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Reforms in the federal Title I program and recent passage by Congress of the
Comprehensive School Reform Demonstration Act have focused attention on what
many analysts now call “whole-school” or “comprehensive” school reform.   This
emerging conception of instructional improvement stands in sharp contrast to
previous initiatives aimed at instructional improvement, especially efforts that sought
to improve instruction and student achievement in high-poverty schools through
isolated activities such as the adoption of new curriculum materials, the provision of
brief training to teachers, or the provision of compensatory instruction to low-
achieving students within schools.  A great deal of evidence suggests that these
isolated efforts did little to markedly improve instruction and student achievement in
schools — especially high poverty schools.  As a result, current efforts at school
reform have begun to address the problem of instructional improvement more
broadly.  Gone are attempts to focus change on isolated elements of schooling.
Instead, efforts at comprehensive school reform seek to improve the instructional
capacity of entire schools, and to do so in ways that involve systematically changing
many different (and interconnected) elements of instruction and instructional capacity
in schools and classrooms.

One interesting outcome of this movement has been the emergence of a large
number of comprehensive school reform interventions.  Currently, more than 200
such interventions are operating in the United States, interventions that have been
adopted in more than 10,000 schools around the country.  The emergence and
widespread adoption of these interventions offers the education community an
unprecedented opportunity to examine new conceptions of instructional improve-
ment and to investigate empirically how these new conceptions are being put into
practice.   Unique opportunities for research are available because the school im-
provement interventions now in operation are based on a variety of designs for in-
structional improvement and because these designs are being put into practice in a
wide range of school communities. Now — perhaps more than ever — the education
community is in a position to take a serious and sustained look at whole-school
approaches to instructional improvement: to examine schools that are pursuing
different, systemic designs for improving instruction and student achievement, to
examine how implementation of these designs is affected by different patterns of
external assistance, and to see how processes of instructional change unfold in a
variety of school, community, and policy environments.

Although comprehensive designs for instructional improvement appear promising,
high quality research on the problem of instructional improvement remains scarce.
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Currently, we know little about alternative designs for whole-school, instructional
improvement or about the various strategies that external agencies can use to promote
substantial and sustainable instructional change.  We also have few longitudinal
studies tracing the implementation of alternative designs for instructional improve-
ment in local schools and little research examining how implementation of these
designs varies across different state and local policy environments.  Few studies look
inside classrooms to probe the effects of interventions on the dynamics of teaching
and learning in particular subject areas, or to understand what teachers have to learn
in order to make changes in their practice.   Finally, we lack solid empirical research
on the effects that whole-school approaches to instructional improvement can have
on student achievement, especially for students attending diverse schools, coming
from different family backgrounds, and living in different kinds of communities.

The Study of Instructional Improvement

To meet the growing need for high-quality research on whole-school approaches
to instructional improvement, the Consortium for Policy Research in Education
(CPRE) is conducting a large-scale, mixed method, longitudinal Study of School
Improvement to investigate the design, implementation, and effects on student
achievement of three of the most widely-adopted whole-school school reform
programs in the United States — the Accelerated Schools Program, America’s Choice,
and Success for All. Each of these school reform programs seeks to make “compre-
hensive” changes in the instructional capacity of schools, and each is being imple-
mented in schools in diverse social environments.  But each program also pursues a
different design for instructional improvement, and each has developed particular
strategies for assisting schools in the change process.  In order to better understand
the process of whole-school reform, CPRE has developed a program of research to
examine how these interventions operate and to investigate their impact on schools'
instructional practice and student achievement in reading and mathematics.  The
research program has three components:

• Case studies of the three interventions under study;

• A longitudinal survey of 120 schools (30 schools implementing each of the
three interventions under study, plus 30 matched control schools); and

• Detailed case studies of nine schools implementing the interventions under
study (plus 3 matched control schools).
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Each of these research components will lead to separate reports and find-
ings, but CPRE is undertaking these studies as an integrated program of research
that will examine issues related to whole-school, instructional improvement
from multiple analytic and methodological perspectives.  The research will ex-
amine alternative designs for instructional improvement, alternative strategies
for putting these designs into practice in local schools, and the extent to which
alternative designs and support strategies promote substantial changes in in-
structional capacity and student achievement in reading and mathematics.

Case Studies of Interventions

One important task in our research program is to develop detailed knowl-
edge about how the interventions under study are designed and how they func-
tion as organizations to manage their main task—intervening to change in-
struction in local schools.  These case studies are important in their own right,
helping us understand the nature of the interventions we are studying.  But the
case studies also are designed to help us understand some general problems as-
sociated with instructional improvement, especially designs for instructional
improvement and strategies for change that seek to produce instructional im-
provement on a broad scale in American education, where local schools oper-
ate in a variety of social and policy environments.  To build this knowledge, we
will examine the documents produced by the interventions under study, inter-
view key personnel in central and regional offices of the interventions, and ob-
serve training and other professional development activities conducted by the
interventions.  The goals of this work are:

• To describe the curricular goals, instructional practices, and organiza-
tional structures and processes that each intervention seeks to foster in
schools;

• To describe the approaches used by each intervention to recruit schools
and support implementation in local settings; and

• To describe the management strategies developed by each intervention
to evaluate and improve its services to local schools, to cope with the
demands of “scaling up,” and to gain support for and/or neutralize dis-
ruptions to their work.

We will use data from the case studies to chart key similarities and differ-
ences in the design and operations of the interventions under study, to analyze
how different design features affect operating strategies, and to better under-



SII A Brief Overview  Study of Instructional Improvement
Confidential, Do Not Circulate or Cite Without Permission 04/26/2001

Page 4 of 11

stand the general problem of how intervention programs can work to devise
and “bring to scale” a feasible scheme for improving instruction in local schools.

Longitudinal Survey of Schools

A second component of work is a large-scale, longitudinal study of schools.
This study will use survey research methods to track the course of schools' en-
gagement in comprehensive approaches to instructional improvement and in-
vestigate the conditions under which this leads to substantive changes in in-
structional practices and student achievement in reading and mathematics.  The
sample for this component of work includes 120 schools — 90 that are imple-
menting one of the interventions under study, plus a “matched” sample of 30
control schools.

Each school in the study will participate for a period of three years.  During
this time period, survey researchers will administer questionnaires to teachers
and school leaders on an annual basis in order to chart broad, organization-
wide changes in instructional capacity in these schools, including professionals'
learning opportunities, the nature and focus of collegial interactions, and pat-
terns of instructional practice.  Researchers also will use a variety of other,
more targeted data collection strategies to carefully chart the instructional expe-
riences and academic learning of two cohorts of students in these schools—a
cohort passing through grades K to 2, and a cohort passing through grades 3 to
5.  One important strategy for gathering information about instruction involves
the use of instructional logs that teachers of cohort students complete on a
daily basis in order to map the academic experiences of students as they pass
through schools.  Another strategy involves the use of twice-annual assess-
ments to record students’ growth in academic achievement.  In addition, survey
researchers will conduct interviews with a parent of each cohort student in or-
der to gather information on students’ family background and on students’
home and community environments.  Researchers also will gather data from
school leaders and others about the policy environments in which schools are
located.

The survey data will be used to address research questions in two analytic
domains:

• One domain concerns patterns of change in schools participating in
“whole-school” instructional improvement initiatives.  Here, survey re-
searchers will be studying: (1) the extent to which schools participating
in different interventions develop different patterns of instructional ca-
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pacity; (2) the consistency with which such patterns emerge among schools
pursuing the same intervention; and (3) the extent to which patterns of
change in instructional capacity are explained by features of intervention
designs and support strategies, state and local policy environments, or
initial conditions in schools adopting particular reform models.

• A second research domain concerns the extent to which schools’ par-
ticipation in “whole-school” improvement produces changes that make a
difference to student achievement in reading and mathematics.  Here, sur-
vey researchers will carefully chart what students are taught in these two
core school subjects and what they learn in these subjects, when such
teaching and learning occurs, and how patterns of academic achieve-
ment in these subjects are affected by particular elements of instruc-
tional capacity in schools.

The central purpose of this work is not to compare student achievement
across schools participating in the different interventions under study or to
compare student achievement in schools pursuing interventions to student
achievement in the “matched” sample of control schools.  While such analyses
are useful (and can be undertaken in our research design), our main purpose is
to address two, more general, issues.  First, we want to know the circumstances
under which different intervention designs and strategies can be expected to pro-
duce changes in particular elements of instructional capacity in schools; and
second, we want to know which elements of instructional capacity, when pres-
ent in schools, work to produce high levels of achievement in reading or
mathematics.  Answers to these questions, we argue, will provide powerful
knowledge about how to successfully intervene in schools to promote instruc-
tional improvement.  They also will allow for a more general assessment of
whole-school improvement interventions as policy instruments for promoting
instructional improvement in reading and mathematics.

Case Studies of Schools

A final component of our research program involves the development of
detailed case studies of a small number of schools participating in the survey.
The case studies will gather observational, interview, and documentary evidence
to better understand how instructional change processes unfold in different
school settings.  To pursue this question, case studies will be conducted in 12
schools that are operating in differently configured state and district policy en-
vironments.  In each environment, case study researchers will endeavor to in-
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clude schools participating in more than one of the interventions under study
as well as a “matched” control school.

An initial step in the case study research is the development of detailed case
studies of policy environments.  These case studies explicitly recognize the di-
verse and multi-layered nature of policy environments in American education
and will characterize these environments in terms of the extent to which they
provide coherent instructional guidance, incentives (of different kinds) to en-
courage local school improvement, and resources (of different kinds) to sup-
port school improvement.  Within these differently configured environments,
we will then study a small set of schools implementing each of the interven-
tions under study (as well as a “control” school not implementing an interven-
tion).  At each school site, we are especially interested in studying how teachers
and administrators learn about the interventions they have adopted, and how
they interpret and use the guidance and resources provided by interventions and
other education agencies in their policy environments as they enact these inter-
ventions.  To understand these processes, we will gather data on how school
personnel interpret and put into practice various sources of instructional guid-
ance, how they notice and/or find value in various incentives for instructional
improvement, how they notice and actively use available resources for im-
provement, and so on.  It is our hypothesis that the processes of learning and
interpretation in multi-layered and diverse environments have a significant in-
fluence on the enactment of instructional improvement activities in local sites.

Using data from the case studies, we propose to address the following
questions:

• What are the various instructional improvement policies developed by
state and local education agencies, how are these interpreted by school
personnel, and what bearing does this have on how local personnel learn
about and enact instructional improvement efforts?

• How do local school personnel perceive intervention designs and how
do they learn to put these designs into practice?  What is the relative in-
fluence of intervention-based learning opportunities compared to learn-
ing opportunities provided by other agencies, and how do local school
personnel combine these learning opportunities to change their instruc-
tional practices?  Do differently configured policy environments affect
these processes of professional learning?
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• Overall, how do local school professionals make sense of their environ-
ments, and how do they use (or not use) the various forms of instruc-
tional guidance, incentives, and resources in these environments to learn
about and put into practice externally-designed, whole-school improve-
ment interventions?

Knowledge gained through the case studies is important to our research
agenda for several reasons.  First, case study results can be used to interpret and
deepen our understanding of survey results, helping us interpret residual vari-
ance and/or deviant cases in our statistical analyses, thereby clarifying the com-
plex interactions that explain instructional improvement operations and out-
comes.  In addition, the case studies provide research-based information in
forms that are highly conducive to professional learning, where concise and
powerful “stories” provide powerful schemata for understanding the highly ab-
stract and generalized findings of quantitative research.  Most importantly,
however, the case studies have been designed to contribute to the building of
theories of intervention by placing attention squarely on the ways in which school
personnel actively make sense of and enact instructional improvement efforts
in different policy and organizational environments.

Scope of Work and Deliverables

CPRE is now in year three of this eight-year scope of work.  The first two
years of work (1998-2000) involved the development and pre-testing of survey
instruments, early work on the case studies of interventions, and planning for
the case studies of schools enacting interventions.  The current year (2000-
2001) involves the first phase of survey work in schools, continuing case study
research on interventions, and the launching of the case studies of schools.  All
of this work will continue through the year 2004, after which time CPRE will
engage in two additional years of data analysis, writing, and dissemination.  The
following pages describe this scope of work in more detail.  Additional infor-
mation on staffing and budgets is presented in Appendix A (attached).

Case Studies of Interventions

Table 1 describes the scope of work and proposed deliverables for the case
studies of interventions.  This work is being conducted by CPRE staff at the
University of Michigan.
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Table 1:  Scope of Work and Deliverables for the Case Studies of Interventions
Scope of Work Deliverables

Pretest (1998-2000)

2000-2001 --Field trips and interviews
   with intervention staff
--Analysis of intervention
   documents and data bases
--Synthesize case study data

2001-2002 --Field trips and interviews
    with intervention staff
--Analysis of intervention
   documents and data bases
--Synthesize case study data

2002-2003 --Field trips and interviews
   with intervention staff
--Analysis of intervention
   documents and data bases
--Synthesize case study data
--Reporting

I-1: Research report on how in-
terventions are designed and
manage the improvement proc-
ess

2003-2004 --Synthesize and analyze data
--Reporting

I-2: Research report on role of
teachers in intervention designs

I-3: Research report on role of
school leaders in intervention
designs

2004-2005 --Synthesize and analyze data
--Reporting

I-4: Research report on how in-
structional interventions are
created and sustained in the
complex American education
environment

2005-2006 --Synthesize and analyze data
--Reporting

I-5:  Monograph on how inter-
ventions manage programs for
improvement in US education
environment

Large-Scale, Longitudinal Study of Schools

Tables 2 and 3 describe the scope of work and deliverables associated with
survey component of work.  Overall responsibility for the design and analysis
of the survey research component is lodged with CPRE staff at the University
of Michigan, but CPRE has sub-contracted with the Institute for Social Re-
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search at the University of Michigan to conduct all data collection activities as-
sociated with this work.

Because of the large numbers of schools involved in the survey and chal-
lenges associated with recruiting schools into the study, a decision was made to
conduct the survey research in two phases.  Phase one of the survey was begun
in the 2000-2001 academic year and involved complete data collection in a
sample of 53 schools (18 schools in the Accelerated Schools Program, 15
schools in the America’s Choice Program, 16 schools in the Success for All
program, and 4 control schools).  Phase two will begin in fall 2001, at which
time the remaining schools in the survey sample will be added to the study.

Table 2:  School and Student Sampling in the Survey Component
Grade 2000-2001 2001-2002 2002-2003 2003-2004

5 Cohort B1
(53 schools,

1696students)

Cohort B2
(67 schools,

2,144 students)
4 Cohort B1

(53 schools,
1969 students)

Cohort B2
(67 schools,

2,144 students)
3 Cohort B1

(53 schools,
1696 students)

Cohort B2
(67 schools,

2,144 students)
2 Cohort A1

(53 schools,
1696students)

Cohort A2
(67 schools,

2,144 students)
1 Cohort A1

(53 schools,
1696students)

Cohort A2
(67 schools,

2,144 students)
K Cohort A1

(53 schools,
1696students)

Cohort A2
(67 schools,

2,144 students)
Total Schools
and Students

53 schools,
3392 students

120schools,
7680 students

120 schools,
7680 students

67 schools,
4288 students

Table 3 shows the scope of work and proposed deliverables for CPRE staff
responsible for developing the survey research program, managing survey op-
erations, and analyzing and reporting survey results.
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Table 3:  Scope of Work and Deliverables for Survey Development, Management, Analysis, and Re-
porting

Scope of Work Deliverables
Pretest (1998-2000)

2000-2001 --Instrument development
--Sampling and Recruitment
--Supervision of ISR field
  work
--Analysis of pilot/pre-test
  data
--Reporting

S-1:  Monograph:  measurement
of instruction
S-2:  Research report:  alterna-
tive modes of student assess-
ment

2001-2002 --Instrument revision
--Supervision of ISR field
   work
--Analysis of year one data
--Reporting

S-3:  Analytic memo:  effects of
instructional capacity on
achievement, 3rd grade
S-4:  Analytic memo:  instruc-
tional capacity across interven-
tions

2002-2003 --Instrument revision
--Supervision of ISR field
   work
--Analysis of data from years
   one and two
--Reporting

S-5:  Research report: growth in
student achievement across in-
terventions
S-6:  Research report : changes
in instructional capacity across
interventions

2003-2004 --Supervision of ISR field
   work
--Analysis of data from years
   one to three
--Reporting

S-7:  Analytic memo:  changes
in instructional capacity across
interventions
S-8:  Analytic memo on instruc-
tional effectiveness of interven-
tions

2004-2005 --Analysis of all years of data
--Reporting

S-9:  Research report: changes
in instructional capacity across
interventions

S-10:  Research report: instruc-
tional effectiveness of interven-
tions

2005-2006 --Analysis of all years of data
--Reporting

S-12:  Monograph on how inter-
ventions  change instructional
capacity and student achieve-
ment in schools
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Case Studies of Schools

Table 4 presents the scope of work and deliverables for the case studies of
schools. CPRE staff at the University of Michigan and Policy Studies Associ-
ates are conducting this work.

Table 4:  Scope of Work and Deliverables for Case Studies of Schools
Scope of Work Deliverables

Pretest (1998-2000)

2000-2001 --Qualitative instrument
    development
--Conduct interviews with state
   and district personnel in 12
   sites
--Analysis of state and district
   documents

2001-2002 --Conduct interviews with state
    and district personnel in final
    (6-9) study sites
--Analysis of state and district
    documents
--Initial interviews in 12 case
    study schools
--Reporting

E-1:  Analytic memo: District
strategies for managing whole-
school improvement

2002-2003 --Conduct interviews and
    observations in 12 case study
    sites
--Analysis of school documents
    and data
--Reporting

E-2:  Analytic memo:  Description
of cases and hypotheses for further
study

2003-2004 --Conduct interviews and
    observations in “teacher
    learning” sites
--Analysis of school documents
    and data
--Reporting

E-3:  Research report:  How en-
actment of school improvement
interventions is affected by envi-
ronments

2004-2005 --Continuing analysis of case
    study data
--Reporting

E-4:  Research report:  Teacher
learning in environments

2005-2006 --Continuing analysis of case
    study data
--Reporting

E-5:  Research report: District
strategies for managing whole-
school improvement (revision of E-
1)

E-6:  Monograph:  Enactment of
instructional improvement inter-
ventions in schools
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