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CSR Research: Where Are We

Heading?

By Deborah Appelbaum and Kathleen Porter

Since the early 1990s, educational researchers have been
studying the effectiveness of “whole school change” or
comprehensive school reform (CSR) as a strategy for
improving student academic achievement.  This research
has varied from studies of specific CSR design models,
to investigations of district or state efforts for whole
school reform and effects of federal policy.  Taking the
opportunity to reflect on over a decade of research in
this area, examine the current investigations and their
methodologies, and plan for the future of CSR research,
the National Clearinghouse for Comprehensive School
Reform (NCCSR) convened a Network of Researchers
meeting on May 21 and 22, 2002.

As part of its mission, NCCSR works to build the knowl-
edge base of and to foster discussion among school re-
form researchers, practitioners and policymakers.  The
Network members present at the May meeting included
national and district-level researchers, representatives
from national organizations, practitioner organizations
involved in CSR, regional educational laboratories, and
the U.S. Department of Education.

A backdrop to the May 2002 meeting was a shift in the
policy context within which CSR researchers are operat-
ing.  Specifically, the reauthorization of the Elementary
and Secondary Education Act last fall heightened atten-
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tion to the type and quality of education
research being implemented, and in-
creased emphasis on research consid-
ered scientifically rigorous.  One goal of
the May Network meeting was to define
and understand some of the changes in
this policy context and to discuss ways
in which the new legislation may impact
future CSR studies.  The meeting culmi-
nated with small group discussions in an
effort to lay the groundwork for a re-
searcher-driven line of inquiry to be con-
sidered for future research funding.

The guiding theme for the meeting was
“CSR Research: Where Are We Heading?”
and began with an overview by Mark
Berends of RAND, who presented on the
past, present, and future of CSR re-
search.  After mapping the recent his-
tory of education research leading up to
CSR, he presented on RAND’s study that
tracked the evolution of New American
Schools and the organization’s efforts to
scale up several CSR design models.
Also helping to set a framework for the
meeting was Lisa Towne of the National
Research Council (NRC), who presented
on the current policy context emphasiz-
ing “scientifically based research” and its
potential impact on research and policy.

With this history and broader policy con-
text in mind, the meeting then turned to
a closer look at a few current CSR inves-
tigations: their designs, findings, and
related research issues.  Breakout ses-
sions were led by Howard Bloom of Man-
power Demonstration Research Corpo-
ration (MDRC), who explained his inter-
rupted time-series analysis of the Accel-
erated Schools Model; Geoffrey Borman
of the University of Wisconsin, who dis-
cussed his meta-analysis of achievement
effects of externally developed CSR de-
sign models; and Rebecca Herman of the

American Institutes for Research, who
provided an overview of CSR research
designs.  These sessions not only offered
interesting findings, but also provided
insight into and stimulated discussion
on the various research methodologies
and the benefits, weaknesses, and chal-
lenges of each.

Participants then began taking initial
steps toward the development of a re-
searcher-driven list of questions for fu-
ture CSR research funding.  Informing
this discussion was a panel that offered
multiple perspectives on practitioners’
needs for CSR research.  The panel in-
cluded Hugh Burkett of the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, who provided per-
spectives from the states; Denise Bor-
ders of the Academy for Educational De-
velopment, who presented data from
and communicated the research needs
of multiple districts; Betsy Useem of the
Philadelphia Education Fund, who shared
experiences from Philadelphia; and Ted
Bartell of Los Angeles Unified School
District, who spoke about his district’s
review process for external vendors.
Bob Blum of the Northwest Regional
Educational Laboratory moderated the
panel and shared his perspective as a
technical assistance provider.
Keeping the needs of the field in mind,
the Network then worked in small groups
to begin drafting a collaborative docu-
ment that offers a Network-driven list
of questions for future research fund-

School reform in the ‘80s, Berends
reported, was driven by several large
and important commission reports,
most notably A Nation at Risk and the
Carnegie Forum reports.
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ing.  The groups had the opportunity to
present their initial ideas to Valerie
Reyna of the Department of Education
and to engage her in discussion about
the federal vision for the future of CSR
research.

CSR Research in Context

The opening session of the Network of
Researchers meeting, “The Past, the
Present, and the Future of CSR Re-
search,” featured Mark Berends, senior
social scientist at RAND.  Berends’ re-
cent work includes an assessment of the
New American Schools initiative and
other initiatives centered on evaluating
Title I and the federal CSR program.
The presentation helped to frame the
meeting by describing the current CSR
research context, as influenced by
school reform research recent history
the current policy environment.

Berends began by tracing several
strands of school reform research.  In
the 1960s and ‘70s, he said, much of
school reform research was centered on
school effects research.  Studies such
as the Coleman Report (1966) also re-
vealed the importance of family back-
ground and community characteristics,
arguing that they are generally stron-
ger than the effects of schools.  The ef-
fective schools movement, evolving
from school effects research, focused
on comparisons of particularly effective
schools with less effective schools.
Berends specifically pointed to Purkey
and Smith’s 1983 article as a good re-
view of this strain of research.

School reform in the ‘80s, Berends re-
ported, was driven by several large and
important commission reports, most
notably A Nation at Risk and the
Carnegie Forum reports.  These reports
called for a complete overhaul of edu-
cation and resulted in research focused
on restructuring schools.  School re-
structuring research, he said, looked at
areas such as authentic pedagogy,
school organizational capacity, and ex-
ternal support. “In all of this work,”
Berends added, “whether it’s school ef-
fects, effective school research or re-
structuring studies, researchers are
studying existing schools and trying to
find out [about] the characteristics of
the schools themselves [and] the school-
ing processes within those schools.”

This school-centered focus shifted to
external forces in the ‘80s and ‘90s with
standards-based reform.  Standards
looked at what students should know,
as well as how well they should know it.
Along with the standards movement
came assessments and a focus on pro-
fessional development.

New American Schools: A New Role
for Business in Education
The creation of New American Schools
(NAS) in the early 1990s embodied an-
other shift in school reform, one in which
the private sector became involved in
creating effective schools rather than
simply locating and studying them.  This
movement intended to “break the mold”
of traditional school reform efforts, with
“comprehensive and coherent” reform
designs that articulated a vision and a
goal for student learning tailored to each
school.  NAS anticipated that the de-
signs would result in a dramatic increase
in achievement at no increased cost and
envisioned that as a result, NAS would
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become obsolete and go out of business
after five years of scale-up.

RAND helped NAS frame the original re-
quest for proposal for the project, sat
on the advisory board and was con-
tracted to research and analyze the ini-
tiative.  NAS reviewed 680 proposals
and, finally, chose eleven to implement.

The first phase of RAND’s research fo-
cused on the implementation process
and then analyzed how schools per-
formed.  RAND found that during imple-
mentation, the models’ interaction with
classrooms and schools forced substan-
tial change in the original designs, in
many cases due to a lack of develop-
ment of the designs.  Many were miss-
ing essential pieces such as concrete
practices, curriculum, scheduling, and
specifics for teachers and schools.  In
many ways, the push to scale up, to in-
crease quantity, came at the expense
of quality.  Schools that had greater as-
sistance from design teams, clear ma-
terials, and a coherent vision made
greater strides in this phase.

Other implementation challenges in-
cluded the standards and assessment
climate and the fact that many of the
schools chosen were low-performing.
There was great pressure on the design
teams to address the basic skills neces-
sary for students to perform well on ac-
countability tests.  Often the skills nec-
essary to perform on these tests were
not aligned with the design imple-
mented.

The challenge of implementation led NAS
and other stakeholders to take a more
realistic view of school reform’s poten-
tial effects.  In many cases, these imple-
mentation challenges also pushed de-

sign teams to forecast effective imple-
mentation benchmarks for certain points
in time, a piece most developers had not
included in the original designs.  Over-
all, the success of implementation, RAND
found, significantly relies on clear and
consistent communication, as well as
sustained leadership.

What’s Next for CSR Research?
A recent trend in CSR research, Berends
observed, is an evolution from an em-
phasis on models to an emphasis on com-
ponents, and on evidence grounded in
scientifically based research.  CSR re-
searchers potentially face several com-
plications within this new environment.
For instance, when designs are not
aligned to district and state tests, he
noted, often the result is shallow imple-
mentation and little change in teacher
practice.  Further, there are challenges
to accessing and effectively using stu-
dent-level achievement data and to com-
paring treatment and control groups.
Without access to student-level data,
researchers will be limited to using
school-level data, which masks many of
the achievement differences within
schools.  Finally, Berends maintained, it
is difficult to study and understand the
“real cost of the reform.”

Right now, he observed, most research
focuses on models—there is little study
of individual comprehensive school re-
form components.  He expressed hope

A recent trend in CSR research,
Berends observed, is an evolution
from an emphasis on models to an
emphasis on components, and on
evidence grounded in scientifically
based research.
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Three Views on
“Scientifically Based
Research”

Over the past year, there has been a
climate shift for federally funded re-
search, certainly affecting the work of
CSR researchers.  Driving this shift is
the increased emphasis on research
that is considered scientific, a tenet of
the reauthorization of the No Child Left
Behind Act passed in January of 2002.
While the new law places increased ur-
gency on the issue of scientific re-
search, the movement leading to an
examination of the overall quality and
rigor of education research in general
has been building throughout the past
decade.   Lisa Towne of the National
Research Council’s (NRC) Center for
Education, has been closely involved
in this movement and offered the Net-
work clarification and insights sur-
rounding key issues on scientifically
based research (SBR).  Towne served
as study director of the NRC’s report
on scientifically based research in edu-
cation.

Towne’s presentation focused on three
important voices on SBR within the field

of education research policy: the National
Research Council’s report, the Office of
Educational Research and Improvement
(OERI) re-authorization proposal, and
the No Child Left Behind Act.

National Research Council Panel
The NRC report, authored by a commit-
tee of experts from the education field
and other disciplines, is a consensus
document that seeks to articulate the
nature of SBR and raise the level of de-
bate about what constitutes scientific
research in education.  Skepticism about
the quality of education research and a
demand by educators to accumulate a
“body of knowledge” were backdrops for
the commission of the report, according
to Towne.

The committee found the following:

•  Education research has accumulated a

knowledge-base, but not to the same
degree as other fields.

•  Scientific education research is not fun-

damentally different from other scien-
tific endeavors, yet all fields develop le-
gitimate specialization.

•  Many methods from other fields can

be used or adapted to education re-
search; however, context requires that
methods evolve and change to fit the
discipline.

•  Restructuring OERI is not the critical

determinant in promoting a successful
federal education research agency.  In-
stead, the education research agency
needs to develop a culture of science.
Towne also emphasized that all stake-
holders have a role in the agency.

that the current CSR studies will increase
our understanding of effective policies
and practices, and will result in reforms
that are comprehensive in nature,
aligned with standards, and effective in
improving learning conditions for stu-
dents.

Slides from Mark Berends’ presentation
can be found at
http:www.goodschools.gwu.edu/csrl/
nor.html.



6

Scientifically Based Research and
Federal Policy
SBR is mentioned in the strategic plan
for the Department of Education and in
legislation to re-authorize OERI.  In the
Department of Education plan, one of
the goals is to promote education as an
evidence-based field, and one indicator
of meeting that goal is that 75% of all
federally funded causal studies be ran-
domized trials.  Over 111 references to
SBR are made in the No Child Left Be-
hind (NCLB) legislation.

Towne compared how the NRC report
and NCLB discuss SBR, acknowledging
the distinct purposes of a report versus
legislation.  The NRC committee op-
posed the idea of strictly defining SBR,
and instead laid out a set of guiding prin-
ciples and focused on informing a wide
range of audiences on the history and
implications of SBR.  No Child Left Be-
hind seeks to increase the education
community’s use of evidence to drive
decision-making in schools, Towne said,
and it is clear that the authors of the
legislation specifically meant heavier use
of impact studies, evaluations, and
causal effects with a focus primarily on
student achievement.

Both the NRC report and NCLB embrace
the idea that research should drive de-
cision-making.  The NRC report, how-
ever, explicitly acknowledges that re-
search will never be—nor should it be—
the sole influence on decisions.  Both
documents, Towne said, want not just
a focus on research, but also on high-
quality research, and while they differ
in important ways, both emphasize the
same general concepts: rigor, objectiv-
ity, systematicity, and peer review.

Towne also speculated on some of the
implications of NCLB for education re-
search.  The new legislation, she sug-
gested, could result in more funding (the
President’s FY03 budget request in-
cluded a dramatic 40% increase in edu-
cation research line item for OERI),
more focused research (decreased frag-
mentation), and more research that is
applied.  She also noted that scientific
research of the kind described in NCLB
is expensive and takes a long time, and
that an emphasis on this definition of
SBR may “crowd out” other important
kinds of research.  In order to obtain
the necessary data for scientific stud-
ies, she added, researchers would need
to gain trust and access to schools.

Towne ended by appealing to the re-
searchers in the room to

•  Engage and use this new environ-
ment as an opportunity to forward
education research;

•  Be honest about what their re-
search could and should be used
for;

•  Look for syntheses and emphases
from multiple studies instead of
unique findings;

•  Be serious about implementation
and replicability; and

No Child Left Behind seeks to
increase the education community’s
use of evidence to drive decision-
making in schools, Towne said, and
it is clear that the authors of the
legislation specifically meant heavier
use of impact studies, evaluations,
and causal effects with a focus
primarily on student achievement.
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•  Find more commonalities in re-
search tools and measures.

Slides from Lisa Towne’s presentation
can be found at http://www.good
schools.gwu.edu/csrl/nor.html.

Focus on Methodology:
Interrupted Time Series

After considering CSR research history
and current policy, Network members
then attended sessions designed to of-
fer a closer look at current research, with
a particular focus on methodologies and
their benefits and limitations.  Howard
Bloom of Manpower Demonstration Re-
search Corporation (MDRC) outlined the
methodology he used in MDRC’s evalu-
ation study of Accelerated Schools, Mea-
suring the Impacts of Whole-School Re-
forms: Methodological Lessons from an
Evaluation of Accelerated Schools.  The
study involved a quasi-experimental de-
sign that included a “short interrupted
time-series” approach.

Design and Purpose
The purpose of Bloom’s evaluation was
to determine the impact of Accelerated
Schools, a whole-school reform model,
on student performance.  Bloom’s study
included eight Accelerated Schools, each
of which had at least three years of
baseline test data used to predict the
counterfactual: what student perfor-
mance would have been in the absence
of the intervention.  Such an approach
is designed to measure the impact of a
reform as a deviation from the past pat-
tern of student performance for a spe-
cific grade.  Bloom used third grade test
scores from three baseline years to help
determine the pattern of student

achievement and to help predict future
performance at the schools.  He then
used third grade student test scores from
up to five follow-up years to determine
whether student performance had ex-
ceeded expectations after the CSR model
had been implemented.  Student data
from different cohorts of students over
the course of several years were used
to make this determination.

Methodology
Bloom identified three research ques-
tions focused on different aspects of stu-
dent performance and took into consid-
eration overall school performance, as
well as equity concerns:

•  How, if at all, did a specific reform
affect average student performance?

•  How, if at all, did it affect the varia-
tion in student performance?

•  How, if at all, did it affect the distri-
bution of student performance?

Bloom explained that average student
performance is the best indicator of the
effectiveness and efficiency of the over-
all system, while the variance in student
performance and distribution of student
performance allows the evaluator to
determine whether or not the reform is
having differential impact on specific stu-
dent and minority groups within the
schools.

In order to determine the patterns of
student achievement to predict future
student performance in the absence of
reform, Bloom assumed two related pre-
mises: first, that past experience is the
best predictor of future performance,
and second, that multiple observations
of past experience predict future expe-
rience better than a single observation.
He then used baseline test score data
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from three years at each of the schools
studied to determine a pattern of stu-
dent achievement and to predict what
future performance would have been
without the introduction of an interven-
tion.

Since schools typically keep records on
student characteristics such as race or
ethnicity, gender, age for grade, special
education status, English language pro-
ficiency and eligibility for free and re-
duced price lunch, Bloom was able to
use multiple regression to control for
differences in student characteristics
between student cohorts.  Controlling
for these characteristics increased the
validity of his results by reducing the
possibility that student performance dif-
ferences from year to year were due to
differences in student characteristics be-
tween different cohorts of students.

Findings
Based on the data gathered from the
Accelerated Schools evaluation, Bloom
found the following:

•  In follow-up years one and two,
during which the schools focused on
establishing supportive cultures and
practices, there was no systematic
change in average test scores.  In
follow-up year three, when schools
began to experiment with instruc-
tional changes intended to promote
powerful learning, test scores de-
clined somewhat.  Finally, in follow-
up years four and five, test scores
gradually rose above the baseline
level, as instructional changes were
implemented more fully.

•  By follow-up year five, average
reading and math scores were 0.19
standard deviation and 0.24 stan-
dard deviation above their respec-

tive baseline levels.
•  The schools that were lowest-

performing at the onset of the
study were the most likely to expe-
rience large impacts.

•  The impact of the Accelerated
Schools reform appears to reflect
mainly an increase in the scores of
students who were in the middle of
the school’s test score distribution.
Nevertheless, the reform improved
the performance of otherwise low-
performing students.

Limitations of the Study
One important limitation of this study
is that any increase or decrease in stu-
dent performance could be due to co-
hort effects rather than the interven-
tion.  Since there is no way to control
for differences between cohorts, it is
impossible to prove conclusively that
any increase or decrease in student per-
formance was due to the intervention,
or whether it was due to differences
between student cohorts.  In order to
help control for these differences, Bloom
used a multiple regression model to
control for observed changes over time
in select student background character-
istics.  Additionally, because so many
factors both inside and outside of the
schools affect student performance from
year to year, it is difficult to determine
with any certainty why achievement in-
creases or decreases.  Thus, Bloom
stresses that the interrupted time-se-
ries approach is not a replacement for
randomized experiments.

For more information on the Acceler-
ated Schools evaluation study and on
Bloom’s findings, see the full report at
http://www.mdrc.org/Reports2001/
AcceleratedSchools/AccSchools
Approach.pdf.
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Focus on Methodology:
Meta-analysis of CSR
Model Research

While there is a growing body of re-
search evaluating the impact of specific
comprehensive school reform models,
few attempts have been made to look
across models to assess the quality of
the research on each model, the rela-
tive effectiveness of the designs, or the
impact of the designs overall.  Research
challenges such as the many different
assessments used to evaluate effective-
ness as well as the vastly different phi-
losophies and implementation trajecto-
ries of the models make this a particu-
larly difficult undertaking.  Geoffrey
Borman of the University of Wisconsin,
and Gina Hewes, Laura Rachuba and
Shelly Brown of Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity, have taken on this task in their
Comprehensive School Reform and Stu-
dent Achievement: A Meta-Analysis.
This report is scheduled for release in
the fall of 2002.

Purpose of the Meta-analysis
According to Borman and his associates,
there are various debates that are of-
ten raised regarding the merits and cen-
tral biases associated with the various
comprehensive school reform models.
The CSR designs are very diverse and,
though many of them have been evalu-
ated, the methodologies of the studies
vary greatly and are difficult to synthe-
size and analyze.  Thus, Borman decided
to conduct a meta-analysis—a study of
the evaluation studies—as a systematic
way to combine evidence across stud-
ies while taking into account the differ-
ences in methodology.  The primary goal

of this meta-analysis was to “review all
known research on the achievement ef-
fects of the externally developed school
improvement models, known as whole-
school or CSR.”  Thus, Borman sought
to find out not only what were the
achievement effects of specific CSR
models, but also what was the overall
effect of comprehensive school reform.
Borman examined how CSR effects var-
ied across a diverse collection of mod-
els and contexts.  Specifically, he
brought into his analysis information
about who conducted the study (model
developers or third party evaluators) and
whether or not the study included con-
textual factors such as the subject, the
length of time, the implementation, the
grade level, the poverty level of the
school, and other programs in existence
at the time of the study.

Design
In order to be considered for inclusion
in the study, the model had to be con-
sidered a “comprehensive” model and
had to have some previous research,
either positive or negative, addressing
the effects of the reforms.  Initially,
thirty-three reforms were chosen based
on previous review studies of whole-
school reform, referencing work by the
Northwest Regional Education Lab
(NWREL), the National Clearinghouse for
Comprehensive School Reform, and the
American Institute for Research (AIR).
As Borman and his team were conduct-
ing the initial review of literature for the
thirty-three models, they determined
that four models did not have enough
information to be included in the meta-
analysis and were dropped.  For the re-
maining twenty-nine, the team was able
to find at least one study that had some
information on the model’s impact on
student achievement outcomes.
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Borman and his colleagues synthesized
student achievement effects using vari-
ous methodological, contextual and
problematic factors as predictors.  Spe-
cifically, they examined

•  the overall effect of the CSR strat-
egy,

•  the effect associated with specific
CSR model components,

•  the effect of each of the 29 models
studied, and

• the extent to which differences in
methodological and contextual
features of the study mediated the
estimates of the effects.

Context Variables
To help determine the effect CSR had
on student achievement, Borman and
his associates examined the contextual
variables of grade level, years of imple-
mentation, and the poverty level of the
school.  Additionally, the team exam-
ined the study designs to determine
whether each study was one of the fol-
lowing:

• an experiment that involved random
assignment of students to the CSR
model and a control group,

• a quasi-experiment with matched
treatment and control groups,

• a quasi-experiment with covariant
adjustment,

• a quasi-experiment with groups that
were merely stated to be similar,

• a study with district- or school-level
comparisons, or

• a pre-post test design comparison.

Finally, the team determined whether
the studies were conducted by model
developers or by third-party evaluators.

In comparing these diverse studies, the
researchers imputed much of the data
to make them comparable.  For ex-
ample, if the study focused on second
graders but did not provide the number
of students, the researchers went to the
National Center for Education Statistics’
Common Core of Data to find out the
average second grade class size.
Borman acknowledged that while this
process is not a perfect measure, im-
puting data allowed the researchers to
examine a broader variety of studies.

The Findings
Though the study has not yet been re-
leased, Borman shared a few prelimi-
nary findings.  First, the effect size
seemed to be about the same in high-
poverty as it is in low-poverty schools.
Second, Borman found a positive rela-
tionship between the number of years
the model had been implemented and
the effect size. Additionally, Borman
consistently found higher estimates of
effect size in studies that were con-

Though the study has not yet been
released, Borman shared a few
preliminary findings.  First, the effect
size seemed to be about the same in
high-poverty as it is in low-poverty
schools.  Second, Borman found a
positive relationship between the
number of years the model had been
implemented and the effect size.
Additionally, Borman consistently
found higher estimates of effect size in
studies that were conducted by model
developers than those conducted by
third-party evaluators.
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CSR Research Designs

Rebecca Herman of the American Institutes of Research provided an overview of
comprehensive school reform (CSR) study designs.

In order to design a comprehensive school reform study, Herman said, researchers should
ask:
•  What are the goals of this study?
•  What are key design features?
•  What are design limitations?
•  How will solutions to common issues be incorporated into the design?

She stressed that when evaluating the effectiveness of comprehensive school reform models
or programs, researchers will want to consider school contextual factors, particularly when
comparing data across schools.

Herman also discussed the data collection and analysis issues facing CSR researchers.  She
emphasized the importance of maintaining high reliability and validity of the instruments
used for data collection and of maintaining data integrity when using student-level test
score data in longitudinal studies.  Failure to take these designs and research issues into
account will increase the limitations of the study.

Slides from Rebecca Herman’s presentation can be found at http://www.goodschools.gwu.edu/
csrl/nor.html.

ducted by model developers than those
conducted by third-party evaluators.

Finally, Borman reported that studies
that had a parental involvement require-
ment tended to have smaller effect sizes
than those that did not.  In explaining
this somewhat surprising finding,
Borman suggested that the require-
ments focus mainly on getting the par-
ents involved in the governance of the
school and do not involve factors that
tend to be associated with improved stu-
dent achievement outcomes.

At the end of the first day of the meet-
ing, Thomas Good of the University of

Arizona led a wrap-up session that ex-
panded on current CSR research needs.
He emphasized the need for a sound
theory of learning and teaching that
underlies comprehensive school reform.
All components of a comprehensive
school reform strategy, for example,
should be examined for internal con-
sistency.  He also stressed the need for
continuity between teacher and student
expectations and the importance of
having a consistent theory of motiva-
tion, learning, and school management
underpinning the required CSR compo-
nents.  He further called for an in-
creased integration of teacher effects
research into CSR designs as CSR pro-
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The degree to which schools and
districts are “left on their own”
affects how well CSR plans are
developed and implemented.

grams are, at present, based primarily
on school effects research.

CSR Research: Questions
from States, Districts, and
Schools

Much of the Network meeting focused
on what researchers are learning and
asking about CSR.  To expand the scope
of this discussion, a panel conversation
was devoted to the question of what re-
searchers are learning in the field about
practitioner-driven needs for CSR infor-
mation.  The panelists represented mul-
tiple perspectives—school, district, state
level administrators, and researchers—
sharing the research questions and other
related needs of their constituencies.
Members of the panel included Betsey
Useem from the Philadelphia Education
Fund, Ted Bartell from the Los Angeles
Unified School District (LAUSD), Denise
Borders from the Academy for Educa-
tional Development, and Hugh Burkett,
who works on CSR, small learning com-
munities and drop-out prevention at the
United States Department of Education.
The panel was moderated by Bob Blum
of the Northwest Regional Educational
Laboratory, a technical assistance pro-
vider and partner with NCCSR on the
Catalog of School Reform Models.

State Administrators
Both Bob Blum and Hugh Burkett dis-
cussed questions about CSR research,
while Blum specifically focused his at-
tention on the interaction between states
and schools and districts.  The panelists
reported that the degree of assistance
schools and districts receive from states
as they apply for CSR grants and imple-
ment models varies greatly.  Some

states provide consultants to help
schools and districts, while others sim-
ply act as grant administrators.  The
degree to which schools and districts
are “left on their own” affects how well
CSR plans are developed and imple-
mented.

Burkett emphasized the need for re-
search that supports the eleven com-
ponents of CSR reform.  Many CSR re-
form models provide technical assis-
tance for the components that are cov-
ered by the model, which are frequently
fewer than the eleven required for CSR
grants.  Therefore, if schools are re-
quired to include all eleven components,
Burkett said, state administrators want
to know who will provide the necessary
technical assistance for the components
not covered by the model.

Finally, Burkett, along with other pan-
elists, discussed the issue of
sustainability of the reform models.
State administrators want to know what
needs to be in place to ensure long-
term sustainability of an adopted re-
form model over time.

District, Board of Education
Ted Bartell spoke from his perspective
as a district central office administra-
tor.  He spoke of the need for evidence
of the effectiveness of reforms so that
districts can make decisions about
which reforms will work best with their
students.  “In Los Angeles,” Bartell said,
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•  The need for measures that the
public can understand.

•  The need for measures that are
inexpensive, and are understand-
able.

•  The need to examine the benefits
of blending multiple models in a
single school, since few models
employ all eleven of the required
components.

Useem then shared her observations of
the challenges of reform efforts in Phila-
delphia. Teacher quality is among the
most significant factors to influence stu-
dent achievement and model implemen-
tation, or as she says, “the model is
people.”  For example, if a model re-
quires professional development and
teacher training, then high teacher turn-
over in a particular school will drasti-
cally reduce the fidelity of model imple-
mentation in that school.  As an ex-
ample, Useem compared two Philadel-
phia schools—one that is staffed with
mostly veteran teachers who want to
be at the school, and one that is staffed
primarily by new and uncertified teach-
ers who do not want to be in that school.
According to her findings, students at
the first school made “very significant
student math gains compared to kids
at the other school.”

Useem outlined several factors that can
potentially affect teacher quality, thus
student performance:

• Teacher attendance rates

• The changing population of the

teaching force

• Political climate and policy changes

In Philadelphia, policy changes have
been dramatic, Useem explained.  The
district has been taken over by the state

Local Education Fund
Betsey Useem of the Philadelphia Edu-
cation Fund spoke from the perspective
of a technical assistant provider and
funder.  Useem stressed the need to fac-
tor teacher quality into evaluation stud-
ies of the CSR models.  Useem is cur-
rently conducting research on teacher
retention and satisfaction in eleven Phila-
delphia middle schools that have
adopted the Talent Development model.

Useem identified important research
needs of schools and districts, includ-
ing:

“we do not, in our district, regard na-
tional certification or establishment of
an approved model as being sufficient.”
Rather, the district asks vendors to
“show us your evidence and let us re-
view that evidence independently.”  As
part of the review process, Bartell said
that LAUSD asks model developers and
other applicants to describe the program
along with information on expected stu-
dent outcomes, which becomes the ba-
sis for comparison if the model is imple-
mented.  Additionally, model develop-
ers are asked to provide some compari-
son data that shows that the reform has
been effective along with evidence that
the positive changes were a result of the
model, rather than unrelated factors.
Finally, Bartell explained that adminis-
trators want evidence that the results
of previous studies are generalizable to
the student population in their district.

Teacher quality is among the most
significant factors to influence
student achievement and model
implementation…
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[Reyna] stressed that CSR
researchers must seek to understand
causation, specifically, what is it
about “comprehensiveness,” the
models themselves, and how they are
implemented that can lead to
improved student achievement.

and 70 of the 264 schools have been
randomly assigned a reform treatment.
Several of the eleven schools in Useem’s
sample are, despite a plea to keep them
separate and autonomous, included
among the 70.  Consequently, two were
assigned to Edison and two to Chancel-
lor Beacon (both for-profit Educational
Management Organizations), one was
assigned to reconstitution, and two be-
came charters “overnight,” she said.
Such drastic changes will undoubtedly
have an impact on model implementa-
tion, and therefore could affect the
evaluation of the model being conducted
by external evaluators at MDRC.

Schools
Denise Borders and Bob Blum both re-
ported on research questions from indi-
vidual schools and on CSR implementa-
tion at the school level.  Blum spoke
about the reality of schools’ application
process for CSR grants.  Many schools,
according to Blum, will call model de-
velopers and say, “Our proposal is due
next week and we’ve chosen your
model.  Can you help?”  Or, schools will
call and ask model developers what re-
search supports their model and are
generally less interested in research
methodology than in the findings.

Borders conducted a CSR study with a
stratified random sample of eighteen
schools across the country.  Borders re-
ports that most of the schools are fo-
cusing on only four of the (previously
nine) federal components including:

•  implementation of the research-
based model

•  professional development
•  external technical assistance
•  student performance and real

benchmarks for success.

Borders also found that even when fund-
ing for a model continues, many schools
switch to a new program, and when
funding ceases, model implementation
almost certainly stops.  Schools are con-
cerned with the adequacy of funding to
support implementation requirements,
and Borders questions the sustainability
of CSR when school districts impose
heavy requirements and restrictions on
schools.

New Federal Directions for
CSR Research

To conclude the meeting, Dr. Valerie
Reyna, senior research advisor for the
Office of the Assistant Secretary at OERI,
presented on OERI directions for scien-
tifically based research.  Reyna also re-
sponded to the Network discussion
groups, which did some initial thinking
on suggestions for future CSR research.

Reyna began by emphasizing the re-
newed commitment from the OERI lead-
ership and from the No Child Left Be-
hind legislation that reflects a commit-
ment to improving education research
and using SBR as the way to “resolve
disputes” on how to reform education.
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“Randomized experimental trials are the
gold standard of evidence-based re-
search,” Reyna said.  The methodology
used should be the methodology appro-
priate for the question, but ultimately,
causation is the key question.  Docu-
menting and describing a problem are
important, but in the end, cause and ef-
fect is essential, she contended.  Reyna
urged the listeners to “move beyond de-
scription,” to get to “empirically in-
formed, sophisticated work,” because
“the problems involved demand quality.”

Reyna then had the opportunity to re-
spond to the breakout groups’ sugges-
tions for a researcher-driven list of ques-
tions for future CSR research.  The first
issue she addressed was the issue of
context in research.  Reyna emphasized
that “regardless of context, research
should still be subject to the rules of
science.”  When talking about “real kids
in classrooms,” she said, we must use
proven strategies.  Then we must test
our hypotheses in context and use the
data to inform our understanding.

Next, she highlighted the importance of
bringing learning theories to bear on
school reform.  She said that the edu-
cation field needs to generate more good
evidence on how the process of learn-
ing can be connected to comprehensive
school reform.  Teachers are another im-
portant aspect of the new evidence-
based environment in comprehensive
school reform.  Reyna believes that re-
searchers must explore how much
teachers need to learn and know about
assessment, learning theories, and
pedagogy.

Reyna also addressed questions about
randomized control trials.  She stressed
that researchers must focus on using

randomized trials because of the confi-
dence and the high level of knowledge
we gain when using those methods as
compared to other kinds of analysis.
Reyna believes that much of the con-
cern about using randomized controls
must be addressed, but that two major
concerns – the ethicality of withholding
treatment and the necessary size to per-
form randomized trials – can be as-
suaged.

Reyna also considered questions about
the accessibility of student data.  She
acknowledged that there are legitimate
concerns about access to student level
data and about privacy, but believes
technology will help us overcome these
limitations.  Evidence-based research
demands that researchers have access
to student level data over time.

Reyna concluded her presentation by re-
emphasizing the current OERI perspec-
tive on scientifically based research in a
CSR context.  She stressed that CSR
researchers must seek to understand
causation, specifically, what is it about
“comprehensiveness,” the models them-
selves, and how they are implemented
that can lead to improved student
achievement.  Only with those answers,
she said, can the results gathered in
research be generalizable and used to
improve schools and help students.
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Learn  More About  NCCSR’S

Network of Researchers

NCCSR’s research network includes national and district-level researchers en-
gaged in large-scale comprehensive school reform studies, as well as repre-
sentatives from national organizations, practitioner organizations, regional edu-
cational laboratories, and the U.S. Department of Education.

NCCSR’s work with the Network of Researchers (NOR) involves regularly bring-
ing NOR members together to address current issues in CSR research as well
as maintaining a list of NOR studies in progress.

CSR Investigations in Progress
NCCSR maintains an updated list of current CSR research.  This list includes
descriptions of NOR members’ research currently underway. Available on
NCCSR’s web site at http://www.goodschools.gwu.edu/csrl/csrip.pdf, the list is
updated as new studies are funded and preliminary findings are released. As
final reports become available, look to this page for links or ordering informa-
tion.

Past Publications
The publications below are summaries of NOR conversations from recent meet-
ings on critical CSR research issues. Links to PDF versions of these documents
can be found in the Network of Researchers section of the NCCSR web site,
http://www.goodschools.gwu.edu/csrl/nor.html.  All can be ordered at no cost
by contacting NCCSR at AskNCCSR@goodschools.gwu.edu.

CSR Connection

This below publication summarizes the highlights of the October 25-26,
2001, NCCSR Network of Researchers meeting. The meeting included a
thorough discussion of the following topics: the goals for CSR and the
definitions of “success,” the methods of measuring success in a CSR
context, and the critical role of the district in the success of reform.
This brief was published in conjunction with three additional research
briefs focusing on specific NOR conversations.

Spring 2002
“CSR Connection: Defining, Measuring and Supporting Success: Meet-
ing the Challenges of Comprehensive School Reform Research”
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The National Clearinghouse for Comprehensive School Reform (NCCSR) collects and

disseminates information that builds the capacity of schools to raise the academic achieve-

ment of all students. This is accomplished by continuously examining the literature related

to comprehensive school reform (CSR), adding high quality materials to our on-line data-

bases and actively sending useful information to educators and policy makers at the local,

state and national levels. Through our web site, reference and retrieval services, and publi-

cations, NCCSR is the central gateway to information on CSR.

Contact NCCSR:

The National Clearinghouse for

Comprehensive School Reform

2121 K Street NW, Suite 250

Washington, DC  20037-1801

AskNCCSR: AskNCCSR@goodschools.gwu.edu

Toll Free Numbers:

Telephone:

1 (877) 766-4CSR

 or 4277

Fax: 1 (877) 308-4995

Web Site:

http://www.goodschools.gwu.edu

CSR Connection is an occasional paper published by the National Clearinghouse for Comprehensive School
Reform (NCCSR). NCCSR is funded by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Educational Research and
Improvement and is operated by The George Washington University under Contract No. ED-99-CO-0137.
The views expressed do not necessarily reflect the views of The George Washington University or the U.S.
Department of Education. The mention of trade names, commercial products, or organizations does not
imply endorsement by the U.S.  Government. Readers are free to duplicate and use these materials in
keeping with accepted publication standards. NCCSR requests that proper credit be given in the event of
reproduction.

Research Briefs

The following briefs present the Network’s analyses of three issues—
district level support for school reform, appropriate CSR model selection,
and patterns of implementation in CSR efforts:

February 2002
“The Need for District Support for School Reform: What the Researchers
Say”

“Choosing a Model and Types of Models: How to Find What Works for
Your School”

“Patterns in Implementing Comprehensive School Reform: What the
Researchers Say”
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