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This article reports key findings from a process-focused external evaluation that compared a subset
of Gerring Results project schools and comparison schools in order to understand the dynamics of
school-wide reform efforts at these primary schools. Findings shed light on the “black box”
of school reform and illuminate the limited empirical basis for understanding the inner workings of
most reform efforts. We describe how Gerring Results Model elements—goals, indicators, assis-
tance, leadership, and settings—worked in concert to improve teaching and learning at project
schools. We also describe factors that inhibited and promoted change, as well as implications for
how whole-school reform might be accomplished through purposeful manipulation of these essen-
tial change elements.
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Introduction

Whole-school reform proliferated in the United States (U.S.) during the 1990s and
reached a high point with passage of Public Law 105-78, commonly know as “Obey-
Porter”, in 1997. The bill authorised the Comprehensive School Reform Demon-
stration Program and triggered hundreds of whole-school reform efforts nationwide.
Many promising approaches to whole-school reform have been developed over the
past 15 years (American Institutes for Research, 1999; Borman, Hewes, Overman,
& Brown, 2003; Desimone, 2002; Slavin & Fashola, 1998). Even before this recent
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wave of whole-school reform models, educators have for years attempted to find
ways to improve entire schools (see, e.g., the “effective schools” research of the
1970s and 1980s; Bliss, Fireston, & Richards, 1991). However, the empirical basis
for understanding the actual process of school reform is very limited. Few studies
have examined the effects of reform models within experimental or quasi-experi-
mental research designs that would permit clear conclusions about the effects of
reform models on student outcomes. Even fewer studies have looked directly at the
process of reform to examine prospectively the dynamics leading to school improve-
ment. Fullan (2000) reviewed research on schools with effective collaborative school
cultures and noted, “We know nothing about how these particular schools got that
way, let alone how to go about producing more of them” (p. 582). Although the
literature systematically examining the processes and outcomes of school improve-
ment efforts has grown enormously over the past decade (e.g., Berends, Kirby,
Naftel, & McKelvey, 2001; Borman et al., 2003; Desimone, 2002), the problem
identified by Sarason (1972) 35 years ago is still largely with us: We have very little
direct observational data to document /#ow schools change from being less to more
effective in educating their students. The problem is significant because without
detailed knowledge of Zow schools change, we know little about w#y school reform
efforts obtain the results they do (Desimone). This is the “black box” problem we
address in this article.

The study we report here contributes to the literature on school change for diverse
and traditionally low-achieving populations of students. We report findings from a
qualitative, prospective, external evaluation (McDougall, 2002) that illuminated the
internal workings of a whole-school reform project. The Gerting Results (GR) Model
that guides this school change project is comprised of five interdependent
elements—goals, indicators, assistance, leadership, and settings. The evaluation
study answers a set of five questions about model implementation, processes, and
outcomes. We discuss findings in relation to school reform and the importance of
understanding its inner workings.

Background and Basis of the GR School Change Model

In a previous project, we developed a school change model that was instrumental in
producing substantial changes in teaching and learning at one pilot site—a primary
school that served primarily Latino children and families, in Southern California
(Goldenberg, 2004; Goldenberg, Saunders, & Gallimore, 1996; Goldenberg &
Sullivan, 1994). We refer to this model as the School Change/Gerting Results Model,
or, more simply, the GR Model. Over a 6-year period, the pilot school shifted from
being the lowest achieving school in the school district to surpassing district averages
on both standardised tests and performance-based assessments. Fashola, Slavin,
Calderdén, and Duran (1996) identified the GR Model as one of only three school
change models with demonstrated effectiveness in majority Latino schools.

The GR Model utilises five elements to leverage changes in educators’ instructional
behaviours and attitudes, and student outcomes. These elements include: (a) goals
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that are set, shared, and articulated explicitly by the school community; (b) meaning-
ful indicators that measure progress toward goal attainment; (c) assistance by capable
others from within and outside the school; and (d) focused leadership that supports
and pressures goal attainment. “Settings” is a fifth element and a super-ordinate
concept in the model. Implementing the GR Model requires establishing new settings
and reformulating existing settings for educators to meet, collaborate, receive assis-
tance, and do important, instructional tasks (Sarason, 1972; Tharp & Gallimore,
1988). Within the context of these settings, the other change elements work in
concert to improve teaching, learning, and achievement in any targeted curriculum
or subject. In working with schools, we discovered a need to focus specifically and
consistently on creating and sustaining concrete settings, at each school, where
change elements are operationalised in effective ways—ways that permit educators to
do the very important work of improving teaching and learning.

Research provides strong support for GR Model elements. Classic, and more
recent, educational research documents the importance of explicit academic goals
(Carter & Chatfield, 1986; Peterson & Lezotte, 1991). Goals are important for
achieving long-term change and substantive improvements because they are vital for
maintaining a coherent and stable student-centered vision. Indicators that measure
progress toward agreed-upon goals reinforce the importance of the learning goals and
help teachers and administrators gauge their goal-directed efforts. Consistent use of
achievement indicators is related to improvements in student outcomes (Brophy &
Good, 1986; Edmonds, 1979). Assistance from fellow professionals (Lieberman,
1988a, b; Little, 1982; Rosenholtz, 1991), including training from consultants (Joyce
& Showers, 1983), is essential for successful reform (Saunders et al., 2001). Success-
ful professional development models go well beyond “one-shot” workshops and
presentations that attempt to train teachers in short order (Goldenberg & Gallimore,
1991). Professional development must be seen as long-term assistance to help educa-
tors acquire knowledge and skills essential for accomplishing agreed-upon goals
(Darling-Hammond, 1997). Finally, leadership must both support and pressure
changes necessary for goal attainment (Fullan, 1993). These two leadership dimen-
sions complement each other, producing a creative tension that is perhaps the most
elusive but important aspect of leadership (Blase, 1987; Bliss et al., 1991; Miles,
1983). Effective school leadership has long been recognised as fundamental to creat-
ing more effective schools, regardless of the cultural or linguistic background of
students (August & Hakuta, 1997). The GR Model treats all five elements, including
leadership, as highly interdependent. Strong leadership artfully combines pressure
and support in a way that moves schools relentlessly toward accomplishing student
achievement goals, utilising indicators, cultivating assistance and collaboration, and
building productive school settings.

Current “Scale-up” Phase of the GR Project

The most current GR Model project “scaled up” our previous school reform efforts
and achieved simultaneously, at nine schools, improvements in teaching and
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learning similar to those achieved at the original pilot school. We examined prospec-
tively a model of school change within a quasi-experimental research design. Fifteen
elementary schools participated during this scale-up phase—nine schools that used
the GR Model, all of whom entered the study and initiated GR Model implementa-
tion voluntarily, and six demographically similar schools in the same district that
agreed to be comparison sites. At the study’s inception, GR schools and comparison
schools, as two groups, had nearly identical mean achievement scores on annual,
statewide, standardised tests. These K-5 schools served predominantly poor and
working class Hispanic communities. GR replication sites utilised modest local
funding—US$100,000 per school over a 3-year period—to support implementation.
A research grant supported GR staff’s assistance to schools, as well as data collection
and analyses.

As members of the same, large, urban school district, all schools (both GR and
comparison) functioned under the same reform umbrella set forth by California
state legislation and local school district mandates. Four major reforms were
underway in this local school district when the scale-up project began in 1997: (a)
class size reduction (20 students to one teacher) at grades K-3; (b) state-
established and district-implemented content standards for language arts and
mathematics; (¢) annual achievement accountabilities and reporting based on state-
mandated, standardised tests; and (d) common curriculum, mandated training,
and school-based coaches for reading/language arts and mathematics. Primary
schools in this district showed steady increases in student achievement since the
late 1990s, very probably related to these major district and state reform efforts.
Our quantitative evaluation of achievement impact (Saunders, 2003), focused on
the additive effects of the GR Model, and the extent to which outcomes and
increases over time at GR schools surpassed those of other, comparable, schools in
this large, urban district.

Putting GR Model elements into practice. In brief, GR Model implementation estab-
lished several settings and processes designed to ensure effective application of
model elements—goals, indicators, assistance, and leadership. Settings included
Academic Achievement Leadership Teams (AALTSs or ALTs), Grade Level Team
(GLT) meetings, and GR Principals’ meetings. GR also established beginning,
middle, and end-of-year (BME) assessments in reading, writing, and oral language
proficiency. GR staff provided on-site assistance to support school efforts to estab-
lish and maintain these settings. GR staff also provided annual, 3-day, beginning-of-
year leadership training institutes for school teams, and a 1-day, mid-year follow-up.
GR staff spent approximately one day every two weeks at each GR school, met
monthly with principals, and facilitated many of the aforementioned GR settings.
Schools also used materials developed and tested by GR staff, including rubrics and
checklists to evaluate GR implementation; beginning and advanced training manu-
als for ALTs; a series of three videotapes that described the GR Model and illus-
trated various settings and processes; reading, writing, and oral proficiency
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assessments for schools that did not already have such assessments; worksheets and
guidelines for analysing achievement data and student work samples; and guidelines
and training modules for GR coaches.

Academic achievement at GR and comparison schools. During this scale-up phase, GR
schools (IN = 9) showed significantly greater gains in academic achievement than
comparison schools (N = 6) across 5 years. The following data are based on test
scores averaged across Grades 2-5 and across reading, mathematics, language, and
spelling subtests on the Stanford Achievement Test, 9th edition (Stanford 9;
Harcourt Educational Measurement, 1996). Mean achievement for GR schools, in
Normal Curve Equivalent (NCE) units, increased from 32.8 (SD = 4.8) in 1997 to
48.3 (SD = 4.2) in 2002, a net increase of 15.5 NCE units. Corresponding National
Percentile Ranks increased from 21st to 47th. In contrast, NCE means for the six
comparison schools increased from 32.0 (SD = 6.3) in 1997 to 43.0 (SD = 6.0) in
2002, a net increase of 11 NCE units. Corresponding National Percentile Ranks
increased from 20th to 37th. Whereas achievement, as measured by NCE means,
was nearly identical at GR and comparison schools in 1997 (32.8 versus 32.0), by
2002, achievement at GR schools exceeded that of comparable schools by more than
5 NCEs (48.3 versus 43.0)—an adjusted effect size of 0.75. An effect size of 0.75, in
this case, means that GR schools scored, on average, 0.75 SD units higher than the
average achieved by schools in the comparison group. This magnitude of effect is
considered in the high-moderate to large range (Cohen, 1988), and it compares very
favorably with effect sizes of other school reform efforts, most of which are below
0.40 (Borman et al., 2003).

Achievement also increased more rapidly for GR schools than for the total popula-
tion of elementary schools (N = 600+) in the district. Mean NCEs district-wide for
Grades 2-5 increased from 36.5 in 1997 (nearly four points higher than the GR
schools) to 47.3 in 2002 (one point lower than GR schools). In sum, GR schools
increased an average of 15.5 points, six comparison schools increased by an average
of 11.0 points, and schools district-wide increased by an average of 10.8 points. See
Saunders (2003) for a more comprehensive and technical presentation of achieve-
ment results.

Methods

GR project leaders hired an external evaluator who conducted an independent, on-
site, process evaluation, throughout the 2001-02 academic year (McDougall, 2002).
The evaluator investigated qualitatively the how and why of school change processes
and achievement gains at seven, purposefully selected, demographically similar,
case-study schools—four of nine GR schools plus three of six comparison schools
(see Table 1). The evaluator used qualitative methods, a comparative case-study
research design, and rubric-based coding and ratings to answer the following
research questions (RQs):
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e« RQ 1: To what extent is the GR Model implemented in GR project schools?

o RQ 2: To what extent does the GR Model establish processes discernable at GR,
but not comparison, schools?

e RQ 3: What does implementation of the GR Model do to impact student
achievement?

o RQ 4: What helps and hinders schools’ implementation of the GR Model?

e RQ 5: What has changed, as a result of GR Model implementation, from the
perspectives of participants and the external evaluator?

Data Collection and Analyses

Data collection included audio-taped and transcribed teacher focus groups and prin-
cipal interviews; observations and field notes of GLT meetings, ALT meetings,
school-wide faculty meetings, professional development sessions, and principals’
meetings; and document retrieval. The evaluator collected additional information
from spontaneous contacts with participants. In addition, the evaluator collected
functionally similar types and amounts of information from each case-study school
by observing and participating in over 100 events, in formal and informal settings, at
GR and comparison schools.

Data analyses included qualitative analysis, plus GR Model, rubric-based, coding
and rating of data from the aforementioned sources. The evaluator analysed data
during and after a 9-month data collection period, and used: (a) the constant
comparative method to formulate and refine findings (Glaser & Strauss, 1967); (b)
triangulation to corroborate findings from multiple data sources, across individuals,
time, and settings (Denzin, 1978; Miles & Huberman, 1994); and (c) member
checks whereby participants provided feedback on emerging findings (Goffman,
1959; Kvale, 1996; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Manning, 1997; Taylor & Bogden,
1998). The evaluator also used a transformative strategy (Creswell, 2003) to code
and rate data.

Coding and rating episodes. The evaluator used the GR Model Rubric (Table 2) and
more detailed operational charts to code and rate episodes from all data sources.
Episodes were narrative data that contained information pertaining to GR elements.
Episodes ranged in length from a single sentence to multiple paragraphs. The evalu-
ator used applicable elements and corresponding descriptive criteria of the GR
Model, in Table 2, to code all episodes. For example, episodes coded L-A contained
information that pertained to descriptive criterion A (i.e., leadership’s consistency in
focusing on school-wide, academic achievement goals) of the leadership (L)
element. Next, the evaluator rated the coded episodes 4, 3, 2, or I to indicate the
rubric level that applied to the information contained in the episode. Some episodes
included information that pertained to adjacent rubric levels. Such episodes required
“in-between” ratings, such as 2 zo 3. Thus, the evaluator used seven rubric-based
options to rate episodes: 1, 1 t0 2, 2, 2 to 3, 3, 3 t0 4, and 4. Initial coding and rating
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of all data sources produced 2,940 episodes. The evaluator subsequently reviewed
all episodes, eliminated episodes that lacked sufficient content or clarity, and
identified episodes that were overlooked during the initial coding and rating. This
systematic review resulted in a net reduction of 309 episodes for a final total of 2,631
coded-rated episodes.

Assigning rarings to GR elements and schools. As was the case for individual episodes,
the evaluator utilised seven rubric-based options to rate GR elements: 1, 1 70 2, 2, 2
to 3, 3, 3 to 4, and 4. The evaluator assigned element ratings, for each school, based
on the mean and median ratings for that element’s distribution of episode ratings
(see Table 3). The evaluator assigned a single rating to an element if its episode
rating distribution had a similar mean and median. However, if these measures of
central tendency were not consistent (e.g., if the mean suggested a rating of 3 and
the median suggested a rating of 3 0 4), then the evaluator assigned a dual rating for
the element. The evaluator also assigned an overall rating of school change, to each
school, based on the pattern of element ratings for each of the five GR Model
elements. The bold numbers in Table 3 highlights rating patterns.

Reliability of episode ratings. Secondary evaluators conducted reliability checks of
rubric-based episode ratings. Overall inter-rater agreement for exact agreements
equaled 88%, for 104 episodes selected at random from 2,631 total episodes, using
the formula “agreements divided by agreements plus disagreements multiplied by
100%7”. Overall inter-rater agreement for exact plus adjacent agreements equaled
100% using the same formula.

Results
RQ 1: To what extent is the GR Model implemented at GR schools?

GR Model implementation was fairly strong at three of the four GR schools, includ-
ing Oak, Pine, and Elm, with overall school ratings of 3 z0 4, and comparatively
weaker at Fir, which was rated 2 z0 3. As seen in Table 3, ratings for each of the five
GR elements at GR schools varied somewhat between and within schools. In addi-
tion, ratings for the settings element, based on direct observations of GLT meetings
at GR schools, indicated that K-3 teachers tended to implement GR procedures
more effectively than their colleagues in Grades 4 and 5.

RQ 2: To what extent does the GR Model establish processes observable at GR schools but
not at comparison schools?

Finding 1. GR schools utilised processes associated with the five elements of the GR
Model more frequently and more effectively than comparison schools. Ratings for the
five change elements at GR schools, except Fir, exceeded ratings for the comparison
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Table 3. Frequency distribution of episode ratings for GR elements at GR and comparison
schools (ratings based on GR Model Rubric levels)

Rating
School Element 1 11?2 2 2103 3 310 4 4
Oak (GR) Goals 1 2 9 5 11 4 15
Indicators 0 2 5 0 9 33 20
Assistance 1 0 17 21 14 100 101
Leadership 4 11 2 18 16 45 60
Settings 0 1 0 6 7 16 6
Pine (GR) Goals 0 0 4 8 12 56 22
Indicators 2 4 8 9 32 29 13
Assistance 0 3 7 5 26 61 18
Leadership 0 12 7 22 27 56 41
Settings 0 0 0 3 4 14 9
Elm (GR) Goals 1 0 3 5 8 18 16
Indicators 2 7 2 4 1 11 16
Assistance 0 2 4 6 21 39 24
Leadership 15 24 6 13 17 5 12
Settings 0 2 0 10 6 20 3
Fir (GR) Goals 2 3 12 21 16 0 2
Indicators 0 12 14 15 1 3
Assistance 0 31 12 31 15 21 1
Leadership 13 39 28 33 16 8 0
Settings 1 2 3 14 7 3 0
Kam (Comparison) Goals 0 9 4 26 17 15 0
Indicators 1 6 4 11 14 21 0
Assistance 2 3 11 23 24 7 1
Leadership 1 14 6 1 18 32 5
Settings 0 11 2 13 5 2 0
Hall (Comparison) Goals 0 30 17 10 9 1 0
Indicators 12 4 5 10 10 4 0
Assistance 8 9 11 30 19 0 0
Leadership 24 19 5 2 24 17 3
Settings 0 19 6 8 0 0 0
Lot (Comparison) Goals 1 16 5 3 11 6 0
Indicators 9 13 1 7 10 8 1
Assistance 0 6 13 10 11 0 1
Leadership 1 22 0 8 11 17 7
Settings 1 2 2 13 3 1 0

Notes: Bold numbers indicate the element rating based on mean and median values for distribution
of episode ratings for that element. One bold cell per row indicates the evaluator applied a single
rating for the element based on similar mean and median values for that distribution of episode
ratings. Two bold cells per row indicate the evaluator applied a dual rating for the element based on
dissimilar mean and median values for that distribution of episode ratings
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schools (see Table 3). Likewise, the overall school rating for each GR school (3 z0 4)
except Fir (2 1o 3) exceeded that of comparison schools Kam and Lot (2 70 3) and
Hall (2). With few exceptions, GLTs at GR schools used more effective processes to
conduct meetings than GLTs at comparison schools. Comparative ratings for the
settings element of the GR Model indicated that teachers at GR schools accom-
plished important instructional tasks more frequently and more effectively, during
their GLT meetings, than teachers at comparisons schools (see Table 4).
Qualitative analyses indicated that teachers’ behaviours and discourse, as well as
meeting procedures and outcomes, differed appreciably during most team meetings
at GR versus comparison schools (see Table 5). Notable examples, all suggesting
more positive environments existed in GR team meetings, included: (a) more consis-
tent focus, planning, and time for academic topics, goals, and indicators and less
time discussing topics or doing tasks of a non-academic nature, such as duplicating
or collating materials, and planning field trips; (b) analysis of students’ products
above and beyond state or district-mandated assessments (e.g., BME writing assess-
ments at GR schools versus district-mandated, once-per-year, writing assessments at
comparison schools); (c¢) discussing the relation between instruction, student
outcomes, and the need for instructional changes; (d) modeling instructional meth-
ods for colleagues; (e) assigning and completing goal-related assignments, and using
academic data with follow-up at subsequent meetings; (f) preparing and evaluating
mutually agreed upon teaching strategies; (g) teachers’ consistent versus sporadic
attendance and participation at the meetings; (h) teachers’ punctual arrivals and
departures versus late arrivals and early departures; (i) principals’ participation
versus non-attendance at meetings; (j) teachers’ use of typed agendas and prior
awareness of meeting topics versus no agenda and limited, or last-minute, awareness

Table 4. Ratings for the setting element for grade-level team meetings at GR and comparison
schools

Rubric rating

1 11?2 2 21t 3 3 3104 4
GR schools FFFFFFF
F FF FFF FFPPPEE PPPOO EEEEEE PPPOOO
EOOOO (6]0)
1 2 3 (20) @) ) ©)
Comparison schools HHHHH HHKKK
HHHHH HKL KKKKL KKL
HKKLL LLLLLL
L
(15) 3 (17) 3 O] )

Note: Each letter represents one episode rating, for one school, for one descriptive criterion from
the settings element of the GR Model Rubric. Numbers in parentheses indicate the total number
of settings ratings assigned at rubric level. Schools: E = Elm, F = Fir, H = Hall, K = Kam, L =
Lot, O = Oak, P = Pine.
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of meeting topics; (k) scheduled, weekly, “hands-off” (i.e., protected from
competing demands and conducted as scheduled) versus “more loosely” scheduled
meetings that were frequently cancelled, curtailed, rescheduled, changed at the last
minute, or otherwise disrupted.

Staff at GR and comparison schools reported that the Content Standards for
California Public Schools (California State Department of Education, n.d.) consti-
tuted their school-wide academic goals. They also stated that improving students’
scores on annual standardised tests was a school-wide goal. However, only GLT's at
GR schools actually formulated, wrote, disseminated, and evaluated “more specific”
academic goals based on the Standards. Some of these GLTs also focused their
instruction on these specific goals, in a “planful” manner, by utilising a systematic
process they acquired via GR training (see Table 6). GLTs at comparison schools
did not have or execute such systematic processes during their meetings.

Finding 2. The GR Model established tighter linkages between teachers and
administrators in their efforts to focus on academic goals and improve students’
academic achievement. First, teachers at GR schools were much more visible and
regular participants in their schools’ academic leadership teams (termed ALTSs at
GR schools). Each of the four GR schools included at least one teacher from each
grade level on their school-wide ALT. Of the three comparison schools, Hall had
zero teachers on its leadership team, Lot did not have a formal leadership team, and
Kam sometimes included one or two teachers on its team on an as-needed basis.
Second, principals at GR schools attended and participated more consistently at
GLT meetings and teachers’ professional development sessions than principals at
comparison schools. Principals at most GR schools demonstrated greater awareness,
focus, and participation in the day-to-day academic plans and actions of teachers at
each grade level. The tighter academic linkages between teachers and administrators
at GR schools facilitated more effective execution of goal-directed plans than at
comparison schools, where the evaluator observed more frequent “slippage”
between intended actions and actual implementation of academic initiatives.

RQ 3: What does implementation of the GR Model do to impact academic achievement?

Finding 1. GR Model implementation impacted students’ academic achievement
by developing settings and processes whereby educators’ behaviours and instruc-
tional processes became more focused and produced visible improvements in
students’ academic achievement and attainment of academic goals. teachers’ attri-
butions for academic gains, teachers’ attitudes toward purposeful instructional tasks,
teachers’ instructional efficacy, and teachers’ expectations for themselves and for
students’ academic achievement changed when, and to the extent that, teachers
experienced—frequently, punctually, and directly—visible improvements in
academic achievement associated with their “results-producing” behaviours and
instructional processes.
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Finding 2. GR implementation shifted some educators’ attributions for student
achievement toward specific, teacher-implemented, instructional actions and plan-
ning processes, and away from teacher and student traits, and non-instructional
explanations (see Table 7). Teachers in schools and GLTs where GR implementa-
tion was strong frequently attributed student achievement, or lack thereof, to
specific instructional actions or processes they had or had not instituted. Teachers in
schools and GLTs where GR implementation was weak were more likely to attribute
student achievement to global factors or student traits, such as experience and
knowledge, socio-economic conditions, inexperience with the English language,
academic inability, lack of readiness, and inadequate parental involvement.

For some educators, GR’s emphasis on systematic instruction cycles (Table 6)
altered their instructional habits and beliefs about what constituted good teaching.
For other educators, GR implementation affirmed these habits and beliefs. In both
instances, educators clarified and raised their expectations for performing essential
tasks needed to promote student achievement. In educational contexts fraught with
competing and shifting demands, GR implementation helped many educators,
individually and collectively, to prioritise goals and focus instructional efforts
accordingly. Some teachers shifted from strict adherence to timeline-driven or page-
sequenced coverage of materials based on actual mandates or perceived pressures.
They recognised increasingly the implications of purposeful planning and “teaching
less, better” instead of “covering” material. Similarly, GR implementation crystal-
lised, for most principals, the importance of focusing on academic goals and essen-
tial tasks that most directly impact student achievement. GR “reminded” principals
not to get distracted by the “operations side” of their job, or by the gauntlet of
numerous, emerging, competing demands.

Finding 3. GR implementation fostered a group ethos among some teams of grade-
level teachers and ALT representatives—a collective willingness and commitment to
formulate, adapt, implement, and evaluate instructional processes that targeted
student achievement. This group ethos was revealed during many, but not all, GLT
and ALT meetings via participants’ focused academic discourse, systematic plan-
ning, purposeful use of assessment data, and agreements to implement and evaluate
goal-directed teaching strategies. By providing adequate time and assistance (e.g.,
substitute teachers and class coverage) for teachers to analyse student work and eval-
uate assessment data with their peers, GR implementation altered teachers’ attitudes
toward such tasks. Teachers increased and improved their analysis of assessment
data to better inform important instructional decisions that impacted student
achievement. Viewing and interpreting information—especially student work prod-
ucts and test results that provided teachers with timely evidence of academic
improvements—increased teachers’ instructional efficacy and promoted attributions
that their instructional decisions and actions improved student achievement. Data
indicated that GR Model implementation: (a) increased teacher’s willingness to
share assessment data with colleagues; (b) altered teachers’ understanding and
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expectations about the purposes of assessment data; (c) fostered an “improvement
over time” versus a “one-shot” orientation for collecting, analysing, and using data;
and (d) shifted grade-level teams from talking about indicators to systematic analysis
and actual use of indicators to plan and implement instruction. The following exam-
ple illustrates aspects of this finding. A teacher at Pine explained how GR-initiated,
BME writing assessments changed the GLT’s use of assessment tools.

Our grade-level meetings, which were supposed to be geared toward improving scores,
really had no relation to what tests we were giving. But now this year, since we’re able to
choose a goal to pick with the writing assessment ... Those [assessments] have become
a valuable tool, whereas previously, I was just given them and that was it. They had no
value to me at all. (Teacher focus group)

Finding 4. GR implementation, through collaborative goal setting, analysis of indi-
cators, and reflection on teacher-controlled instructional variables, impacted teach-
ers’ expectations for student achievement. Some teachers’ raised their expectations
for student achievement after they viewed student work or analysed data that
provided explicit evidence of students’ academic improvement. However, most
teachers’ expectations did not appear to rise dramatically. Modest expectations for
student achievement were reflected in teachers’ initial specification and subsequent
revision of academic goals, objectives, and criteria. Document retrieval indicated
that GLTs frequently set a criterion of “75% of the students” when formulating
academic goals. More notably, the practice of collaborative goal setting brought to
the surface teacher expectations for student achievement, and prompted some
teachers to examine implications of their individual assumptions and collective
expectations, as reflected in the following exchange between teachers at Oak
Elementary:

T1: Igive them a piece of writing almost every night, or some kind of poem.

T2: And you’re expecting them now to be able to able to look at a rubric and get a
three or a four?

T3: I see an improvement, you know, big time ... But I think some kids will never
have the ability to be a four in my mind.

T1: At the fifth-grade level?

T3: Yeah, because, um, you know, whatever factors ... there are; their families or, I
have a girl who’s only been here, you know, for a few months ... let’s say from
Argentina ... you know, that’s just the way it is.

T1: But I think kids that have been here ... that have had exposure to this writing
process, exposure, it’s only going to help them.

T2: ... I think the first graders now, let’s say in five years when they come to fifth
grade, hopefully they’ll be, uh, able to achieve better because they would have
been exposed to the process.

T1: Yeah. You know, I’m a little dismayed to hear teachers say that they can never
achieve that level.

Finding 5. GR implementation required teachers to assume academic leadership
roles and to chart the academic course and outcomes of their schools. As teachers
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performed leadership tasks that impacted their colleagues and promoted academic
achievement, this altered teachers’ professional responsibility, instructional efficacy,
and collegial accountability, particularly among teachers who served as ALT repre-
sentatives for their GLTs. This finding is supported strongly via stark contrasts
between what constituted a GLT meeting before and after GR implementation, and
at GR versus comparison schools (see Table 5). Data collection identified many
examples associated with the transformation of GLT meetings from “chat sessions”
to settings where teachers took responsibility to meet collaboratively and focus on
improving academic achievement. Germane examples appeared in ALT meetings,
too. These examples reflected teachers’ attitudes toward performing important tasks
that impacted student achievement, including sharing expertise with colleagues,
supporting and pressuring colleagues, preparing instruction, utilising meeting time,
and completing professional tasks.

A heightened sense of professional responsibility was illustrated vividly in two
cases in which staff confronted very challenging issues. In the first case, GR and
school staff formed and implemented a strategy designed to get “reluctant” teach-
ers to participate more actively in GLT efforts to improve students’ writing. In the
second case, GR and school staff formed and implemented an intervention
designed to assist a “struggling” upper-grade GLT. In both cases, ongoing exter-
nal assistance from GR staff was paired with internal expertise and leadership of
school staff. This melding of assistance and leadership triggered a sense of
urgency, agency, and responsibility among staff (Earl & Lee, 1998). It enabled
staff to confront problematic issues that had inhibited necessary changes in
instruction.

RQ 4: What helps and hinders schools’ implementation of the GR Model?

Five factors facilitated or inhibited GR Model implementation. The first factor that
affected GR Model implementation was combined leadership of school administra-
tors and teachers who represented their GLT on school-wide ALTs. Administrators
and ALT representatives at Oak and Pine focused more consistently on academic
goals than their colleagues at Elm and Fir, as evidenced in their respective actions,
participation, and discourse during GLT and ALT meetings. Administrators at Oak
and Pine attended GLT meetings more frequently than their colleagues at Pine and
Fir. Administrators at Elm were distracted frequently by the day-to-day operational
demands of their jobs. Administrators at Fir and Elm more frequently used and
responded to “walkie-talkie” communications during GLT and ALT meetings.
These off-topic communications interrupted the flow and academic focus of the
meetings. Elm’s Principal reported being “overwhelmed” by the combined academic
and operational demands of the job. Some ALT representatives (i.e., teachers who
were GLT leaders) at Elm tended to “pick up” some of the leadership roles and
responsibilities for implementing GR activities. The principal at Fir was not as
distracted as the principal at Elm, but the leadership provided by ALT representa-
tives at Fir was the least effective of all GR schools. Consequently, the overall rating
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for the leadership element at Fir was 2—slightly lower than Elm’s rating of 3, and
lower still than the rating of 3 7o 4 for both Oak and Pine.

The second factor that impacted GR implementation was the relative frequency
and continuity of expert assistance provided by GR staff. Direct observations of GR
staff’s assistance confirmed school staffs’ repeated assertions that GR staff members
provided essential expertise and leadership. GR assistance was strong over time at
Elm, Pine, and Oak. At Fir, a GR staff member provided frequent assistance to the
principal and staff during Year 1. However, that assistance was provided much less
frequently during subsequent years. The principal and some teachers at Fir reported
that they “missed” this external assistance. Ratings and direct observations of GLT
and ALT meetings at Fir confirmed this finding (see Table 4).

A third factor that affected GR implementation was school staffs’ readiness for
change, which varied by individual teachers and GLTs. Most nascent and veteran
teachers were optimistic about school change initiatives and programmes. They
invested energy to implement GR Model activities and other initiatives. However, a
few veteran teachers were pessimistic. They limited their investment and participa-
tion based on past experiences with short-lived initiatives and programmes that
“come and go”. In addition, most staff at GR schools were relatively unencumbered
by “baggage” or past experiences that negatively impacted current relationships and
job performance. However, lingering issues, differing expectations, and idiosyncratic
habits among some GLTs and individuals diverted valuable energy and time from
school change efforts.

A fourth factor that impacted GR implementation was concurrent job demands.
As stated previously, K-3 GLTs implemented GR procedures more effectively than
their colleagues in Grades 4 and 5. Unlike their K-3 colleagues who had imple-
mented a new structured reading programme the preceding year, teachers in the
upper grades, at three of four GR schools, were implementing those same
programmes for the first time. Upper-grade teachers reported consistently that they
expended extraordinary time implementing this new reading programme. First-year
implementation demands, combined with concurrent first-year implementation of a
new mathematics programme, proliferation of assessments, and difficulties resolving
pacing plans, accounted, in part, for greater stress and less effective GR implementa-
tion among upper versus lower GLT's.

A fifth factor that impacted GR implementation was the type of operating sched-
ule used at each school. Year-round multi-track scheduling—a response to over-
crowding and shortages of school buildings in this dense urban district—clearly
complicated communication, planning, and scheduling at Elm, Fir, and Oak (and
comparison schools), but not at Pine, which used a traditional, 9-month single-track
schedule. Staff at Elm, Oak, and Fir expended considerable time during GL'T meet-
ings, ALT meetings, faculty meetings, and professional development sessions trying
to determine how teachers who were “off-track” could be informed, accommodated,
or trained on GR and related activities. Teachers and administrators consistently
expressed concerns about the “hand-off” and continuity of initiatives between
incoming and outgoing tracks. Multi-track scheduling made “teacher buy-in” more
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challenging because one-third of the staff and their students were not present; they
were on their off-track vacation period. Consequently, only two-thirds of the staff
were present, at any given time, when important decisions were made, such as when
GLTs formulated academic goals and agreed to use corresponding instructional
techniques.

RQ 5: What has changed as a result of GR Model implementation from the perspectives of
participants and the external evaluator?

According to participants and the external evaluator, GR implementation increased
educators’ focus on academic learning and on getting academic results in four
important ways (see Table 8). First, GR transformed GLT meetings, from settings
where non-academic topics and activities consumed time into settings where system-
atic academic planning, instructional modeling, analysis of student work, and other
purposeful, goal-directed tasks informed teachers’ instruction. Second, GR assisted
and challenged teachers to provide leadership in charting the academic course of the
school through participation in newly created ALTs. Third, GR staff assisted and
challenged administrators and staff to prioritise and emphasise purposeful, goal-
directed efforts aimed at improving teaching and learning. Fourth, GR fostered
systematic collection and use of assessment data, particularly BME writing
assessments, in ways that more punctually and more effectively informed teachers’
instructional decisions.

Discussion

In this final section, we discuss limitations of this external evaluation study, as well
as implications of this study’s findings for school reform in general, and more
specifically for understanding what goes on inside the black box of reform.

Limitations of the Evaluation Study

Important limitations of this study relate to the case-study approach used in this
process-focused evaluation. Case studies, inherently, must be bounded (Merriam,
1998). We purposefully selected seven cases—four GR schools and three demo-
graphically similar comparison schools. Thus, our findings, discussion, and implica-
tions must be placed into context. One obvious limitation is that our findings
emanate strictly from primary schools. We did not and have not investigated how
GR processes might operate in middle schools or high schools. So, we are left to
wonder if and how GR processes might apply to such schools. Some researchers
have reported that educational reform processes, and even evaluating such
processes, are more challenging in middle schools and high schools compared with
primary schools (Greene & Lee, 2006).

Another major limitation of this study is that the external evaluator conducted
relatively few observations of teachers instructing students in their classrooms.
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Frequent classroom observations of teacher—student interactions would have
provided greater insights about linkages between GR Model elements, GR-related
processes, and teaching and learning at GR schools. Likewise, observing teaching
and learning, i vivo, in classrooms at comparison schools would have further illumi-
nated our findings. Additionally, findings reported here are subject to the benefits
and limitations of using a sole external evaluator, as opposed to an evaluation team.

Implications for School Reform

Findings indicated that although implementation levels varied somewhat across GR
sites, the GR Model was successfully implemented at GR sites. Moreover, GR
implementation established apparently unique processes that contributed to
improved academic achievement at low-achieving schools. GR schools also were
rated higher than comparison schools on key elements of school improvement.
These findings have important implications for school reform.

First, findings from this external evaluation contribute to the body of literature
that supports the efficacy of change elements in the GR Model—elements that are
not unique to the GR Model. These elements are, indeed, evident in other reform
designs (Fullan, 2000; Marzano & Kendall, 1996; Schmoker, 1996), although we
would note the GR model stands in contrast to much more prescriptive reforms that
specify curricula and instruction (Borman et al., 2003; Desimone, 2002) and that
have shown the strongest evidence of impact. Nonetheless, the evaluation findings
reported here and in Saunders (2003) support the premise that goals (or standards),
indicators (or assessments), assistance (or collaboration and professional develop-
ment), leadership, and settings are influential levers for change. We have not yet
established empirically the individual contribution of each element to improved
achievement. In one sense, the individual contribution of each element is irrelevant.
The premise of the model is that no one element is sufficient; all are necessary. We
do know that, in combination, and given reasonable development (i.e., Level 3 on
the GR Model Rubric), these elements were associated with more rapid gains in
academic achievement at GR schools, compared with the gains at demographically
similar comparison schools, and the overall school district, over a 5-year period.

Second, data collected in this study indicated that GR change elements were, at
least, somewhat evident at comparison schools. We believe that the challenge is not
installing these elements, but developing and utilising them effectively and at a high
level (e.g., a 3 or 4 on the GR Model Rubric). Recall that most GR schools were rated
at rubric levels 3 and 3 7o 4 for each element, and most comparison schools were rated
at 2 and 2 to 3. If this school district reflects reform efforts in the U.S., then many
schools, based solely on local, state, and national emphases (e.g., content standards,
annual assessment, professional development, school governance), and without local
assistance of an entity like the Getting Results Network, might function at Level 2 or
slightly higher (see GR Model Rubric, Table 2). In other words, the following are
likely to occur: (a) achievement goals are probably identified in the form of state or
district content standards; (b) school-wide indicators, in the form of standardised
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tests, are probably used, at a minimum, to examine annual achievement trends; (c)
assistance or professional development is likely to be available, at least intermittently;
(d) leadership is most probably focused on improving academic achievement, at least
in general terms; and (e) settings, such as leadership teams, grade-level meetings, and
faculty meetings, are available and used, to some degree, to foster school improve-
ment efforts. The GR Model provides one example of how schools might move these
change elements toward a higher level of development and utilisation. We would then
expect this to result in achievement benefits beyond those currently observed in
schools where standards, mandated tests, professional development, and other
reform features have been mandated from the top down and with less systematic
attention to change elements.

Third, findings from this study, like countless other school reform studies, point
to the critical role of leadership. In particular, this study’s findings seem to demon-
strate the promise of increasingly distributed leadership that involves both adminis-
trators and teachers working together. Indeed, some prominent scholars have called
for more creative forms of distributed leadership that not only improve student
achievement, but also do so in socially just ways (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006), and in
ways that transform the culture of learning and teaching in schools (Fullan, 2002).
GR implementation required teachers to assume academic leadership roles (RQ 3,
Finding 5), helped establish tighter linkages between administrators and teachers
(RQ 2, Finding 2), and brought about change by challenging and assisting teachers
to actually provide leadership to staff and GLTs (RQ 5, Finding 2). Not unexpect-
edly, some teachers in GR and comparison schools expressed concerns about their
roles as change agents (e.g., worrying about the extent to which the focus on
academic achievement in reading and mathematics impacted other aspects of
schooling, including physical education and health, music, and art). Most
prominent among those factors that helped schools successfully implement the GR
Model was the combined leadership of school administrators and teachers via the
ALT (RQ 4, Finding 1). We address, here, three implications of our findings for
research on, and practice of, leadership as a lever for school change.

First, we conceptualise and focus on leadership as it relates to other elements of
reform and school effectiveness; that is, not leadership per se, but leadership as it
bears on setting and sharing goals or standards, utilising indicators or assessment
information, seeking out and cultivating assistance and collaboration, and establish-
ing and maintaining productive settings such as leadership teams, grade-level meet-
ings, and faculty meetings. We could have written a very different version of this
article, one that might have isolated our findings on leadership. But it seems more
relevant and theoretically more important to examine and discuss leadership in the
context of the full GR Model, wherein leadership functions as one of five highly
interdependent change elements. At least as it is conceptualised in the GR Model
and enacted at GR schools, leadership operates as a necessary although not
sufficient condition for productive change.

Second, related to our first point, the findings of this study provide one example of
leadership as it functions within the context of a specific, and fairly concrete,
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approach to school change. Although the GR Model/Network is curriculum-free
(unlike, e.g., Success for All) (Slavin & Madden, 2006) and process-oriented, it has
advanced over the years to become increasingly “nuts-and-bolts” oriented in its
approach to the process of change and to the administrator and teacher leadership
that successful execution requires. For example, GR assistance and trainings for
principals and teacher-leaders, for the most part, do not focus on leadership per se.
We certainly highlight the concept of “leadership that supports and pressures”—one
way to distill the large body of empirical and theoretical work on leadership. And we
work with teachers to help them understand principles of keeping meetings focused
and people on-task (e.g., by creating and adhering to agendas, and dealing with
problematic personalities). But, more commonly, GR assistance and training for
principals and teacher-leaders focus very directly on leading and facilitating specific
and concrete instructional tasks. These tasks include, for example, using a specific
protocol to review and interpret standards; applying detailed procedures to adminis-
ter, score, tally, and analyse results of specific assessments at the BME of the school
year; and using a specific protocol to identify common student needs, formulate
objectives, and analyse student work in the context of grade-level meetings.

An ongoing debate in the reform literature weighs the comparative benefits and
drawbacks of more conceptual versus more “nuts and bolts” approaches to reform
(Bodilly, 1998). As the GR Network has evolved, we have consistently found it valu-
able to try to work on both planes with school staffs—on the concepts or principles
underlying concrete procedures and the successful execution of those procedures.
Without question, over time we have produced higher levels of implementation and
effectiveness, and, we would argue, stronger and more effective leadership from both
principals and teachers as the nuts and bolts of the work have been made increas-
ingly clear. It is possible that our efforts have been myopic—that we have cultivated
highly contextualised, task-specific leadership skills with limited generalisability. We
have completed no studies to investigate this possibility. Perhaps this is one of many
issues that merit study. Nonetheless, while noting this caution, GR results to date
suggest that benefits do accrue when we approach leadership programs and inter-
ventions from a more contextualised, task-specific orientation. In other words, when
we help educators in the schools get things done. Moreover, findings from recent
multi-method studies of primary school reform are consistent with our experiences.
For example, Lithwood, Jantzi, and McElheron-Hopkins (2006) found that school
leadership and school improvement processes accounted for the largest proportion
of variance in explaining modest yet significant differences in student achievement
across primary schools.

Third, it seems important to note what the GR Model and its implementation
does and does not focus on in terms of leadership. At the centre of the GR radar is
teaching and learning—not school governance per se. Inherent in our initial theoret-
ical orientation of school change, this heart-of-the-matter focus has been further
reinforced as our work in schools evolved. Originally, we non-descriptly named our
model the “School Change Model” because we saw it as a vehicle for making
fundamental changes in how teachers approach the work of teaching and learning.
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As the focus on student outcomes became increasingly pronounced, and the educa-
tional system as a whole bore down on tangible evidence of student achievement as
an impetus of improvement (e.g., Schmoker, 1996), we started to use the name
“Getting Results”. Throughout the years, we have tried consistently to stay as close
as possible to the major source of improved achievement over which schools have
enormous direct control—teaching and learning in the classroom (Wang, Haertel, &
Walberg, 1993). Some GR schools, as well as non-GR comparison schools, have
had governance training (e.g., LEARN, a local school-district reform effort that was
popular in the 1980s and 1990s, and School-Based Management), and some have
not. But we have not found focusing on governance issues independent of the issues
that most directly impact teaching and learning in classrooms to be an effective
approach to accomplishing our fundamental goal: improving student achievement.

We raise this issue of governance in light of the strong findings this study uncov-
ered about distributed leadership. Perhaps teaching and learning, in general—and
model elements such as academically focused goals, indicators, and assistance, more
specifically—provide a fruitful common ground upon which shared or distributed
leadership among administrators and teachers can be cultivated efficiently and
successfully. This is not to negate the potential import of shared or distributed lead-
ership that focuses on governance. However, governance has for many years received
substantial attention and emphasis in the reform literature. GR results suggest
substantial promise in shared leadership that focuses specifically on helping teachers
get results in their classrooms.

In the GR project, strong external assistance provided by GR staff helped admin-
istrators and teachers become more effective leaders and experts—professionals who
focused their efforts and who pressured, supported, and assisted colleagues toward
achieving specific, measurable goals in ways that impacted teaching and learning on
a daily basis. GR staff provided the expertise initially, to help implement key aspects
of the operational model-——ALTSs, grade-level teams, collection and scoring of
student papers—and subsequently, to help sustain these settings and foster expertise
and leadership among key educators at GR schools (e.g., teachers who served as
GLT leaders and ALT representatives, principals, academic coaches who worked
across grade levels). In time, a critical mass of focused educators emerged at GR
schools and teaching became more coherent across each school. One very consistent
related theme was that GR staff provided assistance in ways that earned educators’
respect and impacted their attitudes and teaching practices. This assistance, which
originally was perceived by educators to be from an outsider, morphed into a more
internal form of assistance as educators began to interact with GR staff as “one of
our own”.

Paths that lead to getting results are not likely to be smooth. Indeed, GR schools
and comparison schools experienced many bumps in their respective paths,
including a gauntlet of emerging demands that often impeded their way. External
expertise, combined with leadership within the school, helped schools stay on track.
Elements of change could wane—focus in the form of goals that are set and shared,
indicators that measure progress toward achieving goals, and settings where the nuts
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and bolts of change must occur in order to get results. Indeed, these elements
seemed to be in danger of continual derailment since so much effort had to be
expended to maintain them. The external assister played a crucial role in helping
school staffs keep focused on their ultimate goals and maintain settings and activities
that were essential for achieving them.
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