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An Evaluation of the Baraka School 

Mary E. Yakimowski, Ph.D. 

Kimberly Clark-Adedoyin 


The Board of School Commissioners for the Baltimore City Public School System 
requested an evaluation of the Baraka School, a residential education program for 
preadolescent males from Baltimore City.  The purpose of this report is to summarize 
program evaluation results tied to accountability benchmarks established for 2001-02. 

Background Information 

The partnership of the Baraka1 School (herein called Baraka) in Laikipia, Kenya, with the 
Baltimore City Public School System (BCPSS) began in 1996-97. Supplemental funding was 
provided through the Abell Foundation.2 The program is based on the premise that a nurturing 
environment which includes structure, discipline, and a cultural context will enhance the 
academic performance and social development of preadolescent males. An objective of this total 
immersion residential program is to provide a safe environment where academics, social 
responsibility, and issues with authority would be addressed. Additionally, it is believed that 
after two years in the program, students would have received suitable academic preparation and 
an emotional and social foundation that would increase the likelihood of success in high school.  

With a school motto of “where the blessings of Africa change boys into men,” an informational 
pamphlet disseminated by staff indicates that Baraka is “… unlike any other international 
program. It provides a cross-cultural education experience to students from the City of Baltimore 
who do not typically have access to international programs. The program targets middle-school 
age children who would benefit from living in a different environment.” The informational 
pamphlet further indicates that “the school focuses on boys from middle school because these 
years are a critical, formative period, especially for boys who are living in difficult inner-city 
environments.” 

Student Selection 

Annually, Baraka accepts up to 24 male applicants who have completed the 6th grade. Students 
are recruited during the second semester of the 6th grade, and only residents of Baltimore City are 
eligible. Students with disabilities who have Individualized Education Plans that can be 
implemented by Baraka staff are also considered. During the recruitment process, academic 
performance and prior behavioral incidents are reviewed. Students must be in good health, as 

1 The term “Baraka” was selected as it means “blessing” in Kiswahili. 

2 An annual contract that includes financial arrangements is developed and approved between the Baltimore Board


of School Commissioners and the Abell Foundation. 
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travel requires a doctor's clearance, and the health care facility in Kenya is some distance from 
the Baraka compound. Applicants must also receive letters of recommendation from their 5th and 
6th grade teachers. 

In 1999-00, the selection process for Baraka was reviewed and then modified because many 
students were expelled the previous year for behavioral problems. Some of the students selected 
were not chosen as carefully as program officials would have liked. As a result, in 2000-01, no 
new applications from grade 7 students were accepted. Also, changes in the program’s leadership 
and admissions process were made to better determine who would best be served by Baraka. 

In the current selection process, prospective Baraka students are interviewed to determine if they 
are committed to changing their behavior patterns and to completing the program successfully. 
Students and their families must make a two-year commitment. Their families must also, as part 
of the process, agree to mandatory monthly meetings with Baraka’s Baltimore coordinator while 
the youngsters are in Africa, and to send letters to their children on a regular basis. Families must 
also work with the Baraka coordinator to help transition students back into the community after 
they return from Africa.  

Location 

Baraka is situated in a self-contained compound in Laikipia, Kenya, in north central Kenya, East 
Africa. It is located on the equator, about three hours north of Nairobi, the capital city of Kenya. 
The school partners with the Mpala Research Center in Kenya, an educational facility for 
ecological studies. There are four residential dormitories each housing 12 students, and a 
separate instructional area where classes take place. Funding for the construction of the 
dormitories was provided through the Abell Foundation. The area around the school contains 
wildlife including elephants, giraffes, zebra, impala, and buffalo. The school’s electric fence 
ensures that the grounds are safe from large animals roaming into the area. 

Staffing 

The Kenya staff includes: a headmaster, a dean of academics, five teachers certified in generalist 
studies, and six counselors who live with the students. The Baltimore staff includes recruitment 
and program coordinators who maintain contact with Baraka via telephone and e-mail. The 
program coordinator receives report cards on student performance and communicates with 
parents through meetings, newsletters, and e-mails. Students are also provided with houseparents 
who live in the dorms with the students. Houseparents ensure that the students are safe, eat well, 
and complete homework assignments.  

Program Offering 

The curriculum implemented at Baraka is focused on the core content areas of language arts, 
mathematics, earth science, and social science. Students may also receive instruction in 
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Kiswahili (or Swahili), comprehension, decoding, writing, crafts, and physical education. Other 
options for the students include plants/animals, study time, or Harry Potter. The curriculum 
incorporates Direct Instruction Reading, Saxon Mathematics, and Direct Instruction Corrective 
Mathematics.  

A two-level behavioral program also is implemented. One level focuses on social responsibility 
and behavior, such as waking up on time, bringing books to class, and being ready to learn. The 
second level helps students work on goals for developing a positive peer culture.  

Students are grouped by age cohort. Following daytime instruction, extended learning activities 
are planned from 4:00 to 10:00 p.m.  

Students have the opportunity for many enrichment and skill-building activities. For example, 
students have sports every day of the week and often play other local teams. Sports include 
soccer, tennis, track and field, and basketball. Skill areas to be built upon include music, farming, 
and carpentry. On weekends, students are able to go on field trips, mountain climbing, or into 
town. On Sundays, there are often picnics and movie nights. Holidays are also celebrated. For 
example, on one’s birthday, a student receives a birthday cake and is allowed to make a request 
for a special meal. 

As stated in program literature, students get to “go on camel safaris, where you take a sleeping 
bag and some basic supplies and go camping for a few days in the wilderness….On camping 
trips, you will get to do all sorts of great things like fish, have spear throwing competitions, learn 
how to use a bow and arrow, tube down a river, climb trees, learn how to read animal tracks, and 
spot game. You will also go on field trips to other parts of Kenya where you will see the ancient 
city of Mombasa, the Indian Ocean, volcanoes, the Rift Valley … (and) Mount Kilimanjaro.”  

Supplemental Support 

Accepted students attend Baraka for one year, return to Baltimore for summer enrichment, and 
then complete their second year in Kenya as grade 8 students. The summer prior to going to 
Kenya, Baraka staff provide students with preparatory instruction at a local middle school. The 
following two summers, when students are back in Baltimore, they attend a technology 
immersion program. In addition, they participate in the Maryland Functional and TerraNova 
testing programs. Students completing two full years also receive support to help them prepare to 
enter a BCPSS high school. Baraka staff in Baltimore continue to follow the students in high 
school by providing tutorial assistance, job search guidance, college tours, and assistance with 
college or work applications.  
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Methodology 

The overall purpose of this evaluation is to: 

Determine the degree to which Baraka met the established accountability 
benchmarks. 

Specifically, we examine the student characteristics of those enrolled in the program, test 
performance, report card grade distributions, and information available on students who had been 
served by the program for two years and are now of high school age. The test performance 
results are then compared to accountability benchmarks developed by the Middle School 
Improvement Director and incorporated as part of the 2001-02 contract.  

Results 

Within this section, data is presented corresponding to each of the identified accountability 
benchmarks. We also present data on the previous cohort of students attending Baraka from 
1996-97 to 2000-01, including performance on the Maryland Functional Testing Programs and 
the students’ enrollment in BCPSS high schools. 

Students Served 

In 2001-02, there were 21 students as part of the grade 7 cohort participating in the program. 
Five (23.8%) are identified as students with a disability having an Individualized Education Plan. 
Two students will not be returning for eighth grade instruction in Baraka. 

Since its inception in 1996-97, a total of 73 students have participated in Baraka. All students 
were male, and all but one was African American. Fifty-two students are considered graduates of 
Baraka, having completed two years in the program. Over the years different size classes have 
entered Baraka and each time a few students do not complete both years. Of the 18 students 
entering Baraka in 1996-97, 16 (88.9%) completed both years. Fourteen of 20 (70.0%) 
completed both years in 1997-98, 5 of 15 (33.3%) in 1998-99, and 17 of 29 (58.6%) in 1999-00.  

Attendance 

The established benchmark accountability standard for grade 7 students in 2000-01 is 94% 
average daily attendance. This standard was established as it is in alignment with the Maryland 
State Department of Education’s School Performance Accountability Program. In 2001-02, the 
average daily attendance of the students in this residential program was 99.6%. The benchmark 
was met. 
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Maryland Functional Test Results 

The established accountability benchmark on the Maryland Functional Test for the grade 7 
student cohort in 2001-02 was to obtain a cumulative pass rate of 88.9% in Reading, 70.1% in 
Writing, and 51.7% in Mathematics by the end of the 2002-03 school year.  

As displayed in Table 1, prior to entering Baraka, the students had cumulative pass rates of 
63.2% and 26.3%, in Reading and Mathematics, respectively. In the summer 2002 administration 
of the Maryland Functional Tests, an additional three students passed Reading and Mathematics, 
resulting in cumulative pass rates of 84.2% and 42.1%, respectively.  

Table 1 

Maryland Functional Test Results for the 2001-02 Continuing Grade 7 Cohort of Students  

Enrolled in Baraka: Cumulative Pass Rates by Content Area (n=21)


Reading 
Writing 
Mathematics 

Cumulative Pass Rate 
 Prior to 

Enrollment 
Through 

Summer 2002 Change 
12 63.2% 16 84.2% +21.0 
* * n/a n/a n/a 
5 26.3% 8 42.1% +15.8 

Accountability Benchmark
By end of 
2002-03 

By end of 
2004-05 

88.9% 93.9% 
70.1% 75.1% 
51.7% 56.7% 

* Maryland Functional Writing Test is given to students for the first time in grade seven. 

n/a   Maryland Functional Writing Test scores will be available in early September of 2002.


TerraNova Test Results 

The established benchmark accountability standard tied to the TerraNova was to obtain baseline 
data in the area of Reading Comprehension and Total Mathematics. As contained within Table 2, 
18 (85.7%) of the 2001-02 students took the Reading Comprehension portion and 17 (80.9%) 
took the Total Mathematics components of the TerraNova in the summer of 2002. Prior to 
entering Baraka, these students obtained a median national percentile ranking of 31 in Reading 
Comprehension, 20 in Vocabulary, 30 in Total Reading, 18 in Mathematic Concepts and 
Applications, 39 in Mathematic Computations, and 22 in Total Mathematics. Results from the 
summer 2002 test administration indicate positive changes in each area assessed. 
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Table 2


TerraNova Median National Percentile Ranks for the 2001-02 

Grade 7 Cohort of Students Enrolled in Baraka 


Prior to Summer One year 
Enrollment 2002 Change 

Reading Comprehension 31.0 33.0 +2.0 
Vocabulary 20.0 36.5 +16.5 
Total Reading 30.0 34.5 +4.5 

Mathematic Concepts & Applications 18.0 35.5 +17.5 
Mathematic Computation 39.0 47.0 +8.0 
Total Mathematics 22.0 39.0 +17.0 

Student Core Content Area Grades 

Grades at Baraka are measured on a “plus/minus” grading scale. Using a range scale for our 
frequency distribution, an “A” = 90-100, “B” = 80-89, “C” = 70-79, “D” = 60-69, and “F” = 59 
or below. As noted in Table 3, most received grades of “B” and “C” in each core content area. 
In physical education, grades of “S” for satisfactory or “E” for excellent were provided. Report 
card grades of “N/A” were generally given to students taking crafts, study time, and Harry 
Potter. 

Table 3 

Frequency Distribution of Final Course Grades for the  
2001-02 Grade 7 Cohort of Students Enrolled in Baraka 

A B C D F 
n % n %  n %  n %  n % 

Reading 3 14.3 7 33.3 8 38.1 3 14.3 0 0


Mathematics 0 0 7 33.3 8 38.1 3 14.3 3 14.3 


Earth Science 2 9.6 8 38.1 6 28.5 4 19.0 1 4.8 


Social Studies 2 9.6 5 23.8 4 19.0 5 23.8 5 23.8 


Writing 2 9.6 2 9.6 9 42.9 4 19.0 4 19.0 


Decoding 2 9.6 9 42.9 6 28.5 2 9.6 2 9.6 


Spelling 6 28.5 10 47.6 4 19.0 0 0 1 4.8 


Kiswahili 6 28.5 5 23.8 6 28.5 3 14.3 1 4.8 
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Previous Baraka Cohorts 

Of the 52 students who previously completed the two-year Baraka program, 40 students (76.9%) 
are attending high school in grades 9-12. Fourteen (35.0%) of these are attending a citywide high 
school requiring submission of application for attendance. Five have graduated from high school. 
Three of these graduates are currently enrolled in college.  

Analyses of data from these previous cohorts reveal that 39 (75.0%) students have taken the 
Maryland Functional Test. Table 4 displays the scores Baraka students received in Reading, 
Mathematics, and Writing.  

Table 4 

Maryland Functional Test Results for Previous Cohorts of Students Enrolled in Baraka: 

Cumulative Pass Rates by Content Area  (N=52)


1997-98 1998-99 1999-00 2000-01 Grade 7 cohort in… n = 16 n = 14 n = 5 n = 17 

n  % n %  n %  n  % 
Reading 12 75.0 7 50.0 -- -- 11 64.7 
Mathematics 8 50.0 -- -- -- -- 9 52.9 
Writing 9 56.3 -- -- -- -- 7 41.2 

--  Data is available for fewer than 10 students. 

Summary and Recommendations 

The Baraka School and Baltimore City Public School System have partnered with the Abell 
Foundation to provide a social/academic immersion program at a residential facility in Africa. 
This program was designed to provide students with a learning experience in a safe, structured 
environment while also providing training in behavioral skills to help these young men become 
successful in high school. 

The 2001-02 contract established accountability benchmarks developed by the Middle School 
Improvement Director in the areas of attendance and test performance. The attendance 
benchmark was met by the students in this residential facility. In academics, it appears that the 
grade 7 student cohort is moving in the desired direction to meet the established benchmark tied 
to the grade 8 pass rate on the Maryland Functional Testing Program. The contract also indicated 
that results from the 2001-02 TerraNova Testing Program would be used as baseline for the 
establishment of future benchmarks. Based upon the results of the data from 2001-02, should the 
Board wish to continue its partnership with the Abell Foundation and the Baraka School, three 
recommendations are offered. 
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Recommendation #1 

Incorporate multi-year accountability benchmarks focused on student attendance and 
achievement outcomes and an annual report on the degree to which the standards have 
been realized. 

Response Steps: The Chief of Educational Accountability will develop accountability 
benchmarks in collaboration with program and BCPSS staff. Though developed as multi-
year benchmarks, on an annual basis these benchmarks will be reviewed to ensure 
continued alignment with the new state assessment program and BCPSS policies. An 
annual report on the degree to which the accountability benchmark standards were 
reached will then be prepared each September by the Division of Research, Evaluation, 
and Accountability. Please see Appendix B for proposed accountability benchmarks. 

Recommendation #2 

Provide the BCPSS report card, current promotion policy, textbook information, and 
preparation materials for the Maryland Functional Testing Program.  

Response Steps: The Chief Academic Officer or designee will provide above-mentioned 
resources to Baraka staff. These staff members will then report annually on how the 
materials were used to enhance alignment with current BCPSS practices. 

Recommendation #3 

Enhance the collaborative efforts of Baraka and BCPSS staff in the transition of the 
Baraka students into BCPSS. 

Response Steps: The Chief Academic Officer or designee will collaborate with Baraka 
staff to help students make a smooth transition into BCPSS high schools. This will 
include a visit to Baraka by the Middle School Improvement Director in 2002-03. This 
will allow for a better understanding of program purpose and needs of the students. 
Concurrently, it will allow an opportunity for all Baraka staff to receive an update from 
BCPSS on current curriculum and instruction practices.  
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Appendix A 


Excerpt of Baraka School Contract for 2001-021


Listed below are the school standards to be met and surpassed by the Baraka School: 

Attendance 

Meet or surpass the Maryland State Department of Education (MSDE) satisfactory standard of 
94% attendance. 

Achievement: Maryland Functional Tests 

Chart of Functional Test Percentages (Based on pass rates at the end of the eighth grade) 

BCPSS End of 
Year Pass Rate 

1999-00, grade 8 

Baraka Pass Rate Expectation 
End of 2002 -03 End of 

2004-2005; 
assumes a 5% 

increase in 
Reading 88.9 88.9 93.9 

Mathematics 51.7 51.7 56.7 

Writing 70.1 70.1 75.1 

Functional Tests will be administered by the Baraka School in Kenya each year according to the 
calendar set forth by the Office of Student Assessment BCPSS. At least one teacher must be 
trained by BCPSS to administer the Functional Tests. 

Achievement: TerraNova Test Results 

Work to meet the Master Plan Indicator of Progress for Reading Comprehension and Mathematics 
Total. Baraka School students are expected to make significant percentile gains each year. The 
test will be administered according to the calendar set forth by the Office of Student Assessment. 

1 Developed by the Middle School Improvement Director. 
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Percentages and Expectations 

Seventh Grade BCPSS 
Median 

Baraka Expectation 
Master Plan Indicator of 

Progress 
Spring 2000 Spring 2001 April 2002 April 2003 

Reading 
Comprehension 28.0 29.0 41.5 48.3 

Total Math 22.0 24.0 36.0 43.0 

Baraka Curriculum 

Copies of the Baraka Curriculum will be reviewed and kept on file by the Curriculum and 
Instruction Office. Records of student achievement on each formal Baraka assessment will be 
shared with the Curriculum and Instruction Office. The first year test results (2001-02) will 
serve as baseline achievement data. Baraka students will be expected to make a gain of five 
percentage points or more on the Baraka assessment each year until 80% have met the 
achievement goal on the Baraka assessment instrument. Beyond 80%, student achievement is 
expected to increase at least 2.5% or more each year. 
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Appendix B 


Proposed Accountability Benchmarks for the Baraka School 
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Baltimore City Public School System 

Division of Research, Evaluation, and Accountability 


The Baraka School Accountability Benchmarks 

The Baraka School operates a residential facility in Laikipia, Kenya, Africa. The program is 
based on the premise that a nurturing environment that includes structure, discipline, and a 
cultural context will enhance the academic performance and social development of pre-
adolescent males. This total immersion residential program provides a safe environment where 
students should develop a sense of social and academic responsibility as well as address 
problems with authority. 

Accountability benchmarks were developed by the Chief of Educational Accountability in 
advisory consultation with the Baraka U.S. Coordinator, the Middle School Improvement 
Director, and a program evaluator from the Division of Research, Evaluation, and 
Accountability. This group will convene annually to review and make modifications to assure 
that the benchmarks remain aligned to the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 and potential 
changes in the testing program. 

Student Attendance Accountability Benchmark * 

Average Daily Less than 5 More than 20 daysAttendance 
(ADA) * days absent absent 


Baseline 2001-02 94% > 66.7% < 5.6% 


2002-03 94% > 67.7% < 5.0% 


2003-04 94% > 68.7% < 4.5% 


2004-05 94% > 69.7% < 4.0% 


2005-06 94% > 70.0% < 3.0% 


2006-07 94% > 70.0% < 2.0% 

* Aligned with the Maryland School Performance Program. 
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Maryland Functional Testing Program Cumulative Pass Rate* 

Reading Writing Mathematics 
Grade  7  8  7  8  7  8 

Baseline 84.2 -- -- -- 41.2 --

2002-03 86 100 75 100 50 100 

2003-04 88 100 80 100 60 100 

2004-05 90 100 85 100 70 100 

2005-06 90 100 90 100 70 100 

2006-07 90 100 90 100 70 100 
* Aligned with BCPSS promotion policy that states all grade 8 students must pass the    

Maryland Functional Test. 

TerraNova Norm-Referenced Testing Program

Median National Percentile Ranking 
 Total Reading
Grade  7  8

Baseline 34.5 --
2002-03 36.5 37.5 
2003-04 39.5 43 
2004-05 40.5 46 
2005-06 42.5 50 
2006-07 45 50 

Percent above 23rd National Percentile * 
 Total Reading
Grade  7  8
All Years 100 100 

 Total Mathematics 
7  8 
39 -- 
41 42 
43 45.5 
45 48 
47 50 
50 50 

 Total Mathematics 
7  8 

100 100 
* Aligned with BCPSS promotion policy that states students at each grade level must 

reach the 23rd national percentile in Total Reading and Total Mathematics. 
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