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Introduction 

Research for Action (RFA) is completing its fourth year of an external evaluation of the Project 

Leadership and Investment for Transformation (LIFT) Initiative in the Charlotte-Mecklenburg 

Schools (CMS). Project LIFT is a multiyear district turnaround effort created through a public-

private partnership between CMS and local philanthropic and business communities. Originally 

planned for five years, LIFT implementation was recently extended to six years, concluding in 2017-

18. An initial investment of $55 million in private support facilitated the development of a semi-

autonomous “LIFT Learning Community” within CMS, solely dedicated to the rapid turnaround of 

eight elementary and middle schools and the high school they feed into in the West Charlotte 

Corridor. Project LIFT’s long-term goals are to significantly improve student achievement by 

meeting the following targets: 1) 90% of students will achieve proficiency in math and English 

across the Learning Community; 2) 90% of students will meet annual growth goals in math and 

English; and, 3) 90% of West Charlotte High School (WCHS) students will graduate on time. 

 

This memo is the second of three that will summarize findings from the 2015-16 school year, Year 

Four of Project LIFT. This memo highlights findings regarding student outcomes. The first focused 

on the implementation of the initiative and the third memo will focus on the impact of LIFT 

Partners.  

Testing LIFT Effects in the Wake of Strong Implementation 

According to Project LIFT’s Theory of Change, Year Four marked the first year in which Project LIFT 

anticipated that long term outcomes would start to take shape. This expectation was based, in part, 

on research indicating that large-scale educational reform initiatives require several years of robust 

implementation before it is appropriate to test their effectiveness. The Year Four Implementation 

Memo documented robust implementation of core LIFT programs, and many stakeholders reported 

perceived improvements in school culture and academic outcomes. When taken together, this 

evidence of strong implementation provides the foundation necessary to examine whether LIFT is 

having its expected effects on short-term outcomes associated with school climate and longer-term 

student achievement outcomes.  
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Research Questions and Methods 

This report provides an analysis of short-term and long-term outcomes as well as a sub-analysis 

focused specifically on the effects of Continuous Learning Calendars. Our work was guided by the 

following specific research questions:  

 

 How do LIFT students' behavioral and academic performance outcomes compare to those of 
a matched set of non-LIFT comparison students? 

 How does exposure to LIFT—dosage—affect student outcomes? 

 How does student achievement at schools with Continuous Learning Calendars compare to 
that of matched comparison students at non-LIFT schools? 

Notably, RFA’s Year Three analysis (January 2016) documented a positive impact of LIFT on 

student behavioral outcomes but was inconclusive regarding the impact of LIFT on academic 

outcomes. However, academically able students exited LIFT schools at a high rate. But because our 

analyses were conducted at the school level, we could not determine whether the lack of strong 

academic outcomes was due in part to the exit of high-performing students.   

 

To address these limitations, in Year Four we conducted student-level analyses which allowed us to 

compare individual LIFT students to similar non-LIFT students who had never attended a LIFT 

school. (See Appendix B in the full report for more information about our methodological 

approach.) Our analyses of LIFT’s impact focused on a range of academic and behavioral outcomes, 

as presented in Table ES-1.  
 
Table ES-1. Outcomes Analyzed in Year Four Evaluation of LIFT 

OUTCOMES ANALYZED GRADE LEVEL 

 K-5 6-8 9-12 
Climate 
Average Daily Attendance     
Out-of-School Suspension    
Early Warning Indicators     
Academic 
End-of-Grade Reading Scale Score & Proficiency    
End-of-Grade Math Scale Score & Proficiency    
End-of-Grade Science Scale Score & Proficiency    
End-of-Course English II Scale Score and Proficiency    
End-of-Course Math I Scale Score and Proficiency    
End-of Course Biology Scale Score and Proficiency    
High School Graduation Rate     

Effects of LIFT on School Climate 

For Year Four, we analyzed attendance and Out of School Suspensions (OSS) as key school climate 

indicators for all students in three grade bands – elementary (K-5), middle (6–8), and high school 

(9–12). For high school students, an in-depth, descriptive analysis of Early Warning Indicators 
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(EWI) and On Track to Graduation was conducted as well.  

 

While findings related to school climate varied to some degree, the results provide a range of 

evidence suggesting that LIFT has been successful in improving and maintaining positive school 

climate.  

 

 LIFT significantly increased attendance rates for middle and high school students but had 
no consistent effect on the attendance of elementary school students.  

 There were small but statistically significant increases in the probability of receiving an out-
of-school suspension (OSS) for elementary and middle school students.  

 The percentage of 9th grade LIFT students accumulating multiple Early Warning Indicators 
during their freshman year substantially decreased over time. 

 OSS dropped among LIFT high school students at a higher rate than for similar students at 

non-LIFT high schools.  

 The risk of dropping out fell considerably for LIFT 9th graders throughout the four years of 

LIFT, and the likelihood of graduating on time rose. However, gaps between LIFT and 

comparison students, while diminished, still remain.  

Effects of LIFT on Academic Performance 

The Theory of Change identifies three long-term academic goals for LIFT: 90% proficiency, growth, 

and graduation. We present progress against these goals based on two primary types of analyses:  

 

 Repeated cross-sectional analyses examine differences between LIFT students in three 

grade bands (3–5, 6–8, and 9–12) and comparison students at non-LIFT schools.  

 Longitudinal cohort analyses track the effect of sustained exposure to LIFT by examining 
changes in academic outcomes among LIFT and matched comparison students who were 

enrolled in 3rd or 6th grade at a LIFT or comparison school in 2012-13 and stayed at a LIFT 

or comparison school for the next two years.  

Results 

Results of each set of analyses are presented in Tables ES-2 and ES-3 below.  

 
Table ES-2. Summary of Repeated Cross-Sectional Analysis Findings on LIFT Impacts  

  READING/ENGLISH II MATH/MATH I SCIENCE/BIOLOGY 

  
Y1 v. Y2 

 (13-14) 

Y1 v. Y3 

 (14-15) 

Y1 v. Y4 

 (15-16) 

Y1 v. Y2 

 (13-14) 

Y1 v. Y3 

 (14-15) 

Y1 v. Y4 

 (15-16) 

Y1 v. Y2 

 (13-14) 

Y1 v. Y3 

 (14-15) 

Y1 v. Y4 

 (15-16) 
Scale 

Score 

3rd – 5th  +   +   + + + 

6th – 8th  + + +     +  

9th – 12th       + -  + 

Proficiency Rate 

3rd – 5th     +   +   

6th – 8th  + + +     +  

9th – 12th       +   + 
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Table ES-3. Summary of Longitudinal Cohort Analysis Findings:  Dosage Effects 

3RD GRADE COHORT 2012-13 (3RD GRADERS) 

  
2013-14      

(4TH GRADERS) 

2014-15            

(5TH GRADERS) 

Reading Scale Scores   

Reading Proficiency   

Math Scale Scores + - 

Math Proficiency   
6TH GRADE COHORT 2012-13 (6TH GRADERS) 

  
2013-14       

   (7TH GRADERS) 

2014-15            

(8TH GRADERs) 

Reading Scale Scores + + 

Reading Proficiency  + 

Math Scale Scores + + 

Math Proficiency + + 
+=statistically significant positive effect 

-=statistically significant negative effect 

Empty cell=no statistically significant effect 

 

3rd–5th grade: Some Evidence of Impact 

 LIFT had a significant positive impact on 5th grade Science EOG scale scores in all three 

years between 2013-14 and 2014-15.  

 LIFT had a significant positive impact on Reading and Math EOG scale scores in 2013-14.  

 In terms of proficiency rates, LIFT only showed a positive impact on the 2013-14 Math and 
Science EOGs.  

 There is no consistent evidence of a LIFT dosage effect on the 3rd grade cohort.  

6th–8th grade: Strong Evidence of Impact 

 LIFT had a significant, positive impact on both Reading EOG scale scores and proficiency 
rates every year between 2013-14 and 2015-16.  

 LIFT had a positive impact on the 8th grade Science EOG scale scores and proficiency rates 
only in 2014-15. 

 There was no significant impact of LIFT on either Math EOG scale scores or proficiency 

rates. 

 There is strong evidence of a significant, positive effect of LIFT dosage on both Reading and 
Math scale scores for the 6th grade cohort. 

 LIFT dosage also had a strong positive effect on both Reading and Math proficiency rates. 
 

9th–12th grade: Some Evidence of Impact 

 The graduation rate at West Charlotte High School increased by over 30% since the launch 
of LIFT and is now within 4% of meeting LIFT’s 90% graduation rate goal. 

 LIFT had a significant, positive impact on the most recent Math I and Biology EOC scale 
scores and proficiency rates.  

 LIFT did not have a significant impact on the English II EOC achievement. 

 LIFT had a positive impact on the Biology EOC scale scores in 2015-2016. 
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Continuous Learning Calendars Analysis 

Continuous Learning Calendars redistribute school days more evenly across the calendar year to 

shorten the amount of time students are out of school during the summer. In 2013-14, four Project 

LIFT schools began operating on Continuous Learning Calendars: Bruns Academy, Druid Hills 

Academy, Thomasboro Academy, and Walter G. Byers Elementary. In addition, the Continuous 

Learning Calendars (CLCs) at Druid Hills and Thomasboro also added 19 instructional days to their 

school years.  
 

There is no clear evidence that CLCs are having an effect on academic outcomes. Results are mixed, 

with effect sizes ranging from small negative to small positive. However, our analysis is limited by 

small sample size and the lack of adequate comparisons for CLC students within the LIFT learning 

community. As a result, it is not possible to determine whether our findings are due to the CLCs 

themselves or because we were unable to capture effects for methodological reasons. 

Preview of Year Five Evaluation 

As we progress into Year Five, it is essential that LIFT schools continue to robustly implement LIFT 

across the four focus areas. The steady implementation of key strategies driving the initiative and 

continued focus on improving LIFT students’ performance on the EOG and EOC assessments is 

paramount. As exhibited in the Year Four analyses, a more nuanced picture of how strategies vary 

across LIFT schools and grade bands is critical. We will continue to take an in-depth look at LIFT 

student outcomes and the implications of the LIFT initiative to LIFT stakeholders.  
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