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Do the Models Fit? Towards
Comprehensive School Reform for
English Language Learners

by Kate Menken

CSRD Components

Funds that schools receive through
CSRD must only be used for school
reform initiatives that integrate, in a
coherent manner, the following nine
components listed in the federal leg-
islation (H.R. 390, 1997):

o Effective, research-based,
replicable methods and strate-
gies

e Comprehensive design with
aligned components

e Professional development

e Measurable goals and bench-
marks

e Support within the school

e Parental and community in-
volvement

e External technical support and
assistance

e Evaluation strategies

e Coordination of resources

he Comprehensive School Reform

Demonstration (CSRD) program
was created by the federal government
in 1997 to provide financial incentives
for schools that need to substantially in-
crease student achievement, particularly
schools receiving funding through Title
I (Helping Disadvantaged Children Meet
High Standards) of the 1965 Elemen-
tary and Secondary Education Act
(ESEA). Almost one-fifth of all students
served by Title I are English language
learners (U.S. Department of Education,
1999a); it is crucial that these students
also benefit from comprehensive school
reform (also known as schoolwide im-
provement or reform). In order for com-
prehensive school reform to improve
education for English language learners
(ELLs) in our schools, the programs or
models implemented must account for
the specific learning needs of this student
population.

Addressing the Needs
of ELLs through
Comprehensive
School Reform

Schoolwide reforms funded by CSRD are
intended to incorporate reliable research
and effective practices, and include an
emphasis on academics and parental in-
volvement. These initiatives seek to
stimulate schoolwide change in virtually
all aspects of school operations, rather
than a piecemeal, fragmented approach
to reform (U.S. Department of Educa-
tion, 2000). The federal legislation for
the CSRD program mandates specific
components, each of which has implica-
tions specific to English language learn-
ers that must be addressed for successful
program implementation.
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E ach of the nine components of CSRD is listed below, with a corresponding set of questions for
consideration when English language learners (ELLs) are served through schoolwide reform pro-
grams. These questions draw upon the work of Hansel (2000) and McKeon (1998).

Effective, research-based, replicable methods and strategies
e Has research demonstrated that the methods and strategies employed are effective in the education of
ELLs, to ensure that they also meet challenging academic standards?

e Is evidence of effectiveness based on multiple measures that are accurate and reliable when employed
with ELLs?

Comprehensive design with aligned components

e [s the schoolwide improvement plan fully inclusive of ELLs in school management, classroom man-
agement, curriculum, assessment, and instruction?

¢ Does the plan allow for the implementation of the best language support program option for the ELL
population within a particular school and community?

Professional development

e Are ample opportunities provided for high-quality, sustained training and professional development
that prepares educators to work effectively with ELLs?

e Is professional development in the education of ELLs provided to all school faculty, administrators, and
staff and not solely to ELL specialists?

Measurable goals and benchmarks
e Are there measurable goals for the performance of ELLs and benchmarks for meeting those goals that
are appropriate, accurate, and reliable for this specific student population?

Support within the school

e Are programs selected and supported by all school faculty, administrators, and staff, including those
directly involved in the education of ELLs?

e Is it required that school faculty, administrators, and staft work collaboratively to ensure the success of
ELLs?

e Isaschool climate fostered in which linguistic and cultural diversity is seen as a rich resource, and where
high expectations are set for the performance of ELLs?

Parental and community involvement

e Are opportunities provided for the full involvement of ELL parents and community members in the
planning and implementation of school improvement activities?

e Are the challenges specific to forging partnerships with language minority communities addressed (e.g.,
translation of school materials into home languages, selection of activities that are culturally appropriate,
etc.)?

External technical support and assistance
e Is high-quality external technical support provided from a comprehensive school reform entity with

experience or expertise not only in schoolwide reform and improvement, but also in the education of
ELLs?

Evaluation strategies

e [s the plan for evaluating program implementation inclusive of ELLs?

e Does the plan evaluate the impact of programs on the achievement of ELLs, whereby data are gathered
and disaggregated according to language proficiency?

Coordination of resources
e Are resources coordinated to ensure sufficient funding is allocated to supporting and sustaining educa-
tional programming for ELLs?




The Impact of Comprehen-
sive School Reform Models
on ELLs

omprehensive school reform models are
C plans for schoolwide improvement that ad-
dress various aspects of school operations, and are
being widely implemented in schools across the
nation as a primary means towards reform. Mod-
els provide a variety of resources to schools, in-
cluding curricula, assessment tools, technical as-
sistance, professional development, and guides for
school administration. Schools typically contract
with model developers for school improvement
materials and professional development for a pe-
riod of three or more years (National Clearing-
house for Comprehensive School Reform, 2000).

Through early comprehensive school reform
implementation efforts, it has become clear that
the capacity of models to meet the needs of ELLs
must be developed as models “scale-up” and ex-
pand to new locations — particularly to those with
diverse student populations. Although schoolwide
reform models are currently being implemented
across the United States in schools with signifi-
cant ELL populations, very few of the models spe-
cifically address their needs. Furthermore, it is
unclear which of these models, if any, are effec-
tive in the instruction of ELLs.

While the focus of CSRD is schoolwide
change in schools, particularly Title I
schools, where there is the greatest need to
improve student achievement substantially,
there is little information readily available
with regard to which models are most ap-
propriate for students learning the English
language (ELL, or English language learn-
ers). Indeed, while a number of models have
demonstrated some success in raising stu-
dent achievement, thus far most do not ad-
dress directly the learning needs of ELL
populations although a growing number of
nationally available models are placing more
emphasis on this population.

(Wilde, Thompson & Herrera, 1999)

Models that do not directly address the needs of
the ELL population often entail the use of cur-
ricula, instructional materials, and strategies that
are inadequate for educating ELL students.

A middle school in Philadelphia, for example,
adopted a comprehensive school reform model
in a neighborhood densely populated by ELLs.
The model restructured educational program-
ming and offered extensive professional devel-
opment. In addition, school staff and adminis-
trators selected literature and corresponding cur-
riculum guides from a list provided by the model
developers. Since this model had never before
been implemented in schools with substantial
ELL populations, it did not require the use of
literature appropriate to ELL students’ language
proficiency levels or to their cultures, and did
not ensure that these students received neces-
sary language supports. Furthermore, the pro-
fessional development provided was not geared
towards the education of ELLs. In response to
teachers currently struggling in the implemen-
tation phase, the school district has supported
local educators in their quest to account for the
educational needs of these students within the
model (J. Brown, personal communication, Feb-
ruary 8, 2001).

A growing number of model developers are be-
ginning to incorporate the needs of the ELL
population during the development and plan-
ning phases. The Success for All model, for ex-
ample, specifically targets disadvantaged children
in inner city schools. One of the most common
comprehensive school reform programs, it is cur-
rently being implemented in at least 1,500
schools (Success for All, 2001). The model re-
structures elementary schools, with a focus on
reading, and prescribes curricula and instruc-
tional strategies for teaching. Success for All
developed a Spanish version for its beginning
reading program, “Lee Conmigo,” and native-
language assessments are available to support
English as a second language (ESL) and bilin-
gual instruction through sixth grade. Model de-

Very few schoolwide reform models
specifically address the needs of ELLs.
Models must develop the capacity to
meet the needs of this population, both
before and during implementation, by
creating model components that incorpo-
rate effective educational programming
and instructional approaches for ELLs.
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velopers have begun to evaluate ELL perfor-
mance in schools that have adopted the pro-
gram (Durdn & Slavin, 1996), and it is impor-
tant for this now to be balanced with further
evaluation by third party researchers.

Issues in the Implementa-
tion and Evaluation of Com-
prehensive School Reform

Implementation

The recent attention paid to the development
and expansion of schoolwide reform efforts has
raised a number of issues and questions that
impact all students, including ELLs. For ex-
ample, research by the RAND Corporation on
the first two years of implementation of New
American Schools” whole-school designs
(which include several models mentioned in the
CSRD legislation) showed significant variation
among the schools in the level of implementa-
tion achieved. Of the 40 schools in the study,
about half (45%) were still at early implemen-
tation phases; four schools were still only in
the planning stages. RAND identified several
barriers to implementation at the school, de-
sign team, and district/institutional levels:

e Poor communication with schools, rushed
and limited school choice in design selection,
and negative school climate due to strife or lead-
ership turnover;

e Unstable leadership of design teams, limited
capacity of staff serving schools, inability of de-
sign teams to engage school and district sup-
port, and lack of emphasis on key criteria asso-
ciated with design success (e.g., curriculum, in-
struction, assessment, and professional devel-
opment); and

e Unstable district leadership and political cri-
ses, distrust between central office and schools,
and lack of resources (Bodilly, 1998).

These barriers indicate how important local
politics are within a school and district for the
success of schoolwide reform. Furthermore,

the RAND findings suggest it is extremely diffi-
cult to successfully implement comprehensive re-
form quickly.

Comprehensive school reform implementation
shows the greatest effects on student achievement
where: (1) programs are well-matched with local
needs; (2) principals and central administrators
fully implement the design, with adaptation to
the local setting; (3) ongoing professional devel-
opment and technical assistance are provided and
relevant to school issues and problems; and (4)
curriculum is rigorous (Stringfield et al., 1997).
How student achievement is measured, however,
raises another critical issue pertaining to the in-
clusion of ELLs in comprehensive school reform:
evaluation.

Evaluation

At the center of current debate is confusion over
which schoolwide reform models improve student
learning. While this issue affects all models, it is
particularly complex in those programs serving
ELLs. One of the primary criticisms of compre-
hensive school reform models has been that so
little research exists to back up the effectiveness
of the most popular models (Viadero, 1999).
That was the conclusion of Olson (1999) in her
review of An Educator’s Guide to Schoolwide Re-
form (1999). The Guide surveys the research on
twenty-four different whole-school reform mod-
els and suggests that little research addresses this
area. According to Olson, this has serious conse-
quences:

.. according to the report, “most of the
prose describing these approaches remains
uncomfortably silent about their effective-
ness.” That leaves schools in the tough po-
sition of deciding which model to choose
with little evidence to go on. (Olson, 1999)

A third of the models reviewed in the Guide pro-
vided no research offering evidence of positive
effects on student achievement. Studies that did
provide “[e]vidence of positive effects on student
achievement” most often used standardized tests,
including statewide assessments, to demonstrate
their effectiveness (Herman et al., 1999: p.1).

Evidence of effectiveness based on standardized
tests is particularly problematic for ELLs, who are
at a disadvantage with “one-size-fits-all” assess-




ments — particularly when English-medium tests
that were developed to assess native-English
speakers are used to evaluate the content-area
knowledge of ELLs. Assessment of an English
language learner’s content-area knowledge ad-
ministered in English may be greatly influenced
by the student’s English language proficiency; as
such, the tests measure students’ English ability
rather than their ability in mathematics, science,
or other areas. There is no shared understanding
of how best to measure the achievement of ELLs
on a wide scale, particularly as the tools currently
being used to assess student progress are inad-
equate (Menken, 2000). As a result, there is a
dearth of convincing research that indicates com-
prehensive school reform models are effective in
the education of ELLs, and schools do not have
the information they need to select a program
and develop an effective plan for these students.

Research Directions in
Serving ELLs through Com-
prehensive School Reform

What is now needed is a great deal of research to
evaluate the effectiveness of comprehensive
school reform, particularly in the education of
ELLs. Recognizing the need for further research,
the Cataloy of School Reform Models (2001) by
the Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory
and the National Clearinghouse for Comprehen-
sive School Reform provides information on over
sixty models, including entire-school models
(covering most aspects of school operations) and
skill- and content-based models (reading, math,
etc.). Descriptions of the models include infor-
mation about the types of students served, such
as ELLs (Northwest Regional Educational Labo-
ratory, 2001).

Building on this work, the Southwest Compre-
hensive Center provides a description of schools
that have implemented school reform models
believed to be effective with the ELL population
in their guide, Comprebensive School Reform Mod-
els Addressing the Needs of English Language
Learners (Wilde et al., 1999). While the pur-
pose of the guide is not to evaluate models per

There is a dearth of convincing research
that indicates comprehensive school
reform models are effective in the
education of ELLs, and schools do not
have the information they need to select a
program and develop an effective plan
for these students. Extensive research is
needed to evaluate the effectiveness of
comprehensive school reform models in
the education of ELLs.

se, the research team selected schools for inclu-
sion in the study based on evidence that ELLs
had been successfully incorporated into school
reform models. Evidence of effectiveness in serv-
ing the ELL population is offered in the de-
scription of each school, based on such data as
the performance by ELLs on wide-scale and
school-based assessments, and their school
dropout information.

Two forthcoming studies promise to begin fill-
ing some of the evaluation gaps. A longitudinal
study by the Ontario Institute for Studies in
Education, Scaling Up School Restructuring in
Multicultural, Multilingual Contexts, is focused
on the impact of externally developed school
reform models in schools serving multicultural /
multilingual students (Datnow, 2000). A study
by the Southwest Educational Development
Laboratory, Adapting Comprehensive School Re-
form Models for English Language Learners, ex-
amines the adjustments made to comprehen-
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sive school reform models as they are imple-
mented in schools serving large numbers of
ELLs (Southwest Educational Development
Laboratory, 2000). What is particularly prom-
ising about these research projects is that, in
addition to offering information about compre-
hensive school reform models and ELLs, the
research is being conducted by third party re-
searchers; previously, most evaluative research
in this area was conducted by model develop-
ers themselves.

In addition, a panel created by New American
Schools — whose membership is comprised of
recognized education reform experts as well as
representatives from major education associa-
tions and the business community — has cre-
ated guidelines for comprehensive school reform
models (New American Schools, 2001). The
panel has set “standards of quality” for provid-
ing schoolwide assistance. “The aim is to help
consumers decide which designs and providers
would be right for their schools and which are
most likely to yield results” (Olson, 2000).
Guidelines such as these can shape the imple-
mentation of comprehensive school reform, and
ensure that an appropriate place is held for ELLs.
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Recommendations

While new attention is being paid to the effects
of schoolwide reform on ELLs, it is clear that fur-
ther work in this area is urgently needed. The
following recommendations are based on the in-
formation presented above:

e Models implemented in schools where ELLs
are served must incorporate and directly address
their needs;

e More research must be generated to evaluate
all existing models and other aspects of compre-
hensive school reform in serving ELLs;

e Studies that plan to evaluate comprehensive
school reform on a wide scale must include evalu-
ations of the particular impact on ELLs; and

e Standards that shape the implementation of
schoolwide reform should offer guidance on the
inclusion of ELLs.

The full inclusion of students who are English
language learners in reform models and other as-
pects of implementation holds the promise that
these students will also benefit from comprehen-
sive school reform.
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