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Introduction

Thereisagrowing sense of promisethat comprehensive
school reform (CSR), as distinct from—but building
upon—past school improvement efforts, will succeed
where other waves of reform have failed. The increas-
ing participation of schools, districts and statesin CSR
efforts, the investment by private corporations, and the
1997 federal funding of schoolwide reform efforts
through the Comprehensive School Reform Demonstra-
tion (CSRD) program have created great momentum
acrossthe nation. In addition to the CSRD program, the
reform of Title | in 1994 and President Clinton’s May
2000 Executive Order have underscored the common,
guiding purpose of al school improvement efforts: to
increase student learning and achievement inthenation’s
lowest performing schools.

In an era of standards and accountability, schools are
under greater scrutiny than ever before. With more and
more schools exploring, planning for and implement-
ing CSR, the school building is aso becoming a place
where researchers, model developers, external facilita-
torsand other technical assistance providers cross paths.
When effortsare coordinated and coherent, theincreased
attention and assistance can have a positive impact on
theschool. Thus, itisimperativeto do the difficult work
of building bridges between research and practice,
wherein collaboration and communication are standard
practice.

In June 2000, the Second Annual Research Symposium
on comprehensive school reform was convened by the
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National Clearinghousefor Comprehensive
School Reform; AEL, Inc.; the COSMOS
Corporation and the McKenzie Group in
partnership with the U.S. Department of
Education’s Office of Educational Research
and Improvement, and Planning and Evalu-
ation Service. The invited panel included
representatives from research institutions,
professional education associations, state
departments of education, regional educa-
tional laboratoriesand the U.S. Department
of Education.

Theparticipantswere asked to bring their re-
search, policy and practi ce-based experiences
to thetable toward the symposium goal s of
sharing * an increased knowledge about cur-
rent research, asense of directionfor sustain-




ing anetwork of researchersand apotential agenda
for futureresearch.”

Thisbrief summarizesthe highlightsof thediscus-
sion and key questions posed by the pandlists. The
remarksare organized into three areas.

=  Planningfor CSR

= Implementing and sustaining
CSR, and

= Future CSR research and
policy implications.

Setting Forth: What Research

Says About Planning for CSR

The panelistswere challenged to trandate the re-
search findings about what worksin CSRinto real
technical assistance and support for practitioners,
particularly inthe planning stages. “ There'sacon-
sensus about what the challenges are for
implementation...not so much about how to help
schools overcome these challenges,” stated
AmandaDatnow of the Ontario Institutefor Stud-
iesin Education. Inresponse, panelistsidentified
thefollowing waysinwhich school staff and tech-
nical assistance providers can work together to
lay astrong foundation for change:

= Makeimproved student achievement—
what happensin the classroom—the
focusof reform efforts,

= Participate actively and reflectively in
formative evaluation asan ongoing
process.

Keys to the Successful
Implementation of CSR

L eader ship

School and district level leaderswho will
withstand high stakes pressures and
uphold along-term vision

L eaders who stay long enough to see
changethrough

New |eaders who will sustain and
support current reforms, rather than
starting from scratch

Teacherswho are also leaders

District policy that supports sustained
leadership

School and Community

Ownership of and broad-based support for
change

Basic school functions under control
(e.g., attendance, behavior)

Recruitment and retention of high quality
teachers

Ongoing professional development for
teachers and administrators

Reconciliation of the threat posed by
high-stakes accountability

Alignment of state and district policies
and standards

More time in the competitive grant
process

Greater district and school-level commit-
ment to in-service teacher professional
development

Technical Assistance Providers

M odelsdemonstrated effectivewith
different student populationsandin
different school contexts

Training and support to help schools
strategically plan, set goals, use data and
assess progress on an ongoing basis




= Think about, and allocate, fundsand
other resourcesin non-traditional ways
(i.e., not as“entitlements’ but asameans
of improving student achievement).

= Usg, interpret and share datato drive
decision-making at all stages.

= Work collaboratively within and across
the school, district and state levels.

In addition to building capacity in different skill
areas, a key role identified for technical assis-
tance providers is to help school communities
learn to ask the tough questions—of themselves

and of external assistance providers—and to seek
their own solutions. It was noted that |earning how
to engageinthe processof critical inquiry and mak-
ing it a habit of the school community is particu-
larly important in school s that have seen many re-
formscome and go, leaving the staff distrustful and
disengaged.

“[CSRis] not a stage, it's not a series
of stages, it's an ongoing effort to
change practice, behavior, and
beliefs.”

— Daniel Humphrey




“Reform implementation is not simply a school-level
event... . It's a co-construction of state and district
forces, as well as design team actions.”

— Amanda Datnow

Whether there are criteria, or preconditions, that
aschool must meet prior toimplementing CSR—
and whether or not applying such criteriais ulti-
mately constraining, or even relevant, for high
poverty, low performing schools—was widely
debated by the panelists. Mary Ann Millsap of
Abt Associates, Inc. proposed that there are three
basic preconditions that a school “must have in
place beforeit getsinto areform agenda, particu-
larly if it's bringing in reforms that were devel-
oped externally to the school”:

» Theschool isfunctioning (discipline,
absenteeism, staffing are under control).

» Thereisnot only passive administrative
support but also advocacy at both the
school and district level.

=  Thereis*buy-in” within the school
building.

Panelists considered the impact—both from
policy and practice perspectives—of applying cri-
teriato schoolsasaprecondition for implementa
tion of CSR. Robert Yin of the COSMOS
Corperation wondered “to what extent the pros-
pects for reform are... limited or constrained’
based on the proportion of high poverty schools
that start with those preconditions. Sheila

Rosenblum of Rosenblum Brigham Associates
added that failure to meet preconditions could
present a barrier for schools most in need of
schoolwide improvement, given that “the highest
need and high-poverty schoolsmost likely havethe
least capacity.”

The issue was then raised about the role and ap-
proach of model developers, who are often the
closest to the school at the point of initial engage-
ment in CSR. It was noted that devel opers do not
share auniform—or may not have any—set of cri-
teria or preconditions for change. For example,
while some developers will help schools become
ready for implementation, others will launch into
implementation regardless of the school’s current
capacity for change.

Other panelists cautioned against applying precon-
ditionsin away that approacheschangeasalinear
process. While things may move along more effi-
ciently when preconditions or the aspects of re-
form are applied in a staged manner, what often
getsleft behindis*area anaysisof thevision...at
the heart of thereform effort.” Daniel Humphrey of
SRI International concurred by citing findingsfrom
aPew study of seven urban districtsthat wereiden-
tified as* well-positioned to implement standards-
based reform.” Though these districts progressed
quickly using a staged approach to develop and
implement standards, they did not ultimately change
belief systemsabout children’sability to meet those
standards.

Asthediaogue continued, pandlists considered the
impact of state policy on successof reform efforts.
Constance Bergquist of Education Systems De-
sign, Inc. suggested that lessonsmay befoundinan
analysis of states varying policies for allocation
and competition of CSRD funds. For instance, if
states do not allow sufficient timefor planning, is




Key Questions:
Planning for CSR

How can data be used to create demand for

change?

What are the challenges of integrating state
reform standards with reform models? Is

integration possible with all models?

Are there “preconditions” that a school must
meet prior to implementation? Do different
models require different levels of readiness

or capacity for change?

Can models be categorized as “prescriptive”
vs. “philosophy-based” with some

corollaries to the required time investment?

Which models facilitate communication
among teachers and principals, within and

across schools in a district or region?

How can a school determine which model(s)

would best fit its needs and context?

it realistic to expect that preconditions have been
met? Another key to the impact of planning may
be shown through a comparison of low perform-
ing schools implementing CSR as a result of a
non-competitivelocal or stateintervention fund,
and schools receiving funds through the state

CSRD grant competition. Would the school and dis-
trict level planning and preparationinitiated by the
competitive grant process have a significant im-
pact on the successful implementation of CSR?

The question of school readinessand preconditions
for change caused some paneliststo reflect on the
broader meaning of CSR and what lies at the root
of successful implementation, and thereby
sustainability. Humphrey said the key lesson for
CSR is that “it's not a stage, it's not a series of
stages, it's an ongoing effort to change practice,
behavior and beliefs.” Datnow offered a similar
description when the issue of school buy-in was
raised. She described its importance as “getting
teachersto buy into school improvement asan over-
all concept in changing the way they think about
student achievement, about their role in the class-
room and what they do” so that buy-in represents
“not just astructural, but a cultural shiftin thein-
teraction between teacher and student.”

Thisraised many questions about the meaning and
process through which school buy-infor reformis
established. Too often, the 80% vote required by
some models is attained without real understand-
ing of the model and what will be required of the
staff inthelong term. A range of possiblefactors—
principal coercion, staff disengagement, inadequate
support from the model developer, pressure from
the district or state, inadequate time to investigate
the options—all can play a part.

Nonethel ess, establishing buy-in through avote-tak-
ing can be meaningful if, according to Millsap,
“you’ve really assessed where you are, if you've
tried to match, you've tried to define what your
school’ s needs were and match them to what those
external resourcesare... . Thevotedoesn't say that
everybody hasbought in. Thevote saysthat they’re
willing to try.”




“School reforms don't produce achievement
gains.... It's changes in teaching. And
school reforms don't cause changes in
teaching. What causes changes in teaching
are organizational, instructional, structural
events that occur in that school. So
research has to look at all three.”

— Steve Ross

Compelling Findings: What
Research Tells About

Implementing and
Sustaining CSR

CSR research often points to leadership as a key
factor for al stages of the CSR process. One re-
searcher cited a study of matched CSRD and con-
trol schoolsinwhich the control schoolswith strong
leadership outperformed CSRD schools. In addi-
tion, a literature review of CSR studies over the
past ten years showed that thereisavast amount of
consistent and compelling data on what makes an
effective principal for schoolwide change.

Panelists shared research and experience challeng-
ing traditional notions of leadership. They proposed
that, for successful implementation of CSR, anin-
dividual leader’s attributes or responsibilities are
lessimportant than the leader’ s ability to construct
leadership as a shared responsibility. Superinten-
dent Libia Gil stated her belief that effective lead-
ership is not determined “while we're there,” but
by what happens at the end of aleader’stenure. Gil
isworkingin California’s ChulaVista School Dis-
trict to create alasting shift from top-down leader-

ship to a model in which central office plays a
supporting rolein building capacity at thesitelevel.
Gil believesthisis not only a strategy for imple-
mentation, but also akey tolong-term sustainability.
“Thereal questionis, how do we engage commu-
nity to providethat |eadership and to keep usmov-
ing, that isfocused on our personal level of com-
mitment, and an organi zation that isdriven and op-
erated by basic principles—rather than what is
externally driven?’

District policy aso plays a crucial role in sup-
porting effective leadership. This is particularly
true in districts where accountability pressures,
high-stakestesting, and frequent changesin lead-
ership makeit difficult to sustain long-term change
efforts. Steve Ross of the Center for Research in
Education Policy observed that “Whereyou have
effective principal leadership, | think the design
works or no design works... and if they don’t see
thedistrict involved in that reform, then those re-
formsfade away after the money isspent.”

Scaling-up and bringing coherenceto al the* mov-
ing parts’ of CSR remainsachallenge. Datnow’s
research has shown that “reform isamulti-direc-
tional interaction” wherein top-down and bottom-
up influences are both possible. “Reform imple-
mentation is not ssimply a school-level event....
It's a co-construction of state and district forces,
aswell as design team actions.”

Ted Hamann of the LAB at Brown University cited
lessons from statewide reform in Maine that fur-
ther supported the concept of a multi-directional
interaction for support and scaling-up. Inthiscase,
the flow of interaction is among “heterogeneous
schools” with respect to how far a ong each school
ison areform continuum. Moreand less advanced
schools are supporting and learning from one an-
other.




Key Questions:
Implementing and
Sustaining CSR

How can evaluation be used to link
instructional strategies with student

achievement?

What are the differences in implementation and
sustainability between external and home-
grown CSR programs? Selected and mandated

models?

What forms of leadership support CSR on the

school and district levels?

What indicators can be used for identifying

teacher leaders?

In the midst of this complexity research bears out
that, if fully implemented, CSR models can work.
Citing alongitudinal sample of studentsinaComer
School Devel opment Program and amatched com-
parison school, Millsap noted that “when fully
implemented these modelscan work” in high-pov-
erty, urban schools.

Tom Glennan of theRAND Corperation hasfound
through years of research and interaction with
practitionersthat asignificant factor determining
success or failure of any reform is coherence
among reforms. Failureisalmost certainwhen, “in-
serted on top of these models are a whole set of
other initiativesthat may or may not bear any rela
tionship, but are run by different people and have
different accountability chains.”

While research shows that CSR can have a posi-
tiveimpact on standardized test scores and teacher
renewal, there are also signs that the immediate
pressures posed by high-stakes accountability de-
mands are trumping long-term reform efforts.
Humphrey remarked, “Our finding in a couple of
different studies indicated that we seriously—in
the 90s—underestimated the political and techni-
cal problems associated with assessment of stan-
dards.”

Moving Ahead: Directions
for the CSR Research

Agenda

Panelists, while offering arange of directionsfor
future CSR research, expressed a great urgency
for research that isboth timely and useful to prac-
titionersand policymakers. Research that explores
how to sustain school improvement effortsisatop
priority, particularly now that CSRD schools are
moving into their third year of implementation.

Further, research that would serve the most urgent
needs of the policy and practice arenas would fo-
cusonissuesof parity in student outcomes, incor-
porating findings on how different students (such
as English Language Learners and minority stu-
dents) learn in different contexts. Given increas-
ing demands for accountability, it is also impor-
tant for research to shed light on the amount of
time needed to show progressin student achieve-
ment with different studentsand with different ap-
proachesto school reform.

Just as CSR putsthe spotlight on student achieve-
ment, so must research focus on what happensin
the classroom. What impact is the reform having




Strategies for Bridging
the Research-Practice-
Policy Divide

=  Develop standards of quality for research that
include criteria for common measures, control
groups, logitudinal studies and usefulness to
practitioners and policymakers.

= Conduct ameta-analysis of current research
findings.

=  Regularly produce syntheses of research for use
by, and accessible to, practioners and
policymakers.

= Create more opportunities for researchers and
practitioners to work together so that research is
field-initiated and action-based.

= Use participatory, formative evaluation to engage
practioners and researchers together in an on-
going and reflective process

on teaching, the interaction between teacher and
student and, ultimately, improved student achieve-
ment? How are deeply held beliefs about student
ability shifting, particularly for populations served
by thelowest performing schools? How is student
achievement being defined and measured in new,
more meaningful ways?

Datnow suggested that researcherstakeamorein-
depth look at what is working in the classroom
across reform models, and how it is tied to out-
comes, asking not only “isit being implemented
or not, but what does implementation look likein
that particular model and in a different model ?’
Ross supported the idea of focusing more closely
on the classroom and the school by stating that

“school reforms don’t produce achievement
gans.... It'schangesin teaching. And school re-
formsdon’t cause changesin teaching. What causes
changes in teaching are organizational, instruc-
tional, structural events that occur in that school.
So research hasto look at all three.”

Rebecca Herman of the American Institutes for
Research noted that because no one “magic bul-
let” model or implementation strategy exists, the
field would be well served by research focusing
on the subtle interaction between models and
school context. However, because of theimpact of
context on model success, clear findingsonwhich
models work and where they work are unlikely.
Rosenblum madethe case that research can be most
useful when it happens where CSR happens—at
the school. Ross concurred, stating that, “the most
fundamental kind of research that we can promote
isformative evaluation at the sitelevel.” In order
to make research useful at the school level, re-
searcherswere urged to tap into practitioners’ ex-
pertise, asking them what isworking and what ar-
eas bear further investigation. Both practitioners
and policymakers would be served by research
that ismore closely connected to what is happen-
ing in the classroom; practitioners then need that
datareturned to the classroom for immediate use.
Steve Fleischman of the American Federation of
Teachers illustrated this disconnection with an
analogy: “What teachers and folks who work in
schools think they’ re often doing is battlefield or
emergency medicine, and what they hear research-
erstalking about are ‘wellness programs.”

Other panelistsal so expressed the urgency for edu-
cation researchers and practitioners to be proac-
tiveand timely with research findings. Ross stated,
“We may not know the answers about results, but
we do know the answers about implementation,
and we need to get that word out very quickly, or




someone else will tell the story for us and we'll
be doing the samething againinten years.”

Finally, panelists cited a great need for a meta-
anaysisthat addressesthe “how to” of overcom-
ing implementation challenges. To be more po-
litically savvy, researchers should agree to com-
mon measures (so that findings can be more eas-
ily synthesized), and establish standards for high
quality research. Research standards could include
criteriafor longitudinal studies, control groupsand
usefulnessto thefield.

A broad range of questionsfor future CSR research
was posed throughout the course of the two-day
symposium. The list below captures some of the
key questions.

Continuing the Dialogue

While agreat deal is known about what does
work in schools, successfully implementing,
sustaining and scaling-up schoolwideimprove-
ment efforts are still challenges for research-
ers, practitionersand policymakers. Many fun-
damental guestions remain about leadership,
governance, instruction, learning and policy,
and how all of these pieces work together to
turn around low performing schools. Further,
school reform efforts must forge ahead amidst
an ever-changing social and political land-
scape.

Policy Implications

implementation?

Key Questions: CSR Research and

How is success for schoolwide improvement defined?
What are the district, state and federal policies that support and/or obstruct CSR efforts?
Why and how is CSRD resisted or adapted at the state and local levels?

What states are integrating state and federal funds, such as Title | and CSRD?

What are the policy implications if research indicates there is a threshold of stability, i.e., “preconditions” for

How do schools balance current reform efforts with new ones?
How do schools implement reform under high-stress conditions, such as high staff turnover?

Do schools receiving CSRD funds through a competitive process have different results from those receiving
funds through a non-competitive, intervention process?




Given the urgency and high stakes being ap-
plied to districts and states, the demand for
new ideas, solutions and toolsis great—asis
the need to translate and share the results of
thiswork across school, district and statelines.
More opportunitiesfor constructivedialogue—
such as that which took place at the Research
Symposium among researchers, practitioners
and policymakers—will move schools closer
totheredity of improved learning and achieve-
ment for students.
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About CSR and CSRD

Comprehensive school reform (CSR) is a system-
atic approach to schoolwide improvement that in-
corporates every aspect of a school — from cur-
riculum and instruction to school management.
Schoolsengaged in CSR use research-based designs
(or models) to move from multiple, fragmented edu-
cational programs to a unified plan focused on in-
creasing academic achievement. To promote engage-
ment in CSR, Congress passed legislation (Public
Law 105-78) to create a Comprehensive School
Reform Demonstration project (CSRD) adminis-
tered by the U.S. Department of Education. Schools
that are awarded CSRD grants must have awell-in-
tegrated plan with all of the following components:
(1) effective, research-based, replicable methods
and strategies; (2) comprehensive design with
aligned components; (3) professional devel opment;
(4) measurable goals and benchmarks; (5) support
within the school; (6) parental and community in-
volvement; (7) external technical support and assis-
tance; (8) evaluation strategies; and (9) coordina-
tion of resources.

For many schoolsthe key to achieving CSR isusing
an externally developed, research-based model for
school-wide improvement. The models help them
focus all of their resources on achieving their im-
provement goals.

New CD-ROM Discusses
Research on Comprehen-
sive School Reform

The Second Annual Research Symposium on Re-
search and Evaluation Related to Comprehensive
School Reform was held in Washington, DC, on
June 26-27, 2000. L eading educetion researchers par-
ticipated with representatives of professional edu-
cation associations, the U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, state departments of education, and regional
educational laboratories. Their goals were to (1)
learn more about current CSR research, (2) develop
a sense of direction for sustaining a network of
researchers, and (3) consider apotential agendafor
future research.

A CD-ROM of the proceedings has just been re-
leased by AEL, Inc. Information appears in three

formats: a booklet inserted in the CD case contains a summary of the event; acom-
plete PDF transcript of the proceedingsis onthe CD; and a presentation that includes
video clips, narration, and text provides an overview and a chance to “meet” the

panelists.

Researcherswho work in areas related to comprehensive school reform can get cop-
iesof the CD-ROM from theAEL Distribution Center. Contact Chuck Caldwel |l at 800-

624-9120 or caldwel c@adl .org.
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