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Benchmarks
As K-12 schools across the country continue to focus on school improve-
ment through Comprehensive School Reform Demonstration (CSRD) pro-
gram grants, the national network of Regional Educational Laboratories
(RELs) are at the forefront in providing assistance to K-12 schools. Assis-
tance includes making available the most recent school improvement re-
search and sharing research-based school improvement models, practices
and processes which schools may consider adopting based on their needs.
RELs also assist with implementation and evaluation strategies.

Each of the 10 RELs serves a geographic region of the nation and works in
partnership with state and local educators, community members, parents
and policymakers, providing assistance in using research to better inform
and support their education-related decisions. The U.S. Department of Edu-
cation, Office of Educational Research and Improvement supports the RELs’
CSRD work.

The CSRD program was promulgated by Congress to focus on improving
whole schools to ensure that every student will realize academic success.
According to this initiative, schools are to develop comprehensive school
reform plans based on needs assessments. Improvement models developed
or adopted must be based on research demonstrating the effectiveness of
their practices and processes. From the beginning of CSRD, the RELs have
focused on tailoring assistance to schools and communities, conducting in-
dependent and collaborative research studies to examine CSRD program
implementation and evaluation, and capturing effective processes and prac-
tices for dissemination.

This issue of NCCSR Benchmarks highlights the school improvement re-
search being conducted by the RELs, the results of which will be broadly
disseminated.

Dr. Ethel Simon-McWilliams
REL CEO/Executive Director Liaison

Dr. JoAnn Manning

CSRD REL Group Leader

Volume 2, Issue 1                      Winter  2001
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By The Laboratory Network Program’s
CSRD Competition Research Project

What are the characteristics of schools that
submitted successful and unsuccessful Com-
prehensive School Reform Demonstration pro-
gram (CSRD) proposals? What are the major
differences between successful and unsuccess-
ful CSRD program proposals? These questions
were the catalyst for a national study of the
CSRD grant competition proposed by the
Southwest Educational Development Labora-
tory (SEDL) and undertaken along with eight
other regional educational laboratories (RELs).

Unlike many other federal education innova-
tion programs, CSRD allowed each state edu-
cation agency latitude in determining the eligi-
bility of schools and districts, the proposal re-
view criteria, the number and schedule of com-

The CSRD Competition

 Research Team
• Joan L. Buttram, Patricia Castañeda-

English and Victor Sáenz, SEDL
• Billie Hauser and Steven Moats, AEL
• Brett Lane, The LAB at Brown
• Bob Keller, McREL
• Lawrence Friedman, NCREL
• David Zuckerman, NWREL
• Jeve Chang and Mary Church, PREL
• Barbara Davis, SERVE
• Tracy Huebner, WestEd

Analysis of the National
CSRD Competition

petitions and the particular CSR models that could be adopted.
To determine the characteristics of successful and unsuccess-
ful CSRD applicants across the country, nine RELs gathered
data from 28 states regarding their CSRD competitions.

Results
In general the study demonstrated that while state education
agencies adapted the competition requirements and proce-
dures to fit their respective state reform contexts, the various
states’ CSRD programs are more alike than different.

Percentage of Successful Applicants
Less than 7.9% of the eligible Title I schools across the na-
tion applied for funding. Of those that applied nationwide,
almost half (1,080 out of 2,186) were successful in obtaining
funds; the success rates in individual states varied from a low
of 27.3% to a high of 88.2%. This variance is influenced by
a variety of factors, such as the size of the potential appli-
cant pool, the intensity and frequency of technical assistance
efforts on the part of state education agencies, and the length
time schools and districts had to develop their proposals.

Demographics of Successful Applicants
In this study, CSRD awards were made most frequently to
schools located in urban areas (69.8%), that served elemen-
tary grade levels (60.5%), that had schoolwide Title I pro-
grams (86.5%), and that had high levels of students who
qualified for free or reduced lunch (67%). After further ana-
lyzing the data on free and reduced lunch, researchers sug-
gested that CSRD grants did actually reach high poverty
schools.

CSRD Awards to Targeted Schools
Because CSRD funds were awarded on a competitive basis,
a chief concern was that few low-performing schools would
apply or have the capacity to write competitive proposals.
To assist these schools in “winning” CSRD funds, ten states
added extra points to a school’s proposal score if the school
was labeled “low-performing” on some state indicator (e.g.,
state’s standardized test results). Over half of the applicants
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in six of the ten states qualified for additional points because
of their low-performing status. In the other four states, 38%
or less of the applicants received the extra points.

Four states had over 33% of the schools receive an award as
a result of these additional points. Another four states had
10% to 20% of the schools receive an award because of the
extra points, and two states had no schools receive an award
because of the extra points. The strategy of adding points
clearly did not achieve its objective in these last two states. In
the eight states where the strategy had some success, the ad-
ditional points made up between 20% and 46% of the schools’
total scores. In the two states where the strategy was not
successful, the additional points made up just 3% and 11% of
the schools’ total scores.

Comparisons of Successful and Unsuccessful

Schools’ Proposals
Each SEA developed its own protocol and rubric for scoring
applicants’ proposals. In order to compare proposals from dif-
ferent states, individual proposal scores were converted to a
percentage (based on the total number of points possible) and
then analyzed. On average, approximately 24 percentage points
separated successful and unsuccessful CSRD proposals. That
is, on average successful schools scored 83% while unsuccess-
ful schools scored 59%. Only two states awarded CSRD grants
to schools with total scores below 70% and just one state de-

clined grants to schools with total scores over 70%.

Comparisons Related to the Nine

Components
The federal initiative identified nine compo-
nents that all CSRD programs are expected to
meet in order to receive funds. As a group,
successful schools scored an average of 22%
higher across the nine components than unsuc-
cessful schools. However, there was a great
deal of similarity among successful and unsuc-
cessful schools in how well they addressed in-
dividual components. Successful and unsuc-
cessful schools’ proposals both scored the high-
est on two components: external technical as-
sistance and support within the school. These
two were probably the easiest for schools to
accomplish. The first required schools to find
technical assistance providers to work with
them, and the second to document the support
of faculty to undertake this effort. Successful
and unsuccessful schools also scored the low-
est on the same component: comprehensive
design. This suggests that most schools had
difficulty in articulating how their CSRD pro-
gram would incorporate several different com-
ponents into a schoolwide reform plan.
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Analysis of the National
CSRD Competition

What Happens Before Schools
Get the Grant: Planning for the
Comprehensive School Reform
Demonstration Program

By The Laboratory Network Program’s
CSRD Implementation Research Project

Developing a comprehensive school reform (CSR) plan is
a challenging and time consuming process that has a seri-
ous impact on the reform’s implementation and, ultimately,
chances for success. To help schools with the planning
process, seven of the Regional Education Laboratories
(RELs) have conducted studies on the federal Compre-
hensive School Reform Demonstration (CSRD) program.
In an effort to collectively examine key issues across the
different research projects, a cross-REL research initia-
tive was developed in which participants agreed to apply
data gathered in their research to address four general ar-
eas of CSRD implementation. This article summarizes a
report of the common themes identified in the first area:
the process each school used to develop its CSR plan and
how this process supported CSR implementation. The find-
ings are organized by level of government starting with
themes at the federal and state levels, then moving down
to the district, and finally the school level.

The CSRD Competition

 Research Team
• Steve Moats, AEL, Inc., in collaboration

with Allan Sterbin of the Center for
Research in Educational Policy (CREP) at
the University of Memphis

• Ted Hamann, The LAB at Brown
University

• Helen S. Apthorp and Robert E. Reichardt,
McREL

• Inge Aldersebaes and Steve Nelson,
NWREL

• Mary B. Church, PREL
• Barbara Davis, SERVE, in collaboration

with Steven M. Ross, Marty Alberg,
   Robert Horn, Deborah Lowther and
   Lana Smith of CREP
• Tracy A. Huebner, Grace Calisi and Steven

Pariani, WestEd

Alabama
California
Colorado
Florida
Georgia
Hawaii
Kansas

Kentucky
Maine
Mississippi
Missouri
North Carolina
Oregon
Puerto Rico

South Carolina
Tennessee
Virginia
WashingtonÎ
West Virginia
Wyoming

Interaction of Federal and
State Policies with Model
Selection
Federal and state policies influenced schools’
model selection mainly through provisions for
resource allocation, time  and data-based plan-
ning. As encouraged by the CSRD legislation,
some schools combined resources from Title I
and CSRD to support CSR. Two states used
CSRD to support other state initiated reform ef-
forts. These states’ efforts limited schools’ choice
of models but also facilitated coordination of
CSRD and other reform activities. Time to pre-
pare for CSRD grant applications in several
states affected the ability of some schools to
gather information about designs, disseminate

Participating States
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searchers at LAB at Brown reported faculty
frustration created by a principal’s top-down
decisions.  These contradictory findings may
be due to differences in conceptualizations and
methodologies, but also to differences in
school or district leadership and/or regional
cultures.

Finally, NWREL’s work focused on schools
that were not prepared for reform and de-
scribed factors that influence a school’s readi-
ness to implement CSRD including leadership,
vision, high expectations and accountability.

Next Steps
The relationship between district support, the
model selection process and implementation
is an area of continuing research for the RELs.
Given what is being learned about school pre-
paredness for reform, a key direction for this
ongoing work may be an examination of ap-
propriate district roles given different school-
level capacities to decide on and implement
reforms.

that information among staff, and involve their school com-
munities in CSRD planning for the application. Finally, needs
analyses that were mandated by separate state or district poli-
cies appeared to provide data to guide the CSRD program
planning process in a number of sites across several states.

District Support for Planning
Districts supported applications for CSRD grants by

• analyzing data,
• hiring grant writers,
• gathering information from model design teams,
• providing links with the community, and
• helping schools integrate school and district stan-

dards or goals for the proposal.

Districts also provided administrative support such as negoti-
ating with model providers and helping with resource alloca-
tion. As a key source of information about reform designs,
districts could also reduce the choices available to schools.
This limiting of schools’ choices was sometimes a planned
outcome of district level needs assessments.

School Planning Activities
A key area in several of the RELs research projects was the
amount of teacher participation in reform model selection and
its effects on implementation.  The findings were mixed.  Two
REL projects (SERVE and AEL/CREP) explicitly examined
the effect of model selection on reform implementation and
school climate using similar instruments, but they  used dif-
ferent definitions of the constructs.  Researchers at AEL/CREP
found statistically significant differences in school climate and
implementation progress between schools using different
model selection processes.  Researchers at SERVE saw some
similar patterns in their data, but used different statistical analy-
sis techniques and variant definitions of the constructs.  Using
qualitative research methods, researchers at two other RELs
(McREL and LAB at Brown) gathered data on the selection
processes. McREL reported that teachers appeared to have
(gradually) embraced principal-mandated reforms, while re-



 Benchmarks  Page  6

CSRD Research by the Regional Educational Laboratories (RELs)*
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Benchmarks is published four times a year. The National Clearinghouse for Comprehensive School Reform (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.

The National Clearinghouse for Comprehensive School Reform (NCCSR) collects and disseminates information
that builds the capacity of schools to raise the academic achievement 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 databases 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 publications, 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

Web Site:
http://www.goodschools.gwu.edu

Toll Free Numbers:
Telephone: 1 (877) 766-4CSR or 4277
Fax: 1 (877) 308-4995

AskNCCSR:
AskNCCSR@goodschools.gwu.edu
AskNCCSR is a convenient way for email users to request information, order publications from
NCCSR, or ask for help from NCCSR’s on-line services.

The National Clearinghouse for Comprehensive School Reform has developed a whole new web site. In
addition to the old favorites such as CSR Step by Step and the literature database, you’ll find
several new resources including

� A full CSR library that houses a reading room, the literature database, references by topic,
answers to frequently asked questions and a reference help desk,

� An extensive set of links to related government, research, policy and technical assistance organizations,
and

� The full set of NCCSR publications: Bookmarks, Benchmarks, Issue Briefs, Research Briefs and,
coming soon, a resource guide for the nine components.

Explore the new site at http://www.goodschools.gwu.edu/.

NCCSR HAS A NEW WEB SITE!
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