in 
Minnesota indicate an increase in school 
attendance by homeless children over 
time, with 90% attendance reported 
by parents on the day of the survey in 
2006. This is the highest attendance 
rate ever reported in their surveys, and 
approaches the average daily attendance 
in the Minneapolis Public Schools. 

Progress has been made since the 
early 1980s in terms of school access for 
homeless children, but there are growing 
concerns about achievement dispari-
ties. Although data were often limited to 

one-time assessments or nonrepresenta-
tive samples, most information on the 
academic achievement of homeless and 
highly mobile children has indicated 
large gaps between these children and 
their more-advantaged peers, and smaller 
gaps between homeless and other poor 
but less-mobile children (see sidebar on 
p. 7 for a definition of “homeless and 
highly mobile”). A risk gradient appeared 
to exist, with low-income children 
performing more poorly than middle-
class children, and homeless children 
faring even worse. These results were not 
surprising, given that children in home-
less families typically have additional 
risk factors for school success, including 
more ongoing stress or trauma, more 
intense poverty, parents with more 
difficulties, and more disconnection 
from family or community supports. 

Over time, reporting requirements for 
school districts have expanded. School 
districts in Minnesota are required to 
identify and track homeless students 
in each school, and report their school 
attendance and academic assessment 
results to the Minnesota Department of 
Education. Tracking homeless children 
in schools has proven to be a formidable 
task. There are many challenging issues, 
including how to implement a broader 
definition of homelessness that includes 
highly mobile and doubled-up children, 
and how to ensure that homeless chil-
dren are included in prekindergarten 
screening and standardized testing. 
The Minneapolis Public Schools (MPS), 
with a history of commitment to inclu-
sion and the use of test data to inform 
practice, invested significant time and 
effort in addressing these challenges. 

Recently, we have been involved in 
two interrelated and ongoing University 
of Minnesota–community collaborative 
projects aimed at understanding and 
promoting school success in homeless 
and highly mobile (HHM) children. One 
project draws on data now collected 
routinely by MPS to examine achieve-
ment and attendance over time in HHM 
students compared with other district 
children. These data capture the big 
picture of achievement for children 
in MPS, documenting educational 
disparities among HHM students. The 
second project assessed and followed 
a much smaller group of children in 
families who were living in emergency 
shelters in Minneapolis as the children 
entered kindergarten and first grade. 
These data provide a much closer look 
at the potential protective factors 
that may promote school success. 

In this article, we highlight our initial 
findings from these two projects and 
their implications for Minnesota stake-
holders. Both projects have the ultimate 
objective of informing interventions to 
address achievement disparities in HHM 
students. The research upon which this 
article is based was supported in part by 
a grant from CURA’s Faculty Interactive 
Research Program. Additional support 
was provided by the senior author’s 
McKnight professorship, by another 
author’s fellowship from the National 
Institute of Mental Health, and by the 
Center for Neurobehavioral Develop-
ment at the University of Minnesota.

Research Purpose and Methods
Our two studies used distinct meth-
odologies and data sets, as described 
below. We also describe here our 
rationale for conducting our second 
study on protective factors that 
may promote school success.

District Data on Achievement of 
Homeless and Highly Mobile Students. 
In the first study reported on here, we 
analyzed de-identified data from MPS to 
document achievement and attendance 
patterns in the district. The initial data 
set included children in MPS during 
the 2003–2004 through the 2005–2006 
school years. By the 2003–2004 school 
year, the MPS district had implemented 
a reliable system for identifying HHM 
students, making it possible to compare 
HHM students with other students 
over time. We were particularly inter-
ested in comparing HHM students to 
other low-income students who were 
not classified as HHM, as well as to 
the other students in the district who 
were relatively more advantaged. 

These data afforded an unprec-
edented opportunity to study patterns 
of academic performance over time, 
including multiple school years and 
repeated assessments of achievement 
for many students. For the initial 
analyses, we focused on students in 
second through fifth grade during the 
2003–2004 school year and consid-
ered their achievement through the 
2005–2006 school year, because these 
grades and school years included three 
consecutive administrations of the 
same nationally standardized test, 
the Northwest Achievement Levels 
Test (NALT). The sample for analysis 
included 14,754 children, including all 
the students for whom MPS had any 
NALT data in math or reading from any 
assessment conducted during the three 
school years we studied. The sample 

In the 1980s, school access 
was a major problem for chil-
dren with unstable housing. 
Growing general concerns about 
the health and education of 
homeless children and adults 
motivated the U.S. Congress to 
enact The Stewart B. McKinney 
Homeless Assistance Act of 1987. 
Among other provisions, this 
law mandated school access for 
homeless children and youth, 
while providing modest support 
to states for addressing educa-
tional issues. This legislation has 
been amended over the years. 
It was renamed the McKinney-
Vento Homeless Assistance Act to 
honor the memory of Representa-
tive Bruce Vento of Minnesota, a 
leading supporter of the legisla-
tion. In 2001, McKinney-Vento 
was reauthorized by Congress and 
incorporated into the No Child 
Left Behind Act as the McKinney-
Vento Homeless Education 
Assistance Improvements Act.

The McKinney-
Vento Homeless 
Assistance Act
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represented approximately 88% of the 
children enrolled in the relevant grades.

We designated three mutually exclu-
sive groups for our analyses: (1) HHM 
students, which included students who 
were designated HHM at any time during 
the three school years (9.5% of the 
district sample); (2) low-income students, 
which included children who qualified 
for free or reduced-fee lunch but were 
not classified by MPS as HHM (66.3%); 
and (3) advantaged students, who were 
those not classified as either HHM or 
low income, and therefore considered 
to be relatively advantaged (24.2%). 

Protective Factors Promoting School 
Success. In the second study reported 
on here, we looked beyond district data 
to examine individual sheltered families 
with young school-aged children. Our 
rationale was that, although district 
data provide an account of the big 
picture, school districts cannot routinely 
measure the key variables that devel-
opmental scientists would expect to 
explain the striking variations observed 
in achievement among HHM children 
For example, children could differ in 
level of risk or trauma experienced and 
also in the resources and protections 
present in their lives. We knew from our 
own earlier studies of homeless families 
in Minneapolis that a child’s level of 
risk could play a role in school adjust-
ment, including grades and behavior 
(i.e., as risk level rises, a child’s prob-
lems also rise), and also that effective 
parenting was likely to be an important 
protective factor.1 Parenting skills are an 
appealing possibility for intervention,  
because strong evidence indicates that 
low-income parents who are interested 

1 Ann S. Masten and Arturo Sesma, Jr., “Risk 
and Resilience Among Children Homeless in 
Minneapolis,” CURA Reporter 29 (1999): 1–6. 
Available at www.cura.umn.edu/reporter/99-Jan
/article1.pdf.

in improving the behavior of their chil-
dren can learn skills that have lasting 
positive effects on their children. 

In addition, we were intrigued by 
exciting new research linked to advances 
in knowledge about brain develop-
ment, stress, and a set of cognitive 
self-regulation skills known as executive 
functions that help children control their 
attention and behavior. These executive 
function skills appear to be essential 
for school readiness and show rapid 
development around ages 3 to 7, corre-
sponding with changes in brain develop-
ment. School success requires executive 
functions, including skills to direct 
attention, ignore distractions, control 
impulses, follow rules, and also flexibly 
adapt to rule changes. Whether a child 
is learning to read, minding the teacher 
about classroom rules, or getting along 
with other children, these self-regulation 
skills are fundamental tools for learning. 

Research has indicated that these 
“tools of the mind”2 are particularly 
important for high-risk children, and 
also that stressful early experiences 
might disrupt their development. We 
hypothesized that executive function 
skills might be particularly important 
for HHM children transitioning into 
school. Another reason we were very 
interested in these capabilities was 
because there is emerging evidence 
that executive function skills can be 
improved through special preschool 
curricula or focused training. We 
thought it was important to choose 
targets for study that might have impli-
cations for future intervention efforts. 

Thus, as we were analyzing the 
“big picture” MPS district data, we 
also initiated research with young 

2 See A. Diamond, W.S. Barnett, J. Thomas, and S. 
Munro, “Preschool Program Improves Cognitive 
Control,” Science 318 (2007): 1387–1388. 

children in a homeless shelter that 
focused on the potential role of execu-
tive function in achievement. Addi-
tionally, we considered measures of 
biological stress in the child, family 
history of risk, and parenting differ-
ences as potentially important influ-
ences on school success in HHM 
children. An important secondary goal 
of this work was to demonstrate the 
feasibility of conducting this kind of 
study in a homeless shelter, including 
the testing of children with state-of-
the-art measures usually reserved for 
laboratory settings at universities. 

In the summer of 2006, we began 
to recruit families living in the People 
Serving People shelter in Minne-
apolis for a new project on protective 
factors for school success. The goal 
of this research was to understand 
and eventually to develop interven-
tions to boost academic achieve-
ment in highly mobile children. 

The children we studied were 5 to 
7 years old and entering kindergarten 
or first grade. All the families with an 
eligible child staying in the shelter 
during data collection that summer 
and fall were invited to participate. 
Many families were interested in the 
project, and 86% of eligible families 
participated. Children completed a 
battery of assessments designed to 
measure executive function skills. We 
also measured cortisol, a hormone 
related to stress, by sampling saliva 
during the child assessments and in 
the morning after children woke up. 
Parents completed an interview about 
family history and the child’s behavior. 
After the children began school, we sent 
their teachers a widely used question-
naire that assesses academic perfor-
mance, health, and behavior at school. 

Of the 58 children in 58 different 
families who participated, 54 of the 

Table 1. Demographic and Enrollment Characteristics of MPS District Sample of Second to Fifth Graders

Note: AI = American Indian; AA = African American; AS = Asian; HI = Hispanic; WH = White; ELL = English Language Learner; Attendance = Averaged daily attendance. Sample 
included students in four grade cohorts (second to fi fth grade during the 2003–2004 school year) who had NALT test data for any of three consecutive test administrations 
(spring 2004, spring 2005, fall 2005).

Group Number
Gender (pct. 
girls/boys)

Ethnicity
(% of each group)

ELL 
(%)

Attendance
Rate (%)AI AA AS HI WH

Advantaged 3,569 49/51 2.0 17.3 5.5 4.2 71.0 2.7 96.3

Low-income 9,788 49/51 4.5 49.8 15.8 19.5 10.5 35.2 94.3

HHM 1,397 48/52 7.9 70.8 7.5 6.5 7.3 12.2 90.2

Total 14,754 49/51 4.2 43.9 12.5 14.5 24.8 22.8 94.4
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children were found to be enrolled 
in Twin Cities metropolitan area 
schools. Four children could not be 
located and their families apparently 
had moved away from the area. We 
sent packets to schools for principals 
to give to each child’s teacher. Of 54 
packets sent out to 35 different schools, 
100% of the teachers responded. We 
view this exceptional response rate 
as a reflection of the deep concerns 
shared by principals and teachers 
regarding the education of highly 
mobile children and their commitment 
to research that can inform educa-
tional practice, address educational 
achievement, and foster resilience. 

The Big Picture: Academic Achievement 
and School Attendance of Homeless 
and Highly Mobile Students
Table 1 shows the demographic and 
enrollment characteristics of the 
students in the study sample, including 
gender, ethnicity, English Language 
Learner (ELL) status, and attendance. 
Three-fourths of the MPS second 
through fifth grade students in the 
study sample (75.8%) were living in 
poverty, based on their eligibility for 
free/reduced fee lunch or their status 
as homeless/highly mobile, and these 
children were disproportionately chil-
dren of color. A high percentage of the 
HHM students were African American, 
which is consistent with national data 
on homeless families in many cities. 
The data also reflect the large numbers 
of immigrant children in the district at 
this time, with many designated as ELL. 
Attendance was high for the advantaged 
students, in line with targets set by the 
district (95%), and for the low-income 
group, attendance was close to target 
attendance rates. It was not surprising, 
however, to find that the average daily 
attendance of HHM students was lower 
than both of the other groups. Although 
short of district goals, the HHM atten-
dance rate of 90.2% was consistent with 
the level found in the Wilder Research 
statewide survey in 2006 (90%—the 
highest level Wilder had observed since 
the Minnesota survey began in 1991). 

To examine achievement patterns, 
we analyzed data from three admin-
istrations of the NALT administered 
on paper or on computer (scores 
from each format were comparable). 
The NALT was specifically designed 
for testing change and growth in 
achievement over time for individual 
students. Data from three districtwide 
administrations of the NALT were 

available for these first analyses (spring 
2004, spring 2005, and fall 2005). 

Using an advanced method for 
analyzing such data called growth curve 
analysis (linear mixed modeling), we 
examined the patterns of initial achieve-
ment levels and growth of achievement 
within individuals over time, comparing 
the levels and change in achievement 
scores for HHM students with those 
for other groups. This method allowed 
us to adjust statistically for missing 
data, which was helpful given that 
children may be absent on test day 
in any given year. We also examined 

whether enrollment characteristics 
such as gender or attendance could 
explain differences in achievement. 

Results confirmed our expecta-
tions that HHM students as a group 
have the highest risk for low achieve-
ment. Achievement gaps are clear 
among the youngest students included 
in the sample (second graders) at the 
first assessment point, and these gaps 
remain or worsen over time. We have 
illustrated our results in two ways. 
First, we examined combined data 
for two sequential test administra-
tions (spring 2004 and spring 2005) 

Figures 1a and 1b. Mean Scores on Reading and Math from Two Administrations 
of the NALT (Spring 2004 and Spring 2005) for MPS Students Initially in Second to 
Fourth Grade 
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Note: HHM = students who were identifi ed as homeless or highly mobile; low-income = students who qualifi ed 
for free or reduced-fee lunch but were not HHM; advantaged = students who were neither HHM nor low income. 
Scores were averaged within grade level (error bars are shown around each mean score to indicate the standard 
error). The national averages for the tests at each grade level are also shown. 
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for all students who were in second to 
fourth grade by the time of the first 
assessment and had test data for either 
administration. Figures 1a and b illus-
trate the general year-to-year pattern 
of achievement growth by group over 
time. To provide context, each of these 
graphs contains a line representing the 
national average for the test (the 50th 
percentile by grade and administration 
of the test). Second, we examined the 
second grade cohort to assess achieve-
ment over three test administrations 
(spring 2004, spring 2005, and fall 
2005), shown in Figures 2a and b. 
The district shifted from spring to fall 

assessments in 2005, which made it 
possible to observe “summer effects”—
the widely recognized phenomenon 
of low or negative growth in learning 
related to summer vacations from 
school. Generally, children make less 
progress or lose ground during the 
summer when most are not attending 
school, and this effect tends to be more 
pronounced in low-income children.

All of these data indicate worri-
some achievement gaps, particularly 
between the advantaged students and 
both disadvantaged groups. We also 
tested whether these differences could 
be accounted for by readily available 

Figures 2a and 2b. Mean Scores on Reading and Math across Three School Years for 
Three Groups of MPS Students in Second Grade, 2003–2004 School Year 

Note: HHM = students who were identifi ed as homeless or highly mobile; low-income = students who qualifi ed 
for free or reduced-fee lunch but were not HHM; advantaged = students who were neither HHM nor low income. 
Data were drawn from three administrations of the NALT (spring 2004, spring 2005, and fall 2005, when the MPS 
district shifted to fall testing). The national averages for each test date are also shown. 
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Defining the scope of homeless-
ness has been challenging and 
controversial. Federal and state 
governments, advocates for the 
homeless, and educators vary in 
how they count children or adults 
as homeless. Distinctions are often 
made between the literally home-
less (e.g., families or youth living 
in emergency shelters, transitional 
housing, abandoned buildings, or 
cars) and the precariously housed 
(e.g., families or youth doubled 
up with friends or relatives, repre-
senting individuals in imminent 
danger of becoming literally home-
less). Federal legislation passed 
in the 1980s initially focused on 
the literally homeless. Educators, 
however, were also concerned 
about residentially unstable or 
highly mobile students—meaning 
those who move multiple times 
during a school year but are not 
literally homeless at a given point 
of assessment. Previous evidence 
has indicated that residential and 
related school mobility are impor-
tant risk factors for academic diffi-
culties. Federal guidelines issued 
after 2001 mandated the inclusion 
of precariously housed children 
and youth in programs targeting 
improved educational access and 
support for homeless students. 

In the Minneapolis Public 
Schools, students are defined as 
homeless and highly mobile (HHM) 
if they or their families live in any 
of the following conditions during 
a given year: in a shelter, motel, car, 
or campground; on the street; in 
an abandoned building or similar 
places; or doubled up with friends 
or relatives because they cannot 
find or afford housing. Residential 
stability and adequate housing 
are key factors in determining 
homelessness of students. School 
enrollment forms include the ques-
tion, “Are you staying in a shelter 
or other temporary housing?” A 
follow-up questionnaire helps 
district staff inform families and 
youth of the educational rights 
and resources available to them.

Defining 
Homelessness
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enrollment data, including gender, 
ethnicity, ELL status, and attendance 
rate. These factors were related to test 
scores in some cases; however, most of 
the observed differences could not be 
explained by these variables. Girls, for 
example, generally had higher reading 
scores. The “summer effect” was also 
evident in our analyses for all groups 
of students, and particularly for the 
low-income and HHM students. 

Next, we took a closer look at 
individual HHM students to examine 
the range of achievement and growth 
in this very high-risk group. The 
data revealed striking variation in 
the achievement of HHM children 
within and across time. Examples are 
provided in Figures 3a and b, which 
show test scores for a random 33% of 
the HHM second graders (66 students 
for reading, 64 for math) tested in 
the spring of 2004, and their achieve-
ment over time; data for grades 3, 
4, and 5 showed similar patterns.

These data indicate that substantial 
numbers of “high-risk” HHM children 
are doing well in MPS, testing near or 
above national norms, while others 
are doing quite poorly, with low initial 
scores below the national average, and 
essentially no growth over time. The 
large differences observed among indi-
viduals in achievement levels could 
not be fully or consistently explained 
by differences in school enrollment 
data factors, such as gender or atten-
dance. So what could account for the 
striking differences in achievement 
among individual HHM children? 

Protective Factors for School Success in 
Homeless and Highly Mobile Students
Our second study attempted to identify 
key factors that may relate to differ-
ences in achievement observed in HHM 
children by examining a smaller set of 
sheltered children’s school performance 
and behavior. Table 2 provides descrip-
tive information about the families 

and children who participated. If two 
parenting adults were present in the 
shelter, both parents were invited to 
participate (30% of the families had 
two parenting adults). More fathers 
were living in the shelter with children 
and participated in this survey than we 
had seen in earlier studies. Also quite 
striking in interviewing the parents was 
the frequency of moving and home-
lessness in their own life histories. 

Risk scores were calculated by 
summing well-established risk factors 
associated with school problems, 
such as a family headed by a single 
parent, low parental education, and a 
parent who was under 18 years of age 
at the birth of his/her first child. We 
expected that lower risk would predict 
better transitions to school. The study 
data supported this hypothesis, as 
we found that the lower the level of 
risk based on data factors reported by 
parents, the better the achievement and 
behavior at school (Figures 4a and b). 

Figures 3a and 3b. Variation in NALT Reading and Math Test Scores for Individual HHM Students Tested in Spring 2004 

Note: Connected dots indicate scores for the same student (if available) tested again in spring 2005 and fall 2005. Data represent a random selection of 33% 
(66 students for reading, 64 for math) of the second graders tested in the spring of 2004. National averages for each test administration are shown in black. 
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Note: Connected dots indicate scores for the same student (if available) tested again in spring 2005 and fall 2005. Data represent a random selection of 33% 
(66 students for reading, 64 for math) of the second graders tested in the spring of 2004. National averages for each test administration are shown in black. 
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A unique partnership of collaborators from People Serving 
People, the University of Minnesota, and the Minneapolis 
Public Schools (MPS) has worked together for more than 
two years to establish an innovative “Children’s Center” 
on site at People Serving People. The goal is to create a 
model learning center that provides state-of-the-art prac-
tices, training, and knowledge to promote positive child 
development and offer support to parents in homeless 
and highly mobile families. The center was developed 
with the combined expertise of experienced staff at People 
Serving People and MPS, as well as teachers and researchers 
from the University. The team included teachers from 
the Shirley G. Moore Laboratory School. Founded in 
1925, it is one of the oldest and finest preschool training 
programs in the United States. Two of the Lab School’s 
most experienced teachers, Victoria Barker and Frances 
Durkin, were enlisted to develop the project, with the 

support of the University’s Institute of Child Develop-
ment and College of Education and Human Develop-
ment. Working closely with Jim Minor, CEO and president 
of People Serving People, and Kelly Stillman, director 
of children and family programming, these dynamic 
teachers guided the licensure and implementation of the 
new program for preschoolers and their parents. Plans 
are under way to train early childhood teachers at this 
unique site and to continue the University-community 
collaboration that led to its establishment, so that a 
strong bidirectional bridge is maintained. Programs for 
families at the People Serving People Children’s Center 
will be informed by ongoing research, and research will 
be informed by real-world experience. More information 
on the Children’s Center and other programs at People 
Serving People can be found at peopleservingpeople.org. 

People Serving People Children’s Center

(Figures 3a and 3b, continued)
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As we expected from earlier studies, 
parenting quality also predicted school 
outcomes (Figures 4c and d). Based 
on the parent interviews, parents 
were rated on warmth, involve-
ment, and structure provided to the 
child. Parenting quality predicted 
teacher reports of the child’s academic 
achievement and behavior, as well 
as how well the child was getting 
along with peers and the teacher. 

Evaluation of the tasks measuring 
self-regulation skills (executive func-
tion) in children worked well in the 
shelter, demonstrating that such assess-
ments can be moved out of the lab and 
into the real world of the child. We 
found that a higher composite score on 
executive function tasks was related to 
good parenting and to school success, 
as we hypothesized. When executive 
function scores were higher, children 
had better academic performance 
and behavior in school as reported by 
teachers (Figures 4e and f). Even when 
we controlled for other factors (such as 
parenting and general intellectual skills), 
these self-regulation skills remained 
uniquely predictive of success in school.3 

Children who performed well on 
self-regulation tasks also showed lower 
overall levels of the physiological stress 
hormone cortisol during the assess-
ments. Furthermore, children who 
had experienced more stressful life 
experiences showed higher levels of 
cortisol, which suggests that stress in 
early childhood may influence how 
children respond physiologically as 
well as behaviorally to later chal-
lenges. These findings are consistent 
with data suggesting a link between 
better stress regulation, good care, and 
better cognitive performance among 
children who have experienced high 
levels of adversity in early childhood. 

Implications and Future Directions
Results of our research to date indi-
cate both high general risk for school 
problems among homeless and highly 
mobile children and also great vari-
ability in how well they are doing. 
We observed large gaps between 
more- and less-advantaged students, 
with HHM students already at high 
risk for lower achievement by second 
grade, the youngest grade tested with 

3 Findings on executive functions in this article 
are drawn in part from the doctoral dissertation of 
Jelena ObradoviĆ, “The Mechanisms Underlying 
Adaptive Functioning of Homeless Children: The 
Role of Effortful Control” (Ph.D. diss., University of 
Minnesota, 2007). 

the achievement instrument we have 
focused on here. Many studies of disad-
vantaged children have documented 
achievement-related gaps, beginning 
before children enter school. Our find-
ings are unique in the focus on HHM 
students, who appear to have even 
greater risk overall than low-income 
students who are residentially more 
stable. Moreover, large numbers of 
children fall into the HHM category 
in the Minneapolis Public Schools. 
These data all combine to suggest that 
addressing achievement gaps in districts 
like Minneapolis will require attention 
to the needs of homeless and highly 
mobile children and a keen awareness 
of the wide variation in those needs. 

Calls for action to address dispari-
ties in education, health, and welfare of 
low-income children and their families 
have intensified in recent years, with a 
new emphasis on the return of public 

investments in early child develop-
ment.4 From a public policy perspective, 
it is important that these efforts include 
programs aimed at homeless and highly 
mobile children and their families. 
Special attention needs to be given to 
the unique barriers that mobility may 
present for inclusion. Clearly, national 
and local efforts to prevent homeless-
ness or increase affordable housing are 
important for policy makers aiming to 
improve the odds of success for home-
less children. Beyond systemwide efforts 
to limit homelessness and related risks, 
as well as those to increase residential 

4 Examples include the National Research Council 
and Institute of Medicine volume, From Neurons 
to Neighborhoods (edited by Jack P. Shonkoff and 
Deborah A. Phillips, National Academy Press, 
2000) and the recent National Conference of 
the Early Childhood Research Collaborative 
held at the Federal Reserve Bank in Minneapolis 
(earlychildhoodrc.org/events/dec07conference.cfm). 

Notes: Number of families (N) = 58. Parent refers to the child’s primary caregiver.

Table 2. Characteristics of HHM Families in the Study of Protective Factors for 
School Success

Characteristic
Number or 
Percentage

Length of current episode of homelessness

< 1 month 58%

1–3 months 23%

> 3–12 months 12%

> 1 year 7%

Prior residence

Own home/apartment 40%

Stayed with friends/relatives 45%

Shelter 15%

Parent homeless before 47%

As an adult 38%

As a child 15%

Parent has no high school degree 26%

Parent is currently employed 10%

Children with family in shelter

Average number of children 3

Families with 4 or more children 33%

Child’s lifetime stressful experiences

A parent has been incarcerated 36%

Child lived in a foster home 7%

Child witnessed violence 35%
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stability and opportunities, there is 
need for interventions directed at the 
individual, family, and school levels, 
particularly efforts that focus on positive 
development and promote resilience. 

Research linking early experience, 
brain development, and behavior is 
an exciting frontier of developmental 
science that holds great promise for 
informing community and school 
programs to reshape and hone the tools 
children need for success in school. 
Results from our pilot research on promo-
tive and protective factors in HHM chil-
dren provide intriguing additional leads 
for prevention strategies. This work will 
need to be expanded and replicated, but 
our initial findings are congruent with 
other studies of disadvantaged children 
pointing to self-regulation abilities and 
parenting skills as targets for interven-
tions to enhance educational success. 
Moreover, there are promising educa-
tional curricula that target self-regulation 
skills in young children (e.g., “Tools 
of the Mind,” “PATHS”) and interven-
tions designed to enhance parenting 
skills (e.g., “The Incredible Years” and 
“Parenting through Change”) that may 
prove to be effective for HHM, especially 
if mobility issues can be addressed at 
the same time. Full access to screening 
and programs that enhance learning 
skills for children may require changes 
in policies and systems of outreach, 
program delivery, and student tracking 
to meet the needs of HHM children and 
families at risk for residential mobility. 

In all these efforts to improve the 
odds for academic success among 
HHM children, it is important to keep 
in mind the dramatic diversity we 
observed. Some HHM children mani-
fest remarkable resilience, and many of 
these children have academic talents. 
Some individual children may simply 
need opportunities to enrich and fully 
develop their academic potential. 

Finally, these projects have under-
scored the power of collaboration and 
the advantages of a focus on resilience 
in disadvantaged children. Our work 
was feasible only because we devel-
oped these projects in a University-
community team that planned the 
studies together and knew the families, 
schools, and shelter systems very well. 
The positive focus of our work has 
elicited remarkable participation from 
parents, as well as teachers and prin-
cipals. This collaboration and support 
convinced us that we are on the right 
track, but there is much to be done. We 
are currently engaged in applying for 

Figures 4a–f. School Adjustment Scores for Indicators of Risk Levels or Protections 
for a Sample of 54 Kindergarten or First-Grade Children in a Homeless Shelter

Note: Student academic performance was rated on a 5-point scale by teachers (where 1 = “poor; well below grade 
level,” 3 = “satisfactory; at grade level,” and 5 = “excellent; well above grade level”). Behavior problem scores 
refl ect a composite of the teachers’ ratings of misbehavior in school, including aggressive, inattentive, or disruptive 
behavior (e.g., ”Can’t concentrate, can’t pay attention for long,” where 0 = never or not true, 1 = sometimes or 
somewhat true, 2 = often or very true). Figures 4a and 4b show mean school adjustment for three risk groups. 
Risk scores represent the number of risk factors present in each child’s life: single-parent household; four or more 
children in the family; primary parent has no high school degree; parent is unemployed; and/or parent had his/her 
fi rst child before the age of 18. Figures 4c and 4d show school adjustment in relation to three levels of parenting 
quality in the sample (for children whose parents were in the lowest third, middle third, and highest third on a 
composite rating of parental warmth, structure, and involvement). Figures 4e and 4f show school adjustment as 
a function of three levels of executive function skills demonstrated by the children (the lowest third, middle third, 
and highest third based on a composite score on self-regulation tasks). Error bars are shown for each mean score 
to indicate the standard error. 

1

2

3

4

5

5-43-21-0

Risk

T
ea

ch
er

-R
at

ed
 S

ch
o

o
l P

er
fo

rm
an

ce
0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

1.2

1.4

1.6

5-43-21-0

Risk

B
eh

av
io

r 
P

ro
b

le
m

s 
at

 S
ch

o
o

l
1

2

3

4

5

Middle HighestLowest Middle HighestLowest

Middle HighestLowest Middle HighestLowest

Parenting Quality

T
ea

ch
er

-R
at

ed
 S

ch
o

o
l P

er
fo

rm
an

ce

0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

1.2

1.4

1.6

Parenting Quality

B
eh

av
io

r 
P

ro
b

le
m

s 
at

 S
ch

o
o

l

1

2

3

4

5

Executive Function Skills

T
ea

ch
er

-R
at

ed
 S

ch
o

o
l P

er
fo

rm
an

ce

0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

1.2

1.4

1.6

Executive Function Skills

B
eh

av
io

r 
P

ro
b

le
m

s 
at

 S
ch

o
o

l

(b)(a)

(d)(c)

(f)(e)



12   CURA REPORTER

grants, developing interventions, and 
analyzing additional data. Based on our 
pilot data, we have received funding 
from the National Science Founda-
tion to expand our study of school 
success in HHM children. We continue 
the search for evidence to guide poli-
cies and practices aimed at promoting 
school success in homeless and highly 
mobile children. We all have a stake 
in the future of homeless and other 
high-risk children in our communities. 

Ann S. Masten is Distinguished McKnight 
University Professor in the Institute of 
Child Development at the University of 
Minnesota. Her research, publications, 
teaching, and presentations have focused 
on positive child development and resil-
ience, particularly in the context of risk or 
adversity. David Heistad is the Director 
of Research, Evaluation, and Assessment 
for the Minneapolis Public Schools (MPS), 
where Chi-Keung Chan is an Evalua-
tion Testing Specialist. Elizabeth Hinz 
is the Liaison for Homeless and Highly 
Mobile Students in MPS. J.J. Cutuli and 
Janette E. Herbers are currently grad-
uate students in the doctoral program 
of the Institute of Child Development. 
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now a Killam Postdoctoral Fellow at the 
University of British Columbia, Vancouver. 
Jeffrey D. Long is associate professor in 
the Department of Educational Psychology 
at the University of Minnesota, where 
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The research upon which this article 
is based was supported in part by a 
grant from the CURA Faculty Interactive 
Research Program. The program was cre-
ated to encourage University faculty to 
conduct research with community orga-
nizations and collaborators on issues of 
public policy importance for the State 
and community. These grants are avail-

able to regular faculty at the University of 
Minnesota and are awarded annually on 
a competitive basis. Additional support 
came from funding provided to Professor 
Masten from her McKnight professorship, 
funding provided to J.J. Cutuli from the 
Center for Neurobehavioral Development 
at the University of Minnesota, and 
funding provided to Jelena Obradović 
through a fellowship from the 
National Institute of Mental Health. 

The authors wish to acknowledge the 
extraordinary support of the staff of People 
Serving People, Mary’s Place, regional 
school districts, and University of Minnesota 
students and faculty in making this research 
possible. The following individuals made 
important contributions to the research 
reported here: Dan Goodermont, Jim 
Minor, and Kelly Stillman of People Serving 
People; Margo Hurrle of MPS; Becky Hicks 
of the St. Paul Public Schools; Cheryl Videen 
of the Robbinsdale Area Schools; John 
McLaughlin and Pat Leary of the State 
of Minnesota; Professors Megan Gunnar 
and Charles Oberg, Bonny Donzella, 
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University of Minnesota; and research vol-
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Results of the district data analysis 
described in this article will be published 
in a forthcoming article in the journal 
Development and Psychopathology.

Mary’s Place, built and operated 
with private donations and the 
inspiring vision of Mary Jo Cope-
land, is one of the two largest 
family shelters in Minneapolis. 
Named after and dedicated to 
the Blessed Mother Mary, Mary’s 
Place has 92 family apartments 
that house more than 500 chil-
dren and parents nightly. The 
first floor has two large, colorful 
classrooms where children flock 
to learn. During the school year, 
Mary’s Place operates a tutoring 
program staffed with volunteers, 
who work one-on-one with 
children after each school day. 
During the summer, there is a 
reading program, where children 
come to practice their reading. 
Each child reads to a volunteer, 
who notes his or her progress, 
helps with tricky words, and 
discusses the story. Children 
eagerly line up at the door when 
it is time to read, often waiting 
for a turn with a volunteer. 
Some of the children are immi-
grants learning a new language 
at the same time they tackle 
the challenge of homework and 
learning to read. Mary’s Place 
relies on many students from 
local colleges and universities, 
as well as dedicated community 
volunteers, to support the chil-
dren’s learning. More informa-
tion on programs for children 
at Mary’s Place can be found at 
sharingandcaringhands.org.

A Place to Learn

Photos ©
 Kendra M

ack, 2008

Research and volunteer activities involving University of Minnesota faculty and 
students are under way at Mary’s Place, one of two large shelters in Minneapolis 
housing homeless families. Students like Shellena Eskridge, pictured above, volunteer 
as tutors during the school year and for the summer reading program. 
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Local, state, federal, and interna-
tional organizations have made 
significant progress in recent 

decades to preserve open space and 
protect undeveloped land in Minnesota. 
In southeastern Minnesota’s blufflands 
region, wetlands, tributaries to the Missis-
sippi River, terraces, and upland sand 
dunes contribute to a complex landscape 
that provides critical habitat for rare, 
threatened, and endangered species. 
According to Ann Pierce and Larry Gates 
of the Minnesota Department of Natural 
Resources (DNR), the blufflands subsec-
tion in southeastern Minnesota is one 
of the state’s most important areas for 
protecting biodiversity. One hundred 

fifty-six of Minnesota’s species in “greatest 
conservation need” live in the state’s 
southeastern subsection. More than 40% 
of Minnesota’s plant and animal species 
listed as endangered, threatened, or of 
special concern reside in this “blufflands” 
region on just 3% of Minnesota’s total 
area. More than 95% of the land in 
southeastern Minnesota, however, is 
privately owned and therefore subject to 
local land-use policies and decisions.

Bedrock geology also contributes 
to the uniqueness of southeastern 
Minnesota. This region features an effi-
ciently drained karst landscape, which 
formed on soluble rock (see sidebar). 
The prevalence of karst in southeastern 

Minnesota has important implications 
for pollution control and conservation 
of natural resources in the area. Under-
standing southeastern Minnesota’s karst 
topography and its influence on natural 
resources, therefore, is key to effective 
land management planning, including 
development of local land-use policies. 

To conserve natural resources and 
preserve biodiversity, society needs 
land-use policies that take a holistic 
view of regional landscape functions 
and ecosystem services. A landscape 
function results from natural physical, 
biological, or chemical processes. 
Important functions in southeastern 
Minnesota include the recharge of 

Landscape Planning and Land-Use Policy to 
Conserve Natural Resources in Southeastern 
Minnesota

by Susy Svatek Ziegler and Mary A. Williams
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An illustration of landscape functions. Many land-use planners and policy makers approach the natural environment as a 
surface to build on rather than as a system of interrelated natural features, functions, and processes. 
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groundwater aquifers, flood mitigation, 
biogeochemical cycling, and provision of 
wildlife habitat. Some natural processes 
or functions produce ecosystem services, 
which contribute directly to human 
health or well-being. An example of an 
ecosystem service is natural filtration 
and purification of water that eventu-
ally will be consumed by people. Land-
scape functions differ from ecosystem 
services in that the former are part of the 
self-sustaining properties of ecosystems, 
whereas the latter are end-products of 
processes that directly benefit humans, 
although many have no monetary value.

This article summarizes our study 
of conservation of natural resources in 
Wabasha County, Minnesota. The first 
objective of this research was to evaluate 
the extent to which current land-use 
policy protects landscape functions 
and ecosystem services in a portion of 
the Upper Mississippi River basin in 
southeastern Minnesota. Our case study 
focused on this region because we wanted 
to assist conservation organizations and 
government entities that seek to collabo-
rate on resource protection in this part 
of the Mississippi River watershed. The 
future of water resources, agriculture, 
recreation, and species diversity here and 
elsewhere depends on careful land-use 
choices and the policies that guide land-
use decisions. Our second objective was to 
propose policy changes that might better 
protect the municipalities’ landscape 
functions and ecosystem services in this 
region of karst topography. The long-term 
goal of our research is to help the DNR, 
The Nature Conservancy, the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers, the Upper Missis-
sippi National Wildlife Refuge, and other 
stakeholders to make planning decisions 
that protect the environmentally sensitive 
landscapes in the Upper Mississippi River 
watershed of southeastern Minnesota. 
The research on which this article is based 
was supported by a grant from CURA’s 
Faculty Interactive Research Program.

Management Challenges in a Karst 
Landscape
Water quality and quantity, flooding, 
foundation problems, hazardous waste 
disposal, loss of biodiversity, and degra-
dation of terrestrial and aquatic ecosys-
tems are important environmental issues 
in karst regions. These concerns make 
watershed management and land-use 
planning efforts in karst areas particu-
larly challenging. A karst landscape is 
susceptible to groundwater pollution 
because karst features quickly focus and 
conduct water through fractured bedrock 

to aquifers. Pollutants can travel rapidly 
through bedrock to these underground 
areas of water storage and can quickly 
degrade regional-scale natural resources, 
including supplies of drinking water, as 
well as sensitive biological communities. 
The ground surface can collapse into 
a sinkhole when a substantial amount 
of the subterranean rock is dissolved 
away, weakening the support structure. 
The instability of the ground surface in 
karst areas can wreak havoc on houses, 
barns, and personal property. Pollut-
ants from discarded objects in sinkholes, 
including old tires and used motor 
oil, can contaminate groundwater.

Characteristics of the Municipalities 
Studied
We wanted to examine land-use policy 
on a county level. However, because 
of the autonomy granted to local city 
governments in Minnesota with respect 
to land control, we could examine 
county-level policy only by examining 
city-level policy as well. Consequently, 
we examined the comprehensive land-
use plans and ordinances of Wabasha 
County and three cities in the county: 
Lake City, Wabasha, and Plainview 
(Figure 1). We selected these municipali-
ties to represent a range of communities 
in terms of population and land-cover 

Areas of predominantly carbonate bedrock, which includes limestone, 
are weathered primarily by chemical dissolution. When rainwater mixes 
with carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, a weak acid forms that chemi-
cally breaks down the carbonate bedrock. Over geologic time, character-
istic karst features such as conduits and cave networks form underground. 
When the ground surface collapses over the hollowed bedrock, depressions 
called sinkholes form. Stream sinks develop when drainage water flows 
across the land surface into a depression, where it is “swallowed” as it infil-
trates downward through fractured rock into the subsurface. Springs form 
where groundwater discharges at the land surface (see photo on page 17). 
Dye-tracing studies in southeastern Minnesota have shown that subsur-
face water does not necessarily flow within a watershed defined above 
ground. Spring water or groundwater flowing into streams and lakes might 
have originated from the land surface in a different watershed. Knowledge 
about surface watershed boundaries and subsurface springshed bound-
aries, therefore, is critical for proper management of water and natural 
resources, as well as for effective land planning and policy development.

Karst Formation and Landforms
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Figure 1. Major Karst Features in Wabasha County, Minnesota
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characteristics (Table 1). Lake City is 
in the northeastern corner of Wabasha 
County, adjacent to Lake Pepin—a 
wide spot in the Mississippi River that 
was dammed by sediment deposited at 
the mouth of the Chippewa River. The 
city straddles county lines, with the 
northern part of the municipality in 
Goodhue County. The city of Wabasha, 
the county seat, is just downstream of 
Lake Pepin. Wabasha, with the largest 
incorporated land area but the smallest 
population of the cities reviewed in 

this study, had more ordinances than 
did the two other cities. Only about 
2% of Lake City land area and 20% of 
the city of Wabasha land area is karst, 
but their amount of karst land will 
increase as these municipalities expand. 
The city of Plainview lies almost 
entirely on karst in the south-central 
upland plains of Wabasha County.

Since the 1980s, the Department 
of Geology and Geophysics at the 
University of Minnesota, the Minnesota 
Geological Survey, and the DNR have 

created and maintained a geographic 
information database containing hydro-
geologic and karst features for south-
eastern Minnesota. This database, which 
government agencies and the public can 
use free of charge, indicated that few 
karst features have been reported within 
the cities we studied, but it shows 
the location of nearly 200 sinkholes, 
45 springs, and two swallow holes in 
Wabasha County (Figure 1). This region 
also has networks of underground caves. 
Whereas sinkholes help conduct water 

Municipality characteristic
Wabasha 
County Lake City†

City of 
Wabasha

City of 
Plainview

2000 population 21,610 4,950 2,559 3,190

Overall land area (square miles and 
percentage of total)*

549.00 4.30 9.25 2.20

Rural land cover 304.69 
(55%)

0.82 
(19%)

2.31 
(25%)

1.10 
(50%)

Deciduous forest 139.03 
(25%)

1.15 
(27%)

3.24 
(35%)

0.02 
(1%)

Exposed soil, sandbars, and sand dunes 0.19 
(0%)

0.00 
(0%)

0.01 
(0%)

0.00 
(0%)

Grassland 71.77 
(13%)

0.35 
(8%)

0.29 
(3%)

0.04 
(2%)

Grassland-shrub-tree 1.03 
(0%)

0.03 
(1%)

0.06 
(1%)

0.00 
(0%)

Gravel pits and open mines 0.52 
(0%)

0.03 
(1%)

0.15 
(2%)

0.00 
(0%)

Urban and industrial 5.65 
(1%)

2.01 
(47%)

2.13 
(23%)

0.92 
(42%)

Unclassified 0.08 
(0%)

0.00 
(0%)

0.00 
(0%)

0.00 
(0%)

Water 24.15 
(4%)

0.04 
(1%)

1.04 
(11%)

0.01 
(0%)

Wetlands 2.03 
(0%)

0.00 
(0%)

0.01 
(0%)

0.00 
(0%)

Percentage of land area that is karst 75% 2% 19% 95%

Population density per square mile 41 1,167 318 1,453

Housing unit density per square mile 17 553 143 557

Governance system Five county 
commissioners 

plus one county 
administrator

Mayor plus six 
council members

Mayor plus six 
council members

Mayor plus six 
council members

Table 1. Population and Land Cover Characteristics of the Municipalities in this Study

Sources: Population data are from the 2000 U.S. Census; land cover data are from the 1990 International Coalition Land Use/Land Cover GIS layer from the Department of 
Natural Resources Data Deli.
* Total of the individual land areas does not equal “Overall Land Area” because of rounding.
† Includes the portion of the city in Goodhue County.
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on a local scale, caves and fractures in 
the limestone bedrock more strongly 
influence regional hydrology. The 
drinking water for residents of Wabasha 
County is pumped from wells drilled 
into bedrock aquifers, so water quantity 
and quality in this karst region are a 
political and a natural resource concern. 

Not all of Wabasha County is 
underlain by karst (Figure 1). Wetland 
areas along streams that feed into the 
Mississippi River, terraces on which 
the river once flowed before cutting 
downward to a new level, sandy dunes 
from past glacial activity, and bluffs 
that rise above the valley bottoms 
add to the landscape complexity. 
Sandstone and shale bedrock underlie 
many nonkarst regions. Most of this 
region’s native vegetation at the 
time of European American settle-
ment (Figure 2a) has been converted 
to agricultural crops. Only a small 
amount of the presettlement vegeta-
tion cover remains (Figure 2b). Natural 
vegetation types include hardwood 
forests, oak savannas, prairies, flood-
plain forests, and wetlands. Richard 
Biske, blufflands conservation coor-
dinator for The Nature Conservancy, 
has stated that, in part because of the 
varied habitats and also because of 
threats to long-term viability of the 
remaining natural plant and animal 
communities, this region is a conserva-
tion target for several organizations.

Methods
We downloaded the municipal ordi-
nances posted on the websites of 
Wabasha County, Lake City, the City 
of Wabasha, and the City of Plain-
view. We examined these ordinances 
and compiled a table of ordinance 
numbers that directly or indirectly refer-
ence landscape functions, ecosystem 
services, or karst features such as sink-
holes and springs (Table 2). For each 
municipality, we determined whether 
each ordinance recognized the function 
of landscape elements and ecosystem 
services, rather than merely the pres-
ence of these features. Few ordinances 
included an explanation of why they 
were written, so we interpreted their 
purpose literally from the context. 

Recognition of Landscape Functions, 
Ecosystem Services, and Karst
Many land-use planners and policy 
makers approach the natural environ-
ment as a surface to build on rather 
than as a system of interrelated natural 
features, functions, and processes. 

For the municipalities in this study, 
we found that ordinances refer-
enced landscape functions directly 

in 21 instances and indirectly in 9 
instances. Ordinances referenced 
ecosystem services more frequently 

Presettlement Vegetation

Aspen-Oak Land

Big Woods - Hardwoods

Brush Prairie

Lakes (open water)

Oak openings and barrens

Prairie

River Bottom Forest

Undefined

Wet Prairie

Lake
City

Wabasha

Plainview

Plainview

Wabasha

Lake
City

Wabasha County - Natural Plant Communities
Fire Dependant Forest/Woodland

Mesic Hardwood Forest

Floodplain Forest

Wet Forest

Upland Prairie

Cliff/Talus

Wet Meadow/Marsh
Other Water Body

Figure 2. Natural Plant Communities in Wabasha County, Minnesota

(a) Presettlement vegetation, as described in the 1853–1855 Public Land Survey records.

(b) Current extent of natural plant communities. The dramatic change in land cover 
has altered natural landscape functions and processes that directly affect the quality of 
ecosystem services provided to humans.
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than landscape functions (30 direct 
and 19 indirect references), which we 
expected, because ecosystem services 
relate directly to the needs of people 
and would likely receive more atten-
tion. This stronger focus on ecosystem 
services indicates the tendency for 
local planners and policy makers to 
react to local, short-term development 
needs, rather than to be proactive 
about the longer-term, landscape-scale 
needs of the natural environment.

Landscape Functions. Landscape 
and ecosystem functions are important 
for self-maintaining environmental 
systems. Each of the municipalities in 
this study had some policy that recog-
nized the importance of wetland ecosys-
tems because of Minnesota state wetland 
legislation. Wabasha County and the 
City of Wabasha ordinances listed the 
same six wetland ecosystem functions: 
(1) sediment and pollutant trapping 
and retention; (2) storage of surface 
run-off to prevent or reduce flood 
damage; (3) fish and wildlife habitat; 
(4) recreational use; (5) shoreline or 

Photo courtesy of M
ary A

. W
illiam

s 

A karst bedrock spring in southeastern Minnesota. Water emerges from a hole in the 
bedrock (at the man’s feet), creates a small shallow pool, then flows downhill as a 
surficial stream.

Functions or Services
Wabasha
County Lake City

City of 
Wabasha

City of 
Plainview

Landscape Functions

Stormwater management ✓ ✓ ✓

Erosion control ✓ ✓

Provision of biophysical animal habitat ✓ ✓

Effect of natural vegetation on air temperature 
and moisture delivery

✓

Moderation of water temperature by riparian 
vegetation

✓

Ecosystem Services

Clean groundwater ✓ ✓ ✓

Surface waterbodies ✓ ✓ ✓

Wildlife populations ✓

Flood mitigation ✓

Natural ecosystems or viewsheds ✓

Natural provision of quality soil formation ✓

Waste assimilation ✓

Stormwater management ✓ ✓

Karst

Facilitation of water flow by karst ✓

Table 2. Existence of Ordinances That Directly Acknowledge or Reference Landscape Functions, Ecosystem Services, or Karst
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bank stabilization; and (6) noteworthi-
ness, including special qualities such 
as historic significance, critical habitat 
for endangered plants and animals, or 
others. Ideally, all landscape functions 
would receive such explicit attention.

Aquifer recharge, an important land-
scape function in this region, was only 
indirectly referenced in policy through 
ordinances guiding parcel-scale develop-
ment, with suggestions to use natural 
drainage ways “if possible.” In Minne-
sota, aquifer recharge typically balances 
aquifer discharge. However, excess 
pumping of water, increased extent of 
impervious surfaces (for example, new 
parking lots), and high evaporation 
rates can result in decreased recharge. 
Drinking water in urban and rural areas 
of Wabasha County is pumped from 
wells drilled into bedrock aquifers in 
upland recharge areas, or from sand 
and gravel deposits in the lowland 
river valley system, an important area 
of discharge. Most of the drinking 
water comes from wells drilled into 
karst aquifers, so aquifer recharge and 
subsequent quantity and quality of 
discharge are critical landscape func-
tions of Wabasha County. Only two 
municipalities, however, had policy 
subsections that indirectly addressed 
aquifer recharge. Some municipali-
ties in the United States have created 
“Critical Aquifer Recharge Area” ordi-
nances designed to sustain the quantity 
and quality of regional drinking-water 
supplies. Protection of aquifer recharge 
is an example of a landscape func-
tion that merits more attention in this 
sensitive karst region of Minnesota.

Other existing policies could be 
modified to improve regulations 
related to people–environment inter-
actions. Lake City’s comprehensive 
land-use plan, for example, encour-
ages “the use of native vegetation on 
private and public lands where appro-
priate.” Neither “native vegetation” 
nor “where appropriate” is defined. 
Native vegetation is recommended in 
Lake City’s comprehensive land-use 
plan and presumably could support 
functions such as water infiltration, 
carbon sequestration, soil formation, 
and nutrient cycling. Plant and animal 
communities need connected habitat, 
preferably comprised of indigenous 
species. “Native” vegetation, however, 
is rarely mentioned, let alone required, 
in Lake City’s ordinances. Positive steps 
toward conserving resources would 
include (1) taking a regional view with 
an eye on landscape, ecosystem, and 

connectivity needs; (2) requiring protec-
tion of a certain percentage of native 
vegetation on a landscape scale; and 
(3) mandating the planting of native 
species when any revegetation is neces-
sary. The benefits of native vegetation 
are well studied and numerous (sidebar). 

Ecosystem Services. Ecosystem 
goods and services contribute directly to 
human well-being. Clean groundwater 
for human consumption is produced 
where precipitation is able to infiltrate 
a permeable ground surface and is 
filtered by the soil as the water moves 
downward toward subsurface aqui-
fers. Each municipality referenced this 
ecosystem service of clean groundwater, 
at least indirectly, and has developed 
ordinances aimed at reducing pollution 
of surface and groundwater as indi-
vidual parcels of land are developed.

Wildlife is another ecosystem 
service that benefits local citizens, 
but also benefits tourists who hunt, 
fish, or view animals in the wild. The 
county’s economy is expected to grow 
from increased tourism in the region 
following the opening in September 
2007 of the National Eagle Center, a 
14,000-square-foot facility with an 
observation platform along the Missis-
sippi River in downtown Wabasha. Lake 
Pepin, just upstream from the center, 
has been designated an Important Bird 
Area by Audubon Minnesota because 
of its large concentration of bald eagles 
and an abundance of migratory birds. 

Habitat, including clean water, must 
be preserved for the eagles and wildlife 
if this type of tourism is to flourish. 
Plainview, and not the two cities near 

Require lower or no chemical  .

inputs for landscape manage-
ment
Manage stormwater more  .

efficiently, which reduces 
stormwater management costs 
and issues, and reduces need 
for stormwater infrastructure 
(pipes, ponds, etc.)
Promote natural infiltration  .

of stormwater
Stabilize soil to help control  .

erosion
Are resilient following  .

regional climate fluctuations
Support biodiversity of plants  .

and animals
Appeal aesthetically .

Benefits of 
Native Plant 
Communities in 
Urban and Rural 
Landscapes 

Photo courtesy of D
an Sw

ard

Upstream view of the Mississippi River from the observation platform at the 
National Eagle Center, Wabasha, Minnesota. 
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Lake Pepin, is the only municipality 
with a policy instrument that directly 
acknowledges a wildlife population as 
an ecosystem service when it attempts, 
through regulation, to reduce develop-
ment impacts on aquatic habitat for 
nearby trout populations. Each of the 
municipalities’ comprehensive land-use 
plans does mention wetland habitat as 
essential for supporting wildlife popula-
tions. Wabasha County and the City of 
Wabasha explicitly state that wetlands 
provide “fish and wildlife habitat.” 
Lake City indirectly acknowledges 
that wildlife is an ecosystem benefit 
worth supporting when it requires that 
golf-course designers include land-
scaping and site layout that preserves 
and enhances wildlife habitat. Land-
scape planning, with a broader view 
of promoting ecological integrity, 
would support habitat and wildlife 
more directly in these municipalities.

Karst. We were surprised by 
the lack of ordinances that directly 
consider the importance of karst 
features and their connection to 
groundwater. The comprehensive land-
use plan of Wabasha County mentions 
that the county is located in a karst 
topography region, but municipal 
ordinances provide neither recognition 
of nor protection for karst features. A 
single Wabasha County zoning ordi-
nance is the only ordinance that refers 
to karst or a karst feature, stating “No 
new feedlots shall be within 300 feet 
of any sinkhole.” This setback matches 
the state’s recommended animal 
feedlot setback distance from a sink-
hole. No other ordinances refer directly 
to karst topography, even though 
neighboring municipalities (outside of 
Wabasha County) have encountered 
legal, environmental, economic, and 
health problems because of karst-
related groundwater contamination. A 
few of these neighboring municipali-
ties and other communities located 
on karst topography have developed 
“limestone ordinances” that establish 
predevelopment requirements, such 
as hydrogeologic site investigations, 
or guidelines for construction activi-
ties, such as required setbacks from 
karst features (Table 3). Although these 
ordinances may be pertinent to the 
municipalities that we studied, and 
could be considered by those munici-
palities for adoption, it is important 
to note that most of these limestone 
ordinances still reflect parcel-scale 
planning and do not incorporate a 
landscape-scale view of development.

Prospects for Future Conservation 
through Landscape Planning
Despite the first steps toward conserving 
resources through land-use planning, 
most of the ordinances we examined 
permitted conditional uses and vari-
ances. The planning commission in 
each municipality recommends a 
course of action, but the city council or 
county board ultimately approves any 
conditional use or variance to a given 
parcel of land. Ideally, each munici-
pality would create plans to include 

local- and landscape-scale features 
and processes needed for basic natural 
resource health and maintenance, both 
within the municipal boundaries and 
across the major watersheds of the 
region (Figure 3). These plans could 
then provide holistic views of pertinent 
landscape and ecosystem processes 
to aid in final land-use decisions.

On a parcel- or plot-level scale, an 
increased awareness and recognition of 
landscape-level processes would help 
planners make more informed local 

Parcel-Scale Development Activities

Prohibit the filling of sinkholes and limit development within specified boundaries*

Restrict discharge of stormwater into sinkholes*

Prohibit the dumping of trash into sinkholes*

Compensate developers when they protect sensitive karst features*

Allow nondevelopable karst areas like sinkholes to be set aside for open space, 
parks, or green belts (as safety permits)*

Allow higher density residential buildings on sites that avoid sensitive karst 
landscapes*

Prohibit development on any property with a sinkhole containing garbage until the 
sinkhole is cleaned out and approved by the health department†

Properly size any subsurface seepage system installed in karst†

Prohibit private sewage disposal systems or components near the bottom of 
sinkholes†

Prohibit systems with surface discharges within 50 feet of an immediate sinkhole 
drainage area†

Prohibit surface discharge systems in sinkhole plains (areas where all of the surface 
drainage leads to the subsurface)†

Prohibit subsurface seepage fields within 75 feet of where the slope of a sinkhole 
side exceeds 5%†

Landscape-Scale Human Activities

Identify sinkholes, sinkhole drainage areas, and areas of potential sinkhole clusters, 
and avoid developing on them*†

Define “Karst Overlay Zoning Districts” and prohibit development in 
hydrogeologically or biologically sensitive landscape areas‡

Follow comprehensive landscape planning that incorporates subsurface springshed 
boundaries and preserves hydrogeologic and biotic functions‡

Enhance public education about the need to protect natural landscape functions, 
ecosystem services, and karst features‡

Table 3. Examples of Existing or Proposed Limestone Ordinances in the United States

Note: Ordinance language was either taken directly or reworded from published references.
* Modifi ed from J.S. Dinger and J.R. Rebmann, “Ordinance for the Control of Urban Development in Sinkhole Areas 
in the Blue Grass Karst Region, Lexington, Kentucky,” working paper, Conference on Environmental Problems in 
Karst Terranes and Their Solutions, Bowling Green, KY, 1986.
† Modifi ed from J. Bade and P. Moss, “Studies and regulations in the Southwestern Illinois Karst,” Engineering 
Geology 52 (1999): 141–145.
‡ Authors of this paper.
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land-use decisions that would support 
ecosystem health. Sustainable landscape 
planning, an alternative to traditional 
land-use planning, recognizes and 
protects the function of landscape 
features and ecosystem services in the 
process of forming land-use policy. A 
parcel-by-parcel approach to planning 
does not generally protect connectivity 
of plant and animal habitat, species 
diversity, biogeochemical cycles, stream-
channel processes, floodplain func-
tioning, and groundwater resources, 
because landscape functions and 
ecosystem services transcend individual 
plots. Development projects must leave 
enough of the land as open space so 
that these complex ecosystems remain 
intact and can function normally.

Some ordinances we studied recog-
nized landscape functions (e.g., water 
infiltration in natural drainage areas) 
or attempted to minimize degradation 
of ecosystem services (e.g., drinking 
water) caused by parcel-scale devel-
opment activities. Municipalities, 
however, can do more to protect and 

conserve resources for future genera-
tions. Planners and policy makers 
could think more consciously about 
preserving undeveloped land and 
maintaining corridors or connections 
between patches of habitat. They can 
protect natural resources by minimizing 
irreversible habitat fragmentation, 
disruption of nutrient and hydro-
logic cycles, and loss of biodiversity.

Previous research has shown that 
policy that supports the environment 
can also have socioeconomic benefits. It 
is possible that a better understanding 
of the benefits of ecosystem health will 
help people realize that it is from land-
scape functions and ecosystem services 
that we derive the resources neces-
sary to survive. Ecosystem services are 
only made available through natural 
landscape and ecosystem functions. 
If ecosystems are not allowed to func-
tion naturally over adequate spatial 
and temporal scales, we risk losing 
the very services we depend on.

A larger investigation is warranted 
that would explore how land-use 

planning and policy can better foster 
conservation of aquatic, riparian, and 
upland resources to promote regional 
environmental health while supporting 
socioeconomic development, recre-
ation, hunting and fishing, and wildlife 
viewing. Research on environmentally 
sustainable community develop-
ment and land-planning methods has 
already proposed possible changes 
that municipalities can incorporate 
into their ordinances and planning 
processes to sustain or enhance local 
and regional landscape processes and 
functions (sidebar, p. 22). Future genera-
tions will benefit from decisions that 
support ecological integrity now.

The analysis of municipality-level 
policy issues in Wabasha County 
reported here is an important step 
toward conserving resources in the 
Upper Mississippi River basin because 
our results can inform land-use and 
planning decisions made at other scales. 
Meredith Cornett, Director of Conserva-
tion Science at The Nature Conservancy, 
has noted that our project relates to 
their organization’s Great Rivers Part-
nership—a quest for conservation, resto-
ration, and sustainable development 
of three large river systems: the Missis-
sippi River, China’s Yangtze River, and 
Brazil’s Paraguay-Paraná River system. 

We anticipate continuing our collab-
orations as land development pressures 
grow in southeastern Minnesota. For 
example, one of the authors participated 
in the Efroymson Fellowship Conserva-
tion Action Planning Workshops. The 
goal of this multi-agency effort is to 
develop a collaborative conservation 
action plan that ultimately will help 
protect precious resources for Minne-
sota’s citizens. Such partnerships among 
multiple stakeholders are challenging, 
but they can help us conserve natural 
resources in landscapes consisting of a 
complex mosaic of land parcels owned 
privately and by local, state, and federal 
agencies. Cooperative planning is our 
best hope for protecting biodiversity 
and ensuring ecosystem health.

Conclusions and Recommendations 
For this pilot project, we examined the 
municipal policies of four southeastern 
Minnesota entities for direct and indi-
rect references to landscape functions, 
ecosystem services, and karst features. 
We identified several cases where policy 
could be added or changed to benefit 
the environment. For the municipali-
ties that we studied, we recommend 
that ordinances be revised to recognize 

Mississippi River –
Winona Watershed

Zumbro River
Watershed

Mississippi River –
Lake Pepin
Watershed

Mississippi River
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Figure 3. Wabasha County, Minnesota, and the Three Major Watersheds the County 
Encompasses
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the complexities and sensitivities of 
carbonate rock formations and their 
karst features, including their value 
for aquifer recharge, productive agri-
cultural land, animal habitat, and 
scenic vistas. Policy for karst regions 
must also highlight the susceptibility 
to subsi dence and collapse of the 
land surface, and the high potential 
for groundwater contamination. A 
landscape-level approach to protecting 
groundwater in karst areas would 
assume that pollutants infiltrating in 
one area could quickly flow into an area 
that on the ground surface appears to 
be a different watershed. Animal feed-
lots certainly should not be sited near 
sinkholes, but municipalities could also 
enforce setbacks for other construction 
activities. Designated “Critical Aquifer 
Recharge Areas” could help protect 

groundwater resources in this sensitive 
region. The municipalities studied here 
could consider incorporating ordinances 
that have been used in other regions 
with karst topography (Table 3, p. 19). 

We also propose that resources 
would be better protected if municipali-
ties would shift from making parcel-
based land-use decisions primarily 
for short-term economic reasons to 
landscape-scale planning that supports 
long-term public and environmental 
health. Specifically, Wabasha County 
and the cities of Lake City, Plainview, 
and Wabasha could adopt landscape-
planning methods that effectively 
promote sustainable development 
while conserving resources and main-
taining ecological integrity (sidebar). 

We hope that this policy analysis 
and our recommendations will help 

guide decisions at the local level and 
enhance environmental protection 
in Wabasha County. Our work may 
also contribute to the broader discus-
sion of natural resource conservation 
and land management elsewhere in 
the United States, where parcel-scale 
planning is fragmenting ecosystems, 
disturbing landscape functions, and 
disrupting the natural flow of ecosystem 
services. We hypothesize that, with 
the right planning and policy tools, 
landscape planning and land use can 
be compatible with the natural func-
tions of the broader landscape.

Susy Svatek Ziegler is assistant professor 
in the Department of Geography at the 
University of Minnesota. She is a bioge-
ographer with broad interests in human 
impact on the environment. Her research 
focuses on vegetation change related to 
disturbance by wind, fire, insects, logging, 
and grazing in the eastern United States. 
She currently is documenting disturbance–
climate interactions in remnants of the 
Big Woods and oak savannas of Minne-
sota. Mary A. Williams is a doctoral 
candidate in the Conservation Biology 
Graduate Program at the University of 
Minnesota. With support from CURA, 
she presented some of this research at 
the 13th International Conference on 
the Environment in Portland, Maine. 

This study was supported by a grant 
from CURA’s Faculty Interactive Research 
Program. The program was created to 
encourage University faculty to carry out 
research projects that involve significant 
issues of public policy for the state and 
that include interaction with community 
groups, agencies, or organizations in 
Minnesota. These grants are available to 
regular faculty members at the University 
of Minnesota and are awarded annually 
on a competitive basis. Funding from 
the College of Liberal Arts Infotech Fees 
Committee supported the creation of 
some of the figures and photos by Dan 
Sward that appear in this article. The 
Nature Conservancy supported Mary 
Williams’ participation in the Efroymson 
Workshops, and has encouraged multi-
agency collaborations and conservation 
efforts in southeastern Minnesota.

Recognize that humans are part of ecosystems, not separate from nature .

Maintain a landscape matrix that includes all habitats present in the area  .

before development
Ensure that habitat areas are linked and landscape corridors are not  .

disrupted so that species can migrate without encountering barriers
Conserve  . indigenous landscapes† to protect landscape functions 
Ensure long-term environmental and economic benefits by planting  .

native vegetation that requires few supplemental inputs
Plan development so it conserves important natural resources (including  .

air, soil, and water) and landscape processes (including drainage) and 
retains resiliency of ecosystems
Plan to maintain the ecological integrity of the landscape through cycles  .

of decades to centuries 
Maintain a low ratio of developed land to undeveloped land to protect  .

basic environmental functions
Consult a conservation biologist or other specialist with training in  .

ecology and landscape analysis to help plan communities that conserve 
landscapes and life
Support public involvement in activities that foster sustainable  .

environments

Source: Modified from J. Grant, P. Manuel, and D. Joudrey, “A Framework for Planning Sustainable 
Residential Landscapes,” Journal of the American Planning Association 62 (1996): 331–344.
† Grant et al. (1996, p. 343) prefer the term “indigenous landscapes” to “natural landscapes” because it 
connotes natural elements and cultural uses of an area.

Examples of Landscape Planning Methods 
That Promote Ecological Integrity 
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As a result of the 2008 legisla-
tive session, Minnesota schools 
will receive an additional 

funding allocation of $51 per pupil 
from the State of Minnesota. In tough 
economic times, this increase reflects 
broad agreement that schools need 
adequate resources to ensure that 
more students meet ever-rising stan-
dards. But beyond general support 
of school funding, there has been 
surprisingly limited information avail-
able on actual spending at individual 
schools, and how such spending 
might affect educational outcomes.

This article summarizes our find-
ings related to disparities in spending 
on teacher salaries among 53 schools 
in the Minneapolis Public School 
District. Our complete findings are 
reported in Minneapolis Public Schools 
Spending and Population Relation-
ships, published in October 2007 with 
assistance from CURA.1 This project 
expands on a previous, smaller study 
of 2002–2003 teacher salary data. 
According to the earlier study, 26 
out of 28 Minneapolis Public Schools 
that had below-average teacher pay 
also had above-average percentages 
of students of color or low-income 
students. The current study examined 
2004–2005 school year accounting 
data to determine whether this trend 
has persisted at individual schools. In 
general, we found a trend of relatively 
low spending on teacher salaries at 
schools that serve a high proportion of 
disadvantaged learners, and vice versa.

This project was initiated by a group 
of parents of children in Minneapolis 
Public Schools, whose application for 
CURA research assistance was spon-
sored by ACHIEVE!Minneapolis. The 
project was supported by a grant from 
CURA’s New Initiatives program.

Data and Research Approach
Most public school spending reports are 
based on districtwide salary averages, 
and do not report actual spending on 

1 Available online at www.cura.umn.edu
/publications/D2007-1.pdf.

salaries by site. The purpose of our study 
was to analyze primary data on actual 
spending of Minneapolis Public Schools 
General Fund money on teacher salaries 
at individual schools, and to examine 
relationships between individual school 
spending2 and student populations.

In examining actual spending on 
teacher salaries, we expected to observe 
some disparity between school sites, 
because teachers in Minneapolis and 
most other public school districts across 
the nation are placed into schools 
according to the terms of their collec-
tive-bargaining agreements, without 
consideration of differing salary levels. 
This system provides important protec-
tions to staff. For example, schools 
cannot elect to hire lower-paid teachers 
simply to save money. However, the 
practice of ignoring salaries in the staff 

2 School spending, in this article, means spending 
on teacher salaries. 

placement process opens the door for 
spending disparity between school sites. 

Much of a school’s annual budget 
allocation from its district is determined 
by dividing the number of children 
expected for the following year by the 
targeted class size to determine the 
number of classes needed, then multi-
plying that number by the district 
average cost for one teacher. Because 
actual teacher salaries vary from the 
districtwide average, three different 
spending outcomes are possible.

If a school’s average teacher salary  .

is coincidentally equal to the 
districtwide average teacher salary, 
the school’s actual spending will be 
close to its allocated budget amount. 
If a school’s average teacher salary  .

is lower than the districtwide 
average, the site’s actual spending 
will be lower than its allo-
cated budget amount.

When School Funds Follow Teachers, 
Not Students

by Mary Bock and Georges Tippens

Photo illustration ©
 im

age100/C
orbis, 2008

The funding distribution system used in Minneapolis and most other public school 
districts allows for significant spending disparity on teacher salaries between 
schools. This study found a trend of relatively low spending on teacher salaries at 
schools that serve a high proportion of disadvantaged learners. 
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If a school’s average teacher salary  .

is higher than the districtwide 
average, the site’s actual spending 
will be higher than its allo-
cated budget amount.

Thus, even though the annual site allo-
cation process is designed to ensure 
fair distribution of various types of 
funding to schools, in keeping with 
applicable laws and policies, the current 
system offers no guarantee that schools 
actually spend on teacher salaries 
the amount of money that they are 
allocated for teacher salaries. Actual 
spending follows staff, not students.

Of course, some veteran teachers, 
who have more options under the 
terms of their teachers’ contracts, 
choose to bid into high-need school 
sites. However, the trend is for higher 
paid teachers to migrate to lower need 
sites. This trend contributes to the 
relationship between lower teacher-
salary spending and higher percent-
ages of disadvantaged students at 
individual Minneapolis Public Schools 
that we documented in our study.

Above-average teacher pay does not 
always mean higher quality instruc-
tion. However, the common practice 
of tying teacher pay to years of service 
and training reflects an assumption 
that these qualities, in many cases, 
do add value to a school environ-
ment. This value, to the extent that it 
exists, is unevenly distributed across 
schools in Minneapolis, as are student 
demographics and academic results. 

General Findings
During the 2004–2005 school year, 
General Fund expenditures on class-
room teacher salaries ranged from 
$916 to $3,859 per pupil across 53 
Minneapolis Public Schools. Thus, the 
highest per-pupil spending figure was 
4.2 times greater than the lowest per-
pupil spending figure. The impact of 
this spending disparity on individual 
school budgets can be understood by 
considering one school’s spending 
figures compared with the average. 
Anishinabe Academy spent $916 in 
General Fund money per pupil on 
teacher salaries in the 2004–2005 school 
year, at the low end of the range. If the 
school instead spent the average for K–8 
sites of $2,003 per pupil, it would have 
spent an additional $1,087 for each of 
its 223 students, for a total of $242,401. 
Anishinabe’s student body was 96% low-
income students and 98% students of 
color during the 2004–2005 school year.

We examined the correlation 
between school spending on teacher 
salaries and nine other variables at indi-
vidual schools across four grade configu-
rations (Table 1). Based on our analysis, 
the following were the three strongest 
overall statistical relationships between 
student population characteristics and 
actual spending on teacher salaries:

Low per-pupil spending correlated  .

with higher numbers of low-income 
students at a school (based on the 
percentage of students eligible 
for free or reduced cost lunch).
High per-pupil spending corre- .

lated with higher numbers of 
White students at a school. 
High per-pupil spending correlated  .

with higher numbers of students 
who are meeting the math profi-
ciency standards at a school.

Conclusion and Recommendations
Our most important finding is that 
the current funding distribution 
system used in Minneapolis and most 
other public school districts nation-
wide allows for significant spending 
disparity on teacher salaries between 
schools. The size of the funding gap, 
and its alignment with the achieve-
ment gap, supports the need for publi-
cation of actual spending reports by 
school site, fund, and purpose so that 

both families and experts can evaluate 
the current system. Our findings also 
support further investigation into 
the impact of spending on learning, 
and into teacher placement options 
that could be devised to balance 
multiple concerns, such as spending 
equity and fair labor practices. 

For those who believe that 
spending equity is an important 
part of educational equity, our full 
report concludes with examples of 
systemic remedies that could be 
instituted to ensure that funding is 
spent proportionately per student, 
and in keeping with the established 
purpose of various funding streams. 
One approach is to transition to 
building-based budgeting, wherein 
a school’s annual funding allocation 
becomes its actual budget available 
for spending (meaning that money 
would follow students rather than 
staff). This approach has raised fears 
that measures such as forced transfers 
would be used to achieve a mix of 
higher and lower paid staff at schools.3 

Another option is to phase in 
provisions for handling new hires 
and reassignments that would include 
a financial consideration. In such a 

3 See Kate Walsh, Robbing Peter to Pay Paul: The Case 
Against Comparability. Washington, D.C.: National 
Council on Teacher Quality, 2007. 4 pp.

School Population Characteristic
Grades

K–5
Grades

K–8
Grades

6–8
Grades
9–12

Pct. free or reduced cost lunch −0.32 −0.37 −0.86 −0.59

Pct. limited English proficiency −0.46 +0.01 −0.61 +0.20

Pct. special education +0.65 +0.42* −0.47 −0.13

Pct. African American −0.12 −0.11 −0.26 −0.66

Pct. Hispanic −0.38 +0.03 −0.36 +0.84

Pct. Asian −0.03 −0.30 −0.70 −0.88

Pct. Native American +0.27 −0.30* −0.19 +0.32

Pct. White +0.36 +0.41 +0.91 +0.68

Pct. students meeting selected math 
proficiency measure 

+0.26 +0.38 +0.68 +0.58

Table 1. Correlation between Population Characteristics and General Fund 
Spending on Teacher Salaries for 53 Minneapolis Public Schools, 2004–2005 

Note: Pearson correlation coeffi cients are reported here. A “+” sign for a coeffi cient means that as the variable 
in the far left column increases, spending on teacher salaries increases, whereas a “−” sign indicates that as the 
variable increases, spending on teacher salaries decreases. The size of the coeffi cient indicates the relative strength 
of the relationship (out of 1.00). Coeffi cients in bold indicate a correlation (positive or negative) of moderate or 
high strength.
* These two fi gures are affected by outlier spending and population conditions, and do not necessarily represent a 
trend across multiple sites.
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model, if a school’s hiring of the top 
qualified candidate for a position, as 
determined by prevailing bidding rules, 
would cause the school to exceed the 
districtwide average teacher salary by 
more than 1% (for example), then the 
hiring committee would move down 
the candidate list to hire the first 
qualified applicant whose salary level 
would keep the school’s average salary 
within 1% of the districtwide average 
(or as close to this target as possible).

Suggested measures to improve 
parity in actual spending between 
schools, including the national bipar-
tisan “100% solution” described on 
the Thomas B. Fordham Institute’s 
Fund the Child Project website (see 
www.100percentsolution.org
/fundthechild/index.cfm), do not 
correspond exactly with the tradi-
tional bargaining priorities of either 
labor or district management. Ensuring 
spending equity between school sites 

would place some limitation on both 
seniority bidding rights and on admin-
istrator hiring options. However, 
concern for spending equity may be in 
the long-term interest of both parties. 
In Minneapolis, families who are 
short-changed in the current spending 
distribution system are leaving the 
school district at higher rates than 
other families. Systemic changes in 
resource distribution, and potential 
improvement in outcomes, could be an 
important demonstration of commit-
ment to equity in the attempt to 
retain or regain disaffected families.

The main focus of our study was 
on Minneapolis Public Schools General 
Fund spending on teacher salaries 
at individual sites. This is one of the 
largest and most important expen-
ditures made by the school district. 
Nevertheless, the study raises many 
questions. For example, can above-
average spending on nonteacher costs 
make up for below-average spending 
on teachers, in terms of student results? 
Additional research will be neces-
sary to answer this and other ques-
tions. However, meaningful research 
depends on the availability of actual 
spending data, which we hope will 
be readily available in the future. 

Mary Bock is a fundraising and evaluation 
consultant to nonprofit organizations, 
including Minneapolis Public Schools. She 
has a Ph.D. in English from the Univer-
sity of Minnesota. Georges Tippens is a 
graduate student pursuing a joint degree 
in law and urban and regional planning 
from the University of Minnesota. He has 
a B.S. in economics from the University of 
Washington, with a certificate in economic 
theory and quantitative methods.

The research upon which this article 
is based was supported in part through a 
New Initiatives grant from CURA. These 
grants support projects that are initiated 
by faculty, community organizations, 
government agencies, or students and 
that are not appropriate for consideration 
under another CURA program. For more 
information about this project, contact 
Mary Bock at mary.a.b@comcast.net.

Minneapolis Public Schools Spending and Population Relationships examines 
one type of spending disparity: disparity in actual spending on teacher 
salaries between schools. A broader view of the issue is provided in recent 
major studies sponsored by national foundations, as well as in current 
Congressional debate. 

“In demonstrating site-to-site funding comparability, local education agen-
cies can currently exclude state/local funds expended for staff salary differen-
tials for years of employment. My best prediction is that this loophole will be 
closed in reauthorization [of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act].” 

—Leigh Manasevit, Esq., Brustein & Manasevit Attorneys at 
Law, Fiscal Compliance Training sponsored by the Minnesota 

Department of Education, January 18, 2008

“This new model, known as Weighted Student Funding (WSF), has three 
key elements that level the playing field for low-income students…. [The 
third is that] resources arrive at the school as real dollars (not teaching 
positions, etc.).” 

—Thomas B. Fordham Institute, “Fund the Child” website, 
www.100percentsolution.org/fundthechild/index.cfm 

“Teacher salary gaps in the 50 largest school districts in Texas… can add up 
to tens of thousands—sometimes hundreds of thousands—of dollars every 
year…. Fortunately, research also confirms that changing current teacher 
distribution patterns would have a tremendously positive effect on low-
income and minority students.”

—The Education Trust, Their Fair Share website, 
www.theirfairshare.org, February 7, 2008 

“When I first heard about the [Minneapolis Public Schools Spending and Popula-
tion Relationships] report, I thought it was pretty esoteric. But when I read it, I 
realized: ‘this is institutional racism 101.’”

—William English, Coalition of Black Churches/
African American Leadership Summit, comments made to the 

Minneapolis Board of Education, December 4, 2007

Spending Comparability: A Hot Topic
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The Center for Urban and Regional 
Affairs supports community-based 
research projects through several 

different programs. If you represent 
a community organization or agency 
and are unsure which program listed 
below is most suitable for your project 
proposal, simply complete a general 
Community-Based Research Program 
Application Form at www.cura.umn.edu
/Programs/curaappform.html 
and we will route your request 
to the appropriate program.

The  ■ Community Assistantship 
Program (CAP) matches community-
based nonprofit organizations, citizen 
groups, and government agencies in 
Greater Minnesota with students who 
can provide research assistance. Eligible 
organizations define a research project, 
submit an application, and if accepted, 
are matched with a qualified student 
to carry out the research. The applica-
tion deadline for spring semester 2009 
assistantships (mid-January through 
May) is October 30, 2008. For more 
information, to discuss potential proj-
ects, or for assistance with applications, 
contact CAP coordinator Will Craig 
at 612-625-3321 or wcraig@umn.edu, 
or visit www.cura.umn.edu/cap.php.

Neighborhood Planning for  ■

Community Revitalization (NPCR) 
provides student research assistance to 
community organizations in Minne-
apolis, St. Paul, and metro area suburbs 
that are involved in community-based 
revitalization. Projects may include 
any issue relevant to a neighborhood’s 
or community’s needs and interests, 
including planning, program develop-
ment, or program evaluation. Priority 
is given to projects that support and 
involve residents of color. Applications 
from organizations collaborating on a 
project are encouraged. The application 
deadline for spring semester 2009 assis-
tantships (mid-January through May) 
is October 30, 2008. For more informa-
tion, visit www.cura.umn.edu
/npcr.php or contact NPCR 
program director Kris Nelson at 
612-625-1020 or ksn@umn.edu.

The  ■ Communiversity Program funds 
quarter-time graduate student assistant-
ships for one semester to help commu-
nity-based nonprofit organizations or 
government agencies with a specific 
project. The application deadline for 
spring semester 2009 assistantships 
(mid-January through May) is October 
30, 2008. For more information, contact 
CURA community program assistant Jeff 
Corn at 612-625-0744 or curacbr@umn.
edu, or visit www.cura.umn.edu
/communiversity.php.

Community Growth Options ■  
(U-CGO) is a new program at CURA 
that provides research and technical 
assistance to help growing communi-
ties on the edge of the Twin Cities 
metropolitan area manage growth in 
ways that make development more 
sustainable, environmentally respon-
sive, and economically efficient. Eligible 
communities define a research project, 
submit an application, and if accepted, 
are matched with appropriate graduate 
student or faculty resources to carry 
out the research. Applications for 
assistance are accepted on an ongoing 
basis. For more information, to discuss 
potential projects, or for assistance 
with applications, contact U-CGO 
program coordinator Mike Greco at 
612-625-7501 or mgreco@umn.edu, 
or visit www.cura.umn.edu/cgo.php.

The  ■ Minnesota Center for Neigh-
borhood Organizations (formerly 
known as the Twin Cities Training 
Program for Neighborhood Organizers) 
trains people to work effectively in 
organizing and staffing neighbor-
hood organizations. It trains new 
organizers and increases the skills of 
existing neighborhood staff through 
internships, workshops, and other 
programs. For more information 
about the program and the training 
opportunities available, contact Jay 
Clark by phone at 612-625-2513 or 
by e-mail at clark037@umn.edu.

Northside Seed Grants ■  support 
community organizations that 
operate programs serving residents of 

Minneapolis’ Northside community by 
providing student research assistants 
and faculty researchers to carry out 
neighborhood-initiated and neighbor-
hood-guided projects. The application 
deadline for spring semester 2009 assis-
tantships (mid-January through May) 
is October 15, 2008. For more informa-
tion, visit www.cura.umn.edu/NSG.php 
or contact program director Kris Nelson 
at 612-625-1020 or ksn@umn.edu.

The  ■ Neighborhood Partnership 
Initiative (NPI) provides direct finan-
cial support to foster innovative, 
effective partnerships that increase 
involvement of immigrant, under-
represented, and youth constituencies 
in solving neighborhood problems 
and improving the community for 
everyone. Partnerships applying to NPI 
must include at least one government-
recognized Minneapolis or St. Paul 
neighborhood organization (Minne-
apolis Neighborhood Group or St. 
Paul District Council) and at least 
one youth, immigrant, or arts orga-
nization with nonprofit status. The 
neighborhood organization should 
be the lead partner. The program will 
provide grants of up to $10,000 in 
direct financial support to successful 
applicants For more information about 
NPI, visit www.cura.umn.edu/NPI.php 
or contact Jeff Corn at 612-625-0744 
or jcorn@umn.edu.

The  ■ University-Neighborhood 
Network (UNN) links community orga-
nizations to course-based neighborhood 
projects that students carry out as part 
of course requirements at a Twin Cities 
college or university. Organizations 
that participate in the program identify 
projects with which they need assis-
tance. UNN then locates faculty who 
teach courses that meet the organiza-
tion’s needs, and students who have an 
interest in the proposed project. Partici-
pation in UNN is coordinated through a 
web database system. For more informa-
tion, visit www.cura.umn.edu/unn.php, 
or contact UNN coordinator Jeff Corn 
at 612-625-0744 or unn@umn.edu.

Project Funding Available from CURA
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Significant behavioral issues can 
result in youth being removed 
from the home by local govern-

ment officials and temporarily placed 
in an out-of-home setting, such as a 
group home or juvenile corrections 
center. These young individuals face a 
complex array of family, societal, and 
personal issues that have led to a need 
for placement outside of their family 
home. Many out-of-home placement 
cases involve adolescents who have 
interacted with human services and 
juvenile corrections departments on 
more than one occasion. Out-of-home 
placements occur for two reasons: either 

because of child protection-related 
issues, such as abandonment or neglect, 
or for behavioral reasons, including 
stealing, committing vandalism, 
attempting suicide, abusing alcohol 
or drugs, or being physically violent. 
Youth placed in out-of-home settings 
for behavioral reasons in Hennepin 
County are the focus of this article. 

In Hennepin County, both human 
services and juvenile corrections 
departments handle out-of-home 
youth placements for behavioral 
reasons. Youth who face similar under-
lying problems that influence their 
behavior may be placed by different 

departments, depending on the circum-
stances (see sidebar for an example). 

Out-of-home placements for youth 
are expensive. The cost to Hennepin 
County for alternative living arrange-
ments for youth with behavioral prob-
lems was approximately $56 million in 
2004. In addition to a growing concern 
about costs, there is little evidence 
that these placements are effective. 
In 2004, Hennepin County created a 
new unit, the Joint Care Management 
Initiative (JCMI), to manage these 
complex and costly out-of-home place-
ments. The JCMI unit is one example 
of a national trend where local human 

When Troubled Youth Can’t Stay at Home: 
An Analysis of Out-of-Home Placements in 
Hennepin County

by Misty L. Heggeness and Elizabeth E. Davis

The Hennepin County Home School in Minnetonka is a state-licensed residential treatment facility for juveniles aged 13–17 who 
are committed to the facility by the court.

Photo ©
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services and corrections departments 
are coordinating services in an effort 
to improve the outcomes for youth 
and their families and to reduce costs. 

This article reports on our recent study 
that examined the similarities and differ-
ences of youth placed by either Hennepin 
County’s human services or juvenile 
corrections departments for behavioral 
reasons; our study also compared the 
placement experiences of these youth 
in terms of the types of placement and 
length-of-stay. Although our first objec-
tive was analyzing the characteristics and 
experiences of youth placed by the two 
departments, including where youth live 
(Figure 1), we also examined the place-
ment experiences of youth with different 
racial and ethnic backgrounds. Dispari-
ties by race in child welfare have received 
much attention during the past decade in 
Minnesota. While the disproportionality 
by race of youth placed out-of-home by 
human services and juvenile corrections 
departments is generally acknowledged, 
there is disagreement about what factors 
cause these discrepancies. There is also 
little information about differences in 
experiences after the youth are placed 
out-of-home. In this study, we compared 
placement types and length of place-
ment across racial and ethnic groups to 
examine the potential differences in expe-
riences of these groups after being placed. 
The key question we asked is whether 
the type of youth and their experiences 
in placement differ depending on which 
department made the placement decision.

Josie is experiencing recurring episodes of family violence 
in her home between her parents. In school, teachers notice 
that Josie is cutting herself and make a report to the county 
human services department. The caseworker determines 
that Josie is cutting herself as a coping mechanism for 
dealing with her feelings regarding the domestic violence 
issues at home, and places Josie in a group home for safety. 
In addition, Josie receives intense counseling services.

Samuel is Josie’s brother. He is also experiencing recur-
ring episodes of family violence in the home. Samuel, 
unable to deal with the stress of home problems, starts 
a fight at school with another classmate. Samuel had a 
knife and stabbed the other classmate in the arm. School 
staff break up the fight, and Samuel is removed from the 
school by the police. He is turned over to the juvenile 
corrections department and put in the juvenile deten-
tion center. His parents are called but they do not show 
up at the detention center or at Samuel’s hearing. A court 

finds that Samuel’s actions were dangerous, and he is 
placed in a short-term consequence program for 90 days. 
Although both Josie and Samuel experienced the same 
underlying family issues, they acted out their frustrations, 
anxiety, and anger in very different ways. Their behavior 
caused them to be assigned either a social worker from a 
human services department or a corrections officer from 
a juvenile corrections department and placed in different 
out-of-home placements by two distinct departments. 

Josie and Samuel’s situation is not unique; youth typi-
cally enter the placement process through a particular 
department (human services or juvenile corrections), 
usually as the result of a specific incident. Regardless of 
which department is responsible for the placement, it 
is common for these youth to face similar underlying 
issues, as in the case of Josie and Samuel. This suggests 
that a more streamlined process might be warranted for 
placing children with behavioral issues out-of-home. 

Josie and Samuel
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Figure 1. Permanent Residence of Youth Placed Out-of-Home for Behavioral Reasons 
and Ratio of Youth Ages 17 and Under in Hennepin County 

Source: Hennepin County 

Note: This fi gure includes only youth in the 5% study sample, not the entire out-of-home placement population. 
Dots on map are randomly placed in the center of the geographic area where youth homes are located, and do 
not represent an exact location of the home. 
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Our findings have implications for 
how services are provided, including 
whether or not to coordinate services 
across departments. If the youth placed 
have similar characteristics regard-
less of which department places them, 
better coordination or streamlining of 
services could improve experiences and 
outcomes for youth and reduce ineffi-
ciencies in the system or, at a minimum, 
reduce discrepancies in how youth are 
treated based on which department 
places them. The results may also help 
inform ongoing interdepartmental 
coordination efforts in Minnesota and 
give direction for potential changes in 
state and national child welfare and 
juvenile corrections policies and laws.

The research upon which this article 
is based was supported in part through a 
New Initiative grant from CURA. We also 
acknowledge the support and partnership 
of the Hennepin County Department 
of Strategic Initiatives and Community 
Engagement, the Hennepin County 
Human Services and Public Health 
Department, the Hennepin County 
Community Corrections Department, 
and the Hennepin-University Initiative. 

Types of Out-of-Home Placements
In Hennepin County, the type of out-of-
home placement for a youth is gener-
ally decided by judges, social workers, 
corrections officers, and other relevant 
parties based on the type of offense, its 
severity, the number of previous offenses 
and placements, and relevant factors 

related to the home environment. There 
are multiple agencies available for place-
ment, which can be grouped into four 
main types: short-term consequence 
programs, group homes, residential 
treatment centers, and juvenile correc-
tions centers. These different place-
ment types can be categorized based on 
two dimensions: typical length-of-stay 
and level of restrictiveness (Table 1). 

Placement length-of-stay and 
restrictiveness do not go hand-in-hand. 
Although short-term consequence 
programs typically have the shortest 
length-of-stay, they are ranked, on 
average, as the third most restrictive type 
of placement setting. Youth are placed in 
short-term consequence programs because 
they exhibit deviant behavior in need 
of correction. These programs have clear 
timelines and usually involve intense 
supervision, direction, and support. 
Short-term consequence programs tend 
to house first-time offenders or youth 
who have committed minor delinquent 
behavior. Youth may be housed in 
short-term consequence programs for 
a second or third placement, but their 
length-of-stay in placement is usually 
extended for subsequent offenses. 

Group homes and residential treat-
ment centers fall in the middle of the 
spectrum on typical length-of-stay, yet 
they differ in restrictiveness. Group 
homes are typically the least restrictive 
type of placement. In most group homes, 
youth may come and go throughout the 
day, pose little threat of running away, 

and are more likely to have significant 
family issues dominating their reasons for 
placement. Residential treatment centers 
are more restrictive. Youth usually are 
placed in a residential treatment center 
to work intensively on mental health and 
other issues related to their behavioral 
problems. Juvenile corrections centers, on 
the other hand, are associated with the 
longest stays and are the most restrictive 
placement type. Crimes that result in this 
type of placement are the most severe and 
involve offenses such as major property 
damage or personal injury to others.

Although the type of placement is a 
major determinant of the length-of-stay, 
there is considerable variation within 
categories, as we will discuss below. The 
type of placement chosen for a particular 
youth depends upon the incident trig-
gering the placement decision, along 
with factors such as the number of 
previous placements and exacerbating 
conditions in the youth’s home.

Study Data and Methodology
This study provides a unique opportu-
nity to examine data from more than 
one department, because rarely are 
data from human services and juvenile 
correction departments’ data systems 
combined and analyzed jointly. In 2007, 
through a unique partnership with 
Hennepin County, we obtained case 
review data to analyze characteristics 
of the youth who were placed, place-
ment types, and length-of-stay. The case 
review data came from two sources:

Type Definition
Length-of-Stay 

Duration*
Level of 

Restrictiveness†

Short-term consequence 
programs 

These programs have clear timelines for length-of-stay before 
youth enter placement (30, 60, or 90 days). Youth are placed 
in these types of highly secured, locked-down residential 
settings to work on chronic behavioral problems in an 
environment with intense supervision, direction, and support. 

1 3

Group homes Youth placed in group homes generally have less severe 
behavioral problems and are more likely to have parental or 
other family behavioral issues. Length-of-stay is variable.

2 1

Residential treatment 
centers

Secured settings where youth with mental-health or 
behavioral problems are placed to work on resolving their 
problems by creating stability in mental-health and reducing 
behavioral problems.

3 2

Juvenile corrections 
centers

Youth placed are sentenced by a court to a specific amount of 
time in the correctional center based on the type and severity 
of the offense. Youth are placed after being convicted of some 
criminal behavior.

4 4

Table 1. Definition and Characteristics of Types of Placement

*The length-of-stay scale ranges from 1 (shortest mean stay) to 4 (longest mean stay).
†The level-of-restrictiveness scale ranges from 1 (least restrictive) to 4 (most restrictive).
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The Hennepin County Office of Plan- .

ning and Development and JCMI 
constructed data files for all youth 
in an out-of-home placement for 
behavioral reasons in the county 
who ended a placement during a 
three-year time span from October 1, 
2001, to September 30, 2004.1 A 5% 
random sample (168 youth) was 
generated from these data files.2 
Hennepin County staff social  .

workers and probation officers then 
manually collected additional infor-
mation about these youth from 
case file records, such as whether 
goals were identified in the case 
file or whether the placement had 
been reviewed by a committee 
prior to the youth being placed. 

The County completed case review 
work in 2006, and conducted limited 
internal analysis of the data using the 
additional case file information. After 

1 The Hennepin County Office of Planning 
and Development has since been renamed the 
Hennepin County Department of Strategic 
Initiatives and Community Engagement.
2 The 5% sample was created using a standard 
randomization process in SPSS (a statistical software 
package) and was found to be representative of all 
youth in Hennepin County who are in out-of-home 
placement for behavioral reasons based on various 
demographic, socioeconomic, and system variables.

this initial study was completed, ques-
tions remained regarding whether 
significant differences existed between 
youth placed by the two departments, 
and whether their experiences in place-
ment were similar. The authors of that 
study suggested that additional research 
was needed on the factors influencing 
placements, especially poverty, previous 
placements, and family conditions. 
We addressed many of these factors 
in the study we report on here. 

In 2007, through a special partner-
ship with the County, we were provided 
access to the case review data. We 
reviewed the two types of case-file data 
on human services and juvenile correc-
tions placements for the selected sample, 
as well as data for a number of variables, 
such as demographics, placement depart-
ment, type of placement, and length-of-
stay. All figures and tables represent data 
from the 5% study sample (168 youth). 

Characteristics of the Youth in the 
Placement Sample 
The average youth in the study sample 
of out-of-home placements was about 
15 years old, male, and living in the city 
of Minneapolis (Table 2). About 45% of 
the youth were identified as Black, non-
Hispanic and about one-third were White, 
non-Hispanic. Nearly two-thirds (62%) 

of the youth had at least one mental-
health diagnosis in their file. The most 
common mental-health diagnoses were 
related to a behavioral disorder, mood 
disorder, or substance abuse. About 20% 
of the youth were identified as living in 
poverty, although this information was 
missing for about one-third of the sample. 
The youth in the sample had experienced 
approximately five previous placements 
on average. More than half of the youth 
were placed in either short-term conse-
quence programs (38%) or group homes 
(27%). Residential treatment center place-
ments accounted for almost one-fourth 
(23%) of all youth placements, whereas 
juvenile corrections centers (11%) and 
other, non-identified placement types 
(1%) made up the rest of the sample.

Are the Youth Placed by Hennepin 
County’s Two Departments Different?
To determine whether youth placed by 
either the Hennepin County human 
services or juvenile corrections depart-
ment were different, we conducted chi-
square tests for independence between 
the department variable and individual 
youth characteristics. A chi-square test 
for independence tests whether or not 
the differences seen—in this example, 
between the characteristics of youth 
placed by human services versus those 
placed by juvenile corrections—are due 
to a real difference between characteris-
tics of the youth in each department or 
chance error. If the chi-square test finds 
the differences related to a particular char-
acteristic are statistically significant, then 
we can conclude that the youth placed 
by the two departments are different 
with respect to that characteristic.

When analyzing mean and percentage 
differences of diverse demographic and 
other characteristic variables by depart-
ment, we found that youth placed by 
human services versus juvenile correc-
tions are similar in many ways (Table 
2). Based on testing for significant 
differences via chi-square tests, we did 
not observe statistically significant 
differences between youth placed by 
the two departments in terms of most 
characteristics, including the neighbor-
hood they live in, age at placement entry, 
race/ethnicity, poverty status, physical 
disability status, and most mental-health 
diagnoses.3 These are all indicators that 

3 With a larger sample size, more of these 
differences may be statistically significant. 
However, given the available data, we cannot 
state with confidence that the youth placed by 
the two departments differ significantly on these 
characteristics.
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The type of out-of-home placement chosen for a particular youth depends upon such 
factors as the incident triggering the placement, the number of previous placements, 
and exacerbating conditions in the youth’s home. For example, first-time offenders 
or youth who commit minor delinquent behavior may be placed in short-term 
consequence programs, whereas repeat offenders may be placed in a more restrictive 
residential treatment center to work on mental health and other issues related to 
their behavioral problems.
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the youth came from similar environ-
ments and faced similar neighborhood 
and other demographic conditions. 

The only statistically significant 
differences in youth characteristics 
between the two departments were 
gender, being diagnosed with an anxiety 
disorder, having child behavioral or child 

protection-related problems, and being 
diagnosed with mild mental retardation. 
Girls were more likely to enter placement 
via the human services department, 
whereas boys were more likely to enter 
via juvenile corrections. In addition, 
those placed by human services were 
more likely to have an anxiety disorder, 

be identified as having child protection-
related issues at placement, and not be 
identified as having behavioral problems. 

How Long Do Out-of-Home 
Placements Last?
Across all types of placement, the 
mean stay in placement was slightly 

Human 
Services

Juvenile 
Corrections All

Geographic variables

Minneapolis 59.0% 54.4% 57.1%

First-ring suburbs 11.0% 16.2% 13.1%

Second-ring suburbs 8.0% 16.2% 11.3%

Third-ring suburbs 4.0% 1.5% 3.0%

Outside of Hennepin County 18.0% 11.8% 15.5%

Demographic variables

Female*** 39.0% 13.2% 28.6%

Age at entry, mean 15.1 15.8 15.4

Race

White, non-Hispanic 29.0% 33.8% 31.0%

Black, non-Hispanic 43.0% 47.1% 44.6%

Other, including Hispanic 22.0% 17.6% 20.2%

Race missing 6.0% 1.5% 4.2%

Poverty

In poverty 24.0% 14.7% 20.2%

Not in poverty 47.0% 54.4% 50.0%

Poverty data missing 29.0% 30.9% 29.8%

Has a physical disability 5.0% 2.9% 4.2%

Additional child characteristic variables

Diagnosed with at least one mental health disorder 64.6% 58.2% 62.0%

Diagnosed with a behavioral disorder 50.0% 41.2% 46.4%

Diagnosed with a mood disorder 25.0% 30.9% 27.4%

Diagnosed with an anxiety disorder** 22.0% 10.3% 17.3%

Diagnosed with a substance-abuse disorder 16.0% 25.0% 19.6%

Diagnosed with mild mental retardation* 8.0% 1.5% 5.4%

Diagnosed with other mental-health disorder 35.0% 29.4% 32.7%

Child protection-related problems at placement** 23.0% 8.8% 17.3%

Child behavioral problems at placement*** 82.0% 100.0% 89.3%

Parent behavioral problems at placement 18.0% 17.6% 17.9%

Table 2. Means and Percentages for Variables by Placement Department, Hennepin County, 2001–2004
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less than five months. Table 3 shows 
the percentiles for length-of-stay 
(measured as number of days in place-
ment) by placement type. Certain types 
of placements were expected to be 
longer than others, yet there was also 
considerable variation in length-of-
stay within placement type. Short-term 
consequence programs had the shortest 
median length-of-stay of 31 days, 
yet could last several months. Group 
homes had a median length-of-stay 
of 72 days, which was still relatively 
short compared with median stays 
in residential treatment centers (235 
days) and juvenile corrections facilities 
(330 days). Length-of-stay in residen-
tial treatment centers varied widely. 

Are the Experiences of the Youth in 
Placement Different by Department?
Even though the youth placed by the 
human services and juvenile correc-
tions departments shared many of the 
same characteristics, we did identify 

some differences in system-related 
variables for youth placed by the two 
departments. All system variables 
showed discrepancies by department 
(Table 2). However, by conducting 
chi-square tests on these differ-
ences by department, we found that 
only the type of placement a youth 
was assigned and having a place-
ment reviewed by a committee were 

significantly different. Number of 
previous placements was significant 
only at the 10% level, although with 
more cases, it is possible the level of 
significance would increase. The differ-
ence observed for the type of place-
ment was not surprising, because the 
human services department tends to 
place youth in group homes and resi-
dential treatment centers more than in 

Human 
Services

Juvenile 
Corrections All

System variables

Number of previous placements, mean* 7.6 2.2 5.4

Goals related to placement exist 77.0% 66.2% 72.6%

Placement review***

Placement options reviewed by a committee 38.0% 54.4% 44.6%

Placement options not reviewed by a committee 48.0% 23.5% 38.1%

Placement review data missing 13.0% 22.1% 16.7%

Type of placement***

Short-term consequence program 29.0% 51.5% 38.1%

Group home 39.0% 10.3% 27.4%

Residential treatment center 24.0% 22.1% 23.2%

Juvenile corrections center 8.0% 14.7% 10.7%

Placement type unknown 0.0% 1.5% 0.6%

Months in placement 4.2 3.8 4.0

N 100 68 168

Note: The fi rst two columns show the means and percentages broken out by department. The statistical signifi cance tests noted below refer to the differences between those 
youth in the sample placed by human services and those placed by juvenile corrections. The third column shows the means and percentages for all youth in the sample. The 
statistical signifi cance tests do not apply to the third column.
*** Statistically signifi cant at the 0.01 level (p < 0.01), meaning there is a less than 1% probability that the differences shown between human services and juvenile corrections 
is a result of chance.
** Statistically signifi cant at the 0.05 level (p < 0.05), meaning there is a less than 5% probability that the differences shown between human services and juvenile corrections 
is a result of chance.
* Statistically signifi cant at the 0.01 level (p < 0.10), meaning there is a less than 10% probability that the differences shown between human services and juvenile corrections 
is a result of chance.

Percentile of Number of Days

25th 
percentile

50th
percentile 
(median)

75th 
percentile

Short-term consequence programs 19.5 31.0 87.5

Group homes 8.0 72.0 172.0

Residential treatment centers 115.0 235.0 361.0

Juvenile corrections facilities 229.0 329.5 379.0

Table 3. Length-of-Stay in Placement by Placement Type, Hennepin County, 2001–2004

(Table 2, continued)
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short-term consequence programs and 
juvenile corrections centers. In addi-
tion, youth placed by juvenile correc-
tions were more likely to have their 
placement reviewed by a committee. 
Because juvenile corrections place-
ments tend to be more restrictive 
types of placements, it is logical that a 
higher proportion of those placements 
verify accurate placement setting via a 
committee. We concluded that, even 
though youth were mostly similar 
in terms of individual characteris-
tics, they experience different types 
of placements and different system 
review practices based on the depart-
ment with which they interact. 

In terms of length-of-stay, the 
mean length-of-stay for youth placed 
by the human services department 
was 146.3 days, compared with 130.5 
days for youth placed by juvenile 
corrections. However, median length-
of-stay in placement was 79 days for 
youth placed by the human services 
department compared with 86 days 
for youth placed by the juvenile 
corrections department (Table 4). 
A handful of very long placements 
skew the mean length-of-stay for 
both departments. However, when 
we tested for significance, we found 
no significant difference between 
the mean length-of-stays for youth 
placed by the two departments.

Racial Disparities in Out-of-Home Youth 
Placement
In 2000, White, non-Hispanic youth 
were 69.5% of the youth population 
ages 10 to 18 in Hennepin County, 
but were only 32.9% of the youth 
in our sample; Black, non-Hispanic 
youth were 13.2% of the Hennepin 
County youth population ages 10 to 
18, but were 46.2% of our sample.4 
These data imply that White, non-
Hispanic youth were underrepresented 
by a ratio of 0.5, meaning that there 
was 0.5 White, non-Hispanic youth 
in our sample to every one White 
youth in the population. Addition-
ally, Black, non-Hispanic youth were 
overrepresented by a ratio of 3.5.

Disproportionality by race of youth 
placed out-of-home in human services 
and juvenile corrections departments 
has been discussed in local policy 
arenas for at least the past decade. In 
fact, during that time, the Minnesota 
Department of Human Services initiated 

4 Population data by race are from the 2000 U.S. 
Census (www.census.gov).

two advisory groups, the African 
American Disparities Committee and 
the American Indian Child Welfare 
Disparities Advisory Committee, to 
tackle this tough issue. Although data 
indicate that children of color are 
overrepresented and White children 
are underrepresented in these depart-
ments, there is general disagreement 
about what factors cause this dispropor-
tionality in placements, and whether 
racial disparities also occur in types 
of placement and lengths-of-stay.

In our study sample, we found 
that, despite the differences in the 
proportion of youth of different races 
in placement, there were not racial 
disparities in the types of placements 
or average length-of-stay. Youth were 
placed in similar types of settings 
regardless of race. The proportion of 
White, non-Hispanic youth placed in 
short-term consequence programs and 

group homes was roughly similar to 
those of Black, non-Hispanic youth 
(Figure 2). Although the proportions in 
residential treatment centers and juve-
nile corrections centers differ slightly, 
these differences were not statistically 
significant. Similarly, comparison of 
median length-of-stay by race showed 
no statistical difference. The median 
stay for White, non-Hispanic youth 
is 31.5 days for short-term conse-
quence programs and 377 days for 
juvenile corrections centers place-
ments, whereas Black, non-Hispanic 
youth have a median stay of 28.5 days 
for short-term consequence programs 
and 284 days for juvenile correc-
tions centers placements (Figure 3). 
However, in a related study, we found 
that, after controlling other relevant 
demographic, family, and system vari-
ables, including placement type, Black, 
non-Hispanic youth exit placement, 

Department

Percentile of Number of Days

25th 
percentile

50th
percentile 
(median)

75th 
percentile

Human services 19.0 79.0 247.0

Juvenile corrections 29.0 86.0 166.0

Table 4. Length-of-Stay in Placement by Placement Department, Hennepin County, 
2001–2004
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Figure 2. Percentage of Youth in Out-of-Home Placement by Race and Placement 
Type, Hennepin County, 2001–2004

Note: “Other, including Hispanic” category was excluded here because of the low representation for this group in 
each of the respective categories.
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on average, twice as fast as their 
White, non-Hispanic counterparts.5 

There are several possible expla-
nations why Black, non-Hispanic 
youth exit placement at a faster rate 
than their White, non-Hispanic 
counterparts. One is that Black, non-
Hispanic youth are more likely than 
White, non-Hispanic youth to enter 
placement for minor, petty offenses, 
which causes them to be placed in 
less restrictive, shorter-stay place-
ments. However, when we analyzed 
placement types and race together, 
we did not find any evidence that 
this was happening. As noted above, 
we found no evidence in this study 
that race was a significant factor in 
determining type of placement. Youth 
placed for minor, petty offenses tend 
to be placed in particular placement 
settings (for example, short-term 
consequence programs). Because we 
found that race was not a determining 
factor in the type of placement a 
youth was assigned, we concluded 
that Black, non-Hispanic youth were 
not entering placements related to 
minor, petty offenses at a faster rate 
than White, non-Hispanic youth. 

5 See Misty L. Heggeness and Elizabeth E. Davis, 
“Youth Placed Out-of-Home for Behavioral Reasons: 
An Analysis of Characteristics, Type of Placements, 
and Length of Stay,” Working paper, Series No. 
2008-03. Minnesota Population Center, University 
of Minnesota, 2008.

Another theory is that placement 
agencies discharge youth based on 
observable characteristics of the youth, 
which may be associated with racial 
or ethnic differences. We do not have 
enough data to analyze this theory; 
however, a logical next step would be to 
analyze whether this type of behavior 
is occurring on the part of agencies, 
and whether it helps to explain the 
discrepancies by race in length-of-stay.

Conclusions and Recommendations
This article attempts to shed light 
on some of the complex dynamics 
surrounding youth who are temporarily 
placed out of their home for behav-
ioral reasons. Not only are these cases 
complex because of family problems 
and environmental issues, including 
previous interactions with the human 
services and juvenile corrections depart-
ments, they are also the most expen-
sive. It is often unclear whether or not 
the placements that youth experience 
are the best and most effective treat-
ment for them. Our study did not 
evaluate the effectiveness of treatments 
and programs that youth experience 
(however, to find the best and most 
effective use of resources for youth 
with behavioral problems is an effort 
worth pursuing). Instead, we focused 
on understanding the characteristics 
of youth as they relate to the depart-
ment responsible for the placement, the 

type of placement, and the length-of-
stay in placement, and we attempted 
to shed light on the dynamics 
surrounding disproportional represen-
tation by race in these placements.

We found that Black, non-Hispanic 
youth were overrepresented in out-
of-home placements that occur for 
behavioral reasons. However, when 
controlling for relevant factors, their 
types of placements were not different 
than those of other youth, and their 
length-of-stay in placement was half 
that of White, non-Hispanic youth. 
There are various explanations for 
why this might be so. We did not 
find evidence to support the possi-
bility that Black, non-Hispanic youth 
were more likely to enter the system 
for less severe crimes and behav-
iors, which would then lead them to 
experience placement settings that 
generally have shorter stays. Another 
explanation might be that youth are 
treated differently in regards to place-
ment exits based on race, behavior, 
or other factors. Further research into 
the actions of placement agencies and 
youth behavior should be conducted in 
order to shed more light on this issue. 

Overall, our findings demonstrated 
that youth placed for behavioral 
reasons, whether placed by human 
services or juvenile corrections depart-
ments, were mostly similar. It is not 
hard to imagine that, because they have 
similar demographic and other charac-
teristics, the underlying problems they 
face that led to the incident resulting 
in their out-of-home placement may be 
more similar than different, as in the 
hypothetical case of Josie and Samuel 
(sidebar, p. 27). We also found, however, 
that Hennepin County human services 
and juvenile corrections departments 
differed both in whether there was a 
committee review of the placement 
before it occurs and what type of place-
ment youth experienced. These differ-
ences have the potential to lead to 
inconsistent experiences and outcomes 
for the youth, depending on which 
department places them. Given that the 
youth in this study were similar regard-
less of the department which places 
them and face more or less the same 
type of mental-health problems, coor-
dinating the work related to these types 
of placements—which is currently done 
by two separate departments in most 
counties in Minnesota—may increase 
efficiency or reduce costs. In addi-
tion, youth may have more consistent 
experiences and improved outcomes 
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Note: “Other, including Hispanic” category was excluded here because of the low representation for this group in 
each of the respective categories.
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in a coordinated system. Hennepin 
County, with the implementation of 
their JCMI unit, is a leading example 
of how this type of coordination can 
work across two different departments. 
Other counties should investigate 
whether this type of merger would 
have benefits, both for the county 
and for the youth who are placed 
out-of-home for behavioral reasons.

In general, more restrictive place-
ments are more expensive than less 
restrictive placements because more 
security, supervision, and services are 
required. Longer stays are inherently 
more expensive than shorter stays, 
because placement agencies charge for 
each day the youth is there. The most 
expensive placements, therefore, are 
juvenile corrections centers, because 
they are the most restrictive and have 
the longest average length-of-stay. 

Increasing coordination between 
two departments involves merging 
staff, workloads, and responsibilities for 
these out-of-home placements. These 
changes may be challenging, because 
human service and juvenile corrections 
departments do not have a history 

of working together on such cases. 
Hennepin County is not the only local 
government system taking on this chal-
lenge. The Durham Initiative in North 
Carolina and the New York State Office 
of Children and Family Services have 
also implemented joint coordination 
efforts for this youth population. It is 
too early to identify whether the work 
of the Hennepin County JCMI unit is 
effectively creating more consistent 
experiences and improved placements 
for youth, as well as reducing costs. 
Future studies should evaluate the 
effectiveness of integrated programs 
like JCMI, the Durham Initiative, and 
others. Regardless, the fact that youth 
share similar characteristics, and often 
have experiences with both the human 
services and juvenile corrections depart-
ments, suggests that this type of coor-
dination across departments should be 
considered throughout Minnesota. 
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Expressing their struggles through art, juveniles in an out-of-home placement facility created this mural about family issues. The 
mural is currently on display in the Hennepin County Family Justice Center.
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In 2004, the National Center for 
Education Statistics (NCES) reported 
that only 42% of fourth-grade 

students and only 13% of African 
American students nationwide read at 
the proficient level, and that more than 
one-third of all fourth graders could 
not read at even the most basic level. 
Despite educators’ use of evidence-
based practices to improve reading 
performance, these figures have not 
improved in the past five years. The 
consequences of children not being 
successful readers are serious. Previous 
studies have noted that employment, 
postsecondary education options, atten-
tion to learning, and law-abiding citi-
zenship are among the many outcomes 
adversely affected in individuals who 
do not learn to read proficiently. 

One approach to increasing reading 
proficiency is to improve reading 
fluency. Fluent reading is character-
ized by both speed and accuracy and 
is generally measured as the number 
of words read correctly per minute. 
When students read fluently, they can 
quickly process text in the working 
memory and focus on the content 
of the passage rather than focusing 
on laboriously sounding out each 
segment of each word; thus, reading 
fluency is considered a necessary 
skill for reading comprehension.

Oral reading fluency is often used 
as an index of reading proficiency 
because it correlates highly with 
passage comprehension. In 2002, NCES 
compared written reading comprehen-
sion test scores to the oral reading task 
performances of fourth-grade students. 
Results indicated that students who 
read quickly and accurately had higher 
comprehension scores. These find-
ings suggest that oral reading fluency 
can be used as a reliable index of 
reading proficiency. Therefore, reading 
fluency is often the target of reading 
intervention programs for students 
who are not reading proficiently.

One of CURA’s first Northside Seed 
Grants was awarded to Lucy Craft 
Laney Elementary School in North 
Minneapolis last summer. The project, 

titled “The Effects of Prescriptive 
Assessment on Reading Performance,” 
was proposed by Caron Cunningham 
and Dr. Joyce Bell, the then prin-
cipal and assistant principal of Laney 

Elementary, in partnership with our 
team from the Department of Educa-
tional Psychology at the University 
of Minnesota. The main goal of the 
project was to improve the reading 

Improving Reading Performance in Elementary-
School Students in North Minneapolis 

by Jennifer McComas

Photo ©
 Steve Schneider, 2007
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fluency of elementary-school students 
in North Minneapolis, where a large 
proportion of these students were 
struggling to be successful readers. 

This article describes our use of 
a summer reading program with 
elementary-school students reading 
below grade level in North Minne-
apolis, and reports on the effective-
ness of interventions designed to 
improve reading fluency in these 
students. The research on which this 
article is based was funded by CURA’s 
Northside Seed Grant program. 

Study Methodology
Children in grades 1–6 from Laney and 
Loring Elementary Schools who were 
enrolled in the Minneapolis Public 
Schools’ summer school program 
during June and July of 2007 due to 
academic difficulties were invited to 
participate in the reading project. Nine 
University of Minnesota undergraduate 
and graduate research assistants, most 
of whom were volunteers, served as 
instructors. Each instructor worked on 
a one-on-one basis with participating 
children for 30 minutes a day, every day 
of the 16-day summer school program. 
More than 60 children enrolled in 
the project and received individual-
ized instruction from our team. 

During the first week of the 
program, one member of our team of 
instructors completed a “prescriptive 
analysis” with each participating child. 
To begin, an instructor identified the 
appropriate reading level (“instructional 
reading level”) of each child by having 
them read leveled passages until the 
student read a passage with 93 to 97% 
accuracy. If a second-grade child read 
a second-grade passage with less than 
93% accuracy, the instructor presented 
them with a first-grade passage. If the 
child read the first-grade passage with 
less than 93% accuracy, the instructor 
presented a kindergarten passage. 

After identifying the instructional 
reading level for each child, instructors 
completed individualized analyses of 
teaching strategies with each reader to 
identify (prescribe) an effective teaching 
strategy for improving reading fluency 
for that child. During each analysis 
and intervention session, the instructor 
directed the child to read the passage 
aloud for one minute and measured 
the number of words read correctly per 
minute. Next, the instructor imple-
mented the intervention, using the 
same passage. Finally, the instructor 
directed the child to read the passage a 

final time, post-intervention, and again 
measured the number of words read 
correctly per minute. In most cases, 
instructors tested four interventions 
with each child—two reward-based 
interventions and two interventions 
that modeled fluent reading and the 
prescriptive analyses were completed 
within two days during the first week 
of the summer program. One group 
of students, in addition to receiving 
the intervention identified in the 
prescriptive analysis, received instruc-
tion using individually designed word 
lists developed based on the pattern 
of errors a student made while he or 
she was reading. We selected for use in 
subsequent sessions the intervention 
that produced the best performance 
on the post-intervention measure. 

Based on this prescriptive analysis, 
instructors used the identified effective 
teaching strategy for 30 minutes each 
day in a one-on-one tutoring session for 
the remaining 12 days of the summer 
school program. If a child had perfect 
attendance, he or she received a total 
of six hours of intervention. Instruc-
tors conducted the intervention using 
instructional-level passages. Twice per 
week, we monitored each child’s prog-
ress by taking a measure of the child’s 
reading fluency. We asked each child to 
read a new grade-level passage that he or 
she had not read before. In many cases, 
these progress monitoring probes were 
at a higher grade level than the instruc-
tional-level passages that were used 
during tutoring sessions. We measured 

the number of words read correctly 
per minute so that the effects of the 
intervention could be assessed for each 
child individually and continuously. 

Study Findings
RayShawn, a child entering second 
grade, provides an example of how the 
readers participated in the program. At 
the beginning of the reading program, 
he was reading approximately 24 words 
correctly per minute. The average 
student entering second grade reads 
approximately 51 words correctly per 
minute. Because RayShawn was reading 
far below the average for a student 
entering second grade, members of 
our team conducted an analysis to 
identify an individualized interven-
tion to improve his reading fluency. 
First, we tested rewards. For example, 
we compared the effect of rewarding 
RayShawn for using his finger to point 
to the words while reading (“tracking”) 
with the effect of rewarding him 
for improving his number of words 
read correctly per minute by 30% 
(“fluency”). For RayShawn, rewards 
for tracking produced better effects 
than rewards for fluency. Next, we 
retained tracking as a strategy and 
compared the effects of two methods 
of modeling fluent reading. Listen 
Passage Preview involves the instructor 
reading the entire passage to the child 
prior to the child practicing reading 
the passage. Listen Sentence Preview 
involves the instructor reading a 
sentence to the child, followed by 
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After gauging each child’s instructional reading level, instructors identified 
individual teaching strategies for improving reading fluency for that student. 
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the child reading that same sentence 
back to the instructor. This process 
is repeated, sentence by sentence, 
for the entirety of the passage. Both 
interventions also included the child 
practicing reading the passage three 
times, with the instructor providing 
error correction after each reading. For 
RayShawn, Listen Sentence Preview plus 
tracking produced the highest number 
of words read correctly per minute. 

The intervention effects for 
RayShawn during the course of the 
summer reading program are shown 
in Figure 1. RayShawn read 24 words 
correctly per minute on the first prog-
ress monitoring probe. He showed 
improvement during the course of inter-
vention, and read 50 words correctly 
per minute on the final progress moni-
toring probe. RayShawn’s performance 
on his final progress monitoring probe 
suggests that he finished the reading 
program with the same reading fluency 
as an average child entering second 
grade. As a point of reference, an 
average second grader gains approxi-
mately 1.5 words per minute in fluency 
per week during the school year, and 
typically loses some ground in fluency 
over the summer months. RayShawn’s 
data indicated that he gained approxi-
mately 8 words per minute per week 
during the 16-day reading program.

The results of such comparisons 
of the effectiveness of interventions 
varied across students; the goal was to 
identify which intervention is more 
effective for a given student, not which 
is more effective overall. For example, 
some children’s fluency improved with 
repeated reading practice that included 
systematic error correction and the offer 
of a reward, such as a sticker, pencil, 
piece of candy, or game of tic-tac-toe. 
Others’ performance improved when 
the instructor read the passage aloud 
beforehand so that the student received 
a model of fluent reading prior to prac-
tice and systematic error correction. 

RayShawn’s improvement is repre-
sentative of the group results. The group 
results indicated that the children in 
the group who received 30 minutes 
per day of instruction based on the 
results of the prescriptive analysis 
gained an average of 9.3 words read 
correctly per minute in fluency per week 
(Figure 2) In contrast, a control group 
of children who attended the district 
summer school program and who also 
demonstrated below-average reading 
fluency, but did not receive one-on-one 
tutoring via our reading project, gained 

an average of 2.6 correctly read words 
per minute per week. A third group of 
children who received 15 minutes of 
instruction based on the results of the 
prescriptive analysis plus 15 minutes 
of instruction on individualized word 
lists gained an average of 7.8 correctly 
read words per minute per week.

Policy Implications
Typically, students lose ground in 
terms of academic skills, including 
reading fluency, during the summer. By 
contrast, the summer school students 
who did not participate in our summer 
program gained more than 2 words 

per minute per week during the 16-day 
district summer school program. 
Moreover, the students who received 
individualized instruction based on 
the results of prescriptive analyses 
gained between 7.8 and 9.3 words per 
minute per week. These remarkable 
gains suggest that consistent involve-
ment in effective instruction will 
produce academic growth in children. 
For children who are reading below 
grade level expectations or who are 
at risk for school failure, a systematic 
approach to identifying individualized 
instructional strategies and providing 
consistent, effective instruction using 
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Figure 1. Effects of Summer Reading Program Intervention on Reading Fluency

Note: Results displayed are for a single second grader, RayShawn.
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those strategies appears to be one 
avenue toward improved student 
outcomes. These students showed 
remarkable gains with just 12 days 
of 30-minute tutoring sessions. Such 
supplemental tutoring programs could 
be offered during out-of-school time 
through after-school programs or 
summer programs. The one-to-one 
interaction with a caring adult and the 
consistent growth and success are other 
attractive—and potentially impactful—
aspects of such tutoring programs. 

The gains demonstrated by chil-
dren in the treatment groups were 
remarkable in that the fluency of 
many children who were performing 
below average for their grade at the 
beginning of the project improved to 
average levels for their grade by the end 
of the project. Those whose fluency 
did not reach average levels made 
gains far beyond the control group. 
We do not know whether the gains 

were maintained during the month of 
August, when summer school was out 
of session and the school year had yet 
to begin. It is plausible that the children 
who participated in the reading project 
lost the gains they made as a result of 
the daily tutoring during the month in 
which they were no longer receiving 
individualized instruction. Further 
research is needed to examine the 
conditions under which fluency gains 
are maintained, as well as the neces-
sary and sufficient aspects of similar 
supplemental instructional programs 
for producing generalized effects 
(including comprehension) in reading 
proficiency. The results of such research 
have policy implications for issues 
such as access to supplemental instruc-
tion during out-of-school time during 
the school year and summer vacation, 
as well as year-round schooling. 

This research project is part of my 
larger research interest in early academic 

intervention as a way to circumvent 
future behavioral concerns that often 
lead to academic failure, dropping 
out, or significant behavior problems 
in school that result in a diagnosis 
of an emotional behavioral disorder. 
Despite a change in administrators 
at Laney Elementary last year, our 
team continues to partner with school 
personnel and district administra-
tors. Our most recent research project 
focused on improving the reading 
fluency of fourth to sixth graders 
and identifying ways of providing 
individualized instruction that will 
make efficient use of resources while 
resulting in durable reading skill 
improvements for students. We hope 
to involve the community in providing 
tutoring so as to take advantage of 
out-of-school time to provide addi-
tional supplemental instructional 
support. In addition, we are designing 
a larger program of research aimed at 
addressing academic and behavioral 
success of children in elementary and 
middle schools in North Minneapolis. 

Jennifer McComas is associate professor 
in the Department of Educational 
Psychology at the University of Minne-
sota. Her current research interests 
include functional analysis and treatment 
for problem behavior and academic skill 
deficits, the influence of the principles of 
behavior on learning, and the influence of 
social context on severe problem behavior. 

Graduate research assistant Dana 
Wagner helped to coordinate the team 
of University of Minnesota students 
who served as instructors in the reading 
program. 

This project was supported by CURA’s 
Northside Seed Grant program, which 
provides faculty and student research-
ers from the University of Minnesota to 
help community organizations working 
with residents on Minneapolis’ Northside 
carry out neighborhood-initiated and 
neighborhood-guided projects. 
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Children who received 30 minutes per day of one-on-one instruction gained an 
average of 9.3 words read correctly per minute in fluency per week, compared with 
an average gain of 2.6 correctly read words per minute per week for children who 
did not receive individualized instruction. 
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Scott McConnell, professor in 
the Department of Educational 
Psychology and director of 

community engagement at the Center 
for Early Education and Development 
(CEED), has been named the 2008–2009 
Fesler-Lampert Chair in Urban and 
Regional Affairs. McConnell’s appoint-
ment was made by the vice provost 
and dean of the Graduate School, Gail 
Dubrow, based on recommendations 
from CURA’s nominating committee. 

The Fesler-Lampert Chair in Urban 
and Regional Affairs is one of four 
endowed chairs and two named profes-
sorships made possible through a 
generous contribution to the University 
of Minnesota by David and Elizabeth 
(B.J.) Fesler. The Fesler-Lampert Endow-
ment in Interdisciplinary and Graduate 
Studies was initially established in 1985 
to stimulate interdisciplinary research 
and teaching through the appoint-
ment of distinguished, broadly learned 
scholars to endowed faculty positions 
at the University of Minnesota.

McConnell has taught at the Univer-
sity since 1986. Most recently, his 
research has focused on the design and 
evaluation of assessment and interven-
tion programs that promote school 
readiness, language and early literacy 
development, and overall well-being 
for young children who live in poverty, 
speak languages other than English, 
have disabilities, or otherwise are at risk 
for later learning and behavior prob-
lems. Currently that work is embodied 
in a project called Five Hundred under 
5, a collaborative initiative among 
CEED, Hennepin County’s Office of 
Planning, Minneapolis Public Schools, 
the Minneapolis Youth Coordinating 
Board, and Way to Grow (a commu-
nity-based family services program) to 
promote school readiness for young 
children in North Minneapolis. The 
initiative has three goals: (1) providing 
information and resources that engage 
and empower parents and family 
members to support children’s develop-
ment, (2) expanding and enhancing 
services for families to support the 
development of school readiness, and 
(3) researching the factors that promote 
or inhibit child development to inform 

the efforts of child and family service 
programs, policy makers, and others 
working on behalf of children.  

The resources provided by his 
appointment as Fesler-Lampert Chair 
will allow McConnell and his research 
team at CEED to pursue two projects 
related to the Five Hundred under 5 
initiative. The first involves expanding 
ongoing research on common path-
ways to the development of school 
readiness and good health. The team’s 

experience to date suggests that school 
readiness and health outcomes may 
be influenced by similar factors and 
variables, and therefore may benefit 
from similar approaches to research and 
intervention. Although this idea may 
not seem particularly novel, McCon-
nell notes that “very little systematic 
research exists that describes the rela-
tionship between school readiness 
and health outcomes for young chil-
dren and their families, and even less 
exists on common factors affecting 
the development of these outcomes 
and related interventions.” The unique 
group of collaborators associated with 
Five Hundred under 5 provides a rich 
opportunity for exploring these issues. 
McConnell and his team will isolate 
overlapping causes and conditions that 
inhibit school readiness and impair 

health, and design and evaluate compre-
hensive behavioral, social, and health 
interventions that promote improved 
outcomes across both domains. 

A second project McConnell and 
his colleagues will pursue involves the 
perceived value of research among both 
policy makers and members of high-
poverty communities. As McConnell 
explains, “My experiences over the past 
several years suggest that community 
members in North Minneapolis—
particularly the parents of young 
children—have deep mistrust and 
see little value in research. Similarly, 
researchers frequently bemoan the fact 
that research findings have limited 
effect on the policies and practices of 
decision makers and government agen-
cies… It’s apparent that the research 
community needs to better understand 
how, and under what conditions, it 
can inform and be respected by these 
two important constituencies.” 

To help address this problem, 
McConnell proposes to systematically 
examine the factors that affect the value 
of research for community members 
and policy makers, starting with the 
Five Hundred under 5 project in North 
Minneapolis. McConnell will interview 
family support advocates, agency staff, 
and parents to identify features that 
make research findings meaningful to 
these groups, and how best to commu-
nicate assessment and research results 
to parents and community audiences. 
In addition, McConnell will work with 
county, city, and school district program 
managers and decision makers to iden-
tify features of university-community 
partnerships that help governmental 
and other service agencies make 
systematic, ongoing improvements to 
the services they provide to citizens. 

The Fesler-Lampert Endowment 
is intended as a tribute to David 
Fesler’s grandfathers, Bert Fesler and 
Jacob Lampert. The Fesler-Lampert 
Chair in Urban and Regional Affairs is 
appointed for a one-year period and 
receives approximately $40,000 for 
research, salary, and logistical support. 
The funds are jointly administered by 
the University of Minnesota Founda-
tion and the University of Minnesota. 

Scott McConnell Named 2008–2009 
Fesler-Lampert Chair
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