
THERE IS no short age of pro grams that promise to
t u rn around low - p e r fo rming sch o o l s , but how can

you tell which ones will live up to their claims? The key
is to appro a ch the choice of a school re fo rm pro gram as
an important and complicated consumer decision.
S chools or school systems will have a better chance of
making a good choice if they ask these three questions
about any pro gram they are consideri n g :

■ Fi rs t , a re the goals and objectives of the pro gram in
line with the goals and objectives of your school or school
district? No matter how sound a program is, or how suc-
cessful elsew h e re , it will be a waste of eve ryo n e ’s time
and effort if it is not designed to get your school where
you want it to go.

■ S e c o n d , h ow strong is the re s e a rch supporting the
p ro gra m ’s claims of success? A n swe ring this question,
which hinges on a number of technical issues, is likely to
be the most daunting of the three.It is also essential.As Al
Shanker often observed,none of us would use a medicine
that had not been found safe and effective in rigorous re-
s e a rch .W hy should we expect anything less of the pro-
grams we hope will reform our schools?

■ T h i rd , gi ven the money you have to spend and the
people you have to work with,is a given plan practical for
you? A program might come with the best possible pedi-
gree in terms of research design and prior success, but if
the financial or human costs are beyond the resources of
your school or distri c t , the design is of no real value to
you.

Making any kind of major change is hard work.A pro-
gram that is no good—or not right for your sch o o l — i n-
vo l ves just as mu ch wo rk as one that would fit yo u r

s chool like a glove and help you raise your students’
achievement.What follows is a kind of road map to help
s chools or districts attempting re fo rm to be intellige n t
consumers. I’ll pay particular attention to the question of
the research base for a design,as that is the most technical
and the least a matter of common sense.

1. A Program’s Goals and Objectives
The fi rst job in evaluating the appro p riateness of a

p ro gram is to see how cl o s e ly it matches your goals and
o b j e c t i ve s . To do this, you may have to cut through the
m a rketing ve r b i age of bro ch u res and videos and the
rather ab s t ract statements that are the currency of the
s chool re fo rm movement to uncover the pro gra m ’s spe-
c i fic goals and objective s .T h ey should be re a d i ly tra n s-
l a t able into wo rking hypotheses that you can test. S t a t e-
ments like “All ch i l d ren can read by the age of nine” o r
“ To d ay ’s students must be pre p a red for 21st century
j o b s ” sound impre s s i ve and are cert a i n ly va l u abl e , b u t
t h ey don’t tell you enough about what a pro gram pro-
poses to accomplish and how. In Maryland (Te n n e s s e e ,
I l l i n o i s , F l o ri d a , e t c . ) , w h e re eve ry school will be judge d
by its mean scores on the MSPAP (TCAP, I G A P, e t c . ) , t h e
questions you need answe red are , “What effects can
h a rd - wo rking practicing pro fessionals expect this de-
sign to have on our MSPAP (TCAP, etc.) score s ? ” a n d
“ O ver what period of time?”

O r, if your MSPAP scores are alre a dy ab ove the distri c t
or state ave rage and yo u ’re wo rried that your students
a re n ’t learning enough about other cultures (or are n ’t at-
tending re g u l a r ly enough or whatever the goal of yo u r
re fo rm happens to be), the question again is ex a c t ly how
this design proposes to help yo u . Does it offer more help
than would be offe red by an altern a t i ve design? W h a t
m e a s u rabl e ch a n ges will you see in students’ a ch i eve-
ment or know l e d ge or attendance? A re they in line with
your ex p e c t a t i o n s ?
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2. A Program’s Research Base
The next and far more dif ficult question is,“How strong

is a program’s research base?”What kind of proof is there
that a program will live up to its claims? In some cases,the
research base will be very sturdy. The program will have
been put into practice in a number of schools over several
ye a rs or even longe r, and careful data about results will
have been kept and analyzed. I call a program that meets
these stringent criteria an A-level or A-list program, and I
d e s c ribe how you can recognize an A - l evel pro gram in
more detail in the following section.

In 1998, t h e re are still ve ry few pro grams that meet
these criteria,and it would be impractical to limit people’s
choices to A - l evel pro gra m s . S o , in two subsequent sec-
tions,I provide descriptions of programs with increasingly
less sturdy re s e a rch bases—they are B-level and C-leve l
programs.

A solid research base,while extremely important,is not
the only criterion for choosing a program, so you would
not necessarily be making a mistake in choosing a C-level
program over an A-level one.The issue of a good match in
terms of goals,already discussed,and the issue of practical
viability, which I’ll discuss in the final section,are also im-
portant in making a choice. Nevertheless, a program’s re-
s e a rch base provides essential info rmation about how
l i ke ly the pro gram is to perfo rm as adve rt i s e d . All other
things being equal, a school should take an A-level design
much more seriously than a C-level.

What about pro grams that do not even meet C-leve l
s t a n d a rds? T h e re are a large number of such pro gra m s
being successfully marketed in the U. S . t o d ay ; t h ey may
even be in the majority of school reform programs.These
designs should be avoided, however, until better research
on their effects is available.

How to recognize an A-level program. A strong practi-
cal research base would include the following:

■ A number of studies of the pro gra m ’s effe c t i ve n e s s ,
preferably carried out by independent experts.

■ Detailed information about the kinds of students the
p ro gram is designed to serve . For ex a m p l e , did the stu-
dents attend urban, Title I, s ch o o lwide project sch o o l s ?
S chools in middle-class suburbs or in small ru ral sch o o l
districts? All of the above?

■ Several studies that include carefully matched control
gro u p s . These might ch a rt the pro gress of the pro gra m
s chools compared with pro gress in other local sch o o l s
that are demographically similar, comparing, for example,
reading scores (or math scores or student attendance or
whatever) in program and control schools.

■ Studies in which indicators of success, determined in
a d va n c e , a re plausibly related to what the pro gram has
promised to deliver. For example, a program designed to
raise scores might use gains on a widely used reading test
as a standard of success.

■ S eve ral studies that are at least two , and pre fe rably
three or more, years in duration. (As an example, see Spe-
cial Strategies, Stringfield et al., 1997.)

■ In a majority of the studies, p roof that pro gra m
s chools produced educationally significant student gains
in the target areas (e.g., student achievement, attendance,
graduation rates, rates of disciplinary referrals,or whatever
else was promised).The gains would be represented as ei-
ther moderate-to-large effect sizes (E.S.= .4 or greater) or
ex p e ri m e n t a l - c o n t rol means that cert a i n ly appear educa-
t i o n a l ly signifi c a n t , combined with tests of the statistical
significance (p < .01) of differences between experimen-
tal and control groups. Effect sizes in this range almost al-
ways translate into achievement gains greater than 10 per-
c e n t i l e s . I d e a l ly, the studies would provide both effe c t
sizes and tests of statistical significance. If your school im-
provement team does not include a person who has stud-
ied statistics, you should recruit technical assistance from
your distri c t ’s central administra t i o n , a fe d e ra l ly funded
consolidated center, or a nearby university.

■ A number of carefully conducted case studies.This is a
plus rather than a necessity. The case studies would in-
clude both the strong points of the program and the prob-
lems that became apparent during its implementation, as
well as the reactions of the various groups involved in the
implementation described.

■ An even-handed art i cle written by a third part y, re-
viewing multiple studies of the effects of the reform.Such
an article is not essential to the credibility of an A-list pro-
gram, but if one exists, it should be taken quite seriously.
For example, Fashola and Slavin (1997) review studies of
several promising programs and, based on what the stud-
ies show, divide the programs between those that are well
documented and researched (for our purposes, an A list)
and designs that are“promising”but have not yet been rig-
orously researched.These latter designs would belong on
our B list or C list. Stringfield et al.(1997, chapters 10-12),
and Ellis and Fouts (1997) provide shorter but somewhat
overlapping sets of designs and programs.These could be
similarly valuable to persons seeking research reviews.

The designers of the pro gram must be willing to pro-
vide a full list of participating sch o o l s , their names, a d-
dresses, and phone numbers. (Ask about schools that are
no longer participating, as well.) Using a set of questions
that members of the selection team have agreed upon,call
fi ve participating schools at random and ask about their
experiences (cost: under $20 and under two hours). You
should get a strongly positive set of reviews about the de-
sign’s feasibility and its effects on students. Pay particular
attention to the rev i ews from schools that are most like
your own. Of course, the comments from former partici-
p a n t s , if any, should also be added to the mix. For deci-
sions that are this practical,a seeing-is-believing test is im-
portant.Visits to at least two program schools should give
you a lively sense of the challenges involved in putting the
p ro gram into effect and an equal sense of its potential
benefits.

In short,an A-level program has undergone multiple, rig-
orous evaluations,and the evaluation studies provide clear
information on implementation and clear outcome meas-
ures, and they show significant gains as a result of partici-
p a t i o n . With an A - l evel pro gra m , you are unlike ly to fi n d
many troubling examples of failure.
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There is currently no reform program that is a perfect A.
H oweve r, the Success for All/Roots and Wings (Slavin et
al., 1996) design comes closer than most others to meet-
ing this definition,as do a few of the designs described in
the rev i ew provided by Fashola and Slavin (1997) and
Stringfield et al. (1997).

B - l evel pro gra m s : less of the same. Since in 1998, t h e
list of A - l evel pro grams is ve ry short , a school may also
need to consider (with caution) promising pro gra m s
f rom the B list. B - l evel pro grams are still in the top 10
p e rcent to 20 percent of all school re fo rm pro gra m s. A
p ro gram that looks promising may not be on the A list
because it has not yet been the subject of ri go ro u s , we l l -
c o n t ro l l e d , l o n gitudinal studies of the kind described in
connection with A - l evel pro gra m s .This could be a matter
of choice (not a good sign), but since such studies are
ex p e n s i ve , it could be that the developer has not ye t
found the money to finance them. A l s o , a new design
w i l l , by defi n i t i o n , l a ck the longitudinal data necessary
for these kinds of studies.

The fact remains that B-level programs do not have the
kind of evidence of success that the A - l evel pro gra m s
have.Given the weaker research base,credible B-level pro-
grams should offer the following:

■ Two or more studies reporting student outcome data,
each lasting at least one year, and preferably at least two.
Or the research base might include a half-dozen or more
rigorously conducted case studies carried out over several
years.

■ Positive results in cases where the program has been
used in schools or school districts like your own.This is
especially important when the data are limited.

■ Alternatively, well-documented studies (like those de-
scribed under the A list) showing that the design tends to
p roduce positive but re l a t i ve ly small effects on desire d
student outcomes (e.g.,an effect size greater than .2,or at
least a 5 percentile gain).

■ Data from process-only evaluations (e.g.,“the students
and teach e rs enjoyed the pro gra m ” or “a majority of the
p a rents ex p ressed great satisfa c t i o n ” o r, b e t t e r, “ m e a s u re s
of student engagement indicated a significant rise in stu-

dents’ involvement”).These data can be considered, with
the caveat that they don’t take the place of clear student-
outcome data:The fourth-graders who say they love a pro-
gram could still be reading at a second-grade level.

■ As at the A level,the designers of a program should be
willing to provide a full list of participating schools, their
addresses,and phone numbers. Since the proof that these
programs can produce what they promise is not as strong
as it is with A-level designs, the calls and follow-up visits
a re even more import a n t . A random calling of seven of
these schools (cost: under $30 and under three hours )
should produce a positive set of reviews of the design, its
practicability, and its effects on students. Again,pay partic-
ular attention to the reviews from schools like your own
and visit the two nearest schools that are serving commu-
nities similar to yours.

You should be very cautious about any reform that has
been in existence for five or more years and has not met
B - l evel re s e a rch specifi c a t i o n s . The absence of adequate
data is just as damning as data pointing consistently in the
w rong dire c t i o n . Not eve ry re fo rmer wants to become a
p s y ch o m e t ri c i a n ; but any group asking school people to
spend tax dollars, and the time and work of teachers and
others, must understand that its word that a program will
work is not enough.

C-level programs: One could be right for you. What if
neither the A list nor the B list offers a program that is just
right for your school? You may find a new pro gram that
has only been tried in a few schools but is interesting and
looks like a good fit with your school and your goals. Or
perhaps one or more influential people in your school are
passionate believe rs in a particular C-list pro gram and
seem willing to wo rk re l e n t l e s s ly to make it successful.
Under these circumstances, you could choose such a rela-
t i ve ly untried design and have a chance of success, b u t
o n ly if the pro gram has the fo l l owing bare - m i n i mum re-
search support:

■ Strong links to convincing research in areas related to
the program. (For example,the program might involve re-
s e a rch - p roven types of coopera t i ve learning.) A vag u e
claim based on re s e a rch that does not have mu ch to do
with the operation of A m e rican public schools (like one
a s s e rting that the pro gram is related to recent “ b rain re-
search”) should be regarded with skepticism. So should a
simple assertion of the developer’s expertise,however im-
pressive. (He or she may be an expert, but that does not
prove that this particular program will work.)

■ Two to five published case studies demonstrating the
positive effects of the design in schools like yours.

■ An open acknowledgment by the design team of any
research or case studies that found mixed or negative stu-
dent outcomes and a willingness to discuss why yo u
might expect different results in your school.

■ A list of all schools currently using the program.Since
the formal research is not strong, it is all the more impor-
tant to make calls and follow-up visits to program schools.
A random calling of ten of these schools (cost: under $40
and under one day) should produce a set of reviews that
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are nearly all positive as to the design of the program, its
implementation requirements,and, above all,its effects on
students. Pay particular attention to reviews from schools
like your own.

■ A frank discussion of the ch a ra c t e ristics of sch o o l s
that have discontinued participation in the design.Ask the
designers for the names of these schools and discuss their
reasons for leaving the program with the schools as well
as with the developers.While this step is important with
any school reform design, it is essential with a C-list pro-
gram.

A C-level design should be chosen only if it provides an
excellent match to the needs of a particular sch o o l . N o
matter what its strong points, you should avoid any reform
in existence for five or more years that is not able to meet
these C-level research-and-practice specifications.

3. Practical Considerations
B e fo re selecting a pro gra m , think about whether yo u

have the resources necessary to make it succeed. If there
isn’t enough money to do the program right or if the ad-
m i n i s t ra t i o n , fa c u l t y, and community associated with a
school don’t have the will to make the program work, you
should not attempt it. Fa i l u re is terri bly ex p e n s i ve , i n
terms of dollar costs and professional morale,and it is best
to conserve both until you find a program with which you
can succeed.

Remember that in a fre e - m a rket system, the buyer has
to bewa re . To d ay, the descriptions of most re fo rm pro-
grams sound more like marketing campaigns than scien-
t i fic pre s e n t a t i o n s . Without careful probing on the part
of a sch o o l , the marke t e rs will not always come fo r wa rd
with a full list of the fiscal or human costs re q u i red to
m a ke a design succeed.This fact unders c o res the impor-
tance of three types of data gathering I described ab ove :
the examination of case studies, phone interv i ew s , a n d
site visits. H e re are some of the specific re s o u rce issues
you should consider:

■ Out-of-pocket dollars.What could the costs be for the
program’s first three years? For equipment and materials?
For training? For teachers’time? How much will it cost to
sustain enthusiasm for and commitment to a re fo rm in
ye a rs four and beyond? (Schools and districts almost in-
variably underestimate these costs,and the program devel-
o p e rs may not be mu ch help.) W h e re will those dollars
come from?

■ Work hours.How many people will have to work how
many hours per week for how many months or years to
a ch i eve what you expect from the pro gram? If some of
this will be unpaid time,which is likely to be the case,will
the leadership of the design,district,and school be able to
sustain sufficient teacher and administrative enthusiasm to
see the design through? Where will the union weigh in on
the issue? (Some, but rarely all, teachers view working on
a design over the long haul as a benefit rather than a
cost.)

■ Adequate technical assistance. What kind of help can
you expect from the group providing the pro gram? Wi l l
t h e re be enough technical assistance so the people in yo u r

s chool will understand the pro gra m ’s broad design and ge t
the specific skills they need to make it wo rk? Some pro-
grams do not offer any help at all. If you are interested in
s u ch a pro gra m , ask yo u rself if it is like ly to take hold in
your school without outside support . You should know,
t o o , that some pro grams are growing so ra p i d ly that they
a re hard - p ressed to gi ve the kind of help a school may
n e e d . Other pro gra m s ’o ffe ri n g s ,h owever ex c e l l e n t ,a re ex-
p e n s i ve , although they may offer special considerations to
d i s t ricts that invo l ve seve ral schools simu l t a n e o u s ly.

■ Missed opport u n i t i e s . An important intangi ble is the
other opportunities you may be giving up in order to im-
plement this program.Are there equally defensible uses of
the school’s time? Better ones? If yes,what is the justifica-
tion for embarking on a project that will consume time,
money, and energy?

Finally, most reforms involve some kind of tradeoff. Here
are some you should be aware of as you consider a pro-
gram for your school:

■ Organizational reforms vs.curriculum reforms.If a re-
form changes school organization—substituting, for exam-
p l e , a traditional organization in which the pri n c i p a l
m a kes all the important school decisions with a sch o o l
council organization where power is shared with teachers
and perhaps parents—this is like ly to invo l ve human
c o s t s , but it ra re ly adds financial burdens to a sch o o l .
C h a n ging curricula is almost always ex p e n s i ve , both in
terms of new materials needed and the professional devel-
opment needed to prepare the teachers to teach the new
program.

■ Reforms that involve the entire faculty vs. those that
don’t.If a reform involves only part of the faculty, training
costs less and the people who don’t care to part i c i p a t e
simply don’t—that is the up side. On the down side, such
re fo rms often lead to ch a rges of special treatment and
them vs. us attitudes. A l s o , it is wo rth re m e m b e ring that
students ex p e rience the whole sch o o l , not a part .T h e
O b ey - Po rter amendments, d e s c ribed in the previous art i-
cle, clearly favor whole-school and presumably, whole-fac-
ulty designs.

■ Specified vs.“constructivist” reforms:Reforms that are
h i g h ly specified—that is, t h ey spell out the curri c u l u m
and materials to be used and even teaching strategies in
c o n s i d e rable detail—are often perc e i ved as re q u i ri n g
more work and more change.If implemented in any credi-
ble fashion, however, a constructivist approach is usually
much more work.It often requires the people involved to
both create a curriculum and then figure out how to put
it into practice. Human and financial costs of a specified
approach are typically front-loaded (that is, they are rela-
tively obvious, and many of them come with an up-front
price tag). By contrast, costs of a constructivist approach
a re typically back-loaded (e.g., their human and fi s c a l
c o s t s , w h i ch may not be apparent at the begi n n i n g , b e-
come obvious over time).

Every month, a half-dozen different magazines trumpet
the joys and adva n t ages of new re fo rm s . The quotations
f rom enthusiastic teach e rs and photographs of engage d
students can be ve ry seductive . So can the pro m o t i o n a l
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materials from the developers of these programs.But even
after yo u ’ve discounted the hy p e , sifted the wheat fro m
the chaff, and found a program that seems well suited to
your school and its re s o u rc e s , you need to think hard
about whether the people whose effort will make the pro-
gram work have the will to commit and stay committed to
a particular design for at least three to five years. If not, I
advise against starting. Reform is hard, slow work.There’s
no gain to be had, and substantial loss of faculty morale,
when you change reforms every few years.The will to stay
the course is itself a scarce resource that needs to be care-
fully allocated.

As the above pages make soberingly clear, the efforts re-
quired to choose, implement,and institutionalize a school
re s t ru c t u ring design are substantial. The benefits to stu-
dents and professionals, however, can be equally great. In
eve ry pro fession and eve ry industry, the press in the
1990s is for “ c o n t i nuous improve m e n t .” S chools need to
be in the forefront of this movement instead of lagging far
behind.

Examine your options ag gre s s i ve ly. If you choose a re-
form program, implement your choice relentlessly. And as
the old cowboys used to say,“When you get to the end of
your ro p e , tie a knot and hang on!” Education re fo rm
makes for a very educational, but sometimes very bumpy,
ride. l
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