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R
esearch shows that effective teachers are one 
of the most important in-school contributors 
to student learning. To improve low-income 
minority students’ access to effective teaching, 

the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation launched the 
Intensive Partnerships for Effective Teaching (IP) ini-
tiative in the 2009–2010 school year. The program was 
implemented in three public school districts and four 
charter management organizations (CMOs) across the 
United States. 

Researchers from the RAND Corporation and the 
American Institutes for Research (AIR) assisted the 
Gates Foundation in understanding the impact of the 
initiative, which ended in 2016. The researchers exam-
ined a variety of outcomes, but analysis suggested that, 
overall, the initiative did not reach its goals. In particu-
lar, student achievement, low-income minority students’ 
access to effective teachers, and dropout rates were not 
substantially better in the IP sites than in similar sites 
that did not participate in the initiative. 

Although this analysis of impact, which was 
published in 2018, did not find that the initiative was 
effective overall, the researchers did observe that some 
IP schools had improved more than others. The Gates 
Foundation and the study team decided to dig deeper 
into the variation in outcomes among schools and look 
for school-level factors associated with that variation. 
The three districts and one of the CMOs that had 

participated in the IP initiative agreed to participate in 
further data collection. Newly collected qualitative data, 
as well as new analyses of survey data from the original 
study, allowed the team to more closely investigate the 
factors that differed between the improving and nonim-
proving IP schools and develop recommendations for 
future variation studies of multi site efforts. 

According to Interviews, School 
Improvement Was Associated 
with Specific Principal 
Behaviors, Staff Cohesion, and 
Interviewee Perceptions of 
Factors Outside the Schools’ 
Control
The research team interviewed staff and leadership 
from pairs of schools in Hillsborough County Public 
Schools in Florida, Pittsburgh Public Schools in 
Pennsylvania, Shelby County Schools in Tennessee, and 
Aspire Public Schools in California. The two schools in 
each pair were similar in terms of student achievement 
levels at the outset of the initiative but differed in the 
extent to which they had improved during the initiative. 
Team members visited the school pairs in spring 2018 
to gather staff perspectives on implementation of the 
initiative and on several factors that were potentially 
relevant to their schools’ improvement. The team mem-
bers were unaware of which school in each pair was the 
improver and which was the nonimprover during both 
their visits and much of the subsequent data analysis. 
From these interviews, several factors emerged as asso-
ciated with schools’ improvement or nonimprovement.

Staff Perceptions of Principal 
Behaviors 
Two leadership behaviors were associated with IP school 
improvement or nonimprovement. First, interviewees 
at improving schools were more likely than those at 
nonimproving schools to report that their school lead-
ers encouraged collaboration and learning among staff 
members. Collaboration was facilitated in several ways, 
including by creating time for teacher collaboration 
and asking teachers with specific skills to assist with 
the professional development of other teachers. Second, 
principals at improving schools gave teachers a greater 
degree of decisionmaking power. Specifically, teachers 

KEY FINDINGS
 ■ Some schools participating in the Bill & 

Melinda Gates Foundation’s Intensive Partner
ships for Effective Teaching initiative improved 
more than others.

 ■ No single initiative component appeared to be 
associated with school improvement or non
improvement, although surveys indicated that 
some dimensions of the initiative were more 
salient than others.

 ■ Interview findings suggested that school 
improvement might have been associated with 
specific leadership behaviors, staff cohesion, 
and interviewees’ perceptions of factors out
side their schools’ control.

 ■ Surveys suggested that perceptions of pro
fessional development, teacher evaluation, 
district and school climate, and compensation 
were associated with school improvement. 
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at improving schools were more likely to report that 
they felt trusted by their school leaders to make deci-
sions about their own classrooms and that principals 
actively sought their input for school-level decisions.

Staff Cohesion 
Perceptions of staff cohesion appeared to be related to 
school improvement status in two ways. First, inter-
viewees at improving schools reported broad support 
for a common mission more often than those in non-
improving schools. Second, it was more common for 
interviewees in nonimproving schools to discuss divi-
siveness among staff members than it was in improv-
ing schools. Furthermore, interviewees indicated that 
school leaders could contribute to the sense of cohesion 
or divisiveness among staff at the schools.

Outside Factors
Interviewees at nonimproving schools were more 
likely to report that influences outside their control 
shaped their schools’ success or lack thereof. These 
interviewees described three specific outside factors: 
(1) high-achieving students were “siphoned” by other 
schools in the area; (2) that student or community 
demographic factors, such as socioeconomic status or 
ethnicity, were associated with their schools’ potential 
for achievement; and (3) student discipline policies, 
which typically are set at the district level, limited their 
options to manage student behavior. Notably, our data 
do not confirm that demographic shifts in schools were 
associated with nonimprovement. Therefore, interview-
ees’ reports might reflect their perceptions or beliefs 
rather than actual changes.

Surveys Suggested That 
Perceptions of District and 
School Climate, Professional 
Development, Teacher 
Evaluation, and Compensation 
Were Associated with School 
Improvement
As another approach to exploring variation among 
schools, the research team conducted new analyses of 
data from surveys that were administered to teachers 
each year from 2013 through 2016 as part of the main 

evaluation of the IP initiative. These analyses sought to 
determine whether particular constructs measured by 
the surveys, aggregated to the school level, were associ-
ated with school improvement.

Of the 12 factors measured by the surveys, the 
following seven were found to be significantly related to 
school improvement:

• supportive district climate
• supportive and respectful school environment
• impetus for and impact of professional 

development
• alignment and relevance of professional 

development
• support for the evaluation system
• validity of the student achievement component 

of the evaluation system
• fairness of compensation.

For example, schools in which teachers expressed 
higher levels of support for their districts’ (or CMO’s) 
evaluation system—and, in particular, the system’s 
student achievement component—experienced greater 
improvement than schools in which teachers were less 
supportive of the system. The alignment and relevance 
of professional development, support for the evaluation 
system, and validity of the student achievement compo-
nent factors had the largest overall effects. For all seven, 
there were no significant differences among the four IP 
locations included in the analysis. However, the results 
do not necessarily mean that more-positive attitudes 
caused greater school improvement. It is possible that 
causality might have operated in the reverse direction; 
that is, that school improvement fostered more-positive 
attitudes.

Study Limitations and 
Recommendations 
Together, the interview and survey portions of this 
study suggest that schools in which leaders provided 
decision making opportunities to teachers and in which 
teachers reported a sense of unity were more likely to 
have improved. Notably, factors external to the schools 
(e.g., changes in state policies) were not dimensions of 
the IP initiative; rather, they were contextual factors 
at individual schools. The survey portion of the study 
found that participant perceptions of some aspects of 
the IP initiative were associated with improvement, but 
the interview portion did not find that to be the case. 



www.rand.org RB-A124-1 (2020)

This brief describes work conducted by RAND Education and Labor and the American Institutes for Research (AIR). 
The work is documented in Variation in Improvement Among Schools in the Intensive Partnerships for Effective 
Teaching by Alice Huguet, Deborah J. Holtzman, Abby Robyn, Elizabeth D. Steiner, Ivy Todd, Linda Choi, Matthew D. 
Baird, Italo A. Gutierrez, Michael S. Garet, Brian M. Stecher, and John Engberg, RR-A124-1, 2020 (available at  
www.rand.org/t/RRA124-1). To view this brief online, visit www.rand.org/t/RBA124-1. The RAND Corporation is a 
research organization that develops solutions to public policy challenges to help make communities throughout the 
world safer and more secure, healthier and more prosperous. RAND is nonprofit, nonpartisan, and committed to 
the public interest. RAND’s publications do not necessarily reflect the opinions of its research clients and sponsors. 

 is a registered trademark. Published in 2020.

This document is based on research funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. The findings and conclusions 
contained within are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect positions or policies of the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation. This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. All users of 
the publication are permitted to copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format and transform and build 
upon the material, including for any purpose (including commercial) without further permission or fees being required.

Because the two portions of the study differed in 
many respects—purpose, methodological approach, 
samples, time frames, and measures—it is not surpris-
ing that there were some differences in their findings. A 
limitation of both was that analyses were correlational 
rather than causal; another is that the study was con-
ducted after the initiative had ended.

The research team drew on its experience to 
suggest recommendations for studying variation in 
outcomes across schools implementing a large-scale 
intervention like the IP initiative. To study variation in 
outcomes in similar studies, researchers should

• conduct extensive qualitative data collection 
during implementation to support robust exam-
ination of school-level variation. Because the IP 
variation study in this research was conducted 
after the primary IP evaluation was complete, 
the research team needed to interview staff 
at schools retrospectively. It would have been 
preferable to conduct such in-depth interviews 
during implementation. If feasible, researchers 
should collect variation-related qualitative data 
as part of initial evaluation efforts. Interviews, 
focus groups, classroom observations, and 
artifacts related to instruction and to principals’ 
observations of and feedback to teachers could 
be helpful in assessing how different schools 
adopted and interpreted different initiative 
components.

• design evaluations to capture multiple levels 
of implementation and impact. Variation in 
impact can occur at multiple levels of the site, 
school leader, teacher, and student pyramid. 
The original IP evaluation focused on variation 
across districts and CMOs in implementation 
and impact. In contrast, this study focused 
on school-level variation. Neither study was 
designed to understand variation among 
teachers in the extent to which their effective-
ness improved. Additional data would have 
been useful to understand variation in terms of 
individual teachers and school leaders’ roles in 
this variation.

This study complements the multiyear evaluation 
of the Gates Foundation’s Intensive Partnerships for 
Effective Teaching (IP) initiative. The evaluation was 
conducted by researchers at the RAND Corporation 
and the American Institutes for Research. Using ret-
rospective qualitative data collection and analysis, the 
researchers find associations between school improve-
ment (or nonimprovement) and staff perceptions of 
school leaders’ behaviors, staff cohesion, and factors 
outside schools’ control. Additional survey analyses 
indicate that perceptions of district and school climate, 
professional development, teacher evaluation systems 
and components implemented as part of the IP initia-
tive, and compensation were associated with school 
improvement.
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