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Abstract 

Achievement effects as measured by the Stanford Achievement Test 9 were esti-

mated for students in grades 1-11 that participated in America’s Choice, Co-nect, 

Different Ways of Knowing, Success for All (SFA), and Urban Learning Centers 

comprehensive school reform (CSR) designs implemented in Los Angeles Uni-

fied School District between 1999 and 2002. Propensity score matching was used 

to construct comparison groups, and difference-of-differences was used to esti-

mate achievement effects as a function of the duration of student participation and 

how early in their educational careers students participated in each reform. This 

study overcame methodological issues identified by Borman, Hewes, Overman, & 

Brown (2003) and yielded effects estimates that were generally less than prior re-

search has suggested. Results suggested that comparison group selection methods 

accounted for smaller effect sizes rather than an artifact of where the reforms 

were implemented. No consistent evidence across the 5 CSR designs was found 

that earlier intervention caused larger gains. However, students that began SFA in 

grades 1 or 2 benefited between 0.10σ and 0.16σ in reading, mathematics, and 

language arts. Conditional on a statistically significant average achievement ef-

fect, there was strong evidence that longer participation caused larger effects. Pol-

icy makers thinking of implementing a CSR design must consider that prior ef-
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fects research might have overestimated achievement effects due to less internally 

valid research methods. 
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Introduction 

Through The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB, 2002) and the Compre-

hensive School Reform Demonstration Program (CSRD) of 1998, the federal 

government has recognized comprehensive school reform (CSR) as a means to 

school improvement and, over the last decade, has provided financial grants to 

support the strategy. According to the Southwestern Educational Development 

Laboratory (SEDL) CSR Awards Database (2005), schools, universities, and for- 

and non-profit organizations have created over 500 CSR designs that simultane-

ously reshape many elements of the education experience—such as curriculum, 

instruction, and school governance—in an effort to improve student achievement. 

Collectively implemented in thousands of schools, one might describe this 

movement as a reform market, since policymakers choose between many CSR 

designs and often enter a service contract with the developer to assist in imple-

mentation. Although Congress eliminated funds explicitly earmarked for CSR in 

fiscal year 2006, CSR will remain popular given the widespread implementation 

and perceived effectiveness of some popular designs. Policymakers at every level 

can benefit from careful research to guide future decisions about whether to invest 

in CSR. This dissertation considered important findings by Borman, Hewes, 

Overman, & Brown (2003) about the quality of prior CSR research and carefully 
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estimated the achievement effects of five CSR designs used in Los Angeles Uni-

fied School District (LAUSD). 

The supply of CSR designs has increased dramatically since the early 

1990s, growing from 9 that were created in response to New American Schools’ 

(NAS) request for overarching school improvement designs, to over 500 in 2004 

(SEDL, 2005). The $500 million that the CSRD gave schools to implement CSR 

between 1998 and 2002 facilitated this rapid growth, but this was only a small 

fraction of the total amount spent; as some research began to show positive re-

sults, many of the original NAS designs gained national attention and support. For 

example, the Kellogg Foundation recently made a multi-million dollar grant to 

establish the Education Entrepreneurs Fund (NAS, 2002). Entrepreneur is repre-

sentative of a major theme of CSR—most reforms are essentially produced and 

offered for sale to schools. As of 2004, over 90% of CSRD-funded implementa-

tions were designed outside of schools (SEDL, 2005). Although some schools 

have internally developed their own CSR, the vast majority of implementations 

involve some sort of contract with the design developer to assist with all aspects 

of implementation and professional development. 

Demand for CSR has also increased since the first NAS designs. In 1998 

approximately 600 schools had CSRD-funded implementations, but by 2004 there 

were over 5,300 (SEDL, 2005). Importantly, this is a lower bound since SEDL 

does not track implementations funded outside of the CSRD. As an indication of 
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this growth, the Education Commission of the States (1999) found that, nation-

wide, over 3,000 elementary, middle, and secondary schools at some point im-

plemented a CSR design. Some designs have been implemented in a large number 

of schools on their own; for example, as of 2001 over 1,500 schools have imple-

mented Success for All (SFA) (Slavin & Madden, 2001). Developers have charac-

terized this growth as unexpected and a major hurdle to effectively serving so 

many schools (Glennan, Bodilly, & Kerr, 2004). 

Given this growth in the demand for CSR designs and the increasing sup-

ply from school improvement entrepreneurs, CSR is a complex marketplace com-

plete with information asymmetries and government regulations. Developers are 

vying to deliver improved learning through support to schools and, over time, the 

best CSR designs should emerge as market leaders. But information about the 

success and failure of various CSR designs must be transferred to schools; poli-

cymakers will only be able to make the best reform decisions when information is 

available about their relative performance. The government obviously recognized 

the importance of achievement effects research, as one element of the formal 

definition of CSR (discussed in the final section of this chapter) required that 

schools and developers evaluate student achievement outcomes in order to obtain 

CSRD funding. Despite this requirement there continues to be a lack of informa-

tion regarding the achievement effects of many CSR designs—and there is dis-

agreement regarding the performance of some that have been well researched. 
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Achievement Effects Research 

The best and most recent summary of the relationship between CSR and student 

achievement is a meta-analysis of 232 studies representing over 1,100 implemen-

tations of various CSR designs by Borman et al. (2003). Although other reviews 

have attempted to assess the overall effectiveness of some CSR designs (e.g., 

Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1997; Herman, Aladjem, McMahon, Masem, Mulli-

gan, O'Malley, et al., 1999; Traub, 1999), they have generally neglected careful 

analyses of research quality. Borman et al. (2003) advanced the literature because 

they summarized existing CSR achievement effects estimates while being sensi-

tive to the methodological choices made by other researchers. Borman et al. 

(2003) used meta-analysis to compare effect sizes reported in (or imputed from) 

each study to CSR design attributes while controlling for the methodological 

characteristics underlying each study’s outcome. While parental governance was 

the only CSR design attribute found to have a statistically significant (and nega-

tive) effect on achievement, three methodological factors of the original study de-

signs were found to have powerfully positive and statistically significant impacts 

on effects. 

An inflationary effect of about 0.16σ was found for studies authored by 

CSR design developers, who estimated over 40% of the outcomes (Borman et al., 

2003). Obvious incentives exist for developers to claim they have successful 

school improvement designs, whether for profit, prestige, or to avoid embarrass-
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ment. Given that authorship was the most powerful predictor of effects, it seems 

likely that developers chose to study implementations known to have favorable 

outcomes rather than a representative sample. For example, High Schools that 

Work has a sizable research base conducted by the design developer and, accord-

ing to Borman et al. (2003), a large average effect size of 0.3σ, but the only third-

party comparison group study to be conducted had statistically significant nega-

tive results. Walberg & Greenberg (1999) raised this concern long ago and Bor-

man et al. (2003) convincingly showed that, on average, studies conducted by the 

design developer overestimate achievement effects. 

Borman et al. (2003) also found inflated effects of about 0.08σ for studies 

conducted using a single-group, pre-post design. Almost half of the studies re-

viewed by Borman et al. (2003) used no comparison group. There are many rea-

sons why the lack of a comparison group could lead to the overestimation of 

achievement effects. First, a simple maturation effect could be taking place, such 

as natural growth in learning. Second, some portion of learning measured by test 

instruments can be related to mastering the instrument rather than the subject mat-

ter (Linn, Graue, & Sanders, 1990). Third, another policy could have been im-

plemented simultaneously and caused a positive effect. For example, improve-

ments could have occurred because schools did a better job for fear of being scru-

tinized in the light of statewide performance assessments that were occurring in 

many states at about the same time as the popularization of CSR. Because these 
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studies did not have a comparison group to remove the positive effects of any of 

these possibilities, attributing the entire achievement gain to CSR is too generous. 

A comparison group is necessary to account for gains that would have likely oc-

curred had a school not adopted a CSR design. 

Borman et al. (2003) also noted that only 33% of the articles reviewed 

were based on individual-level, longitudinal samples and that, on average, these 

studies found larger effects of 0.09σ. Of course, individual-level, longitudinal 

data generally facilitates more internally valid research designs, so it is encourag-

ing that studies using these data found more positive effects. Unfortunately, the 

other 67% of studies used aggregated data or did not track the same group of stu-

dents across time. This is a serious concern because student achievement is not a 

school-level phenomenon. Robinson (1950) long ago showed that inferences 

about individuals using aggregated data could be completely erroneous. When 

research is based on aggregate data, it is difficult to know whether testing popula-

tions remained constant. Removal of special education students or a sudden in-

crease in language learners could potentially skew results. The most internally 

valid forms of program evaluation require individual-level, longitudinal data. 

Based on their review, Borman et al. (2003) categorized each CSR design 

into varying levels of efficacy. Only three designs were considered to have strong 

evidence of effectiveness: SFA, Direct Instruction, and School Development Pro-

gram. These designs were implemented in at least 10 sites around the U.S. and 
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effects appeared to generalize to many populations and contexts. Effect sizes 

ranged between 0.15σ and 0.21σ (Borman et al., 2003). These designs were rated 

highly because of their positive effects, but also because they were considered to 

have the best quality research. Though few evaluations were randomized experi-

ments, most of these studies had comparison group designs and some longitudinal 

data analysis. Further, these designs also had a body of third-party research, al-

though at least one researcher has argued that the relationship between some au-

thors and the developers was tainted (Pogrow, 2000; Pogrow, 2001). All other 

categories had fewer studies that tended to use lower quality research methods, 

and Borman et al. (2003) generally found no evidence of achievement effects. 

More high-quality research is needed for most CSR designs. The regres-

sion used by Borman et al. (2003) to estimate achievement effects while control-

ling for methodological differences between studies assumed that there was a base 

of good quality research for many CSR designs that mitigated each of the above 

concerns but, in reality, it was concentrated in very few studies. Borman et al. 

(2003) only identified four CSR designs that had five or more third-party evalua-

tions using comparison groups. Furthermore, although 109 of the 232 studies in-

cluded in the meta-analysis used comparison groups and were conducted by a 

third party, 70% of these studies focused on only four designs; 20 of the CSR de-

signs under review had two or fewer third-party comparison studies. It was not 

mentioned how many of these third-party comparison studies used individual-
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level, longitudinal data, but it seems obvious that for the majority of CSR designs 

there are few studies that combine all of the best methodologies. Borman et al. 

(2003) admitted that more research is needed, especially for CSR designs with 

few, high-quality studies. 

Hypotheses Tested 

This dissertation strengthens the CSR literature by adding a more internally valid 

evaluation of five CSR designs implemented in LAUSD between 1999 and 2002: 

America's Choice (AC), Co-nect (CON), Different Ways of Knowing (DWK), 

SFA, and Urban Learning Centers (ULC). CSR effects research may have been 

poorly designed in the past because of a lack of individual-level, longitudinal 

data, but LAUSD provided five years of student data that allowed this research to 

mitigate each aforementioned criticism. 

Two classes of research questions were investigated. First, the effects of 

five CSR designs on Stanford Achievement Test 9 (SAT9) reading, mathematics, 

and language arts outcomes were estimated to assess (1) if students in CSR 

schools performed better, worse, or the same as comparison students, (2) if low 

achieving students in CSR schools performed better, worse, or the same as low 

achieving comparison students, (3) if students with multiple years of participation 

in CSR schools had different effects than those with a single year, and (4) if early 

intervention mattered in terms of effect size. The second class of research ques-
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tions dealt with trying to assess how using more rigorous program evaluation 

methodology impacted the estimated student achievement effects. In particular, if 

results were found to be different than prior estimates, attempts were made to see 

whether these differences resulted from methodological choices or from contex-

tual differences in LAUSD. 

It was hypothesized that achievement effects would be smaller than those 

summarized by Borman et al. (2003) primarily because the two most important 

determinates of inflationary effects—no comparison group and the study being 

conducted by the CSR design developer—were avoided in this research. It was 

also hypothesized that multiple years of participation in CSR designs would pro-

duce stronger effects—whether positive or negative—similar to a dose response. 

This was an important hypothesis to test because many prior estimates of the 

long-term benefits of CSR were based on school-level data and did not track a 

specific group of students over time that participated for a varying number of 

years in the designs. Students tend to be limited in the number of years that they 

can participate in a given CSR design, as they generally transition to middle or 

high schools that do not continue the reform effort. Policymakers need to know 

how CSR designs affect individuals who may only be able to participate in the 

reform for one or two years, as well as those who participate for three or more. 

This study addressed the question, “What was the average effect on student 

achievement of an additional year of attendance at a school that has adopted a 
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CSR design?” In terms of early intervention, some CSR designs have program 

theories (discussed in the following section) that stress prevention rather than 

remediation. For example, SFA requires that students receive one-on-one tutoring 

and strong instruction in phonics during the early grades. In general, students that 

participated in CSR in earlier grades were hypothesized to have larger effects. 

Because many CSR developers claimed to differentially benefit low achievers, 

these students were also hypothesized to have larger effects than their peers. This 

is also an important hypothesis because there are few estimates of achievement 

effects for low achieving subpopulations—recall that much research has been 

based on aggregated data. Finally, it was hypothesized that if smaller achievement 

effects were found, that they would be due to the more rigorous methods used. 

This hypothesis was critical to explore because smaller effects could be attributed 

to a contextual effect of LAUSD rather than more careful methodology. 

Theory of CSR 

Throughout the last decades many policies have been made with the intent of rais-

ing overall achievement for disadvantaged students (Tyack & Cuban, 1995; Hurst, 

Tan, Meek, & Sellers, 2003). These policies have included academic standards 

movements, targeted resource programs such as Title I, decentralization initiatives 

such as the restructuring movement and site-based management, and performance 

assessment systems such as those mandated by the 1994 reauthorization of the 
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Elementary and Secondary Education Act. Scholars have characterized this time-

line of school reform as a cycle, where high-level policy talk turns into a reform, 

research tends to show little impact, and the next reform is already underway to 

respond (Slavin, 1989). This may be a fair characterization of past reform move-

ments, but some elements of CSR suggest that this policy recognizes and attempts 

to break away from this pattern. 

As the name suggests, CSR was built on the premise that comprehensive 

reforms will promote superior learning than piecemeal and uncoordinated ap-

proaches. As a consequence, its theory of action is a blend of many findings from 

literatures on curriculum, instruction, school governance, program implementa-

tion, and school and classroom organization. Rather than a simple theory of how a 

single element in the education system functions or can be changed, CSR attempts 

to integrate and coordinate the entire system. This makes CSR look like a melting 

pot from a theoretical standpoint, but CSR might best be described as an exten-

sion to the ideas of systemic reform (Smith & O'Day, 1991), which grew out of 

school effects research that characterized effective schools as those with consis-

tent approaches to many school functions (Edmonds, 1979; Good & Brophy, 

1986). When CSR was incorporated into federal legislation it represented a shift 

in federal education policy since, before CSR, programs such as Title I focused 

only on students with low achievement (Borman, Wong, Hedges, & D'Agostino, 
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2001). CSR takes the opposite approach; designs address how many elements 

should work together to improve the whole school. 

The federal government defined CSR in NCLB (2002). Federally funded 

CSR designs must use or have: 

• Proven methods and strategies based on scientifically based research; 

• A comprehensive design with aligned components; 

• Ongoing, high-quality professional development for teachers and staff; 

• Measurable goals and benchmarks for student achievement; 

• Support within the school by teachers, administrators, and staff; 

• Meaningful parent and community involvement in planning, imple-

menting, and evaluating school improvement activities; 

• High-quality external technical support and assistance from an external 

partner with experience and expertise in school-wide reform and im-

provement; 

• Annual evaluation of strategies for the implementation of school re-

forms and for student results achieved; 

• Resources to support and sustain the school’s efforts; 

• Significant improvement of the academic achievement of students or 

strong evidence that the design will improve the academic achieve-

ment of students. 
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This definition of CSR incorporates some key findings in research on as-

sessment and school and classroom organization. There is an obvious emphasis on 

goals, benchmarks, and monitoring student achievement. CSR developers are re-

quired to help schools make appropriate use of assessments by linking assess-

ment, instruction, school management, and professional development. This aspect 

of the legislation appears to be consistent with how schools should use assess-

ments. Many school effects researchers have noted that monitoring results is es-

pecially important and that paying constant attention to students' academic, per-

sonal, and social development is essential for improving student achievement 

(Edmonds, 1979; Mortimore, Sammons, Stoll, Lewis, & Ecob, 1988; Odden & 

Marsh, 1988; Fullan, 1991; Teddlie & Stringfield, 1993). Schmoker (1996) re-

ported that researchers such as Rosenholtz (1991) and Little (1987) established 

the importance of teachers collaboratively using assessment data for school im-

provement, specifically to redirect instruction. This is especially important be-

cause it enables feedback and instruction, which teacher-effects researchers Bro-

phy and Good (1986) found to be important variables in learning. 

This definition of CSR also focuses on implementation, which, according 

to Fullan (1994), is a common source of reform failure. Fullan (1994) noted that 

reforms often fail because they do not balance and coordinate top-down directives 

and bottom-up implementation. In other words, mandates tend not to be followed 

if they are not sensitive to the daily realities of teachers. As opposed to a man-
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dated school reform that has been left to schools to be implemented, CSR devel-

opers are required to provide the guiding theory, but also to assist with implemen-

tation and professional development within the context of each school. NCLB re-

quires schools implementing CSR designs to have high quality support from par-

ents, the school district, and the CSR developer. 

Beyond these elements, however, there are myriad combinations of ap-

proaches to altering the many aspects of a school and, as might be expected, hun-

dreds of CSR designs each approach reform differently. For example, with respect 

to curriculum choices, some CSR designs have a prescribed curriculum in 

mathematics and language arts while others help schools focus on their state’s 

standards. In terms of instruction, some CSR designs focus on the use of technol-

ogy, some have scripted lessons, some use cross-grade tutoring, and others pro-

vide focused instruction to small groups of similarly performing students. As-

sessments are also used differently within CSR designs; some use standardized 

tests, and some use criterion-referenced tests to measure specific standards. Many 

designs claim to use test data to refocus instruction. 

With such complex operating theories that cover so many aspects of 

school functions, it is not surprising that there are critics of some approaches 

common in CSR designs. For example, many CSR designs use curricula built on 

state standards, which have usually been created by state governments and content 

experts, and are often plagued by lack of specificity or unrealistic timelines (Ful-
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lan, 1991). Pointing to Carroll’s (1963) work, Slavin (1989b) posited that appro-

priate level of difficulty and time are highly relevant for promoting student en-

gagement and achievement. Designs that rely on lengthy standards documents 

may be forced to cover important ideas too briefly, emphasizing broad knowledge 

rather than building a complete understanding of key concepts. As an example of 

how unrealistic state-developed standards can be, Marzano and Kendall (1998) 

found that, on average, U.S. teachers estimated their K-12 standards documents to 

include 23 years of content. Without taking into consideration the viewpoints and 

realities of local circumstance, CSR models that rely on standards for their curric-

ula may be out of line with local capabilities. Another common criticism of CSR 

designs is in terms of instruction. Datnow & Castellano (2000) claimed that pre-

scriptive designs that dictate instructional modes often result in stifled teacher 

creativity and are not responsive to the variance in student needs that exists from 

classroom to classroom. On the other hand, Bodilly (1998) found that more pre-

scriptive designs are often clearer and lead to both higher levels of learning and 

implementation. Direct Instruction, which uses scripted lessons, has been found to 

be one of the most effective CSR designs (Borman et al., 2003). The basic under-

pinnings of the five CSR designs studied in this research are outlined in the fol-

lowing sections. 
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America’s Choice 

AC was developed by the National Center on Education and the Economy 

(NCEE), founded in 1989 as a non-profit organization, to address the notion that 

U.S. children must gain world-class skills and knowledge to compete in the world 

economy (NCEE, 2002). In 2004, AC separated from NCEE and became a for-

profit institution. AC is the second generation of the NCEE National Alliance for 

Restructuring Education, originally a NAS design. Throughout the middle school 

design, but especially in the high school design, there is a clear emphasis on col-

lege matriculation. The AC design expects students to select into one of four 

tracks, which include technical and regional occupation programs, but students 

are highly encouraged to choose humanities or mathematics and science programs 

that will prepare them for college. These students are expected to enroll in all 

courses required for their state's public university system. 

The NCEE (2002) describes AC as a curriculum-centric design, with pro-

prietary international performance standards as its basis. These standards are dif-

ferentiated across grade level and some tailoring is done to align the standards 

with each state's standards. The NCEE also developed curriculum materials 

aligned to these standards to aid and focus instruction. At the elementary level, 

Ball, Slavin, and Marsh and Odden (as cited by NCEE, 2002) suggest good in-

structional materials are key ingredients to improving achievement and aiding im-

plementation. Toward this end, the NCEE has developed multiple 25-day units 
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that focus on the work of important authors and genres. Although most curricu-

lum development appears to be in language arts, core assignments also exist that 

focus on basic mathematics skills and problem solving. Middle school and high 

school mathematics curricula are also implicitly changed in terms of access to 

higher-level courses. Third International Mathematics and Science Study research 

by Stigler and Hiebert (as cited by NCEE, 2002) is the basis for pushing a more 

advanced mathematics curriculum in middle and high school. The AC mathemat-

ics program sets algebra as the standard for students in eighth grade because the 

NCEE views this as the norm in other top-achieving countries (NCEE, 2002). In 

high school, students are encouraged to take a second year of algebra to prepare 

for calculus (NCEE, 2002). 

Interestingly, at the time of this writing, these units were available for pur-

chase at the NCEE without obligation to implement the AC design. It seems 

ironic that AC sells curriculum units while at the same time citing Stigler and 

Hiebert's (1999) instructional research. The AC design is an incomplete applica-

tion of Stigler and Hiebert's (1999) mathematics instruction research because the 

major conclusion regarding why U.S. children fall behind other industrialized 

countries in later grades is that U.S. teachers have dramatically different and 

highly variable approaches to how they instruct and develop lessons, not that the 

lessons are based on advanced content. Stigler and Hiebert (1999) identified les-

son study, the process of teachers cooperatively generating, testing, and revising a 
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single mathematics lesson over the course of an entire year, as one factor contrib-

uting to Japan’s incremental improvements in mathematics achievement over the 

last thirty years. Packaging and selling great lessons might negate the value added 

in a collaborative process such as lesson study. 

The AC design does call for changes in some instructional practices and 

organization, however. In particular, the elementary literacy program modifies 

many aspects of daily interaction between students and teachers. In this program, 

the centerpiece of the instructional approach is an extended daily literacy block. 

In grades K-3, students receive one hour of reading instruction, one hour of writ-

ing instruction, and a half hour of skills instruction. In grades 4-5, this block is 

reduced to two hours. These blocks are also subdivided in terms of the mode of 

instruction. For example, teachers use the Open Court phonics kit to provide 

group instruction, but individual instruction is also used for underperforming stu-

dents. Peer instruction is also used; cross-age tutoring research by Juel, Haluska, 

and Gillen (as cited in NCEE, 2002) is used to justify why low-performing stu-

dents in upper grades tutor younger children in reading and writing. The AC de-

sign also includes prescriptions for daily rituals in the classroom to enhance teach-

ing and learning, such as choral reading and reading to students. The elementary 

and middle school AC designs use looping, where a given instructor works with 

the same group of students for two to three years. Ratzki (as cited in NCEE, 2002) 

found the concept promoted increased instructional time because of familiarity 
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with students and Jacoby (as cited in NCEE, 2002) found that it led to increased 

knowledge about students' strengths and weaknesses. Low-performing students 

are further instructed in their weak subjects during double-period courses to pre-

pare them to be successful in their regular coursework. Finally, the NCEE pro-

vides examples of student work that meets each standard so that teachers can bet-

ter assess student progress. 

Assessments also play a key role in the AC design. The NCEE claims that 

AC employs a balanced approach to assessment by utilizing multiple forms such 

as portfolios, performance tasks, and multiple-choice tests, and links the results 

back to instruction. Research by Taylor and Resnick (as cited by NCEE, 2002) 

forms the basis of the NCEE claim that multiple types of assessment reduce bias 

in evaluation and is more useful to teachers in terms of instruction. AC prescribes 

the use of assessments to refocus instruction on standards with which students ex-

perience difficulty. The AC design also uses proprietary criterion-referenced tests 

called New Standards Performance Examinations in grades 4, 8, and 10. 

AC also has four strategies to improve implementation. First, a school 

leadership team has the responsibility to build the school's capacity to fully im-

plement the design. The principal is required to form the team, choosing school 

representatives to fill the roles of primary (grades K-3) and upper elementary 

(grades 4 and 5) literacy coaches, a lead mathematics teacher, a parent and com-

munity outreach coordinator, and, depending on the size of the school, a design 
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coach to assist the principal. This team is also responsible to use assessment data 

to set targets for students, classrooms, and grade levels. Second, principals are 

required to participate in off-site training, called regional academies, to learn the 

AC approach. Lead teachers also attend regional institutes to learn how AC im-

pacts reading and mathematics instruction. Third, once the leaders of the school 

are trained in the design, staff participate in on-site professional development 

which, at various times during the year, include faculty workshops where the de-

sign overview is presented, study groups where there is a focus on curriculum, 

and teacher meetings where implementation details can be worked out. Finally, 

leaders from NCEE make follow-up visits to schools to monitor implementation. 

Co-nect 

CON was formed in 1992 by employees at the Educational Technologies Group 

of Bolt, Beranek, and Newman in Cambridge, Massachusetts—a firm that helped 

develop the internet in the 1960s—as a response to NAS' request for CSR propos-

als. With a name like “connect” and their historical tie to computing, it is no sur-

prise that the organization developed a CSR design that focused on the integration 

of technology with learning and professional development. As of 2004, CON has 

worked with nearly 500 schools in over 140 districts in 33 states (Co-nect, 2003). 

From the first page of the brochure that describes the CON design it is 

clear that their strategy explicitly tries to mitigate a common criticism of CSR—
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that designs are not responsive to local context and assume that “one size fits all" 

(Co-nect, 2003). Instead, CON claims to partner with schools and districts to sup-

port strategies that address local issues, match local change agendas, and build 

upon current initiatives (Co-nect, 2003). Toward this goal, Co-nect (2003) out-

lines eight root causes of underperformance and creates a one-to-one map be-

tween each cause and each element of the CSR. These solutions or strands come 

in two varieties: standard and elective. CON works with each school to choose 

strands that are appropriate for the local context, but the standard strands are rec-

ommended for every CSR package. The four standard strands are Distributed 

Educational Leadership; Faculty Collaboration for Instructional Quality; Stan-

dards-Based Curriculum Alignment; and Data Analysis, Planning, and Review. 

 The Distributed Educational Leadership strand responds to what is per-

ceived as an inadequate distribution of leadership functions. Based on research by 

Newman and Wehlage (1995), Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond (2001), and Silns 

& Mulford (2002) (as cited by Co-nect, 2003), student achievement is more likely 

to improve when leadership focused on educational quality is distributed through-

out the school community rather than with just a few individuals. The design aims 

to promote effective schools through cultivating leadership in teachers. By shar-

ing in leadership, teachers are then vested in the process of school improvement. 

Co-nect (2003) claims this process is top-down and bottom-up, since authority is 

delegated and there is a constant focus on educational quality, which may im-
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prove schools' capacity for change, as Fullan, Senge, & Stacey have noted (as 

cited by Co-nect, 2003). 

 The CSR design attempts to build this leadership through many methods. 

All school principals and school facilitators attend the Leadership Institute. At the 

school, an Instructional Leadership Team is created to facilitate the process of in-

structional improvement. Onsite support is given by Co-nect in the form of lead-

ing the Instructional Leadership Team planning sessions, mid-year review, and 

year-end review and planning for the following year. On-line assistance is also 

given through access to a proprietary forum and a digital knowledge bank. If the 

process is implemented fully, Co-nect (2003) suggests there will be increases in 

the number of school members engaged in educational leadership activities di-

rected at improving instruction, which will ultimately result in measurable im-

provements in reading, writing, and mathematics. 

 The Faculty Collaboration for Instructional Quality strand, as the name 

suggests, is designed to promote improvements in instruction, although the strand 

usually has a content focus such as literacy or mathematics. This strand, grounded 

in research by Wright, Horn, & Sanders, and Marzano (as cited by Co-nect, 

2003), asserts that instructional quality has the single largest impact on student 

achievement. The major staff developments for the instructional quality strand are 

four, three-hour workshops led by the Instructional Leadership Team (with, de-

pending on the contract, help from Co-nect) that focus on peer coaching, lesson 
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study, how to measure quality teaching, and how to measure student learning. At 

the beginning of the school year, the entire staff is trained to use Co-nect's Evi-

dence of Quality Teaching classroom observation tool. The four workshops are 

held over the course of the year, and teachers are expected to access proprietary 

on-line teaching tools to improve instruction. At the end of the year, a follow-up 

survey is conducted to assess how much instruction improved. Because research-

ers such as Louis, Kruse, Marks, Lee, and Smith (as cited by Co-nect, 2003) have 

found that student achievement improves when the entire faculty assumes respon-

sibility for instructional quality, Co-nect (2003) claims these collaborative activi-

ties will, over time, promote increased coaching, lesson study, peer mentoring, 

and collaborative reviews of student work, thus improving student learning. 

 If a content focus in literacy or mathematics is chosen, additional re-

sources are given to the school in the form of evidence-based K-12 materials and 

on-site training in key components of the specific subject. For literacy, instruction 

is given in phonics, vocabulary, and comprehension. Proprietary on-line lesson 

plans on blending and segmenting sounds, editing and peer response, and syllable 

awareness are also available. In the mathematics content focus, teachers are given 

instruction on best practices and access to on-line materials facilitating lessons in 

geometry, measurement, probability, and other subjects. 

 The third standard strand is Data Analysis, Planning, and Review. This 

strand intends to foster a sense of shared purpose in the school and creates a plan 
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of action that sets attainable goals and strategies for reaching them. This strand 

includes three days of on-site support from Co-nect to help schools set up a data 

management system that generates and evaluates student performance data. Every 

year schools are expected to build an annual progress report showing how student 

achievement has changed. 

Co-nect's final standard strand is Standards-Based Curriculum Alignment. 

First, a Curriculum Alignment Action Team is created. This team is responsible 

for aligning curriculum with instruction, assessment, and professional develop-

ment over two years. Co-nect mandates at least 11 one-hour meetings over two 

years to complete this process, and offers on-site assistance to the team by attend-

ing several of the meetings. It appears that the alignment team delegates some of 

these curriculum decisions to the faculty, as five three-hour sessions are required 

by smaller faculty teams to identify on-line instructional resources and the adop-

tion of new assessment practices.  

In addition to these four standards strands, schools have the option of 

choosing elective strands in at least four areas of school improvement, such as 

Classroom Assessment, Technology Integration, Project-Based Learning, and 

Family Support for Learning. 

 Co-nect's philosophy of pedagogical improvement is built on teacher train-

ing through short workshops, online learning, and small group work. Professional 

collaboration through small teacher groups, whether by grade or content area, are 
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built to evaluate student work, discuss teaching strategies, share best practices, 

provide collegial feedback, and ensure accountability. Co-nect further helps 

schools by defining goals, and focuses implementation on those goals through 

training. The appropriate use of this training in the classroom is promoted through 

Co-nect's wealth of online activities that are made available to teachers. Finally, 

ongoing assessment is used to drive instruction so that students achieve. 

Different Ways of Knowing 

DWK was launched in 1989 under the guidance of the Galef Institutes' two foun-

ders, Bronya and Andrew Galef, who believed the role of fine arts in education 

was diminishing (Johannesen, 2004). Accordingly, DWK emphasizes instruc-

tional change to better incorporate the arts in the learning process. Although 

DWK integrates many theories of learning, an important assumption is that since 

the arts are intrinsically motivating to students, they will excel in all lessons to 

which it is linked. DWK has proliferated since 1989 considering its limited fed-

eral funding; Galef has only won $3 million in federal contracts whereas other 

popular designs of reform have received much more support, but DWK has been 

implemented in over 600 schools. Over half of these were a major, state supported 

effort in Kentucky. 

 DWK is a melting pot of theories on school improvement. Findings from 

Slavin, Resnick, Bransford, Brown, Cocking, Langer, Smith-Burke, and Levine 
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on how students best learn (as cited by Johannesen, 2004) all contribute to the de-

sign. Moreover, the design adds findings on the role of multiple intelligences in 

teaching and learning from Sternberg and Gardener (as cited by Johannesen, 

2004). This research was translated into six design elements, the core of the DWK 

design. In addition to coaching and leadership resources, DWK elementary 

schools have access to units and assessments designed around standards that 

demonstrate how the arts can be integrated with instruction. 

First, DWK schools plan standards-based curriculum, assessment, and in-

struction linked to essential questions and generative big ideas (Johannesen, 

2004). Teachers are required to do independent and collaborative instructional 

planning, primarily to decode important concepts behind each standard. Once 

these concepts are identified, teachers generate building questions that will lead 

students to construct these concepts independently (Johannesen, 2004). Second, 

schools support classroom teaching and learning that generates student inquiry 

and self-directed learning. The DWK strategy is to create teacher expertise in en-

gaging diverse learners in inquiry-based instruction. In particular, teachers are to 

emphasize meaning and understanding rather than answers. One goal of this de-

sign element is that students should be able to describe what they are learning and 

why they are learning it (Johannesen, 2004). Third, teachers are given training in 

expert strategies toward closing the gap between developing and successful learn-

ers. Research-based instructional techniques of Beck, McKeown, Hamilton, and 
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Kucan; Johannesen; Resnick; and Lightfoot and Martin (as cited by Johannesen, 

2004) are learned through coaching and DWK materials that demonstrate how to 

help students form schemas, question, draw inferences, visualize, synthesize, and 

determine importance. These strategies are integrated into the lesson planning 

process. Fourth, teachers are given materials on how to incorporate visual, per-

forming, literary, and media arts into curriculum planning. The fifth point of the 

design, that home languages and cultures are honored, also plays into the arts 

planning. Community resources, including parents, are asked to enrich arts-based 

instruction by sharing their culture. Community involvement is intended to build a 

shared vision of student success (Johannesen, 2004). Sixth, DWK intends to cre-

ate an atmosphere conducive to educational change by developing instructional 

leadership. In particular, DWK provides strategies and tools that show school 

leaders how to use data effectively to ensure quarterly and yearly progress. Fi-

nally, faculty members are empowered as decision makers; the DWK design asks 

staff to use Garmston and Wellman's norms of collaborative work to serve as a 

basis for communication (Johannesen, 2004). 

Success for All 

SFA has a long history compared to most CSR designs. In the early 1980s, Slavin 

and Madden integrated reading and mathematics curricula with the instructional 

strategies they were researching at Johns Hopkins University and, during the late 
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1980s, they expanded their efforts to include school organization and governance. 

Their initial research culminated in a challenge by the Baltimore School District 

to implement their strategy in 1987. SFA is now the primary product of the Suc-

cess for All Foundation (SFAF), a non-profit organization that has since separated 

from Johns Hopkins University. 

 While SFA has changed over time, Slavin, Madden, Dolan, and Wasik 

(1996) explain that two elements of SFA are consistent throughout all implemen-

tations of the design: a reading curriculum based on effective practices in reading 

and an appropriate use of cooperative learning strategies—small sets of ability 

grouped students that advance in their studies only if every member masters the 

prior lesson. Adequate time, individual instruction, appropriate level of difficulty, 

and data-driven decision-making are also integrated into the design. The primary 

goal of SFA is for every child to read and it uses a research-based, proprietary, 

and prescribed curriculum in reading and language arts to achieve this. From the 

first grade, students are regrouped across grades by reading ability to insure in-

struction is done at an appropriate level of difficulty for all students, at least 90 

minutes of uninterrupted reading instruction is expected daily, and assessments 

are conducted every eight weeks to determine how students are progressing and to 

aid regrouping (Slavin et al., 1996). Further, SFA schools require daily one-on-

one instruction and tutoring for students experiencing difficulties in reading. A 

family support team at each school provides services to families of students ex-
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periencing reading difficulty, such as workshops on reading with children at 

home. 

Implementation is also structured, with visits and coaching from the SFAF 

for at least two weeks out of every year. First, SFA trainers engage teachers in a 

three-day workshop on the fundamentals of the program prior to the beginning of 

the school year. Second, each school has a full-time program coordinator, or fa-

cilitator, that assists with implementation. The facilitator plans meetings, coaches 

instruction, monitors data from the eight-week assessments, conducts classroom 

visits to observe instructional practice, and acts as a liaison between teachers, ad-

ministrators, and the SFAF. Third, trainers revisit SFA schools for at least six 

days throughout the school year to help principals and facilitators implement the 

program as designed. Trainers also give four additional days to help the school 

develop its family support team. 

SFA is perhaps the most implemented CSR design. Since 1987, SFA has 

grown to serve over 1,000,000 students in more than 1,500 schools nationwide 

(Slavin & Madden, 2001). Predating the standards, accountability, and CSR 

movements by almost a decade, SFA is one of the few CSR designs that helped 

create the comprehensive concept rather than respond to it. As one of a few pro-

grams to have supportive research by 1990, SFA (labeled Roots and Wings) was 

selected as a NAS design and benefited from the organization’s national attention 
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and implementation ambitions. This maturity enabled its nationwide expansion in 

an atmosphere of research-based decision making. 

Urban Learning Centers 

Since 1984, the non-profit Urban Education Partnership (UEP), author of the 

ULC design, has aimed to help students in high-needs public schools improve 

their academic achievement (UEP, 2003).  This NAS approved CSR was co-

developed in 1992 with LAUSD and the United Teachers of Los Angeles.  It is 

composed of the three major initiatives of the UEP: the Strategic Leadership Insti-

tute, Transformed Schools, and Connected Communities. 

The three initiatives primarily work to change school governance, instruc-

tional practices, and create learning supports.  The governance component of the 

design is taken from the Strategic Leadership initiative and offers principals pro-

fessional development that focuses on instructional and organizational leadership, 

capacity building, effective school governance, and aligning resources with priori-

ties (UEP, 2003).  In addition to the professional development, the ULC design 

requires principals to attend two conferences, the School Leadership Team Re-

treat and the Principals' Institute.  The primary purpose for these conferences is to 

strengthen peer networks by sharing experiences (UEP, 2003). 

The instructional component of the design is taken from the UEP Trans-

formed Schools initiative, and aims to increase teacher effectiveness by providing 
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teachers instructional strategies that have been tailored to schools with diverse 

student populations.  Some aspects of the instructional component include sys-

tematic mapping, or aligning curriculum with desired outcomes; additional inter-

ventions for English learners; emphasizing writing in all content areas; and the 

use of technology to improve instruction (UEP, 2003). 

The learning support component of the design is built on the Connected 

Communities initiative.  The premise of this component is that schools can best 

perform when students are healthy and a high level of communication exists with 

families and the community (UEP, 2003).  The ULC design aims to increase 

community knowledge of physical and mental health issues so students can over-

come related barriers to learning.  UEP trains a school staff member as a health 

promoter to serve as an outreach worker that educates schools and families on 

how to better access public health and social services.  This staff member con-

ducts workshops for families and school staff to present physical and mental 

health issues, helps families with health insurance enrollments, and also runs fam-

ily-strengthening classes. 
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Method 

LAUSD was a natural choice for CSR research for many reasons. First, many 

schools participated in the CSRD. The SEDL CSR Awards Database (2005) iden-

tified eight externally developed CSR designs that were implemented in 31 

schools, but the five designs considered in this research constituted 28 implemen-

tations. Because at least four schools implemented each of the five CSR designs 

studied, there was a good chance for high-powered statistical analyses in the con-

text of a single district. Moreover, a literature review did not reveal any research 

that analyzed LAUSD data for any of these five CSR designs between 1997 and 

2002. Second, five years of individual-level, longitudinal SAT9 achievement data 

existed for many LAUSD students in mathematics, reading, and language arts 

outcomes. Like all school districts in California between 1997 and 2002, LAUSD 

was required by the California Department of Education (CDE) to test students 

every spring using the SAT9. Third, most implementations of CSR within 

LAUSD began in the 1999-2000 school year such that pre-treatment and post-

treatment outcomes existed. According to the SEDL CSR Awards Database 

(2005), CSRD monies were first delivered to schools in July of 1999. It was as-

sumed that CSR implementation took place the school year following the CSR 

award date listed in the SEDL CSR Awards Database (2005), and this was cor-

roborated with CSR developer records of implementation when they were pro-
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vided. Fourth, the size of LAUSD improved the chances of identifying compari-

son schools with characteristics similar to CSR schools. LAUSD is the nation’s 

second largest school district with over 800 elementary, middle, and high schools 

that serve 750,000 students—10% of California's K-12 population. 

The five CSR designs studied and their existing third-party evidence of 

achievement effects were recorded in Table 1. CSR tended to occur at the elemen-

tary school level, although middle school implementations were also common. 

AC was the only CSR design used in a high school. Prior achievement evidence 

ranged both in quantity and outcome. Three out of the five designs might be con-

sidered unproven, since no or only one third-party comparison evaluation had 

been conducted. Only SFA had a large number of evaluations. CON and DWK 

had insignificant prior third-party achievement effect estimates, whereas SFA had 

a positive and statistically significant effect. AC, with only one third-party com-

parison study, appeared to have a modestly sized and significant impact. 

Data 

Five sources of data were used. First, yearly data files from the California Basic 

Educational Data System (CBEDS) were obtained from the CDE. These con-

tained school-level variables such as enrollment, teacher credentialing characteris-

tics, free or reduced-price meal eligibility rates, and Aid for Dependent Children 

(CalWORKs) participation for all schools between the 1997-1998 and 2001-2002  
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Table 1. Prior Effects Estimates of CSR Designs Studied 
        
 Implementations in LAUSD  Prior Achievement Effects Research 
        

CSR Design 

Elementary 
Schools 

Middle 
Schools 

High 
Schools

 

Third-party 
comparison 

studies 

Achievement 
outcomes of 

studies 

Average 
achievement 

effect (d) 

        
America’s Choice 4 2 1  1 13 *0.25 
        
Co-nect 2 2   4 34 -0.01 
        
Different Ways of Knowing 4    1 2 -0.04 
        
Success for All 8    25 85 *0.08 
        
Urban Learning Centers 10 4    0   
        
Notes: Asterisk denotes significance at the α = .05 level. Achievement effects from Borman et al. (2003). 
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school years. Second, LAUSD provided student records for these years that in-

cluded school year, school and student identifiers, student ethnicity, grade level, 

free or reduced-price meal program eligibility status, Title I status, gifted and tal-

ented program participation, special education status, English learner program 

participation, and the normal curve equivalent (NCE) scores on the reading, 

mathematics, and language arts SAT9 tests. Third, the SEDL CSR Awards Data-

base (2005) was used to create an LAUSD CSRD participation file that indicated 

if schools used one of the five CSR designs and when they began and ended their 

implementations. Fourth, CSR design developers were asked to identify other 

LAUSD schools with which they worked between 1997 and 2002. This was im-

portant because CSRD was only one source of funds used to adopt CSR designs. 

Despite contacting the developers, only the UEP provided sufficient implementa-

tion data to include the extra ULC schools in the analyses. Finally, a list of Imme-

diate Intervention / Underperforming Schools Program (II/USP) grant winners 

was obtained from the CDE. This list was used to mitigate the effect of unidenti-

fied CSR schools inadvertently being included in the comparison group. II/USP 

appeared to be the most common alternative funding source for CSR in LAUSD 

since almost all of the additional ULC schools identified by the UEP were also 

II/USP winners. Unfortunately, the CDE did not track how II/USP schools used 

these grants and these schools were dropped to prevent comparison group con-

tamination. 
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School inclusion criteria were applied to the sample. Because CSR in 

LAUSD was almost always implemented in standard schools (regular education, 

elementary, middle, or high schools, etc.), about 160 schools were dropped that 

did not fit that mold. Specifically, magnet schools, charter schools, opportunity 

schools, preparatory schools, continuation schools, special education centers, 

schools with non K-5, 6-8, or 9-12 grade configurations, and schools that used 

II/USP funds for unknown purposes were excluded. Furthermore, all schools were 

dropped that implemented other CSR designs than the five studied. After the in-

clusion criteria were applied, 37 CSR schools remained. 

Student inclusion criteria were also applied. First, students that moved 

outside of LAUSD were dropped because it was not possible to track them. Sec-

ond, students with any missing SAT9 data were dropped; no imputations were 

conducted. Third, students that were retained or promoted were dropped. This was 

done to eliminate any effect of retention, since CSR schools tended to have higher 

retention rates. Fourth, special education students were dropped because there 

were too few that had complete achievement data to be able to say anything 

meaningful about the effects of CSR on the special education population. Finally, 

to remove the effect of student mobility, students that transferred to different ele-

mentary, middle, or high schools were dropped. For example, students that 

changed schools between fourth and fifth grade were dropped, but those that 

changed schools between fifth and sixth grade were not, since all students in stan-
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dard grade configuration schools transition from elementary school to middle 

school at that time. The CSR schools under study were recorded in Table 2 ac-

cording to the CSR design used, along with key socioeconomic and achievement 

indicators. 

These restrictions reduced the number of students in the data set and 

changed its composition. As an example of how the composition changed, the 

characteristics of first graders in 1997-1998 (the Class of 2009 cohort) were re-

corded in Table 3 as each additional restriction was applied. It is important to note 

that the application of each restriction was not mutually exclusive from the others; 

for example, many students that would have been removed because they were re-

tained were already excluded for lack of testing data. Some restrictions had little 

effect on the total sample and composition. For example, the decrease in the sam-

ple due to the removal of special education students and retained or promoted stu-

dents made little difference in terms of the total CSR students in the sample. The 

restrictions that students remain in the district and with minimum mobility, how-

ever, reduced the sample by about 30%. The most powerful restriction, however, 

was that each student had complete testing data in all subjects for all five years; 

almost 75% of the students in this cohort were dropped for this reason. This loss 

was unique to this cohort for two reasons, however. First, California later required 

districts to test a minimum percentage of many student populations. But in the 

1997-1998 school year, English learners and low-performing students were not
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Table 2. Characteristics of CSR Schools Sampled 
        
  Implementation  1997-1998 School Characteristics 
        

School   
First Year Total 

Years  % EL % Free or Reduced-
Price Lunch 

Reading 
NCE 

        
America's Choice        
        

North Hollywood High  2001 - 2002 1  28.0 53.7 39.3 
       

Mark Twain Middle  1999 - 2000 3  32.7 76.9 33.9 
Peary Middle  2001 - 2002 1  19.3 69.1 37.1 

       
Ford Elementary  2001 - 2002 1  78.5 98.6 32.0 

49th Street Elementary  2001 - 2002 1  85.0 89.0 22.1 
Hooper Elementary  2001 - 2002 1  80.9 97.1 22.3 

Wadsworth Elementary  2001 - 2002 1  77.8 97.9 24.5 
        
Co-nect        
        

Carnegie Middle  2001 - 2002 1  17.7 49.3 38.2 
Markham Middle  1999 - 2000 3  41.5 71.6 26.1 

       
135th St. Elementary  2001 - 2002 1  62.0 94.7 30.6 

*Plummer Elementary  2001 - 2002 1  82.3 97.7 26.6 
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Table 2. (continued) 
        
  Implementation  1997-1998 School Characteristics 
        

School   First Year Total 
Years  % EL % Free or Reduced-

Price Lunch 
Reading 

NCE 
        
        
Different Ways of Knowing        
        

Carson St. Elementary  1999 - 2000 3  34.4 78.9 38.1 
Dyer Elementary  2001 - 2002 1  67.2 87.2 33.3 

Richland Ave. Elementary  1999 - 2000 3  49.6 72.6 38.5 
Roscoe Elementary  1999 - 2000 3  82.2 93.1 30.8 

       
Success for All        
        

Graham Elementary  1999 - 2000 3  75.0 74.3 23.5 
Miller Elementary  1999 - 2000 3  56.4 85.1 23.0 

Manchester Ave. Elementary  1999 - 2000 3  61.8 89.4 26.3 
Parmelee Ave. Elementary  2001 - 2002 1  78.3 97.3 25.4 

75th St. Elementary  2001 - 2002 1  68.6 68.7 25.3 
68th St. Elementary  1999 - 2000 3  64.1 96.1 28.2 
66th St. Elementary  1999 - 2000 3  74.6 96.4 29.7 
24th St. Elementary  1999 - 2000 3  58.3 94.3 29.0 
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Table 2. (continued) 
        
  Implementation  1997-1998 School Characteristics 
        

School   First Year Total 
Years  % EL % Free or Reduced-

Price Lunch 
Reading 

NCE 
        
Urban Learning Centers        
        

Maclay Middle  1999 - 2000 3  61.8 87.9 28.6 
Madison Middle  2001 - 2002 1  37.5 85.8 38.7 

Northridge Middle  2001 - 2002 1  45.2 82.5 35.8 
Van Nuys Middle  2001 - 2002 1  43.4 74.0 34.9 

        
Blythe Elementary  2001 - 2002 1  59.0 90.2 33.7 

Coldwater Canyon Elementary  1999 - 2000 3  75.3 70.3 30.4 
Hamlin Elementary  2001 - 2002 1  29.7 53.9 42.5 
Lemay Elementary  2001 - 2002 1  47.7 81.8 36.5 
Liggett Elementary  1999 - 2000 3  66.2 90.6 31.9 

Melrose Ave. Elementary  2001 - 2002 1  40.9 77.5 38.8 
*Plummer Elementary  2001 - 2002 1  82.3 97.7 26.6 
Rio Vista Elementary  2001 - 2002 1  38.8 70.3 40.7 

San Fernando Elementary  1999 - 2000 3  68.3 93.0 28.9 
Shirley Elementary  2001 - 2002 1  62.3 81.8 42.9 

Winnetka Elementary   2001 - 2002 1   50.5 77.2 39.1 

Note: Asterisk denotes that Plummer Elementary participated in both CON and ULC designs. 



 42

tested as often. Second, LAUSD was not obligated to test first graders. Although 

this cohort lost many students when the sampling restriction criteria were applied, 

there were still enough students to conduct analyses. 

Individual-level and school-level data sets were created using the five 

sources and the restrictions. The individual-level data set contained all informa-

tion extracted from the LAUSD files and was merged with the CSR participation 

file. Variables were constructed to indicate if, when, and how long each student 

attended schools implementing a given CSR. The school-level data set was cre-

ated by combining state-recorded variables from the CBEDS data set with indi-

vidual-level variables that were aggregated to the school level from the LAUSD 

files, such as ethnic composition, average SAT9 performance, and English learner 

and free or reduced-price meal program eligibility rates. 

 These data were separated into nine cohorts as presented in Figure 1, or 

one cohort for each initial grade level that had students who attended a CSR 

school during the following five years. The Classes of 2003 through 2009 were 

originally the only students to be studied because each had five years of data. 

However, because younger cohorts participated in CSR at an earlier age, they 

were also included in the analyses despite having only three or four years of data. 

Whereas cohorts with five years of data were pooled together into a single data 

set, the two younger cohorts were studied separately. As noted in Table 2, schools 

began CSR implementation during the 1999-2000 or 2001-2002 school year. 
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Table 3. Example of How Inclusion Criteria Affected the Sample 
              

Characteristic 

In regular 
education 
schools… 

and in 
LAUSD 5 
years… 

and had 
all test 
data… 

and had 
regular pro-
motion… 

and were in 
regular edu-
cation… 

and were 
not mo-
bile… 

        
Total Students (N) 62,655 44,786 11,832 11,437 10,946 8,895
        
Demographic (%)       
        
 African-American 12.0 10.0 16.6 16.6 16.9 15.2
 Asian 5.1 4.3 10.7 10.9 11.1 11.7
 Hispanic 73.6 77.6 53.1 52.6 52.7 52.1
 White 9.2 8.0 19.4 19.7 19.1 20.8
 English learner 62.1 66.7 30.9 30.7 30.8 30.7

Economic (%)       
       
 Title I 71.5 74.0 56.1 55.5 55.4 52.4
 Free or reduced-price lunch 87.0 88.4 76.3 76.0 76.2 74.1
       
SAT9 Outcomes (NCE)       
        
 Reading 44.5 43.6 48.5 48.3 48.6 49.7
 Mathematics 43.8 43.3 47.6 49.2 49.4 50.4
 Language arts 43.1 42.6 46.6 47.2 47.7 48.6
      
Number of CSR Students (n) 5,463 4,790 828 796 765 558
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Figure 1. How Cohorts were Grouped 
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Comparison Groups 

Propensity-score matching (PSM) (Rosenbaum & Rubin, 1983; Rosenbaum & 

Rubin, 1985) was used to create a unique comparison group for every group of 

students that participated in each of the five CSR designs. The general idea of 

PSM is to find as close a match for each treated observation as possible. A prob-

ability model of CSR selection was built as a function of key covariates, and pre-

dicted probabilities of CSR participation—called propensity scores—were as-

signed to each school. The method matched each school that implemented one of 

the five CSR designs to its nearest neighbor—the nonparticipating school with 

the closest propensity score. Rosenbaum and Rubin (1985) showed that this 

method creates parity between treatment and comparison groups when the covari-

ates are strongly related to the presence of the treatment. The application of this 

technique seemed appropriate because school-level information was known that 

often determined whether a school implemented CSR. 

This application of PSM was two-level because it was first used to identify 

schools similar to CSR schools, and then again to draw the most similar students 

to serve as comparisons for CSR students. The decision to select multiple com-

parison schools for each school that implemented a CSR was based on two rea-

sons. First, a broader representation of the status quo was obtained by sampling a 

larger number of schools. Results based on broader representations may be less 
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biased by an unlucky selection of a few comparison schools that had extraordi-

nary leadership or another, unknown school improvement program implemented 

at the time. Second, because CSR schools were often in the lower deciles of 

achievement, and because many schools performing at that level were dropped 

due to the II/USP restriction, a larger body of comparison schools (with slightly 

higher average achievement) was required to achieve a paired match at the student 

level. 

The school-level PSM included three variables: (1) the average 1998 

SAT9 reading score, (2) the proportion of students at the school who were en-

rolled in the free or reduced-price meal program, and (3) the proportion of His-

panic students at the school. These variables were the best predictors of whether a 

school implemented a CSR and often explained over half of the variance related 

to CSR participation. For the school-level PSM, the k-nearest neighbor selection 

method was used to identify up to 15 similar elementary schools, five middle 

schools, and three high schools for each school that implemented a CSR. Impor-

tantly, the k-nearest neighbor method that was implemented (Leuven & Sianesi, 

2003) sampled with replacement and, consequently, CSR schools often did not 

have exactly k unique matches. Because schools that implemented a given CSR 

were often located close together, some schools were selected multiple times to 

serve as comparisons for more than one treatment school. As expected, most 
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comparison schools were closely located to CSR schools; geography was a good 

predictor of schools having similar contexts. 

The individual-level PSM included age; Title I status; indicators for eth-

nicity; free or reduced-price meal eligibility; participation in an English learning 

program; first year SAT9 reading, mathematics, and language arts achievement; 

and, when possible, first- to second-year growth in SAT9 reading, mathematics, 

and language arts achievement. The latter three predictors of CSR participation 

were only possible when students did not participate in a CSR during the first two 

years for which there was data. Each CSR participant was paired using the nearest 

neighbor method, so one comparison student was chosen for each CSR student. It 

was explored whether the k-nearest neighbor method could be used to increase 

sample size, but even matching two comparison students for each CSR student 

often negated parity in some variables. In particular, initial reading scores were 

often statistically different between the two groups if more than a one-for-one 

match was used. 

Comparison group selections based on pretreatment test scores and first- 

to second-year gain scores—for all three achievement outcomes—were important 

for this evaluation because it ensured that all students not only began at compara-

ble achievement levels but they also had similar improvements prior to CSR. Al-

though in most cases comparison groups were matched on these variables, there 

were exceptions. As shown in Figure 1, Group 3 had two years of data prior to 
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any CSR implementations, so their comparison groups were matched based on 

initial achievement and first- to second-year gains. Group 2, however, had only 

one year of data prior to CSR implementations. So, although comparison groups 

could always be constructed based on initial achievement, first- to second-year 

gains was not an appropriate matching variable if schools began CSR implemen-

tation during the 1999-2000 school year. In particular, DWK, SFA, and ULC 

were each implemented in elementary schools during the 1999-2000 school year. 

Therefore, for these designs in Group 2, first- to second-year gain score matching 

was not possible since the second time period represented a treatment year. Gain-

score matching in Group 2 was performed for AC and CON, however, since their 

implementations began exclusively in the 2001-2002 school year (refer to Table 

2). Comparison-group selection was further confounded for DWK, SFA, and 

ULC in Group 1, since not even one year of pretreatment outcomes existed for 

comparison group selection for many students. Since some schools began imple-

mentation in the 1999-2000 school year, the first time period in that cohort was a 

treatment year. In these cases, matching was still performed based on the first 

time period, but the interpretation of those results needed to be adjusted. Since the 

comparison groups for DWK, SFA, and ULC in Group 1 were based on first-year 

outcomes, the estimation of average effects would be biased downward if positive 

effects existed in CSR schools. In other words, if a positive effect occurred in the 

first year of the CSR implementation, it would go unmeasured since comparison 
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group selection was based on those outcomes. It was decided that these complexi-

ties were an acceptable tradeoff in order to investigate the effects of CSR for 

young students in Groups 1 and 2. AC and CON were not subject to these issues 

since their elementary-school implementations began in the 2001-2002 school 

year (they had two years of pretreatment outcomes). 

As noted in Table 4, the PSM method produced parity in every covariate 

between CSR and comparison students in almost every case. For each CSR, co-

hort, and covariate, an appropriate statistical test was performed to detect differ-

ences between CSR and comparison students. In particular, t-tests were used for 

continuous variables and χ2 tests were used for indicator variables. There were 

only four cases of statistically significant differences. In every case the discrep-

ancy was only a single covariate within a given cohort and CSR design. 
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Table 4. Characteristics of CSR and Comparison Students 
          
America's Choice  Group 3  Group 2  Group 1 
          
Students (S)  4,422  504  942 
Time Periods (T)  5  4  3 
          
Characteristic  CSR Comparison  CSR Comparison  CSR Comparison 
          
Achievement (NCE)          
          

Reading 38.0 38.3  34.1 35.3  35.6 35.0 
First-year growth 3.0 2.8  -0.3 -1.1  3.5 4.4 

        
Mathematics 42.0 42.3  43.9 44.4  46.1 44.6 

First-year growth 2.9 2.7  -2.2 -2.0  -0.8 0.4 
        

Language arts 41.3 41.5  34.2 34.1  39.3 38.6 
First-year growth  3.3 3.3  -1.6 -1.9  0.8 1.4 

         
Demographic & Economic (%)          
          

Hispanic  70.8 70.4  90.9 91.2  93.2 93.8 
African-American  15.6 *10.8  8.7 6.0  6.4 3.8 

Free or reduced-price lunch  88.6 88.4  100.0 100.0  99.4 99.6 
English learner  48.8 48.4  80.2 79.4  84.1 87.7 
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Table 4. (continued) 
       
Co-nect  Group 3  Group 2  Group 1 
          
Students (S)  2,590  324  384 
Time Periods (T)  5  4  3 
          
Characteristic  CSR Comparison  CSR Comparison  CSR Comparison 
          
Achievement (NCE)          
         

Reading 35.0 34.9  34.7 34.7  40.3 40.0 
First-year growth 2.4 2.5  -1.7 -2.8  2.4 1.9 

        
Mathematics 40.3 40.5  37.9 40.0  43.4 42.0 

First-year growth 3.0 3.3  4.4 1.9  1.4 1.3 
        

Language arts 38.2 38.2  33.2 32.7  40.2 40.2 
First-year growth  3.0 2.9  0.3 -0.1  2.2 *-1.7 

         
Demographic & Economic (%)          
          

Hispanic  59.0 57.9  95.7 97.5  88.0 90.6 
African-American  21.5 *16.7  2.5 1.2  7.8 4.2 

Free or reduced-price lunch  89.1 88.7  98.8 98.8  99.0 99.0 
English learner  45.6 46.7  90.7 91.4  76.6 79.7 
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Table 4. (continued) 
         

Different Ways of Knowing  Group 3  Group 2  Group 1 
          
Students (S)  556  288  432 
Time Periods (T)  5  4  3 
          
Characteristic  CSR Comparison  CSR Comparison  CSR Comparison 
          
Achievement (NCE)          
         

Reading 40.1 40.1  43.6 44.7  50.9 50.6 
First-year growth 3.5 3.8     

        
Mathematics 44.1 43.5  44.1 45.5  50.5 50.5 

First-year growth 3.5 3.9     
        

Language arts 43.4 42.6  41.2 41.6  48.4 48.4 
First-year growth  6.0 6.9     

         
Demographic & Economic (%)          
          

Hispanic  63.3 65.1  75.9 75.7  77.3 76.4 
African-American  4.7 3.2  2.1 1.4  2.8 2.3 

Free or reduced-price lunch  92.1 93.2  95.1 95.8  84.7 86.6 
English learner  43.2 46.4  43.8 43.8  49.1 48.1 
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Table 4. (continued) 
          
Success for All  Group 3  Group 2  Group 1 
          
Students (S)  1,096  1,192  1,596 
Time Periods (T)  5  4  3 
          
Characteristic  CSR Comparison  CSR Comparison  CSR Comparison 
          
Achievement (NCE)          
         

Reading 30.6 30.8  37.5 37.9  38.6 38.3 
First-year growth 3.3 3.0     

        
Mathematics 38.6 38.2  44.0 44.0  46.4 46.1 

First-year growth 0.7 1.7     
        

Language arts 34.0 34.4  37.7 38.2  40.8 40.3 
First-year growth  2.9 2.9     

         
Demographic & Economic (%)          
          

Hispanic  74.6 74.6  83.0 82.3  88.7 89.5 
African-American  24.8 24.6  16.7 17.3  11.0 10.3 

Free or reduced-price lunch  98.5 98.9  99.7 99.7  99.0 98.9 
English learner  61.5 59.1  75.3 75.9  80.0 80.7 

 



 54

Table 4. (continued) 
          
Urban Learning Centers  Group 3  Group 2  Group 1 
          
Students (S)  4,910  902  1,100 
Time Periods (T)  5  4  3 
          
Characteristic  CSR Comparison  CSR Comparison  CSR Comparison 
          
Achievement (NCE)          
         

Reading 32.0 31.7  42.8 43.6  47.7 47.0 
First-year growth 4.3 4.3     

        
Mathematics 37.2 36.7  46.5 46.4  48.2 48.3 

First-year growth 3.7 4.0     
        

Language arts 35.8 35.4  40.1 40.9  45.0 44.6 
First-year growth  3.4 3.8     

         
Demographic & Economic (%)          
          

Hispanic  80.7 80.4  79.4 76.7  80.5 82.9 
African-American  5.1 *6.9  2.9 3.3  4.0 4.0 

Free or reduced-price lunch  92.7 93.2  84.3 84.9  92.4 91.3 
English learner  71.8 72.0  67.8 65.2  66.0 66.5 

Note: Asterisk denotes a statistically significant difference between CSR and comparison students at the α = .05 level.
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Achievement Effects Modeling 

The difference-of-differences models (Meyer, 1995) presented in Equations 1 and 

2 were used to estimate achievement effects for each of the three outcomes. These 

models estimate achievement effects even when treatment and comparison groups 

are not randomly assigned, but would have the same outcomes if not for the re-

form. Because the PSM procedures created parity between treatment and com-

parison groups in almost all observed variables—including initial achievement 

and first- to second-year gains—this assumption appeared to be satisfied. The 

only difference between the two models was the representation of the variable, X, 

which measured participation in a given CSR. The model in Equation 1 estimated 

the average impact of a CSR on student achievement, regardless of the number of 

years each individual participated. The treatment variable, X, was an indicator 

variable that measured whether a student was in the given CSR school each year. 

Equation 1 was estimated for each combination of Groups 1, 2, and 3; the three 

SAT9 outcomes; the low achieving population for each outcome; and for each 

CSR design. The model in Equation 2 separately estimated the effects of multiple 

years of student CSR participation by indexing X on the number of years of CSR 

participation. Membership to each Xj was mutually exclusive since students had 

exactly one, two, or three years of each CSR. Equation 2 was only estimated for 

Group 3 since Groups 1 and 2 had little variation in years of CSR participation. 
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Equation 1. Average achievement effects 

 

  

SAT9i,t =α + β Xi,t + γ jZ j, i,t
j

∑ + Γt
t ∈{1,2,K,T−1}

∑ + Κi
i ∈{1,2,K,S−1}

∑ +εi,t  

 

Equation 2. Achievement effects by years of CSR participation 

 

  

SAT9i,t =α + β j X j,i,t
j=1

3

∑ + γ jZ j,i,t
j

∑ + Γt
t ∈{1,2,K,T−1}

∑ + Κi
i∈{1,2,K,S−1}

∑ +εi,t  

 

These models mitigate many common criticisms in program evaluation re-

search. First, they explicitly estimate the average growth in outcomes experienced 

by the treatment and comparison groups over T time periods through the use of 

time-level fixed effects—indicator variables according to the year of the observa-

tion. Although a good comparison group will remove any natural growth from the 

achievement effect estimates, the coefficients estimated on the time-level fixed 

effects allow comparisons between achievement effect size and the effects that 

occurred in both groups due to other factors. Second, omitted variables related to 

CSR selection and achievement may bias analyses, but student-level fixed effects 

force the models to compare each of S students against himself or herself over 

time, taking full advantage of the longitudinal data. All student characteristics that 
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remained constant during the time frame of the analysis were accounted for in the 

coefficients estimated in the student-level fixed effects. This technique is power-

ful because some data collection errors or omissions are rendered unimportant. 

For example, there were many cases of ethnic reclassification from one year to the 

next. Debates about the effect of a poor measure of ethnicity were avoided since, 

no matter the ethnic makeup of the student, it was endowed at birth and never 

changed. The coefficient on each student's indicator variable "soaks up" the effect 

of anything that remained constant, including variables that were unobserved such 

as innate intelligence or the language spoken at home. Importantly, this fixed ef-

fects methodology is classified as a value-added technique, as defined by 

McCaffrey, Lockwood, Koretz, and Hamilton (2003), since it controls for power-

ful but often unmeasured variables such as family background. Finally, this model 

accounted for variables that changed over time, were related to achievement, and 

were related to CSR selection by including Z—a vector of controls—into the 

model. Prior CSR research often selected schools to serve as comparison groups 

on the basis of first year characteristics but neglected the fact that important 

school-level variables can change over time. In this case, Z included individual- 

and school-level controls: free or reduced-price meal eligibility, the proportion of 

Hispanic students at the student's school, the proportion of students at the school 

eligible for free or reduced-price meal, the percent of students at the school classi-

fied as Title I, the percent of students at the school on CalWORKs, the percent of 
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the school's faculty with a full credential, and the faculty’s average number of 

years of teaching experience. 

These models required independence in the error terms across time and 

between individuals, but there were two clear reasons to believe the data violated 

these assumptions. First, longitudinal student achievement data tend to be serially 

correlated; indeed, a test discussed by Wooldridge (2002) rejected the null hy-

pothesis that there was no serial correlation in each data set. Consequentially, 

Equations 1 and 2 were estimated using a one-period autoregressive or AR(1) 

model of the error term. Second, schools likely have an effect on student learning; 

thus, students within the same school might not be independent observations. To 

adjust the standard errors for this reality, Equations 1 and 2 were estimated using 

the cluster option (clustered based on school) in order to adjust standard errors for 

intra-school correlations. 

Methodological Comparisons 

The scientifically inclined reader might posit that if achievement effects were 

found to differ from the prior literature, the difference might be due to things spe-

cific about LAUSD implementations rather than methodological differences. 

Thus, for CSR designs found to have an effect significantly higher or lower than 

in the research synthesis conducted by Borman et al. (2003), results were com-

pared to what would have been found if the methods common in other CSR re-
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search were used. The two important methodological distinctions of this research 

were matched comparison groups and a true longitudinal analysis, so CSR designs 

with the most interesting results were reevaluated with aggregated data or less 

stringently selected comparison groups. 

These reevaluations were conducted in two ways. In order to estimate the 

impact of using longitudinal versus aggregated data analyses, aggregated SAT9 

outcomes were obtained from the CDE. Reading and mathematics scaled scores 

were obtained rather than NCE scores, but the effects were compared across 

methods using Cohen’s d measure of effect size. Language arts outcomes were 

not available. Grade-level effects were estimated so, rather than an estimate of 

effects within a group of students, the aggregated analysis examined average test 

scores across cohorts. That is, cross-sectional data at the grade level rather than 

longitudinal data at the student level were analyzed. The same comparison 

schools were used as the individual-level analysis, although all students within the 

grade-level that had test scores were implicitly used for the analysis since they 

were part of the average calculated by the CDE. In order to understand how con-

trol group selection methods contributed to achievement effects estimates, Equa-

tion 1 was applied using varying numbers of comparison students selected from 

the same comparison schools. The same method was applied as in the longitudinal 

analyses, but the student-level PSM was changed to use a k-nearest neighbor 

match while varying k. 
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Results 

Presenting results was challenging because separate treatment and comparison 

groups were created for every CSR design, and Equations 1 and 2 were estimated 

for all students and low achievers in Groups 1, 2, and 3. Although this yielded 

important information related to each of the hypotheses, it 105 regressions were 

also estimated. Complete tables—including coefficients, standard errors, t statis-

tics, p values, fixed effects, and sample sizes—would have created a tome of re-

sults that none but the most interested reader would have cared to sift through. 

Fortunately, each regression had at most three parameters of interest. In Equation 

1, the unstandardized β was the key parameter because it represented the average 

SAT9 NCE point difference between all students who participated in the given 

CSR and comparison group—regardless of the number of years of participation. 

In Equation 2, β1, β2, and β3 were the parameters of interest since they estimated 

the average SAT9 NCE point differences between comparison students and stu-

dents who participated in a given CSR for one, two, or three years. In both statis-

tical models, other variables were only included to address threats to internal va-

lidity. Although coefficients estimated for these control variables would be re-

quired for prediction exercises or to investigate, for example, the relationship be-

tween student achievement and the percentage of teachers at the school with a full 

credential, the present research questions were only related CSR implementation 
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and achievement. Similarly, the coefficients estimated for the time-level fixed ef-

fects only described the average movement in test scores in the population over 

time. Although the fixed effects generally showed positive and significant growth 

in all three measures of student achievement over the five years of the study, they 

were only included to remove common growth from the parameters of interest 

rather than address the research questions. Fixed effect and control variable coef-

ficients were withheld for brevity. 

Sample sizes, parameter estimates, and a measure of statistical signifi-

cance from each of the regressions were transcribed into two tables. With respect 

to measures of statistical significance, p values were recorded rather than t statis-

tics so that various thresholds for statistical significance could be easily applied. 

The large number of estimated coefficients virtually guaranteed that some would 

be significant just by chance at the standard α = .05 level. Average achievement 

effects were recorded in Table 5 for Groups 1, 2, and 3. Table 5 shows the effect 

of each CSR design on all students and low achievers for each outcome. For 

Group 3, achievement effects by length of CSR participation were recorded for 

each of the achievement outcomes in Table 6. 

Effects varied by CSR design but, disappointedly, none had unequivocal 

effects in any subject area for all groups studied. Most designs appeared to have 

positive or negative effects in at least one cohort, but achievement patterns were 

too complex to claim overarching gains or losses. 
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Table 5. Achievement effects of CSR 
                  
America's Choice  Group 3  Group 2  Group 1 
          
Students (S)  4,422  504  942 
Time Periods (T)  5  4  3 
          
Outcome  β p   β p  β p 
          
All Students (N)  22,110  2,016  2,826 

  
Reading  1.12 < 0.01  -2.92 0.03 -4.32 < 0.01

Mathematics  0.49 0.08  2.69 0.13 -2.37 0.13
Language arts  1.25 < 0.01  -2.84 0.11 -3.86 0.01

         
Low Reading Achievers (n)  5,145  520  702 

  
Reading  0.90 0.11  -2.00 0.51 -1.94 0.34

         
Low Mathematics Achievers (n)  3,550  224  375 

   
Mathematics  0.34 0.61  8.06 0.13  6.12 0.08

         
Low Language Arts Achievers (n)  4,365  456  375 

   
Language arts  0.98 0.19  -5.35 0.16  -0.46 0.90
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Table 5. (continued) 
       
Co-nect  Group 3  Group 2  Group 1 
          
Students (S)  2,590  324  384 
Time Periods (T)  5  4  3 
          
Outcome  β p   β p  β p 
          
All Students (N)  13,150  1,296  1,152 

  
Reading  -1.04 < 0.01  -4.15 0.01 5.86 < 0.01

Mathematics  -2.22 < 0.01  -1.38 0.47 4.98 0.05
Language arts  -3.05 < 0.01  -2.07 0.29 1.23 0.63

      
Low Reading Achievers (n)  4,095  312  210 

  
Reading  -1.41 0.03  -0.62 0.81 6.97 0.13

         
Low Mathematics Achievers (n)  2,740  236  198 

   
Mathematics  -1.97 0.01  0.55 0.89  -4.05 0.49

         
Low Language Arts Achievers (n)  3,475  292  135 

   
Language arts  -2.68 < 0.01  3.72 0.33  6.58 0.33
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Table 5. (continued) 
    
Different Ways of Knowing  Group 3  Group 2  Group 1 
          
Students (S)  556  288  432 
Time Periods (T)  5  4  3 
          
Outcome  β p   β p  β p 
          
All Students (N)  2,780  1,152  1,296 

  
Reading  -0.04 0.96  -3.60 0.01 1.22 0.61

Mathematics  0.29 0.74  -2.96 0.08 1.88 0.56
Language arts  1.10 0.22  0.72 0.69 -0.70 0.84

      
Low Reading Achievers (n)  610  136  90 

  
Reading  0.51 0.76  1.82 0.69 7.91 0.48

         
Low Mathematics Achievers (n)  365  124  96 

   
Mathematics  -2.56 0.32  -6.70 0.21  -5.41 0.58

         
Low Language Arts Achievers (n)  390  160  117 

   
Language arts  5.07 0.06  0.27 0.96  22.5 0.08
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Table 5. (continued) 
          
Success for All  Group 3  Group 2  Group 1 
          
Students (S)  1,096  1,192  1,596 
Time Periods (T)  5  4  3 
          
Outcome  β p   β p  β p 
          
All Students (N)  5,480  4,752  4,788 

  
Reading  -0.61 0.22  2.07 < 0.01 2.47 < 0.01

Mathematics  -1.28 0.02  0.20 0.79 2.94 < 0.01
Language arts  -0.57 0.36  2.05 0.01 2.88 < 0.01

      
Low Reading Achievers (n)  2,235  1,204  978 

  
Reading  -1.37 0.09  0.24 0.83 1.58 0.22

         
Low Mathematics Achievers (n)  1,280  728  621 

   
Mathematics  -1.34 0.21  -0.26 0.87  2.45 0.19

         
Low Language Arts Achievers (n)  1,610  784  588 

   
Language arts  0.39 0.73  0.97 0.57  2.77 0.18
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Table 5. (continued) 
          
Urban Learning Centers  Group 3  Group 2  Group 1 
          
Students (S)  4,910  902  1,100 
Time Periods (T)  5  4  3 
          
Outcome  β p   β p  β p 
          
All Students (N)  24,750  3,608  3,300 

  
Reading  0.57 0.01  1.46 0.03 0.12 0.85

Mathematics  1.49 < 0.01  0.55 0.49 0.67 0.39
Language arts  0.72 0.01  -0.14 0.86 -1.41 0.09

      
Low Reading Achievers (n)  9,075  536  291 

  
Reading  1.32 < 0.01  -0.80 0.63 2.24 0.28

         
Low Mathematics Achievers (n)  6,060  376  306 

   
Mathematics  0.80 0.10  -1.99 0.45  -0.27 0.92

         
Low Language Arts Achievers (n)  6,735  540  312 

   
Language arts  0.40 0.47   -1.78 0.38  -5.96 0.03

Note: Outcome cells represent average NCE point differences between CSR and comparison students.
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Table 6. Achievement Effects of CSR by Length of Participation 
          
   SAT9 Outcome 
          
  Reading  Mathematics  Language Arts
          
Length of Participation   β p   β p   β p 
          
America's Choice (N = 22,110)      
          

1 year (n = 1,912)  1.31 < 0.01 0.92 < 0.01 0.78 0.02
2 years (n = 183)  -0.04 0.95 -2.07 < 0.01 1.57 0.04
3 years (n = 116)  1.64 0.07 1.27 0.22 7.10 < 0.01

  
Co-nect (N = 13,150)       
          

1 year (n = 912)  -0.69 0.10 -1.57 < 0.01 -2.32 < 0.01
2 years (n = 260)  -1.74 < 0.01 -2.94 < 0.01 -4.08 < 0.01
3 years (n = 143)  -0.99 0.26 -3.78 < 0.01 -4.26 < 0.01

  
Different Ways of Knowing (N = 2,780)  
   

1 year (n = 129)  -0.26 0.77 1.16 0.30 -0.01 0.99
2 years (n = 85)  -0.20 0.83 -3.57 < 0.01 1.07 0.39
3 years (n = 64)  0.89 0.52 6.28 < 0.01 3.59 0.03
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Table 6. (continued) 
  
 SAT9 Outcome 
  
 Reading  Mathematics  Language Arts
  
Length of Participation β p   β p   β p 
  
Success for All  (N = 5,480)  
   

1 year (n = 262)  -0.53 0.40 -0.23 0.74 -0.65 0.41
2 years (n = 188)  -0.47 0.50  -2.60 < 0.01  -0.31 0.72
3 years (n = 98)  -1.41 0.21  -1.35 0.28  -1.05 0.45

          
Urban Learning Centers (N = 24,750)        
          

1 year (n = 1,643)  0.94 < 0.01 1.53 < 0.01 0.70 0.04
2 years (n = 426)  -0.04 0.92 1.00 0.03 0.59 0.25
3 years (n = 406)   0.02 0.96  2.09 < 0.01  0.95 0.13

Note: N represents the total sample of student years; n represents the number of CSR students that participated for the 

given number of years. 
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America’s Choice 

The most important result for the AC design was that achievement effects were 

found to be much lower than previously estimated. For students in Group 3, there 

were statistically significant achievement effects of just over 1 NCE point in read-

ing and language arts outcomes. About a 0.5 NCE point mathematics effect was 

found for AC students in these cohorts, but it was not statistically significant. 

Point estimates for low achievers in Group 3 appeared consistent with average 

gains, although they were smaller and none achieved statistical significance. Stu-

dents in Group 3 made gains of about 0.07σ in both reading and language arts, 

and these results stand in stark contrast to the sum of prior third-party evidence 

that suggested the average effect of AC was 0.25σ, or almost four times as large 

(Borman et al., 2003). 

The results for Group 3 also stand in contrast to those found for the other 

two cohorts of students, however. Although small, positive results were found in 

middle- and high-school cohorts, negative results in reading and language arts oc-

curred as frequently in Groups 1 and 2, which primarily tracked elementary 

school students. Moreover, these negative results were between two and four 

times as large as the positive estimates. Reading and language arts effects tended 

to be significant whereas mathematics effects were not. 
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In terms of students with varying years of exposure to the AC design, 

there was some evidence of larger effects for students with more years of partici-

pation. This was best demonstrated in language arts, where all students had a 

positive and significant effect, but there was a clear benefit for participating addi-

tional years. On average, students with three years of the AC design scored about 

7 NCE points more than comparison students, an effect size of almost 0.4σ. This 

pattern did not hold for the other two outcomes, however. Students with two years 

of the CSR had either no measured effect or a negative effect and, although stu-

dents with three years of the CSR had the largest point estimates in each outcome, 

only the effects in language arts were significant. 

Despite the negative results for Groups 1 and 2, AC positively impacted 

Group 3, similarly impacted low-achieving students, and differentially benefited 

students that participated in the program for three years, at least in language arts. 

One difference between Groups 1, 2, and 3 is that students in the latter group 

mostly participated in AC during middle and high school. This suggests that ei-

ther AC was better implemented at these levels or that the program theory of 

remediation and high expectations produced a positive impact. 

Because effects for Group 3 were found to be significantly smaller than in 

prior third-party research, AC was reevaluated using the aggregated methodology 

to see if results differed. The average, grade-level effects in terms of reading and 

mathematics SAT9 scaled scores were determined using a simple pre- and post-
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treatment design. Grade-level outcomes in 2002 were subtracted from outcomes 

in 1998, and these values were recorded in Table 7 for both AC and comparison 

schools. These average measures for AC and comparison schools were then dif-

ferenced to remove natural growth in achievement and these results were boxed. 

There was no clear way to compare these results to those presented in Table 5 

since the populations from which the estimates were drawn were different, but it 

seemed reasonable to compare Groups 1 and 2 to elementary (K – 5) grade levels 

and Group 3 to higher (6 – 11) grade levels. This is because the majority of stu-

dents in Group 3 participated in AC between 6th and 11th grade. Aggregated ele-

mentary school and middle to high school performance was calculated as the av-

erage grade-level effect for grades 2 – 5 and grades 6 – 11, respectively. To calcu-

late effect sizes for the aggregated analysis the population standard deviation of 

20 scaled score points was used. 

The results in Table 7 did not completely support or reject the hypothesis 

that aggregated analyses would find different achievement effects than the longi-

tudinal analyses. In terms of comparing the second-differenced, or comparison 

group adjusted estimates to those found in the individual-level analyses, almost 

the opposite relationship was found. In every case, if positive effects were esti-

mated in the aggregated analysis, null or negative effects were found in the indi-

vidual-level analyses. On the other hand, if null or negative effects were found in 

the aggregated analyses, a positive effect was found (albeit borderline significant 



 73

in mathematics at the secondary level) in the individual-level analyses. The ag-

gregated methods appeared to overestimate achievement effects in the two ele-

mentary school analyses, but the opposite occurred in the secondary school analy-

ses. This was not surprising given Robinson’s (1950) findings that aggregated 

data can mask positive and negative relationships at the individual level. 

It seemed that the comparison group was the most important variable in 

terms of mitigating effect size. This was the expected relationship given that, in 

general, students improved over time on the SAT9—at least according to the co-

efficients estimate on the time-level fixed effects. If no comparison group was 

used, reading and mathematics scaled score differences for students in AC ele-

mentary schools were 22.2 and 24.8 points, respectively. These were large gains 

greater than 1.0σ. Using a comparison group significantly reduced the estimated 

effects; the average increase in reading and mathematics scores dropped to 2.7 

and 3.6 scaled score points, respectively, and the corresponding effect sizes were 

between 0.13σ and 0.18σ. The same relationship was observed in grades 6 – 11, 

although the differences were much smaller. 
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Table 7. Cross-Sectional Analysis of America’s Choice 
              
  Elementary Schools  Secondary Schools  
              
Outcome / Grade 2 3 4 5  6 7 8 9 10 11  
             
Reading     Average       Average 
              
 AC 29.3 27.6 19.2 12.6 22.2 9.6 12.5 10.4 -5.3 1.9 5.1 5.7 
 Comparison 25.3 23.1 18.7 10.8 19.5 9.8 9.6 8.1 0.3 0.8 4.8 5.6 
              
 Difference     2.7       0.1 
              
Mathematics     Average       Average 
              
 AC 22.0 35.3 23.3 18.7 24.8 9.9 4.8 5.7 -7.7 -2.0 -0.7 1.7 
 Comparison 23.1 25.5 21.3 15.0 21.2 12.5 5.3 5.0 2.7 2.6 6.6 5.8 
              
  Difference     3.6       -4.1 

Note: Cells represent 2002 SAT9 Scaled Score minus 1998 SAT9 Scaled Score. 
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Co-nect 

Results for CON generally matched the hypotheses. First, as shown in Table 5, 

average effects for students in Groups 2 and 3 were generally lower than the near-

zero, insignificant effects estimated in other third-party research as summarized 

by Borman et al. (2003). Students in Group 3 had negative effects in all three sub-

jects that ranged between 1 and 3 NCE points, or effect sizes between -0.14σ and 

-0.05σ. Except for reading outcomes, students in Group 2 performed about the 

same as comparison students. As hypothesized, however, early intervention was a 

good predictive variable of positive effects. Students in Group 1 gained almost 5 

and 6 NCE points above their peers in mathematics and reading, corresponding to 

effect sizes of 0.24σ and 0.28σ, respectively. Also as hypothesized and as shown 

in Table 6, conditional on a statistically significant average effect there was a 

clear relationship between effect size and the number of years each student par-

ticipated. Compared to students who participated in CON for one year, three-year 

participants had almost twice the negative impact in mathematics and language 

arts. Finally, except for low achieving students in Group 3, there were not enough 

significant results to be able to make any general statement about the effects of 

CON on low achievers. Low achievers in Group 3 made similar losses as com-

pared to other students, so, contrary to the hypothesis, low achievers did not ap-

pear to differentially benefit. 
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Different Ways of Knowing 

Similar to the summary of other third-party estimates by Borman et al. (2003), no 

clear evidence of average achievement effects was found as a result of implement-

ing DWK. Early intervention was not a good predictor of effects because 

achievement effects estimates did not change across group. Achievement effects 

in Table 5 were characterized by large standard errors and only one result (which 

was negative) achieved statistical significance. There was also no evidence that 

DWK differentially benefited low achievers, although the large, positive, and 

borderline significant gains made by some low achievers in language arts suggests 

that if the sample size was larger statistical significance would have been reached. 

Results from Table 6 suggested that DWK might have positively impacted 

mathematics and language arts achievement for students who participated three 

years, however. This relationship was puzzling for mathematics outcomes be-

cause it was not linear—students with one year had a small but insignificant ef-

fect, those with two years were estimated to have a negative impact, but those 

with three years were estimated to have a large, significant effect of 6.3 NCE 

points. The relationship was clearer and as expected for language arts outcomes, 

however. Students who participated for three years had much stronger effects than 

those who participated for one or two years. 
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Success for All 

Results in Table 5 suggested a strong relationship between achievement effects 

and early intervention. Given the number of supportive third-party SFA studies 

that exist, all students were expected to benefit in reading and language arts out-

comes. However, positive effects between 2 and 3 NCE points in reading and lan-

guage arts were only found for students that began SFA in either the first or sec-

ond grade (Groups 1 and 2). As first-year test scores in Group 1 were considered 

to be the pretreatment outcomes for matching purposes, if any positive effect oc-

curred in the first year of implementation these gains were probably underesti-

mated. Although low achievers did not appear to benefit—all nine point estimates 

were insignificant—those in Group 1 clearly made the closest gains to their higher 

achieving counterparts, and might be further evidence that early intervention mat-

ters for students in SFA. 

Some interesting results were found when effects were modeled according 

to the number of years of student participation. Although according to Table 6 no 

relationship was found for students in Group 3, addition analyses were performed 

for students in Groups 1 and 2. This was outside the scope of the original design, 

but because SFA was implemented in a relatively large number of elementary 

schools there was an adequate sample with which to estimate effects for younger 

students with multiple years of participation. Importantly, for students in Groups 
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1 and 2, those with three years of participation made gains of 6 NCE points—

about three times the effect as those who participated a single year. 

SFA was reevaluated using larger and less similar comparison groups to 

evaluate the impact of PSM over other methods of selecting comparison groups 

that might not produce parity between treatment and comparison groups. SFA was 

selected because it proved to be the most challenging program to find close 

matches at the school level (many of the nearby schools that had similar charac-

teristics were also II/USP grant winners that were dropped from the study) and 

also because Pogrow (2000) has accused SFA researchers of using inappropriate 

comparison groups. Overall, effects tended to rise any time the treatment and 

comparison group differed in terms of pretreatment test scores. In other words, 

estimated effects were very sensitive to the initial level of achievement. More-

over, the size of the initial difference was strongly related to the upward force on 

effects. When comparison students were sampled at a 2:1 ratio, the comparison 

group’s initial reading scores averaged 2 NCE points higher and achievement ef-

fects were estimated to be about 1 NCE point larger. When comparison students 

were sampled in a 5:1 ratio, effects were twice as large. When all students who 

otherwise met the inclusion criteria were included from the comparison schools, 

parity was lost along almost every variable and the average reading effect esti-

mate jumped to over 6 NCE points. Effects were very sensitive to the comparison 

group selection method. 
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 Because students in Group 3 did not benefit, there was not success for all, 

but the overall picture for students in SFA was bright. Students that participated 

early in their educational career consistently and positively raised their test scores 

in each outcome. These gains ranged between 2 and 3 NCE points, or between 

0.10σ and 0.16σ, and tended to large compared to other third-party studies; Bor-

man et al. (2003) found the upper bound of the 95% confidence interval on 

achievement effects for all SFA third-party comparison studies to be 0.11σ. 

Urban Learning Centers 

The ULC design had a small, positive, and significant effect on all three measures 

of achievement for students in Group 3. The results presented in Table 5 sug-

gested an effect between 0.5 and 1.5 NCE points, or effect sizes between 0.03σ 

and 0.08σ. Results were not consistent with younger cohorts, however; even 

though in terms of point estimates reading and language arts effects were small 

and positive across groups, statistical significance was not maintained. Early in-

tervention did not appear to matter for ULC students. Rather, students that par-

ticipated later in elementary school or in middle school were the stronger per-

formers. 

In general, low achievers neither differentially benefited nor kept pace 

with their higher achieving counterparts that also participated in ULC. Only low 

reading achievers in Group 3 had a larger and significant effect in reading than 
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their higher achieving counterparts. On the other hand, low language arts achiev-

ers gained about 6 NCE points less than their low achieving peers in comparison 

schools, whereas their higher achieving counterparts did appear to lose any 

ground. 

 The hypothesis that multiple years of participation in the CSR would lead 

to higher achievement gains was only partially confirmed. In mathematics and 

language arts measures, students with three years of the program did appear to 

perform better than those with less exposure, but the relationship did not appear 

linear. Moreover, in the reading measure, students with only one year of ULC 

outperformed those with three years. This may have resulted from better imple-

mentation in schools that began the CSR in the 2001-2002 school year since this 

was the exclusive source of students with one year of participation. 
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Discussion 

Although the CSR literature includes over 800 studies, abstracts, and summaries, 

there is still a lack of information about dozens of CSR designs implemented 

around the nation. Of these studies, 70% have not evaluated achievement, 40% 

have been conducted by design developers—the effects of which were, not sur-

prisingly, significantly larger than independent studies—and many third-party 

studies suffer from a lack of internal validity because they do not use a compari-

son group (Borman et al., 2003). As of 2003, only four of the hundreds of CSR 

designs that exist have five or more third-party studies with a comparison group. 

Moreover, Borman et al. (2003) noted that about two-thirds of the achievement 

effects literature did not have a true longitudinal design; that is, rather than fol-

lowing a group of students over time and measuring how their achievement 

changed with the implementation of a CSR design, these studies used grade- or 

school-level averages to estimate program effects. Using aggregated data to draw 

conclusions about study student achievement—an individual-level phenomenon—

is subject to the ecological fallacy (Robinson, 1950); these designs have probably 

produced erroneous conclusions. 

 The present research followed two streams of questioning. First, the im-

pact of five popular CSR designs on student achievement was estimated in order 

to add high-quality evidence to the CSR literature. It was interesting that no stud-
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ies have been published regarding these five CSR designs in LAUSD—the second 

largest district in the nation. This district was especially ripe for research because 

it was a large consumer of CSR, but also because the amount and quality of stu-

dent-level data available enabled analyses that overcame the major faults of prior 

research identified by Borman et al. (2003). The large number of schools that im-

plemented CSR designs allowed a fixed effects modeling approach that controlled 

for unobserved correlates with achievement such as family background that might 

have biased prior effects estimates. Moreover, the large number of non-CSR 

schools available from which to draw comparison students allowed the use of 

PSM methods that created comparison groups matched along many dimensions. 

Second, however, this research also attempted to identify whether methods alone 

accounted for differences found in achievement effects as compared to prior re-

search. CSR designs found to have significantly larger or smaller effects than pre-

viously estimated were identified and effects estimates were made using either 

aggregated data or less stringently selected comparison groups. 

Because each CSR design had different operating theories it was not sur-

prising that the effects of each CSR design varied. Although Borman et al. (2003) 

found that, on balance, CSR has positively impacted student achievement, this 

examination of five CSR designs showed that, in a single district where low per-

forming schools shared similar pressures, students, contexts, and constraints, the 

chosen CSR design mattered significantly in terms of outcomes. For example, in 
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line with prior research, SFA was found to have consistently and positively affect 

student achievement—on all three measures—but these results only applied to 

students that began the program early in their educational career. When consider-

ing effects from Group 3, which represented the largest portion of students to par-

ticipate in the CSR design, SFA had no apparent effect on reading and language 

arts achievement, and it negatively impacted mathematics achievement. Overall, 

the achievement effects estimated for each CSR design on students in Group 3 

were equal to or lower than the average estimates of prior third-party research that 

used a comparison group. ULC, which had no prior independent evaluation, posi-

tively impacted students in Group 3 on all three measures of student achievement 

and had over twice the effect for low reading achievers. 

No consistent evidence was found in terms of early intervention. How 

early in their educational career students participated in CSR did not appear to 

impact achievement effects of each CSR design in the same way. Interestingly, 

students in Groups 1 and 3 that participated in the AC, CON, and SFA designs 

had statistically significant effects that were oppositely signed. As stated before, 

students that began participation in SFA during the third, fourth, or fifth grade had 

null or negative effects whereas students that began earlier were positively im-

pacted. Estimates for CON had the same pattern, although the negative effects for 

students in Group 3 were more obvious than those estimated for students in SFA. 

AC, however, had the opposite relationship; students that started the program 
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later—generally experiencing middle school or high school implementations—

were positively impacted whereas students that participated in early primary 

grades had large negative effects. These differences might have more to do with 

program theory and implementation differences across grade levels than any ef-

fect of early intervention. 

Regarding the number of years of student participation in each of the CSR 

designs, there was evidence that given statistically significant average effects in 

Group 3, students with additional years of participation had stronger effects than 

students with a single year of participation. If statistically significant average ef-

fects were found, three years of participation generally produced between two and 

three times the effect of a single year. This is an important finding because 

schools generally do not have more than three or four years with each student. 

In terms of how the research methods used in this research affected esti-

mates, no clear relationship between the effect size and modeling method was 

found, but a positive relationship was identified between relaxing the comparison 

matching requirements and larger measured effects for students that participated 

in SFA. It came as no surprise that the reanalysis of AC using aggregated data 

produced results that were in some cases larger and in some cases smaller than the 

individual-level analysis since positive and negative relationships at the individual 

level can be masked with aggregated data. It is difficult to say what changes in 

school-level averages say about how CSR designs have affected student achieve-
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ment. Better matching was the most likely reason for finding reduced effects; lar-

ger effects were estimated when comparison groups had less parity. 

Limitations 

Many tradeoffs were made during the research design about which students to in-

clude and there were obvious implications in terms of generalizing results. Be-

cause this study focused on obtaining the best causal estimates possible through 

the use of a true longitudinal design, which meant that every student had to have 

complete data for five years, many students were not included in the evaluation. 

About half of all students were dropped from each cohort because of missing test 

scores and student mobility (85% in the Class of 2009 cohort where LAUSD was 

not obligated to test first graders). So many special-education students would have 

been dropped for lack of testing data that it was decided to simply remove them 

from the analyses altogether. About half of all English learners were dropped be-

cause of missing test score data, so results might be generalized to this population, 

but the reader is cautioned that those remaining in the sample may have been 

more capable since they were deemed to have enough understanding of English to 

be able to test. In general, inclusion criteria generated a more stable sample with 

higher initial academic ability. Thus, results may differ for more mobile students 

and low achievers. Although separate analyses were conducted for low achievers, 

findings may not have attained statistical significance because of low power. 
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There were also some schools that adopted one of the five studied CSR 

designs that were unfortunately dropped from the study, so results from this 

analysis cannot be generalized to the entire district. Although the SEDL CSR 

Awards Database (2005) listed all schools that implemented a CSR using a grant 

from the CSRD, many schools used other funds to implement CSR. Despite ef-

forts to identify when and where each of the CSR designs was adopted, this was 

only accomplished for ULC. 

Knowing when and where CSR designs were implemented is only the bare 

minimum amount of information to conduct a program evaluation, however. Con-

cerns about how the unobserved level of implementation of each CSR might be 

related to size of achievement effects are also warranted, especially given that im-

plementation has been found to be an important determinant of achievement ef-

fects (Bodilly, 1998) and since sometimes students with less years of participation 

in one set of schools outperformed students with more years of participation in a 

different set of schools that implemented the same CSR design. No information 

about the quality of implementation was observed, so these findings may or may 

not be representative of quality implementations. 

Although these five CSR designs impacted achievement less than previ-

ously estimated, effects were only measured in terms of the SAT9 test. It may be 

unfair to judge designs that also focus on other curricular elements; for example, 

DWK has a significant arts emphasis. Even within the subjects that were used, not 
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all reading and mathematics concepts were measured. It is possible that older co-

horts who moved on to more advanced topics and did not appear to make gains 

under the CSR programs did, in fact, improve along more remedial constructs that 

were not measured. For example, because SFA groups students by ability, fifth 

graders may have made significant improvements in reading at a first or second 

grade level, but because the readability of SAT9 passages may have been at a fifth 

grade level these improvements may not have been captured by the test. Unfortu-

nately, no additional measures of student achievement were available to investi-

gate these possibilities. 

Careful attention was paid to ensure that schools from which comparison 

students were selected were similar along a number of characteristics to schools 

that adopted a CSR design, but some researchers have suggested that the nested 

nature of educational data requires a hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) ap-

proach to estimate school-level effects on individuals (Snijders and Bosker, 

1999). The independence assumption of the present regression analysis could 

have been violated if school effects unrelated to the CSR design were present. In 

order to explore this possibility, a null HLM was conducted to estimate how much 

of the student achievement outcomes were related to individuals and schools, and 

it was found that about 15% of the variance in outcomes was related to the school. 

Given that school effects other than CSR participation appeared likely, a simple 

HLM was used to compare the findings for Group 2 that participated in SFA to 
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the fixed effects results. The coefficient related to SFA implementation was 

within 5% of the original coefficient, but it had a smaller standard error. Concerns 

about clustering usually relate to standard errors that are too small, and it was in-

teresting that HLM yielded standard errors that were smaller than with the cluster-

ing corrections that were already applied. It was decided that HLM would not 

yield effects estimates any more or less appropriate than those of the method used. 

Another potential explanation of the overall smaller effects sizes was that 

NCLB popularized some key, research-based principles of many CSR designs, 

such as data-driven decision making or frequent assessment linked with standards. 

So, although other schools may not have explicitly implemented a given school 

reform design, they may still have implemented some reform elements that im-

proved student achievement. It was found that LAUSD test scores rose in general, 

but it has not been researched whether this was due to test score inflation, pres-

sure from national, state, or district policies, or because important research that 

was disseminated in the form of CSR had “caught on.” There was some evidence 

of this, since some elements of many CSR designs (such as a focus on achieve-

ment through frequent assessment) were also part of California’s test-based ac-

countability system. If these elements had a positive effect on student achieve-

ment then CSR might appear less effective. 

There are still many improvements that could be made in CSR research. In 

particular to California, a large set of schools used II/USP and other grant money 
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to implement CSR and if these schools can be identified then a clearer picture of 

the effects of CSR could be obtained in LAUSD. The CDE is also building the 

California Longitudinal Pupil Achievement Data System, which will allow re-

searchers to access individual-level student data statewide by 2011. Statewide 

data and the identification of II/USP and CSR users could open many avenues for 

new CSR research, including those with sophisticated and appropriate methods 

like PSM and value-added modeling. 

Policy Implications 

Federal policy makers may have codified a relationship between federal funding 

and a definition of CSR that included scientifically based and research-proven 

reform elements—but this relationship appears to have only been loosely en-

forced. What has passed for proof regarding CSR designs and student achieve-

ment has been insufficient to guarantee that schools CSR designs will positively 

impact student achievement. Federal funds should be used for scientifically 

proven reforms, but this decision should be made using a higher standard of re-

search quality than has been used for CSR. This is especially important given that 

research methods appear to account for a lot of variation in achievement outcomes 

(Borman et al., 2003) and better methods appear to temper achievement gains. 

However, special attention needs to be given to how comparison groups are con-

structed given that the vast majority of education research is not based on ran-
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domized designs, despite the best intentions of the Department of Education to 

push for them. In any case, policy makers at every level might do better to require 

extensive and more careful evaluations from CSR design developers who profit 

from their reform budgets. 
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