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. The purpose of this article is to describe a multicomponent intervention developed and implemented by a
consortium of districts in the Pacific Northwest through a researcher-practitioner partnership and the
process used for collaboration.

. The intervention was designed to increase reading proficiency and school engagement for struggling
readers in middle school in order to prevent eventual school dropout; however, a rigorous evaluation of
intervention impact revealed null effects.

. Project data indicate schools and districts planned to customize interventions to support student success,
and schools’ selection of specific interventions and practices varied.

. Results of the collaboration highlight district and school demand for formative data that can be used to
improve interventions, including implementation data.

. The described districts’ selected intervention practices and the researcher-practitioner framework provide
important information for others seeking to embark on these partnerships and for administrators leading
systemic implementation efforts.

Dropout risk can be identified well before students
enter high school (Roderick, 1994). For instance,

among adolescents who are experiencing academic
failure, the odds of graduating from high school are
grim (Allensworth, 2005; Neild & Balfanz, 2006). In
particular, early reading proficiency plays an
important role in dropout risk: One in six students
who are not proficient readers in third grade will not
complete high school by age 19, a problem that is
exacerbated by other risk factors (Hernandez, 2011).
For high school dropouts, life opportunities are bleak.
For example, students who drop out of school are at
substantially higher risk for life-long difficulties
associated with unemployment, poverty, illiteracy,
incarceration, and chronic stress compared with
students who graduate from high school (Dynarski

et al., 2008). Dropouts in a single year will cost the
nation nearly $319 billion in lost income, taxes, and
productivity for the life of those students (Alliance for
Excellent Education, 2010).

One in six students who are not proficient readers in

third grade will not complete high school by age 19,

a problem that is exacerbated by other risk factors

(Hernandez, 2011).

The purpose of this article is to describe a
multicomponent intervention developed and
implemented by a consortium of districts, designed to
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increase reading proficiency and increase school
engagement for struggling readers in middle school, in
order to prevent high school dropout. In the following
sections, we provide context for the dropout crisis,
describe the partnership that led to the development
of the multicomponent intervention framework, and
instantiate similarities and differences in districts’
implementation of the multicomponent intervention.
Of note, participating schools and districts provided
feedback through the partnership that having timely
access to formative data regarding intervention
implementation would permit more effective data-
based decision making. We conclude by summarizing
implementation findings and suggesting implications
for administrators and other educators working to
establish researcher-practitioner partnerships and
lead systemic efforts to improve students’ success in
school.

Rising Standards
There is widespread agreement that new entrants into
today’s workforce must be prepared to meet the
challenges posed by the increased technological
demands of a global economy (Friedman, 2005). Not
surprisingly, there has been a resounding call by
parents, universities, business and community leaders,
and policy makers for high school graduates who are
better prepared for the full range of postsecondary
opportunities—particularly advanced education
(Conley, 2007). For example, the adoption of the
Common Core State Standards (CCSS) that are
anchored to college and career readiness is a signal
that this call is being heard. In an address to the
National Governor’s Association, the driving force
behind the CCSS, Secretary of Education Arne Duncan
(2009), asserted:

“For too long, we’ve been lying to kids. We tell them
they’re doing fine, give them good grades, and tell them
they’re proficient on state tests that aren’t challenging.
Then they get to college and they’re put into remedial
classes. Or they go into the workforce and find out that
they don’t have the skills they need to succeed. We need
standards that will get them ready for the day after they
graduate. That means they must be rigorous.”

Secretary Duncan’s call for more rigorous standards
notwithstanding, there has been a growing realization
that American jobs are requiring more education, not
less, and that high school graduates are simply

unprepared to successfully perform in the current job
market. Many states have been instituting reforms to
better prepare high school graduates by increasing the
number of credits needed for graduation as well as the
number of academically challenging courses students
must take to graduate (Guy, Shin, Lee, &
Thurlow, 2000).

Unfortunately, an unintended consequence of
increasingly stringent graduation requirements and
more rigorous content and performance standards is
that they may actually exacerbate the already
substantial high school dropout rate (Christenson,
Sinclair, Lehr, & Godber, 2001). More than one million
students who enter ninth grade fail to graduate with
their peers on time, which, in stark terms, is the
equivalent of 7,000 students dropping out of school
each day of the school week (Alliance for Excellent
Education, 2010). Likewise, many middle and high
school students are not able to meet current
achievement expectations in fundamental academic
areas. For example, 64% of eighth-grade students
across the nation are not yet considered “proficient” in
reading, including 82% of Black and 74% of Hispanic
students (National Center for Education Statistics,
2013). In light of these facts, increasing the standards
for graduation without concurrently increasing the
intensity and quality of our academic, behavioral, and
social supports for students may, unwittingly, be a
recipe for increasing the number of students who may
drop out of school.

More than one million students who enter ninth

grade fail to graduate with their peers on time,

which, in stark terms, is the equivalent of 7,000

students dropping out of school each day of the

school week (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2010).

The increased content and performance standards
are challenging for many of our students but perhaps
especially troublesome for students who are already
struggling with academics. For example, the recently
released CCSS for English Language Arts and Literacy
in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical
Subjects (CCSS-ELA) delineates cross-disciplinary
literacy expectations that must be met for “students to
be prepared to enter college and workforce training
programs ready to succeed” (Common Core State

Researcher-Practitioner Partnerships

Journal of Special Education Leadership 29(1) N March 2016 47



Standards Initiative, 2010). Moreover, the CCSS-ELA
explicitly identifies that all students are “expected to
meet each year’s grade specific standards, retain or
further develop skills and understandings mastered in
preceding grades, and work steadily toward meeting
the more general expectations described by the
[College and Career Readiness] standards” (Common
Core State Standards Initiative, 2010, p. 4). Certainly
this is a daunting expectation for the majority of
eighth-grade students across the nation currently
reading below proficiency standards. Although high
expectations are important for preparing students to
succeed beyond high school, the demand for rigorous
standards—and grade-level mastery of those
standards—must be coupled with strategic
implementation of far more comprehensive and
enhanced support for students.

The Transition Years
We know that dropping out of high school is not
the result of a single event but rather a culminating
outcome based on a series of negative experiences
(e.g., social, familial, academic, personal) arcing
across a student’s elementary, middle, and high
school years (Dynarski et al., 2008). Therefore,
academic support must begin both prior to high
school and at critical periods of transition
(Allensworth & Easton, 2007; Roderick & Camburn,
1999), such as those from elementary school to
middle school and from middle to high school. These
transitions across grades usually include a shift in
academic and social expectations—including the
transition in the size of class cohort, the schedule of
classes, peer group dynamics, and changes in social
status (Roderick & Camburn, 1999)—and can be
particularly difficult for students who are at risk for
academic failure (Dynarski et al., 2008).

Because of these many changes, students in the
transition years need support across academic and
behavior domains. Students who are struggling
academically are also the most vulnerable for dropping
out of school and therefore represent a critical group
that could benefit from strategic intervention support
during this time. Providing support to students who
are at risk of dropping out of high school requires
strategies that are comprehensive and proactive
(Christenson et al., 2001; Dynarski et al., 2008), not
fragmented, reactive, and piecemeal. Because
academic failure and school disengagement usually

co-occur, interventions should be strategic and
comprehensive in nature and target both academics
and student engagement (Christenson et al., 2001;
Dynarski et al., 2008).

Identifying Effective Practices
Given the consequences of school dropout and the
challenges encountered during the transition years, we
initiated a researcher-practitioner partnership with a
consortium of school districts in one state in the Pacific
Northwest to conduct an evaluation that would allow
for the identification of practices schools and districts
can implement to promote at-risk students’ success in
school. Researcher-practitioner partnerships have
received increased attention in recent years as a
mechanism for increasing the relevance and uptake of
education research in schools and classrooms.
Researcher-practitioner partnerships are those that
prioritize responsiveness of the research through the
“inclusion of education agencies as partners from the
start of the work [beginning] with the identification of
the research questions, design of the project, carrying
out of the research, and adoption and dissemination of
the results” (Institute of Education Sciences [IES],
2015, p. 1). In addition, effective researcher-
practitioner partnerships involve participants on both
sides of the partnership working as agents of change
across settings (Wagner, 1997).

The districts we partnered with prioritized middle
school reading intervention systems and had for quite
some time invested resources in this area. Through the
researcher-practitioner partnership, we designed a
naturalistic experiment that examined intervention
implementation during the middle school transition
years to rigorously evaluate the impact of districts’
efforts across a 5-year period, beginning with a cohort
of 6th-grade students who would be followed through
10th grade. This work involved 46 schools in five
districts during 2010–2011—eighteen 6–8 schools,
twenty-five K–6 schools, and three K–8 schools. All
students in each school participated in the study (n 5
4,802). There was considerable variability in school
size, location, and student demographics. For
example, the number of sixth-grade students at each
school ranged from 28 to 389. There were nine schools
in rural settings and 35 in urban settings. The school-
level ethnic demographics ranged from 5 to 82%
Hispanic, 0 to 7% African American, 14 to 92% White,
1 to 19%, Asian, and 0 to 4% other minorities. The
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school-level percentage of students eligible for free
and reduced-price lunch ranged from 10 to 81%.

From the outset of the project, there was
unanimous agreement among the five superintendents
that the focus of our collaboration should be on the
transition from middle school to high school and
emphasize reading intervention. Superintendents,
district administrators, and principals were very
interested in understanding which practices in middle
school were effective for increasing student academic
outcomes and, ultimately, preventing school dropout.
Participating districts already had a shared focus on
providing high-quality reading and school
engagement interventions to students in the middle
school years to increase their academic success and
engagement in both the middle and high school years.
Moreover, school leaders articulated a commitment for
schools to use student performance data to tailor
intervention efforts. In addition, the consortium of 46
schools participating in the first year of the project
recognized that the majority of at-risk students in the
middle grades and high school likely have long
histories of negative academic experiences, including
serious academic failure (Dynarski et al., 2008). They
also recognized that even though there are a number
of factors related to dropping out of school that are out
of their control, the practices they choose to implement
affect student outcomes (Roderick & Camburn, 1999).
In other words, partner districts believed that
comprehensive, high-quality instruction and
intervention could reduce the likelihood that at-risk
students would drop out of school.

Using research evidence as a reference, districts
participating in the consortium identified three major
practices they could emphasize during the middle
school years to ensure a more successful transition
from middle to high school: (a) provide effective
literacy intervention for struggling adolescent readers,
(b) provide effective intervention on student
engagement in school, and (c) use student
performance data to tailor interventions to student
instructional needs and continuously evaluate
intervention efforts. The project used a regression
discontinuity design to rigorously evaluate the impact
of the multicomponent intervention. That is, schools
used a cut score based on student reading
performance to assign students to condition, to allow
researchers to conduct an evaluation that would
determine whether the intervention was effective for
decreasing the gap in reading achievement between

students considered “on track” who did not receive
the intervention and struggling readers who did
receive the intervention. One benefit of the regression
discontinuity design was that it permitted an
evaluation of districts’ existing intervention practices
(i.e., the project could evaluate district implementation
without requiring districts to change or restrict access
to their interventions as may be necessary in other
rigorous designs such as randomized controlled
trials). This evaluation, which was focused on
providing districts with summative information at the
end of each school year about whether their
intervention systems were working to improve
student outcomes, was the primary intent of the
researcher-practitioner partnership.

University researchers gathered student-,
classroom-, school-, and district-level data using a
variety of instruments to support the impact
evaluation and explore which practices were most and
least effective. University-hired evaluation specialists
worked closely with district-hired teachers on special
assignment to implement data collection activities in
districts. University researchers also hired and trained
data collectors to work with evaluation specialists and
teachers on special assignment to ensure data collected
were reliable and could be collected within reasonable
time frames. Student-level data sources included
extant information provided by the district (e.g.,
demographic information, grades, office discipline
referrals, suspensions, expulsions, state assessment
data, other reading performance data), student
enrollment data (e.g., course schedule, intervention
start and end dates, attendance), and university-
administered measures of student reading
performance and student engagement (i.e., a measure
of oral reading fluency and engagement surveys).
Classroom-level data sources included real-time
classroom observations that were conducted three
times per year (fall, winter, and spring) in a
representative sample of English Language Arts
classes and all reading intervention classes identified
in each school building. Observation protocols used
for classroom observations focused on three aspects of
instruction: (a) fidelity of implementation (i.e.,
adherence to the features of the program being
delivered), (b) global quality of instructional practices
(e.g., classroom management, delivery of instruction,
student engagement), and (c) the frequency of student-
teacher interactions (e.g., practice opportunities,
instances of teacher feedback). Numerous steps were
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taken to ensure classroom observation data were
reliable. For instance, only data collectors who met an
interrater agreement standard (.85 or better) when
observing with a lead observer at the beginning of the
year were permitted to observe in classrooms, training
review sessions were conducted throughout the year
to protect against observer drift, and interrater
agreement data were collected during approximately
20% of all observations throughout the year. The
average interrater agreement across data collectors,
sites, and the three observation waves was .92. Other
classroom data sources focused on the reading
interventions provided, including programs
implemented, length of implementation, level of
training provided to interventionists, and group size,
among other features. School- and district-level
information included engagement intervention
tracking data, data team meeting observations, school
condition assignment files, administrator surveys
reporting on implementation, and school and district
plans to modify interventions. These data were
collected in dozens of schools and hundreds of
classrooms for thousands of students across the
school year.

In the following sections, we detail the three major
intervention practices that comprised the
multicomponent intervention, describe the rationale
for focusing on each, and provide case examples of
implementation in Tables 1–3. To support
interpretation, we provide case example demographic
data here: Schools A and B were located in two
suburban school districts outside a major city in the
Pacific Northwest. School A is a K–8 school that
served 69 students in Grade 6 in 2010–2011. Student
ethnicities were reported as follows: 85.1% White,
8.1% Asian, 2.7% Hispanic, 1.4% Black, and 2.7%
multiple ethnicities. More than two-fifths (43.2%) of
students were eligible for free and reduced-price
lunch. School B is a 6–8 school that served 226 students
in Grade 6 in 2010–2011. Student enrollment was
68.5%White, 0.9% Asian, 16.4% Hispanic, 1.3% Black,
2.7% American Indian/Alaskan Native, and 10.2%
multiple ethnicities; 65.5% of students were eligible for
free and reduced-price lunch.

Component 1: Provide Effective Interven-
tion to Struggling Adolescent Readers
Students with reading problems are at increased risk
for dropping out of school (Dynarski et al., 2008;
Rumberger & Palardy, 2005). Numerous recent

publications have focused on adolescent literacy and
the need to provide intensive interventions for
struggling adolescent readers, including, for example,
the IES Practice Guide, Improving Adolescent Literacy:
Effective Classroom and Intervention Practices (Kamil
et al., 2008). The reliance on IES Practice Guides, as
well as other empirically robust sources, is predicated
on a simple assumption: Academic interventions in
both basic skills (e.g., reading comprehension,
mathematics) and content areas (e.g., science, social
studies) must be effective (i.e., empirically tested),
strategically designed and delivered, and include a
monitoring and support system. The goal of the
reading intervention component was to provide
systematic and explicit reading intervention to
students at risk for academic failure because of
reading deficits. Reading support was designed to
increase reading proficiency so that students were
better able to meet the reading demands in other
content-area classes and, therefore, better equipped to
master rising standards across core academic areas.
Thus, the consortium elected to emphasize reading
interventions based on the premise that increasing
students’ success in reading would reduce their risk
for academic failure and subsequent school dropout.

Reading support was designed to increase reading

proficiency so that students were better able to

meet the reading demands in other content-area

classes and, therefore, better equipped to master

rising standards across core academic areas.

In the first year of the project, participating
districts implemented a range of curricula and
materials and allocated varying amounts of
instructional time to reading interventions. Some
schools selected to implement a schoolwide reading
class differentiated by student need, whereas other
schools provided reading intervention during flex
periods or time otherwise dedicated to elective
courses. To ensure a rigorous evaluation of the
intervention was possible, the consortium of
participating districts agreed to the following set of
common, critical features of reading interventions that
each of their middle schools would implement:

. standardized assessment procedures for identifying
students who need reading support;
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. the use of evidence-based strategies for targeting
important basic reading, vocabulary and reading
comprehension skills;

. adequate training to deliver intervention;

. adequate instructional time; and

. procedures for monitoring student progress on
targeted skills.

Participating schools identified students in need of
reading support by evaluating student performance
on the reading portion of the fifth-grade state reading
assessment (Oregon Assessment of Knowledge and
Skills) administered the prior year and a measure of
oral reading fluency. In the regression discontinuity
design, using a rank-ordered list of combined z-scores,
schools set their own cut score according to the
number of students each school had resources to serve
in the intervention condition (c.f. Crone et al., 2016,
for more information about regression discontinuity
procedures in the study). School A, for example,
identified 22% of students (n 5 15) to receive the
intervention, whereas School B identified 26% of
students (n 5 58) for the intervention. Project-wide,
1,184 intervention students and 3,618 comparison
students participated in 2010–2011.

The most commonly used reading intervention
programs project-wide were Language! (26 schools;
Greene, 2004), Rewards (14 schools; Archer, Gleason,

& Vachon, 2000), Corrective Reading (9 schools;
Engelmann, Carnine, & Johnson, 1988), and Read
Naturally (9 schools; Ihnot, Mastoff, Gavin, &
Hendrickson, 2001). In total, 23 published programs
were used across the 46 schools. For additional
similarities and differences in the way schools
operationalized the reading intervention component
of the comprehensive intervention, see the examples
for School A and School B in Table 1.

Component 2: Provide Effective Interven-
tion on Student Engagement in School
Student engagement in school has been targeted as an
essential intervention component in dropout
prevention research, especially during the transition
period between middle and high school (Christenson
et al., 2001; Dynarski et al., 2008). School engagement
includes both psychological engagement (e.g., a
student’s sense of belonging in school) and behavioral
engagement (e.g., attending class on time, completing
assignments, not engaging in problem behavior).
Research indicates that students who feel connected to
at least one adult in school are less likely to drop out of
school, demonstrate severe problem behaviors, or
engage in criminal activities and dangerous social
activities, such as drug and alcohol use (Dynarski
et al., 2008). In a survey of 467 students who dropped

Table 1: Common, critical reading intervention features

Feature School A School B

Assessment procedures for identifying
students who need reading support

Served 22% of students in reading
intervention

Served 26% of students in reading
intervention

The use of evidence-based strategies
for targeting important basic reading,
vocabulary, and reading comprehension skills

100% Published programs
0% Teacher developed
Programs emphasized:
. 30% Basic reading
. 33% Comprehension
. 19% Other types of literacy

instruction, including grammar,
spelling, and vocabulary

78% Published programs
22% Teacher developed
Programs emphasized:
. 17% Basic reading
. 29% Comprehension
. 41% Other types of literacy instruction,

including grammar, spelling, and
vocabulary

Adequate training to deliver intervention 100% of teachers were trained to deliver
program

100% of teachers were trained to deliver
program

Adequate instructional time . Dedicated reading class for all students
who did not pass the state assessment,
plus an additional reading intervention
for students identified for support

. Interventions met 5.00 times per week,
for an average of 260.00 minutes per week

. Flex period used to provide reading
intervention for students identified for
support

. Interventions met 4.75 times per week, for
an average of 205.63 minutes per week

Procedures for monitoring student progress
on targeted skills

Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills
Oral Reading Fluency

EasyCBM Passage Reading Fluency
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out of high school, students reported a variety of
reasons for dropping out, many that were related to
students’ personal experiences in school (Bridgeland,
DiIulio, & Morison, 2006). In the survey, 33% reported
that there was not one staff member who personally
cared about their success, and 43% reported that there
was not one staff member they could talk to about
school-related problems (Bridgeland et al., 2006).
Accordingly, when planning the features of the
comprehensive intervention, the consortium of
districts indicated interest in including an engagement
intervention component to reduce school dropout,
with a focus on increasing students’ sense of belonging
and connections to adults in their school.

Research indicates that students who feel

connected to at least one adult in school are less

likely to drop out of school, demonstrate severe

problem behaviors, or engage in criminal activities

and dangerous social activities, such as drug and

alcohol use (Dynarski et al., 2008).

Another defining feature of the planned
engagement intervention was that it would support
the transition to high school, because this transition
represents a major antecedent to dropping out of
school for many students (Alspaugh, 1998). The

schools in the consortium implemented a range of
practices specifically aimed at preparing students for
the transition from middle to high school. Examples of
these practices include (a) student visit(s) to the high
school, (b) identifying adult contacts in the high school
who can support the student’s transition, (c)
identifying extracurricular school activities the student
might become involved in, and (d) linking students
with positive peer support groups at the high school.

During the course of the project, the districts
agreed to implement several common and critical
elements of student engagement interventions for
students who were also receiving reading
intervention:

. Every student placed in the reading intervention
also participates in a school engagement
intervention.

. Students check-in with a supportive adult on a
regular basis—daily, weekly, or monthly depending
on student need.

. Students receive regular, constructive feedback on
behavioral or academic performance.

. Data are collected on students’ behavioral and
psychological engagement in school.

In 2010–2011, the consortium of schools employed
a range of school engagement interventions designed
to increase student engagement in sixth grade, in
preparation for the transition to high school, including
social skills groups, homework clubs, athletic teams,
student clubs and committees, and individual or

Table 2: Common, critical engagement intervention features

Feature School A School B

Every student placed in the reading
intervention also participates in a school
engagement intervention that involves a
check-in with a supportive adult on a regular
basis

0% Group-based intervention
100% Individual intervention
Interventions met for 38.00 weeks, 1.00 time
per week, and 7.00 minutes per day, with an
average of 3.50 students per leader

22% Group-based intervention
78% Individual intervention
Interventions met for 25.14 weeks, 2.28 times
per week, and 82.63 minutes per day, with an
average of 5.35 students per leader

Students receive regular, constructive
feedback on behavioral or academic
performance

The focus of interventions was:
0% Academic
0% Social/behavioral
100% Combined academic and social/
behavioral
0% Recreational
0% Service/leadership

The focus of interventions was:
11% Academic
0% Social/behavioral
78% Combined academic and social/
behavioral
11% Recreational
0% Service/leadership

Data are collected on the student’s behavioral
and psychological engagement in school

Data were collected on school attendance
(97%), office discipline referrals (0.23 per
student), and a self-report measure of
engagement in school (Student Engagement
Instrument, school M 5 99.91)

Data were collected on school attendance
(90%), office discipline referrals (1.56 per
student), and a self-report measure of
engagement in school (Student Engagement
Instrument, school M 5 110.21)

Researcher-Practitioner Partnerships

Journal of Special Education Leadership 29(1) N March 201652



group counseling, among other possibilities. The most
commonly reported engagement interventions were
participation in sports or games, individual check-in,
individual or group counseling, participation in arts or
music, and homework club or study hall. See Table 2
for additional similarities and differences in the way
schools operationalized the engagement intervention
component of the comprehensive intervention.

The most commonly reported engagement

interventions were participation in sports or games,

individual check-in, individual or group counseling,

participation in arts or music, and homework club or

study hall.

Component 3: Using Data to Tailor Inter-
ventions and Continuously Evaluate
Intervention Efforts
Virtually every major recommendation for improving
reading outcomes for struggling adolescent readers, as
well as improving school engagement for students
who are at risk for dropping out of school, includes
data-based decision making as an essential component
(e.g., Dynarski et al., 2008; Kamil et al., 2008). These
recent IES Practice Guides include the following
specific recommendations for using data: (a) use data
from diagnostic assessments to determine areas of
instructional support (Kamil et al., 2008), (b) use data
to accurately define and assess problems (Dynarski
et al., 2008), (c) use data to frequently monitor the
progress of at-risk students (Kamil et al., 2008), and (d)
use summative data to examine program impact
(Kamil et al., 2008). In addition, researchers have
identified indicators of school engagement and
disengagement, such as attendance, academic
performance, and problem behaviors, which are
highly predictive of a student’s likelihood of school
completion and could be used as rich data sources in
educational and intervention planning.

Schools can be thought of as “data rich” because
they have a number of data sources available for use
by teams seeking to make informed decisions about
the interventions they provide to students.
Participating districts supported the notion that they
should meet regularly to discuss and use data to
support student engagement and reading
achievement by refining the interventions and

approaches they had adopted for this purpose.
The districts agreed to implement the following
common and critical elements of data-based decision
making during the middle school intervention
years of the project:

. School-based systems are in place to collect and
manage academic and behavioral data.

. Data teams meet to review student-level data on
reading and engagement interventions at least once
per term.

. Data team membership includes key stakeholders
so that the team has the authority to make
instructional decisions and action plans.

To support students during the transition years,
schools used data to (a) identify students at risk for
dropping out of school, (b) individualize intervention
support, and (c) continuously evaluate and improve
systems of support. It should be noted that these were
data schools were collecting on their own—not data
collected by research staff to conduct the evaluation.
For example, school-based teams used progress-
monitoring data to evaluate and, if necessary, modify
intervention supports in an ongoing manner. This
interplay of using data for intervention planning and
modification was used as a means of establishing a
continuous feedback loop for improving practice.
However, across participating schools and districts,
there was variability in the number of times data
teams met, the composition of the teams, the purposes
of the teams (e.g., academic focused, behavior focused,
or both), and the protocols they used to make
decisions. See Table 3 for additional similarities and
differences in the way schools operationalized data-
based decision making as a component of the
comprehensive intervention.

Lessons Learned by Districts and
Action Planning
In the summer following the first project year, leaders
from each district and school gathered for a project
institute to review school and district data collected by
the research team for the evaluation; examine
intervention outcomes by school, district, and
consortium; develop action plans to refine the sixth-
grade intervention; and prepare for intervention
implementation with the cohort of students in seventh
grade. University researchers facilitating the institute
provided the consortium three prompts to guide
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districts’ action plan development: (a) use your
district’s data to identify several strengths of your
intervention, (b) use your district’s data to identify
several areas for improvement, and (c) identify three
goals for your district, matched to strategies for
implementing stated goals, and data sources that will
provide evidence goals have been met.

In the context of the state’s recent commitment to
the CCSS, across the project, districts agreed that they
wanted to focus the seventh-grade intervention on
continuing to provide reading and engagement
interventions to struggling readers but wanted to
focus the bulk of their energy on improving the
alignment between core English Language Arts
instruction and the CCSS. The rationale for doing so
was premised on the amount of time struggling
readers spent in these classes during the school day, in
addition to their participation in reading
interventions. Also, based on research supporting the
importance of systematic and explicit vocabulary
instruction for adolescents (e.g., Kamil et al., 2008),
districts agreed they wanted to implement
professional development and measure their practices
in this area. See Table 4 for sample district-level action
plans, elucidating additional similarities and
differences in districts’ approaches.

Intervention Impact, Implications,
and Next Steps
Despite districts’ best efforts, the effect of the
comprehensive, multicomponent intervention was

null in 2010–2011. That is, for the sixth-grade year,
participating districts did not succeed in significantly
reducing the gap in student performance between
students assigned to the intervention and students
assigned to the comparison group (c.f. Crone et al.,
2016, for a full description of the study design and
analysis). It should be noted that the fidelity of
implementation does not appear to be a major factor
limiting the effectiveness of school interventions, as
ratings of fidelity collected during classroom
observations suggest moderate to high adherence to
interventions implemented by instructors. It is
possible, however, that there was misalignment
between interventions selected and the research base
on effective reading interventions or that the
interventions districts intended to implement were not
the same as those instructors employed in the
classroom. There are a number of possible
explanations for the lack of intervention impact, which
we are exploring as a research team and sharing with
participating districts as findings are realized. We
continue to disseminate summative findings for each
project year with district partners through frequent
meetings and annual institutes, sharing results
evaluating the overall impact of the intervention, the
district impact, and descriptive information for each of
our data sources.

Throughout the project, our district partners have
made requests for analyses to examine other research
questions of interest, and where resources allow (e.g.,
requested analyses are common across districts), we
have provided districts with these data. What has
emerged consistently in our meetings with districts is

Table 3: Common, critical data-based decision-making features

Feature School A School B

School-based systems are in place
to collect and manage academic and
behavioral data

School-based Middle School Intervention
Project team developed to review
academic and behavioral data for students
identified in the intervention group

Sixth-grade teachers and specialists reviewed
data and planned instruction for all sixth-grade
students during a dedicated collaboration
period

Data teams meet to review student-level
intervention data at least once per term

Met 9 times in 2010–2011 for an average
of 62 minutes per meeting

Met 54 times in 2010–2011 for an average of
45 minutes per meeting

Data team membership includes key
stakeholders (e.g., reading teacher,
administrator, etc.) so that the team
has the authority to make instructional
decisions and action plans

On average, seven school staff members
attended each meeting; staff members
attended meetings as follows (percentage
of meetings attended):
. Administrator (50%)
. Counselor (0%)
. Teacher (50%)
. Other specialists (100%)

On average, five school staff members
attended each meeting; staff members
attended meetings as follows (percentage of
meetings attended):
. Administrator (0%)
. Counselor (0%)
. Teacher (100%)
. Other specialists (100%)
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Table 4: District action plans developed at project institute 2011

Feature District 1 District 2

Areas of strength 1. Using data for instructional decisions
2. Range of reading interventions in place
3. Focus on developing independent proficient readers
4. High school administrators involved to keep a K–12

focus
5. Strong district support

1. Classroom quality ratings were strong, especially for
representation of content and student engagement

2. Strong structure and process ratings for data team
meetings

3. Outcome data are great! Saw improvements in oral
reading fluency scores, office discipline referrals, atten-
dance, and Oregon Assessment of Knowledge and Skills

Areas for
improvement

1. Systematic and explicit vocabulary instruction
2. Discussion and questioning strategies
3. Teacher modeling of skills
4. Increase the amount and quality of student writing
5. Teach students to examine their own data and set

learning goals

1. Students in interventions have more office discipline
referrals than comparison students

2. Increase opportunities for student responses during
instruction and strengthen classroom engagement
strategies in light of pending higher class sizes

3. In English Language Arts, need for more focus on
checks for understanding and adjusting instruction
accordingly

4. Need more writing within reading interventions
5. Be more systematic about following through on action

plans established in data team meetings

Goal 1 Increase the number and quality of extended
classroom discussions of text meaning and interpretation

Increase strategies used to engage students in instruction
both in English Language Arts and interventions classes

Strategy . Provide professional development on discussion
and questioning techniques and strategies

. Teach students to use discussion protocols

. Work with principal to make it a schoolwide focus

. Teacher-led professional development on specific
strategies

. Provide structure for ongoing support

. Find volunteers to model student engagement strate-
gies in videos to share

. Increase teacher toolbox (something to take away)

Evidence . Observation, with emphasis on efferent discussion
and student roles

. Student work: written summaries

. Observation data

Goal 2 Provide students with explicit vocabulary instruction
in reading, English Language Arts, and content area
classes

Decrease the number of office discipline referrals for
students in interventions

Strategy . Provide professional development to teachers
on the selection of vocabulary words and explicit
vocabulary instruction

. Dedicate a portion of the classroom lesson
to explicit vocabulary instruction

. Review and evaluate the effectiveness of student
engagement interventions last year: Did they make a
difference?

. Every 4–6 weeks, look at correlation between what stu-
dent engagement interventions a kid had compared
with office discipline referrals and adjust

Evidence . Sharing examples of student work
. Staff conversations/observations

. Schoolwide information system data

Goal 3 Increase the use of teacher modeling desired skills
and strategies in the classroom

Ensure that student intervention goals are reviewed and
modified regularly at data meetings

Strategy . Provide professional development
. Observe teacher modeling in classrooms
. Model by thinking out loud with the text

. Ensure there is time in the agenda for review

. Minutes include who is going to do what by when and
these are reviewed at predetermined time

Evidence . Observation
. Teacher reflection on teacher observation
. Improvement on outcome measures

. Data team observations
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that school staff want to receive timely, formative,
actionable data. Although the project was designed to
provide a summative evaluation of intervention
impact, districts have indicated there are data we are
collecting that would be useful to them during the
school year, to support their ability to systematically
and strategically adjust intervention delivery to
maximize benefit for students, instead of waiting
until the end of the year to find out whether their
interventions were effective. With this focus in
mind, we are considering how we can better
support our consortium of districts and other
districts alike to develop mechanisms that allow
them to formatively examine intervention
implementation along with student progress data
to make improved decisions about their programs
and practices.

Districts’ interest in better understanding the

effectiveness of their intervention practices

underscores the importance of evaluating the

effectiveness of existing practices.

Districts’ interest in better understanding the
effectiveness of their intervention practices
underscores the importance of evaluating the
effectiveness of existing practices. In the first year of
the middle school intervention project, our analyses of
the impact of district intervention practices on sixth-
grade outcomes indicate that the multicomponent
intervention was not effective for struggling readers; it
did not significantly close the gap between struggling
and on-track readers on the state reading assessment
or a measure of oral reading fluency. Like our school
district partners, we believe high-quality interventions
can make a difference for students, but our schools are
struggling to use them to affect important student
outcomes. This finding is consistent with other
evidence evaluating the effectiveness of interventions
implemented in authentic school settings. Evidence
from the Striving Readers initiative, for example,
indicates that schools and districts are struggling
to take reading interventions that have demonstrated
efficacy under tightly controlled conditions and
implement them at scale with the same effects
(Abt Associates, 2009). By developing research
capacity within districts and conducting naturalistic

experiments that evaluate the impact of
existing practices, school systems are better
equipped to determine where and how
to invest resources to improve student
outcomes.

Evidence from the Striving Readers initiative

indicates that schools and districts are struggling to

take reading interventions that have demonstrated

efficacy under tightly controlled conditions and

implement them at scale with the same effects

(Abt Associates, 2009).

Similarly, Christenson et al. (2001) noted, “we
know considerably more about who drops out than
we do about the essential intervention components for
whom and under what conditions” (p. 471). To further
examine this issue and support the translation of
research into practice, the IES of the U.S. Department
of Education is funding research, including the current
project, to examine implementation at scale and the
development of researcher-practitioner partnerships
designed to support uptake of evidence-based
practices in schools. Fortunately, the richness of the
data set we have—which includes precise estimates of
intervention dosage, direct observations of classroom
instruction and data team meetings, and student
academic and behavioral data, among hundreds of
other attributes of schools, classrooms, and students—
can be further examined to assess whether
interventions in schools that implemented certain
features were more successful for improving reading
achievement than in schools in which those features
were not implemented. The richness of the data we
have collected in partnership with our consortium of
districts has the potential to substantively contribute
to understanding about what works and does not in
authentic middle school settings, where teachers and
administrators adopt and drive programs and
practices.

Conclusion
The middle school and high school years are turbulent
for many students, but especially so for students who
have experienced years of academic failure and are
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becoming increasingly disconnected from school. By
providing systemic and comprehensive interventions
when early warning signs of academic difficulty and
student disengagement appear, we can shore up
supports for students who are at significant risk for
dropping out of school. Importantly, research
demonstrates we can also improve their academic
success (Kamil et al., 2008) and significantly ensure
that the odds are in their favor for high school
graduation, advanced postsecondary educational
experiences, and high-quality employment
opportunities (Dynarski et al., 2008).

The described 5-year intervention project, situated
in school examples during the first year of
implementation, provides important information for
administrators and other education leaders seeking to
embark on researcher-practitioner partnerships and
implement systemic efforts to improve reading
achievement and school engagement. It is our aim that
others can learn from our collaboration and evaluation
efforts (e.g., collective idea development, district and
university staff given dedicated time to work together,
a focus on collecting detailed and reliable formative
and summative data, university-district meetings to
share results and develop action plans), to improve
upon methods and mechanisms to evaluate
intervention implementation in authentic
settings and support the translation of research
into practice.
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