CSRQ Center Report on Elementary School
Comprehensive School Reform Models

E xecutive Summary

CSRQ Center Report on Elementary School
Comprehensive School Reform Models provides a
scientifically based, consumer-friendly review of the
effectiveness and quality of 22 widely adopted ele-
mentary school comprehensive school reform (CSR)
models. Each model is profiled and rated in the
following categories:

Category 1: Evidence of positive effects on
student achievement

Category 2: Evidence of positive effects on
additional outcomes

Category 3: Evidence of positive effects on
parent, family, and community involvement

Category 4: Evidence of link between research
and the model’s design

Category 5: Evidence of services and support to
schools to enable successful implementation

The report provides education stakeholders with a
decision-making tool to help them sort through
options about the hundreds of elementary school
improvement choices available to meet local needs.
The reviews are intended to clarify options, not to
point to or endorse “best buys” from among the

22 models reviewed. Together, the reviewed models
represent a significant portion of the total number
of schools implementing elementary school CSR
models. Each model serves a minimum of 20 ele-
mentary schools in at least three states and is avail-
able for adoption in almost all states.
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and is operated by the American Institutes for
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Background on CSR

For the past decade, attention has focused increasingly on various strategies to improve schools and student achieve-
ment. CSR is one approach. It has been tried in thousands of schools nationwide, mostly for high-poverty students
in low-performing schools. This trend is driven by the recognition that school improvement efforts are complex
and require a coordinated, systematic approach that addresses every aspect of a school—including curriculum,
instruction, governance, scheduling, professional development, assessment, and parent, family, and community
involvement. Rather than use individual, piecemeal programs or approaches, effective CSR is meant to integrate
research-based practices into a unified effort to raise student achievement and achieve other important outcomes,
such as reducing dropout rates or improving behavior.

Many schools that adopt a CSR approach choose an external model to provide a research-based, replicable set of
practices. These CSR models, or service providers, offer “blueprints” to help a school make improvements in a
number of areas. Ideally, all models are designed based on research, and although they vary in focus, philosophy,
and method, all help a school to raise student achievement. To support implementation, CSR models typically
provide schools with materials, professional development, and hands-on assistance.

The CSR approach gained momentum with the 1997 passage of the federal Comprehensive School Reform
Demonstration Program. Through this program, Congress provided dedicated funding to support the adoption of
CSR strategies throughout the country. The 2001 Elementary and Secondary Education Act, also known as the No
Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, gave further impetus to the CSR approach by changing it from a demonstration
project into a full-fledged federal program called the Comprehensive School Reform Program. According to the
NCLB Act, CSR models must be scientifically based. This means that a model or approach must demonstrate strong
research evidence that it can improve students’ academic achievement. Today, regardless of the funding source,
the use of CSR is likely to remain an important strategy for improving schools, particularly those that fail to make
Adequate Yearly Progress.

Since the mid-1990s, approximately 6,000 schools, serving several millions of students, have used federal funds to
adopt more than 500 distinct CSR models and approaches. So far, overall results of the CSR approach have demon-
strated promise, with some models helping schools make significant student achievement gains. For example, a 2002
systematic analysis by Dr. Geoffrey Borman and his colleagues of the student achievement outcomes of 29 leading
K-12 CSR models reported that “the overall effects of CSR are statistically significant, meaningful, and appear to
be greater than the effects of other interventions that have been designed to serve similar purposes and student
and school populations” (Borman, Hewes, Overman, & Brown, 2002, p. 33).

CSR models, such as those described in this report, are promising because they are research based and provide
the training and other supports needed to encourage a coordinated approach to achieve student success. However,
the research evidence indicates that some programs are more effective than others and that their results vary
greatly—even with the effective models—depending on the quality of implementation.

A Need for Consumer Information

To date, education stakeholders at the national, state, and local levels have had few objective, rigorous, and consumer-
friendly sources to turn to when making choices from among the hundreds of CSR models available for adoption.
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This report is intended to serve as a consumer guide that helps decision makers sort through claims about which
approaches could truly meet the needs of students. It is the most extensive and comprehensive review of elemen-
tary school CSR models ever issued. To prepare this report, the Comprehensive School Reform Quality (CSRQ)
Center reviewed nearly 800 existing studies on 22 widely implemented elementary school CSR models. To conduct
our analysis, we used rigorous standards that are aligned with the requirements for scientifically based research
established by NCLB.

Sorting through and making sense of claims made by researchers and model developers is hard work, even for
research scientists with years of training and experience. Despite substantial advances in developing standards and
processes for judging and “adding up” the evidence in education, areas of disagreement exist in the research com-
munity. Even when the procedures necessary for reviewing and comparing large numbers of studies exist, the
process is often complex and painstaking. Therefore, education decision makers often turn to others, such as the
CSRQ Center, to sort through the evidence and report it as “actionable” information.

The CSRQ Center Rating System

The production of this report was guided by the CSRQ Center’s Quality Review Tool (QRT). The QRT provides the
criteria and procedures for independent, fair, and credible model reviews. The QRT development process involved
several steps. First, CSRQ Center staff developed review frameworks in consultation with some of the nation’s most
respected education researchers, program evaluators, and school improvement experts. The QRT also drew on prior
and current efforts to conduct rigorous research reviews, including standards set by the U.S. Department of
Education’s What Works Clearinghouse. Then, the QRT was reviewed and revised with the help of the CSRQ Center’s
Advisory Committee, a nationally respected panel of experts that includes leading education practitioners, method-
ologists, and researchers from a variety of fields, including education, sociology, psychology, and economics.

Using the QRT, the CSRQ Center applied separate rubrics for each of the five categories of effectiveness and quality
(listed previously) to arrive at its ratings, which are expressed by a set of symbols. In general, the rubrics resulted
in the following ratings:

Very strong rating is symbolized by a fully shaded circle (@). This is the “highest” rating provided by the
CSRQ Center.

Moderately strong rating is symbolized by a three-fourths shaded circle (@). This is the “second highest” rating.

Moderate rating is symbolized by a half-shaded circle ((J)). Models receiving this rating may still have notable
evidence of positive outcomes but not as strong as those receiving the ratings above.

Limited rating is symbolized by a one-fourth shaded circle ((p). This rating indicates that while the CSRQ
Center found some evidence of effectiveness, more rigorous research and evidence needs to be conducted on
the model to fully support its effectiveness or quality on the category reviewed.

Zero rating is symbolized by a circle with a horizontal slash (()). This rating means that while we found
evidence that allowed the CSRQ Center to provide a rating for a category or subcategory, none of the studies
were of sufficient quality to be counted as reliable evidence.
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Negative rating is symbolized by a circle with a minus sign (). This rating indicates that we found strong
evidence of detrimental effects in a given category or subcategory. In practice, we did not find any evidence
of this kind for any model.

No Rating is symbolized by “NR” in a circle (¢9). This rating indicates that the model has no studies (i.e.,
evidence) available for review in a category or subcategory.

CSRAQ Center Findings

Our report’s overall findings on Category 1 (Evidence of Positive Effects on Student Achievement) are similar to
those of prior studies on CSR; that is, that models vary widely in both the number of rigorous studies and evidence
that support their claims and in their effectiveness and quality when compared to each other. Our rating process
for Category 1, and Categories 2 and 3, is complex and combines two elements to provide a single rating:

The strength of the evidence based on the causal validity of the research design (e.g., how reliable and
credible is it?)

The strength of the reported impact or effect (e.g., does the model raise student achievement a little or a lot?)

For more than one third of the models, the CSRQ Center was able to identify only 10 or fewer studies that seemed
to be relevant for our review of their overall evidence of positive effects on student achievement. In contrast, one
model (Direct Instruction) had more than 50 and another (Success for All) had more than 100 studies that were
originally considered for review in this category. In Category 1, after screening nearly 800 studies for quality, we
found about 80 that met CSRQ Center standards. Again, these were unevenly distributed, with nearly one fourth
of the models having no studies that met CSRQ Center standards and with five models (America’s Choice School
Design, Direct Instruction, Literacy Collaborative, School Development Program, and Success for All) having

tive or more studies that met CSRQ Center standards. For Category 1 (Evidence of Positive Effects on Student
Achievement), we rated

Two models as Moderately Strong (Direct Instruction, Success for All),

Five models as Moderate (Accelerated Schools, America’s Choice School Design, Core Knowledge, School
Renaissance, and School Development Program),

Eight models as Limited (ATLAS Communities, Co-nect, Different Ways of Knowing, Integrated Thematic
Instruction, Literacy Collaborative, National Writing Project, Modern Red SchoolHouse, and Ventures
Initiative and Focus System), and

Seven models as Zero (Breakthrough to Literacy, Comprehensive Early Literacy Learning, Community for
Learning, Coalition of Essential Schools, Expeditionary Learning, First Steps, and Onward to Excellence II).

In reviewing findings for Category 1, readers should keep in mind that almost all of the models in the report serve
high-poverty students in low-performing schools. Thus, the evidence of effectiveness they present is for success in
educating students in highly challenging conditions.
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The research base on which to rate models in Categories 2 and 3 is relatively sparse. It is important to note that a
rating of Limited or higher in these categories indicates that the research on a model provides evidence of positive
impact on additional outcomes for students, teachers, schools, family, and communities. Few of the models reviewed
by the CSRQ Center had evidence that met CSRQ Center standards in these categories. The models that reported
evidence of additional outcomes that met CSRQ Center standards in this category, which provides consumers
with more information, are to be commended. All models are encouraged to seek and present this information

in future evaluation reports.

The rating system for Categories 4 and 5 depended on several elements: (a) evidence of link between research and
the model’s design, (b) evidence that the model provider offers services and support to enable successful implemen-
tation, and (c) evidence that the model provider offers professional development and technical assistance to enable
successful implementation. The same rating scale and symbols were used to rate Categories 4 and 5 as were used
to rate Categories 1-3; however, the meanings of the ratings are category specific.

For Categories 4 and 5, the majority of the models reviewed provided moderate to strong evidence that they can
provide a link between research and the model’s design. The majority of the models reviewed also provided equally
strong evidence that they can provide services and supports needed by schools to enable successful implementation.
Given the importance of implementation to the success of any schoolwide reform, consumers who select models
that have “lower” rankings in evidence of effects on student outcomes may still experience success if they implement
the models faithfully.

Conclusions

When using the findings presented in this report to guide decision making, readers should keep in mind the
following observations:

Although no model reviewed received a Very Strong rating for Category 1, several had a solid body of
evidence. These models may have received “higher” ratings if their outcomes had been more consistently
positive or been supported by a few more studies that met CSRQ Center standards.

CSRQ Center standards were deliberately set very high. We felt that, in an environment that requires scien-
tifically based research for many program adoption decisions and features rigorous review standards set by the
What Works Clearinghouse, it was important to give consumers confidence that models in this report were
reviewed against stringent standards. Given the ongoing research that many of the models reviewed are currently
conducting, we expect that our updated report, to be published in fall 2006, may result in “higher” ratings for
several models.

A “lower” rating does not necessarily mean that a model is less effective than one with a “higher” rating.
It may mean that its effectiveness has not yet been established through rigorous research. All model providers
should continue to conduct research to ensure consumers that (a) the model may work under some conditions
and (b) the model does work under most conditions.

The ratings in this report are for a model’s evidence at the elementary school level. Some of the models
reviewed in this report also provide services at the secondary school level. We did not review the studies
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reporting outcomes at those levels to derive our ratings for this report. Therefore, it's quite possible that some
models may have stronger evidence of effectiveness and quality when taking into account outcomes in middle
and high schools. The CSRQ Center will issue a similar report for CSR secondary school models in fall 2006.

The purpose in providing ratings is to clarify options for decision makers, not to pick “winners” and
“losers.” Models that received “lower” ratings in Category 1 may have “higher” ratings in other categories.
Education consumers should take a holistic view of the evidence presented across all five categories to make
the best decision to meet locally defined needs.

The education community increasingly turns to research to help sort through its school improvement options.
This reliance on research helps to satisfy the NCLB requirement that school improvement efforts be driven by
scientifically based research. More importantly, it helps to meet the urgently felt need on the part of educators and
policymakers to ensure that their efforts improve the lives of children. This report is issued by the CSRQ Center
in the hopes that the information and analysis it contains makes a further contribution to making research relevant
to improving the education of our nation’s students.
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