
 



 

 
 



 

Achieving Dramatic School Improvement:  
An Exploratory Study 

A Cross-site Analysis From the Evaluation of Comprehensive School Reform Program 
Implementation and Outcomes Study 

 
 

Daniel K. Aladjem, American Institutes for Research 
Beatrice F. Birman, American Institutes for Research 

Martin Orland, WestEd 
Jenifer Harr-Robins, American Institutes for Research 

Alberto Heredia, WestEd 
Thomas B. Parrish, American Institutes for Research 

Stephen J. Ruffini, WestEd 
 
 

 
Prepared for: 

 
U.S. Department of Education 

Office of Planning, Evaluation and Policy Development 
Policy and Program Studies Service 

 

 

2010  



 

This report was prepared for the U.S. Department of Education under Contract Number ED01CO0129. Menahem 
Herman served as the contracting officer’s representative. The content of this report does not necessarily reflect the 
views or policies of the U.S. Department of Education, nor does the mention of commercial products or 
organizations imply endorsements by the U.S. government. The inclusion of such information is for the reader’s 
convenience and is not intended to endorse any views expressed, or products, programs, models or services offered. 
 
U.S. Department of Education 
Arne Duncan 
Secretary 
 
Office of Planning, Evaluation and Policy Development 
Carmel Martin 
Assistant Secretary 
 
Policy and Program Studies Service 
Alan Ginsburg 
Director 
 
January 2010 
 
This report is in the public domain. Authorization to reproduce it in whole or in part is granted. While permission to 
reprint this publication is not necessary, the suggested citation is: U.S. Department of Education, Office of Planning, 
Evaluation and Policy Development, Policy and Program Studies Service, Achieving Dramatic School Improvement: 
An Exploratory Study, Washington, D.C., 2010. 
 
 
This report is available on the Department’s Web site at:  
www.ed.gov/about/offices/list/opepd/ppss/reports.html#title.  
 
On request, this publication is available in alternate formats, such as Braille, large print, or computer diskette. For 
more information, please contact the Department’s Alternate Format Center at 202-260-0852 or 202-260-0818. 
 



 iii 

CONTENTS 
 

Exhibits .......................................................................................................................................... v 

Preface........................................................................................................................................... ix 

Acknowledgments ........................................................................................................................ xi 

Executive Summary ................................................................................................................... xiii 

Chapter 1: Introduction ............................................................................................................... 1 

Chapter 2: Classifying Improving Schools ............................................................................... 13 

Vignette: Weston Elementary—Putting it All Together ....................................................... 18 

Chapter 3: Leadership................................................................................................................ 21 

Vignette: Mill Elementary—A Visionary Leader Creating a Culture of High  
Expectations.................................................................................................................. 24 

Vignette: Freedom Elementary—Daily Persistence in Selling the Message of  
High Expectations......................................................................................................... 25 

Vignette: Mill Elementary—Every Teacher a Leader .......................................................... 28 

Chapter 4: School Climate ......................................................................................................... 31 

Vignette: Freedom Elementary—Behavior Modification Plus ............................................. 33 

Vignette: Weston Elementary—Drilling Clear and Consistent Expectations....................... 34 

Vignette: Lincoln Elementary—Balancing Principal and Community Authority  
in a Tight-Knit Community .......................................................................................... 37 

Vignette: Chelsea Elementary—Pushing for Greater Parent Voice...................................... 38 

Chapter 5: Instructional Improvement Strategies................................................................... 41 

Vignette: Weston Elementary—A Comprehensive Approach to Extending Time............... 43 

Vignette: Freedom Elementary—Team Problem Solving to Support Struggling  
Students and Teachers .................................................................................................. 46 

Vignette: Mill Elementary—Transparency and Student Engagement Through  
Prominently Displayed Data Boards............................................................................. 48 



 iv 

Vignette: Swift Middle School—Using a Regional Consultant and Teacher  
Leaders to Roll Out Reforms ........................................................................................ 51 

Chapter 6: External Support ..................................................................................................... 53 

Vignette: Swift Middle School—Strategically Using District and State Funds ................... 54 

Chapter 7: Sustaining Rapid and Dramatic School Improvement ........................................ 57 

Vignette: Mill Elementary—Instilling a “Sense of Urgency” Among New and 
 Veteran Staff ................................................................................................................ 59 

Chapter 8: Lessons Learned from Studying Dramatic School Improvement....................... 61 

Chapter 9: Conclusions and Next Steps.................................................................................... 67 

References .................................................................................................................................... 71 

Appendix A—Detailed Methodology ........................................................................................ 75 

Pilot Study ............................................................................................................................. 75 

Primary Study........................................................................................................................ 76 

Appendix B—Data Collection Instruments.............................................................................. 81 

Appendix C—Site Abstracts .................................................................................................... 111 



 v 

EXHIBITS 
 

Exhibit E.1 Integrated Framework for School Improvement.................................................. xiv 

Exhibit E.2 School Selection Criteria ..................................................................................... xvi 

Exhibit 1 Integrated Framework for School Improvement..................................................... 6 

Exhibit 2 School Selection Criteria ........................................................................................ 8 

Exhibit 3 Selected Characteristics of Visited Schools.......................................................... 11 

Exhibit 4 Perceived Relationships Between School Characteristics and Student  

Achievement ......................................................................................................... 14 

Exhibit 5 Student Demographic Factors That Might Have Affected Changes  

in Achievement ..................................................................................................... 63 

Exhibit B.1 Informed Consent Form........................................................................................ 82 

Exhibit B.2 Community Member Focus Group Protocol......................................................... 84 

Exhibit B.3 Current Principal/Assistant Principal Interview Protocol..................................... 86 

Exhibit B.4 Curriculum/Instructional Specialist Interview Protocol ....................................... 88 

Exhibit B.5 District Curriculum Specialist Protocol ................................................................ 90 

Exhibit B.6 District Official Interview Protocol ...................................................................... 92 

Exhibit B.7 Document Review Checklist................................................................................. 94 

Exhibit B.8 ELA/Mathematics Department Chair Interview Protocol .................................... 95 

Exhibit B.9 Experienced Principal Interview Protocol ............................................................ 97 

Exhibit B.10 Experienced Teacher Focus Group Protocol ...................................................... 100 

Exhibit B.11 Guidance Counselor Interview Protocol............................................................. 103 

Exhibit B.12 New Teacher Focus Group Protocol................................................................... 105 

Exhibit B.13 Parent Focus Group Protocol .............................................................................. 107 

Exhibit B.14 School Improvement Plan (SIP)/Leadership Team Focus Group  

Protocol ............................................................................................................... 109 

Exhibit C.1 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2002–07),  

Reading ............................................................................................................... 115 

Exhibit C.2 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2002–07),  

Mathematics........................................................................................................ 116 



 vi 

Exhibit C.3 Critical Events Chronology (2000–01 to 2007–08), Freedom  

Elementary School (K–5) ................................................................................... 117 

Exhibit C.4 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2002–07),  

Reading ............................................................................................................... 121 

Exhibit C.5 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2002–07),  

Mathematics........................................................................................................ 122 

Exhibit C.6 Critical Events Chronology (2000–01 to 2007–08), Lincoln  

Elementary School (K–8) ................................................................................... 123 

Exhibit C.7 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2002–07),  

English Language Arts........................................................................................ 126 

Exhibit C.8 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2002–07),  

Mathematics........................................................................................................ 127 

Exhibit C.9 Critical Events Chronology (2000–01 to 2007–08) Mill Elementary  

School (PK–6)..................................................................................................... 128 

Exhibit C.10 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2002–07),  

English Language Arts........................................................................................ 131 

Exhibit C.11 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2002–07),  

Mathematics........................................................................................................ 132 

Exhibit C.12 Chronology of Critical Events 2000 to 2007, Stratford Elementary  

(PK–6)................................................................................................................. 133 

Exhibit C.13 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2001–07),  

English Language Arts........................................................................................ 136 

Exhibit C.14 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2001–07),  

Reading ............................................................................................................... 137 

Exhibit C.15 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2001–07),  

Mathematics........................................................................................................ 138 

Exhibit C.16 Critical Events Chronology (1999–2000 to 2007–08), Swift Middle  

School (6–8)........................................................................................................ 139 

Exhibit C.17 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2003–07),  

English Language Arts........................................................................................ 142 



 vii 

Exhibit C.18 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2003–07),  

Mathematics........................................................................................................ 143 

Exhibit C.19 Critical Events Chronology (2000–01 to 2007–08), Walker  

Academy (PK–12) .............................................................................................. 144 

Exhibit C.20 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2002–07),  

Reading ............................................................................................................... 147 

Exhibit C.21 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2002–07),  

Mathematics........................................................................................................ 148 

Exhibit C.22 Critical Events Chronology (2000–01 to 2007–08), Weston  

Elementary School (PK–5) ................................................................................. 149 

Exhibit C.23 School and State Student Achievement (2002–07), Reading ............................. 152 

Exhibit C.24 School and State Student Achievement (2002–07), English  

Language Arts..................................................................................................... 153 

Exhibit C.25 School and State Student Achievement (2002–07),  

Mathematics........................................................................................................ 154 

Exhibit C.26 Critical Events Chronology (2000–01 to 2007–08), Dogwood  

Middle School (6–8) ........................................................................................... 155 

Exhibit C.27 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2003–07),  

Reading ............................................................................................................... 159 

Exhibit C.28 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2003–07),  

Mathematics........................................................................................................ 160 

Exhibit C.29 Critical Events Chronology (2000–01 to 2007–08), Martin  

Elementary School (PK–5) ................................................................................. 161 

Exhibit C.30 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2002–07),  

Reading ............................................................................................................... 164 

Exhibit C.31 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2002–07),  

Mathematics........................................................................................................ 165 

Exhibit C.32 Critical Events Chronology (2000–01 to 2007–08), Chelsea  

Elementary School (PK–8) ................................................................................. 166 



 viii 

Exhibit C.33 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2003–07),  

Reading ............................................................................................................... 169 

Exhibit C.34 School, District, and State Student Achievement (2003–07),  

Mathematics........................................................................................................ 170 

Exhibit C.35 Critical Events Chronology (2000–01 to 2007–08), Cooke Elementary  

School (PK–5)..................................................................................................... 171
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PREFACE 

This report from the Evaluation of the Comprehensive School Reform Program Implementation 
and Outcomes (ECSRIO) presents findings about low-performing schools that dramatically 
improved their performance. It follows prior research from this study examining the 
implementation and outcomes of the federal Comprehensive School Reform (CSR) program. 

The CSR program was established as a demonstration program in 1998 and authorized as a full 
program in 2002 as part of the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
(ESEA). It is one approach to help low-performing K–12 public schools meet state performance 
standards. 

In 2006, the U.S. Department of Education contracted with WestEd and American Institutes for 
Research to add an additional substudy to ECSRIO, involving case studies of 11 CSR schools. 
The focus of this study is on schools that made significant improvements in student achievement 
in a relatively short (one- to two-year) time frame as well as at a slower, steadier pace over a 
longer period. 

To avoid reader confusion, we want to emphasize that this study examines quick-and-dramatic as 
well as slow-and-steady school improvement retrospectively, seeking to understand the policies, 
programs, and practices that contributed to “turning around” these schools’ performance. This 
stands in contrast to current federal policy objectives that aim to prospectively identify the 
lowest-performing schools in each state as targets for concerted turnaround interventions. The 
findings of this study can inform the development of high quality school turnaround designs and 
programs in these sites. In addition, this report concludes with suggestions for an ongoing 
research agenda for contemporaneously studying low-performing schools that are targeted for 
school turnaround.





Acknowledgements xi 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

We wish to thank the many individuals who contributed to the completion of this report. We are 
particularly grateful to district staff, building principals, and staff of the schools we studied for 
their kind cooperation and assistance in participating in interviews and follow-up 
communications. In addition, parents and community members took time out of their busy 
schedules to participate in interviews and focus groups about each of our schools. Without their 
efforts, this report would not have been possible, and we deeply appreciate their assistance. We 
also wish to acknowledge the efforts of Marisela Sifuentes-Den Hartog of WestEd for contacting 
the schools and arranging the site visits. 

Several individuals at the U.S. Department of Education provided report guidance and direction. 
We would like to acknowledge the assistance of Alan Ginsburg, director, Policy and Program 
Studies Service (PPSS); David Goodwin, former director, Program and Analytic Studies 
Division, PPSS; Menahem Herman, Calvin Marshall, Diane Crow, Katie Decker, Jessica Peng, 
Alan Pryor, and Kara Tanenbaum. The information in this report was provided by independent 
research firms under contract to the U.S. Department of Education. The overall Evaluation of 
Comprehensive School Reform Implementation and Outcomes (ECSRIO) study was led by 
Martin Orland of WestEd, and the Dramatic School Improvement substudy was co-led by 
Beatrice Birman and Daniel Aladjem of American Institutes for Research and Martin Orland of 
WestEd. Naida Tushnet of WestEd was the original director of this study, and her efforts were 
invaluable. 

Jennifer O’Day of American Institutes for Research reviewed multiple drafts of this report. Her 
probing, insightful, and challenging questions improved the report immeasurably 

Other researchers who provided useful assistance for this report include Brooke Connolly, 
Rebeca Diaz, Norman Gold, April Haagenson, Khadijah Salaam, Amy Schustack, and Lauren 
Davis Sosenko of WestEd; and Andrea Boyle, Stephen Coleman, Kerstin Carlson Le Floch, 
Lindsay Poland, and Tricia Tulipano of AIR. We would like to acknowledge thoughtful 
contributions of the members of our Technical Working Group, including Carolyn Temple 
Adger, Geoffrey Borman, H. J. Green, Bryan Hassel, Elsie Leak, Valerie Lee, Paul Ruiz, Jean 
Rutherford, Malik Stewart, Sam Stringfield, and Ken Wong. While we appreciate the assistance 
and support of all of the above individuals, any errors in judgment or fact are of course the 
responsibility of the authors.





Executive Summary xiii 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

Improving persistently low-performing schools is a core goal of the No Child Left Behind Act of 
2001 (NCLB), the most recent reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 
1965. As a result, policymakers have sought ways to address the increasingly large numbers of 
schools identified as low-performing. Across the nation, 13,457 schools failed to make adequate 
yearly progress (AYP) in 2007–08. Of those, 1,583 were planning for restructuring, and 3,358 
were in the first year of implementing restructuring. These numbers are likely to rise because 
many states have established progressively ambitious targets for meeting the NCLB goal of 
student proficiency by 2013–14.1  

School reform research suggests that multiple factors contribute to improvement: leadership and 
staffing, school climate, instructional improvement strategies, and external (district, state, 
federal) support. Furthermore, a large body of research accumulated over several decades 
indicates that the interplay of these components is complex and improvement is incremental, 
occurring over several years—what we call in this report slow-and-steady. For example, studies 
of comprehensive school reform suggest that implementation for at least three to five years is 
typically the time necessary to see student achievement improve (Aladjem et al., 2006; Borman 
et al., 2003; Desimone, 2000; Zhang et al., 2006). 

The pressure to meet NCLB's 2014 deadline has motivated many policymakers to question this 
widely held consensus that it takes at least three to five years to improve failing schools enough 
to produce substantial gains in student achievement. Some policy analysts have asked what can 
be learned from the private sector about quick and dramatic organizational improvement. Recent 
literature draws lessons from failing businesses and corporations that have turned around. This 
literature suggests that schools can accelerate reform efforts and see the same sort of quick, 
dramatic improvement if they engage in a process—characterized by strong leadership, a clear 
focus on improving instruction, achievement of “quick wins,” and building of a committed 
staff—similar to that used by successful corporations.2 The business-model literature suggests 
that much more rapid-improvement is possible in less time than the usual three to five years. 

To avoid reader confusion, we want to emphasize that this study examines quick-and-dramatic as 
well as slow-and-steady school improvement retrospectively, seeking to understand the policies, 
programs, and practices that contributed to  “turning around” these schools’ performance. This 
stands in contrast to current federal policy objectives that aim to prospectively identify the 
lowest-performing schools in each state as targets for concerted turnaround interventions. The 
findings of this study strongly support this proactive approach and can inform the development 
of high quality school turnaround designs and programs in these sites. In addition, this report 
concludes with suggestions for an ongoing research agenda for contemporaneously studying 
low-performing schools that are targeted for school turnaround.

                                                 
1 http://www.ed.gov/programs/statestabilization/schooldata.pdf 
2 Herman and colleagues (2008) point out that there is little rigorous evidence to support this conception, although 
there is a consensus on which factors seem related to turning around low-performing schools based on the current 
state of the research literature. 
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Exhibit E.1 displays the integrated framework that guides this report. As shown in the exhibit, 
school climate (or, more specifically, the school’s disciplinary policies and activities, focus on 
learning and achievement, and extent of parent and community involvement) is an integral part 
of the school, represented by the octagon. The school improvement strategies box reflects many 
of the components emphasized in the literature on school change, including instructional 
practices and curriculum, extended learning time, data use, and support for staff.  

The remaining parts of the exhibit unite school reform research and the business perspective on 
school improvement.  The arrow striking through the school octagon represents the business 
perspective that focuses on the driving role that leadership—both principal leadership and 
distributed leadership—plays in achieving school improvement.  The arrow pointing to the 
bottom of the octagon represents external factors that are important potential catalysts for school 
improvement including federal and state accountability requirements, state and district technical 
support such as professional development, and supplemental outside funding. 

Exhibit E.1 
Integrated Framework for School Improvement 

 

Prior research on factors that contribute to school improvement and recent literature on models 
of rapid school improvement led us to the following research questions for this exploratory 
study: 

To what extent do rapid-improvement CSR schools exist (i.e., schools that have made quick 
and dramatic improvement in student achievement)?  Could we locate them among a 
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national pool of Comprehensive School Reform—funded schools engaged in improvement 
efforts? 

Did the processes of reform across rapid-improvement schools and initially low-performing 
schools that steadily improved at a slower pace (i.e., slow-and-steady) reflect the 
characteristics and strategies found in prior research on school improvement? 

Did rapid-improvement schools differ in observable, systematic ways from slow-and-steady 
schools? 

How did rapid-improvement schools and slow-and-steady schools address challenges to 
implementing and sustaining improvement strategies? 

This set of case studies, conducted jointly by WestEd and the American Institutes for Research, 
is part of a larger study, the Evaluation of the Comprehensive School Reform Program 
Implementation and Outcomes. In 2001, the U.S. Department of Education (ED) contracted with 
WestEd to conduct a longitudinal study of the Comprehensive School Reform (CSR) program. 
The case studies had two purposes: to conduct in-depth, retrospective case studies to examine 
schools nationwide that received CSR grants and that demonstrated significant improvement in 
student achievement; and to understand the processes and practices in which they engaged to 
accomplish this improvement.  

Methodology  

This exploratory study describes approaches to improving schools through retrospective, in-
depth qualitative case studies.  To select schools to be examined, we sought to identify CSR 
schools demonstrating two distinctive patterns of improved student achievement between 2000 
and 2005, rapid-improvement (i.e., schools that made quick and dramatic improvements in 
student achievement over a one or two year time period) as well as slow-and-steady (i.e., schools 
that made noteworthy student achievement improvements but over a four or five year 
timeframe). Exhibit E.2 outlines the steps used for identifying candidate sites.  This process led 
us to study 11 schools. 



Thank You for previewing this eBook 
You can read the full version of this eBook in different formats: 

 HTML (Free /Available to everyone) 
 

 PDF / TXT (Available to V.I.P. members. Free Standard members can 
access up to 5 PDF/TXT eBooks per month each month) 
 

 Epub & Mobipocket (Exclusive to V.I.P. members) 

To download this full book, simply select the format you desire below 

 

 

 

http://www.free-ebooks.net/

