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Executive Summary

This study describes the activities and influence of three different types of research practice
partnerships (RPPs) that shared a common focus on improving mathematics teaching and learning.
The three types of RPPs were a networked improvement community (NIC), a design research
partnership (DRP), and a research alliance (RA). These types differ in the kinds of roles researchers
and practitioners typically play, as well as in their approaches to research. As such, a descriptive
study has the potential to improve understanding of the relationship between the design of an
RPP and its influence on the partner district policies and practices.

The National Center for Research in Policy and Practice (NCRPP), a knowledge-utilization center
funded by the Institute of Education Sciences, conducted the study. We employed a comparative
case study approach informed by a conceptual framework that was grounded in previous studies
of RPPs. We included three RPPs in our study (one of each type). The findings are derived from
analyses of 63 observations of partnership meetings, 58 different products, 122 surveys, and 133
interviews across RPPs.

Data collection sought to elicit information about each partnership’s goals, activities, and
influence on district policies and practices. It focused on the work of each RPP between 2016 and
2018. The research questions were:

1. How did the RPPs differ with respect to their organization and major activities?

2. What kinds of research products did the RPPs produce?

3. What influence did the RPPs have on partner districts’ decisions regarding policies,
programs, and practices?

4. What influence did the RPPs have on sharing research-based ideas with their district-
leader partners?

We assigned pseudonyms to the RPPs that participated in the research. We refer to the NIC as
Eastern Ridge NIC; the DRP is called Cypress Design; and the RA is referred to as Aspen Alliance.

Key findings from the study were:

e All three RPPs shared a common long-term goal of improving student outcomes in
mathematics, but their short-term aims and strategies differed.

o Eastern Ridge NIC supported testing new teaching strategies in mathematics using
methods of improvement science.

o Cypress Design focused on supporting teacher leaders to adapt a model of
professional development (created by the research team) to their local context, in
order to improve instruction.

o Aspen Alliance aimed to provide feedback to its partner on their recent
implementation strategies, based on a research study focused on malleable factors
(professional development, implementation) relate to student outcomes.

e The composition of each RPP differed. Eastern Ridge NIC encompassed the widest range
of roles and organizations and included eight districts. By contrast, both Cypress Design
and Aspen Alliance were each partnered with a single district. Cypress Design included
teacher leaders in the partnership, but Aspen Alliance only worked with central office
leaders.

¢ Allthree RPPs engaged in research activities that are typical of RAs. In addition, both
Eastern Ridge NIC and Cypress Design engaged in activities typical of a DRP, such as
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developing, testing, and iteratively refining an innovation designed to improve teaching
and learning outcomes. Eastern Ridge NIC engaged in typical activities of improvement
science, including using Plan-Do-Study-Act cycles.

e Thethree RPPs produced multiple research products between 2017 and 2020. Academic
conference presentations were most prevalent for Cypress Design and Aspen Alliance; for
Eastern Ridge NIC, the most common products shared outside the RPP were research-
based improvement strategies.

e Eastern Ridge NIC and Cypress Design each had several products co-authored by
researchers and practitioners, while all Aspen Alliance products were developed by
researchers.

e Educational leaders active in the RPPs reported that all three influenced the design of
professional development in the district.

¢ RPPsinfluenced other policies and practices in partner districts as well. Eastern Ridge NIC
was credited with providing a new framework for thinking about mathematics. In addition,
it helped integrate new practices modeled in the partnership. Cypress Design also
influenced the district in this way, helping to integrate professional learning strategies into
district practice. Some Aspen Alliance district leaders reported the same for their
partnership.

e Education leaders reported that they consulted their research partners in some key
decisions. RPPs differed with respect to which decisions they were consulted on, however.
Eastern Ridge NIC was consulted on decisions related to professional development design,
scaling up a program, and program resource allocation. Cypress Design was also consulted
on professional development design, while Aspen Alliance was consulted on resource
allocation.

e Thedegree of synchrony and trust among partners was associated with the level of
influence on district policies and practices.

e Inallthree RPPs, there was evidence of key ideas from the RPP being taken up in district
interviews. The particular ideas taken up reflected both the focus of the work and, in the
case of Eastern Ridge NIC, the design of the partnership. In Eastern Ridge NIC, district
leaders also referenced improvement science methods used in that partnership.

e There was variation across RPPs in the degree to which big ideas were congruent with
research partners’ sense of those ideas, as well as in the degree to which leaders attributed
these bigideas to their partners.
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Introduction

This report presents analyses of the organization, activities, and products of three research-
practice partnerships (RPPs) and their influences on partner districts. RPPs are long-term
collaborations aimed at educational improvement and transformation through engagement with
research.! In contrast to traditional relationships between researchers and practitioners, RPPs are
intentionally organized to connect diverse forms of expertise and to ensure that all partners have
asay in the joint work.

There is no single model for RPPs. Rather, there are different ways that RPPs organize themselves
to draw on expertise of partners and conduct their joint work.2 Some RPPs engage practice
partners in design and testing of innovations, and even in collaborative analysis of data.? Other
RPPs preserve distinctive roles for researchers and practitioners, with practitioners maintaining
the primary role for selecting, adapting, or designing innovations.* At present, little is known about
how the organization of an RPP matters for its outcomes—in particular, the decisions made by
districts, the ways that district leaders engage with research-based ideas from their partners, or
the products of research that emerge from the joint work.

This study used a comparative case study design and drew on data collected from three different
RPPs, all focused on improving mathematics outcomes for K-8 students.®> The partnerships
differed in their organization and activities, and each aligned with one of three broad types of
RPPs. The aim of the first, a research alliance, was to identify and study how district schools were
implementing the district plan for new standards in mathematics and science, and to explore links
between teachers’ instructional practices and student outcomes. The second RPP was a design
research partnership, in which the purpose was to adapt and test a model of professional
development for teachers that could be implemented districtwide and that was intended to
enhance the rigor and relevance of tasks students encountered in classrooms. The third was a
networked improvement community, which aimed to improve student outcomes in mathematics by
changing students’ mindsets related to mathematics. (These three types of RPPs are described in
greater detail later in the report.)

This report addresses four major research questions (RQs):

1. How did the RPPs differ with respect to their organization and major activities?

2. What kinds of products did the RPPs produce?

3. Whatinfluence did the RPPs have on partner districts’ decisions regarding policies,
programs, and policies?

4. What influence did the RPPs have on sharing research-based ideas with their district
leader partners?

All four questions directly relate to the primary aim of the National Center for Research in Policy
and Practice (NCRPP), which is to understand strategies for supporting educational leaders’
engagements with research. RQ 1 describes how different designs of RPPs are organized in ways
intended to support research use. RQs 2-4 then attend to the RPPs’ progress on different
research and practice outcomes.

In answering each of the questions related to products and influences, we consider how the
organization of each RPP helps to account for variations observed across partnerships, as well as
how local conditions that may be unique to a particular RPP might matter. For district leaders
seeking to partner, answers to these questions can inform their thinking about who would make a
good partner and how to organize the joint work, depending on the needs of that district. Similarly,
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they can also inform future research to test strategies for improving the effectiveness of
partnerships.

Background

A set of key interlocking ideas guided the design of this study. To inform the design, we drew on a
typology of RPPs based on an earlier study of variation in the organization of such partnerships,
and we describe that typology below.® Next, we considered the range of research outcomes and
organizational learning outcomes we might expect to see in an RPP. Finally, describe ideas
pertaining to culture for research use and organizational conditions that may support an
organization’s ability to productively engage with a partner.

Types of RPPs

It is typical for RPPs to engage in a broad range of activities, given the breadth and ambitions of
their aims. Different types of partnerships can be distinguished by the kinds of work researchers
and educators do together and separately. A typology developed by Coburn and colleagues®
depicts three broad types of partnerships:

e Research Alliances (RAs) are partnerships between a district and an independent research
organization focused on investigating questions of policy and practice that are central to
the district. RAs jointly develop research questions with districts and other youth-serving
organizations, then they conduct the research and funnel findings back to the district, the
community, and other stakeholders, with the goal of informing policy and improving
practice in the district.

e Design Research Partnerships (DRPs) aim to develop, test, and redesign new policies and
programs with districts and then study the results of these programs using a range of
research methodologies. Researchers also study fundamental questions related to student
learning, teacher learning, and/or organizational change in the context of the innovations.
Thus, their goal is to impact practice and contribute to research knowledge and theory.

e Networked Improvement Communities (NICs) are networks of districts that seek to leverage
practitioners’ diverse experiences in multiple settings to advance understandings about
what works where, when, and under what conditions. They draw on research techniques
developed from improvement methods in health care to engage researchers and
practitioners in rapid iterative cycles of design and redesign. NICs use these cycles to
develop new approaches or adapt existing research-based practices to local conditions in
ways that address well-defined problems or issues of concern.

In the current study, we sampled for paradigmatic cases of each type of RPP in order to maximize
variation in RPP organization and sets of activities. However, because of recent work that
suggests some hybridization across types,” we did not assume that each RPP would perfectly fit
into one of these three types. Indeed, a partnership may engage in different activities based on the
goals of their work together. Thus, for example, we were open to the possibility that a partnership
that met the core characteristics of a DRP might also integrate multiple datasets or perform
independent analyses of district administrative data, activities typical of an RA.

Outcomes of Partnerships

Two broad types of outcomes are the focus of this analysis: the development of research products
and organizational learning outcomes for participating educational agencies.
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RPP Products

Contemporary RPPs generate a wide range of products that are important to accomplishing their
aims. For some, research in an RPP leads to the production of peer-reviewed journal articles.
These papers might highlight estimates of policy and program effects,® descriptive patterns,’ or
findings related to implementation.’® Products from RPP research can also take the form of
research and practice briefs, webinars, or blogs.'* Additionally, ideas from research (e.g., about
how people learn) can be “baked into” the design of tools, materials, or routines, which can then be
shared broadly, such as when curriculum materials are developed with research-based teaching
strategies in mind.*?

Organizational Learning Outcomes for School Districts

Here, we focus on organizational learning outcomes for participating school districts in the RPPs.
Organizational learning is the degree to which a participating educational agency integrates ideas
from the RPP into routines, policies, and collective knowledge that guide their team or
organization’s behavior.'3

Organizational learning occurs when an external partner contributes to changes in district policies
and routines. We define policy broadly, including formal policies as well as rules, plans, and
guidelines. If a department were to integrate ideas from a partner into a new initiative, we would
consider this to be learning. Likewise, changes in district routines—that is, the patterned ways
actors in the central office interact with one another or with schools*—also indicate
organizational learning, as when an RPP helps to inform the design of professional development,
for example.

RPPs may also contribute to shifts in collective knowledge. Indeed, one of the most powerful
consequences of engagement with new ideas and experiences is the “transformation of the
givens,” or the “redefinition of events, alternatives, and concepts.”* In an RPP, ideas shared by the
research partner can be carried into practice settings in ways that shift how people think about an
issue.

Conditions for Productive Partnering

Based on past studies of partnerships and research use, there are several conditions that could be
linked to RPP success.

Culture of Evidence Use

One likely condition for RPP success is the presence of a culture of evidence use, particularly
within the practice organization. This conjecture is grounded in studies of research use, which
have found that use is more likely when a strong culture of evidence is present, one in which
research is actively sought as a guide to the design of new policies, programs, and practices.'®
Studies outside RPPs show that the inclination to acquire research when faced with a problem is
associated with instrumental and conceptual use of research.’

Synchrony

Synchrony is the degree to which partnership activities are conducted in a timely enough manner
to influence policy and practice and inform decision making. Difficulties in synchrony have been
cited by RPP leaders as some of the most difficult challenges to overcome.!®

Technical Report No. 4 9
National Center for Research in Policy and Practice



Trust

Trust is a key ingredient in partnerships, and it develops as people have more time to interact, get
to know what motivates different partners, and work together to accomplish aims that require
each partner to fulfill commitments they have made to one another.?® Many partnership leaders
consider the level of trust to be a key indicator of the success of an RPP in building relationships
necessary to engage in ambitious joint endeavors that involve risk taking on the part of practice
partners.?° A key aspect of relational trust is also the development of affective bonds that develop
through sustained, reciprocal interaction.?! Another is taking input and concerns of partners
seriously, such that partners feel understood and respected by one another.??
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Study Design

The current study used a descriptive, comparative case study design. We chose three partnerships
that had different designs but that were focused on a common goal: improving mathematics
outcomes for middle school students. As this was a descriptive study, no inferences about the
RPPs’ efficacy can be made, nor was that the intent.

Population

In earlier work, two members of the study team developed a research-based typology that
characterizes existing RPPs.?® As noted earlier, they identified three distinct types of RPPs that
were then active in school districts: research alliances (RAs), design research partnerships (DRPs),
and networked improvement communities (NICs). (See descriptions in Background section for
distinctions among types of partnerships.)

We used this typology to construct a sample because each type of partnership is organized
differently to pursue its common goals.?* Thus, the three types of partnerships provide a useful
basis for investigating the relationship between partnership design and engagement with
research.

First, the three types vary in the nature and intensity of interaction between researchers and
district leaders. In RAs, researchers and district leaders typically interact at the start of the
research process to negotiate the focus of the research, and at the end, when they present
findings and provide opportunities for discussion. By contrast, DRPs and NICs involve more
intensive collaboration throughout the entire research, design, and development process.

Second, the RPP types differ in the kinds of research they tend to do and the ways researchers are
positioned in relation to practitioners. In RAs, researchers typically maintain independence,
viewing the role of the researcher as contributing research to inform a district’s problem-solving
efforts, not engaging in those efforts themselves. By contrast, researchers in both DRPs and NICs
are involved in designing and iteratively refining solutions with district leaders. Regarding
research methodologies, RAs and DRPs both conduct research that spans from experimental
design to descriptive studies and, in the case of DRPs, design-based research.?’ By contrast, NICs,
while drawing on a range of research to inform their work, focus most attention on design and
developing strategies to support local improvement efforts.

Third, while most partnerships have developed tools and routines for structuring interactions
between researchers and practitioners, they likely vary in the degree to which these routines
bring research more centrally into policy deliberations. NICs also tend to be much more likely to
have intentional strategies to embed inquiry routines into the settings in which they work.?¢

Sampling Procedure

As afirst step to selecting RPPs, we created a list of possible partnerships, focusing on those that
could be identified through funding agencies and organizations that support partnerships.?”’
Funding agencies included the Institute of Education Sciences at the U.S. Department of
Education (Researcher-Practitioner Partnerships, Continuous Improvement Research in
Education), the National Science Foundation, the Spencer Foundation, and Lucas Education
Research. Each of these agencies had explicit language calling for partnership research in its
funding announcements. In addition, we identified candidate partnerships from two networks, the
National Network of Education Research-Practice Partnerships and the partnerships presenting
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at the annual Carnegie Foundation Summit on Improvement in Education. For each, we identified
partner organizations and a description of the partnership’s main focus of work, eliminating any
that did not focus on mathematics. This yielded an initial pool of 15 RAs, eight DRPs, and five NICs.

As a second step, we created a brief survey using a Google Form to obtain more information about
each candidate partnership in mathematics. The form included questions about when the RPP
began, whether it was currently focused on mathematics with a district partner, and whether the
work would be continuing over the study period. For sites that met the criteria of being well
established (that is, partners had been working together for three or more years) and engaged in
ongoing work related to mathematics, we had initial discussions with partnership leaders to gauge
their interest in participation. We made final selections based principally on the similarity of work
being studied in the partnerships, focusing on work focused squarely on studying implementation
of new standards in mathematics.

Sample: Description of Three Partnerships
Below, we provide an overview of each of the partnerships in the study.
Eastern Ridge NIC

This NIC was organized by a county office of education in a large state. The county office serves as
an educational services hub for its 40+ districts; eight of these districts were part of Eastern Ridge
NIC, serving nearly 100 schools and over 50,000 students. External partners to these districts
include an intermediary organization that supports the development and maintenance of NICs
and a well-known mathematics education researcher. The focus of the project was on improving
achievement in fifth-grade mathematics using methods of improvement science. Their specific aim
was to increase the percentage of students proficient on state achievement tests by 30% in three
years. Funding for the project came from a large national foundation. We focused on two small
districts that were active within Eastern Ridge NIC.

Cypress Design

This DRP partnership was between a university and mid-sized urban school district. The focus of
the work was on adapting a model of professional learning for mathematics teachers. In
professional learning sessions, teachers analyzed students’ discussions of purposefully chosen
mathematics problems, using video-recorded lessons from their own classrooms. The aim was to
help teachers better support student reasoning and problem solving in mathematics. The model
had been tested in other districts. The partnership work involved both modification of this model
and research to examine how local leaders adapted the materials. As in other DRP contexts, tool
development was also part of the project. The project was funded by a federal funding agency.

Aspen Alliance

The focal RA was a long-standing partnership between a university research center and a large
urban school district. The focus of the current study was a specific project conducted jointly with
one additional research partner, another center at the same university.?2 The aim of this project
was to identify and study how district teachers and schools were implementing the district’s plan
for new standards in mathematics and science, and to explore links between instructional
practices and student outcomes. The study was also focused on how changes in practice were
associated with district strategies for promoting implementation, particularly professional
development. Of note and in contrast to the other two RPPs, while this partnership did focus on
middle school mathematics, the project’s focus was broader in both its grade level focus (K-12)
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and subject matter focus (mathematics and science). Funding for the project came from a federal
funding agency.

Data Collection

The study team relied on a mixture of observations, product lists, survey data, and interviews to
conduct the study. All data were collected during the 2016-2017 and 2017-2018 school years.
Data collection for Aspen Alliance began six months later than the other RPPs, due to the length of
time required to negotiate access to the site.

Observations

To help answer RQ 1 (concerning how the RPPs differed with respect to their organization and
major activities), the study team conducted observations of meetings among RPP leaders and
participants, as well as of meetings involving only district leaders and only external partners. A
study team member present as an observer took detailed jottings—that they subsequently turned
into field notes—that recorded details of interactions, including parts of dialogue among
participants.?’ For each observation, in addition to details of interactions, the observer recorded
which participants were present and what documents were included.

Over the course of the study, the study team completed a total of 63 observations of meetings: 26
in Eastern Ridge NIC, 24 in Cypress Design, and 13 in Aspen Alliance. The kinds of meetings
observed were different for different RPPs, owing to differences in partnership organization. In
Eastern Ridge NIC, for example, four observations were of network meetings, where county office
leaders, district and school leaders, coaches, and teachers shared activities they were trying in
classrooms and what they were learning from them. No similar type of meeting existed in Cypress
Design or Aspen Alliance.

RPP Product Lists

To answer RQ 2, the study team gathered lists of RPP products from the partner leaders. The team
asked leaders to provide lists and copies of conference presentations, technical reports, journal
articles, curricula, professional development materials, improvement tools, and other resources
produced as part of the project and that were available to people outside the partnership. We also
requested new grant proposals and awarded grants based on the work, as well as any other
products shared with others that came from the RPP.

Survey

The study team administered the survey in spring of the first study year. There were two
versions—one for external partners and another for district leaders who were involved in
mathematics decision making in the district. These data sources were gathered to help answer RQ
3.

The external partner survey elicited goals and activities of the partnership, as well as items related
to judgments about the expertise of district partners, resources within their own partnership to
support the work, roles and responsibilities, and perceived capacity to learn from the partnership.
It also included a pair of 4-item survey scales that the team piloted regarding trust (o = .90) and
synchrony (a =.76)—that is, the degree to which partners felt they were able to coordinate their
activities in time to produce relevant research. Finally, this version of the survey included
guestions about how practice partners were involved in research.
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The district leader survey elicited questions about external partners’ involvement in decision
making within the district, their internal capacity to benefit from participating in a partnership,
and the level of research use within the organization. The research-use items drew on previously
validated measures of instrumental (o =.93) and conceptual (a =.88) research use. In addition, the
survey included the same trust and synchrony items included on the external partner survey, to
elicit information about RPP conditions for supporting research use. They had different
reliabilities from the external partner survey: for trust, reliability was high (o =.92), but for
synchrony, it was questionable (o = .62).

The survey window for each partnership was roughly one month, and the study team followed up
with non-respondents by both email and telephone to secure their participation. The survey
response rate differed from partnership to partnership. For Aspen Alliance it was 71%, and for
Cypress Design it was 72%. Eastern Ridge NIC had a lower response rate (62%), due in part to the
following factors: (1) a large number of participants were not as directly involved in the
partnership and therefore had less motivation to participate, and (2) one of the other external
partners administered its own survey concurrently, adding to response burden.

Atotal of 122 district leaders and external partners completed the survey, distributed across
partnership and respondent type as shown in Table 1 below.

Table 1. Survey and Interview Respondents

Surveys Interviews
Partnership District leaders  External partners District External
leaders partners
Eastern Ridge NIC 35 11 25 19
Cypress Design 36 9 27 18
Aspen Alliance 23 8 25 19

Interviews

As with the survey, the study team created different protocols for external partners and district
leaders. Interviews helped answer RQ 3 and RQ 4.

The external partner protocols focused on the history of the RPP, partners’ understandings of
mathematics problems in the district, key ideas from research being investigated, key activities of
the RPP—including how the external partners were supporting district work—conceptions of
partnering, and perceived benefits and challenges of the partnership.

The district leader protocols focused on leaders’ understandings of mathematics problems in the
district, key improvement initiatives in the district related to mathematics, key activities of the
RPP and their involvement in them, the expertise they saw each partner bringing to the
partnership, research use, conceptions of partnering, and perceived benefits and challenges of the
partnership.

The study team conducted a total of 133 interviews over the course of the study, distributed as
shown in Table 1 above.
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Issues of Confidentiality and Anonymity

In this report, no individual partnerships are named, and all names are pseudonyms. We do not use
any identifiable language related to the individuals or the partnerships. Our reporting focuses on
broad themes and patterns that emerged.

Approach to Analysis

The study team conducted separate analyses of observation data, product lists, survey data, and
interview data, as described below.

Analysis of Observation Data (RQ 1)

As afirst step in analysis, all field notes were first anonymized, and then entered into QSR
International’s qualitative data analysis software package NVivo 12. Next, the study team created
a topical index to support search and analysis. For the analysis reported here, we identified
common activity types and then, using a common memorandum format, generated descriptions
for what case study team members identified as key “signature activities” that repeated or were
routine. Each memorandum described who the typical participants were, how often they met,
what activities were performed, what the responsibilities and roles of participants were, how
expertise was shared within meetings, and what the role of research was within the activity.
Descriptions in this report are based on these memoranda.

Analysis of Product Lists (RQ 2)

The study team entered the product lists into a spreadsheet and, for each product, identified the
type of product as well as whether it had practice co-authors. To gain a sense of how the focus of
research varied across RPPs, we also examined the frequency of terms appearing within titles of
products.

Analysis of Survey Data (RQ 3)

The focus of analysis for this report is on a subset of data pertaining to the RPPs’ reports of the
influence of external research partners and their activities on district policies, programs, and
practices. The partnerships also reported on the presence or absence of supporting conditions for
influence, namely the capacity of the external partners, synchrony, trust, and the presence of a
culture of evidence.

After data cleaning, the study team developed descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation);
these are reported here. The team did not undertake statistical comparisons when comparing
partnerships, due to differences in roles and respondents. However, looking across partnerships,
we analyzed the correlations between conditions of research use and reported influence on
district policies, programs, and practices.

Analysis of Interview Data (RQ 3and 4)

On average, each interview lasted 45 minutes. All were were audio-recorded and then
transcribed, anonymized, and uploaded to NVivo 12. The team tagged each transcript with
descriptors for the data collection time period, participant type (district leader or researcher), and
RPP, so as to be able to track individuals and partnerships.

The study team proceeded in an iterative fashion to analyze the interview data. First, the team
engaged in low-inference coding. The goal of this initial stage of coding was to index interviews by
key constructs, like “challenges.” Lead researchers created a coding guide with major constructs,
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definitions, relevant interview questions, examples, and non-examples for each code. The team
revised this coding guide as members coded transcripts, first together and then independently
once we reached a shared understanding of codes. Four team members engaged in this initial
coding. Lead team members periodically checked coding to ensure integrity to the coding guide,
and the whole team met regularly to discuss any issues that arose.

In order to address RQ 4, the study team asked research team members in each RPP to identify
the key ideas they sought to convey during the 2017-2018 study year.3° We cross-referenced this
list with a review of key partner documents. We selected a subset of the most salient ideas and
developed keywords or phrases for each to identify when these ideas came up. When possible, we
shared these key ideas and keywords with the research team leaders as a member check, and the
team revised them accordingly.

The team then analyzed interview transcripts for the presence of these key ideas and keywords in
interviews with more and less active district leaders. Mindful that it is possible for educators to
incorporate ideas in ways that might differ from the original intent,! we analyzed the degree to
which the interview excerpts with the keywords were congruent with the research partners’
original intentions.
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Goals, Composition, and Approaches to Research

In this section, we compare and contrast the three RPPs with respect to the organization of their
partnerships. We use dimensions of variation among RPPs identified by Farrell and colleagues®? to
organize the analysis, which is based on observations of RPPs, survey data, and interviews with
leaders. Specifically, we focus on the RPPs’ goals, composition, and approaches to research.

Goals

At a high level, the three RPPs shared a common aim in the long-term: improving student
outcomes in mathematics. However, each RPP was organized around different short-term aims

(see Table 2 below).
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Table 2. Percentage of External Research Partners Saying Goal Was “Immediate” or “Short Term”

Partnership

Eastern
Ridge Cypress Aspen
NIC Design Alliance

Goal (n=5) (n=9) (n=3)
Develop a.deep under§tand|pg of the problem the 100% 33% 80%
partnership set out to investigate
Identify a specific strategy for wpprovement and 60% 78% 0%
develop approaches for evaluating the strategy
Irpprove.organlzatlonal policies or processes that 80% 11% 40%
directly impact student outcomes
Improve student outcomes 20% 11% 40%
Design and carry out research on policies and outcomes o o o
intended to address the focal problem 20% 26% 80%
Build a data infrastructure for the partnership 80% 44% 40%
Devglop res'earch eV|deqce tha.t meets standards for 0% 56% 80%
publication in a peer-reviewed journal
Develo.p research flnd.lngs that apply to other 0% 33% 80%
educational organizations
Develop the capacity of the organization to use 60% 11% 40%
research
Develop the cgpaaty of researchers toworkin 0% 67% 60%
partnership with educational leaders
Build a foundation for future work together 60% 56% 100%

Eastern Ridge NIC

For Eastern Ridge NIC, the concrete “aim statement” was focused on achieving a specific and
measurable improvement in student test scores. The strategies for achieving the RPP’s goals were
to change classroom culture and mathematical mindsets of students, support more sensemaking
and productive struggle within mathematics instruction, align supports for instructional
improvement at the school, district, and county level, and promote collective learning within
Eastern Ridge NIC. As in other NICs, this RPP sought to use iterative, small tests of change—trying
out new strategies and measuring their effects—to make improvements to the quality of
instruction.

In the survey of Eastern Ridge NIC'’s external partners, there was the greatest consensus around
the following short-term goals: developing an understanding of the problem (n =5 of 5, 100%), a
focus on improving policies and processes that can impact student outcomes (n = 4 of 5, 80%), and
building a data infrastructure for the partnership (n = 4 of 5, 80%). These are all essential for
building a strong foundation for an NIC at its initiation.?
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Cypress Design

For Cypress Design, the targeted student learning goals emphasize students’ engagement in
mathematical practices. The focal project of Cypress Design was a proof-of-concept for the scaling
capacity of its teacher professional development model to prepare students to engage in such
practices. These efforts would then, if successful, improve teacher instruction and students’
abilities to construct viable mathematical arguments. The approach in this case was to adapt a
research-based model of a professional development cycle focused on analysis of a cognitively
demanding mathematics task, followed by video-based analysis of teachers implementing the task.
In past studies, this model had been led by external researchers, and it had shown positive effects
on teacher knowledge and instructional practice.

In their survey reports, Cypress Design’s external research partners had the greatest agreement
around the short-term goals of developing a specific strategy for improvement and approaches for
evaluating the strategy (n = 7 of 9, 78%) along with developing the internal capacity of the
research team to carry out work in a partnership fashion (n = 6 of 9, 67%). The focus on identifying
strategies for improvement is consistent with the interventionist nature of design-based
research.?* In addition, a focus on internal capacity building is consistent with observations among
design-based researchers that there is a strong need to develop capabilities for long-term
partnerships with districts.®

Aspen Alliance

Finally, Aspen Alliance’s project focused on studying the district’s plan for implementing the
Common Core State Standards in Mathematics and the Next Generation Science Standards. The
goal of the research was to understand the relationships among centralized implementation plans,
professional development participation, malleable factors at the school level, instructional quality,
and student outcomes. In the long run, the partnership was interested in supporting improvement
on student achievement in mathematics and science, as measured on standardized tests, grades,
and student self-reports.

The short-term goals identified by Aspen Alliance researchers were focused on building a
foundation for future work together (n = 5 of 5, 100%). While the broader RPP had an extensive
history, this specific project was in its early days, and it involved new district leaders. This goal was
followed by a focus on developing a greater empirical understanding of the focal problem (n = 4 of
5, 80%), designing and carrying out research on policies and outcomes intended to address the
focal problem (n = 4 of 5, 80%), and developing research evidence that meets the standard for
publication (n = 4 of 5, 80%) or could apply to other educational settings (n = 4 of 5, 80%). While
RAs typically are mainly focused on developing findings useful to their own partner district, and
not necessarily beyond it, it may be that this RA’s past success and influence on other districts’
work made this goal more of a priority.

One notable cross-case pattern is that none of the research partners said that improving student
outcomes was the most important short-term priority. A closer look across partnerships, however,
reveals that all but one researcher (n = 18 of 19, 95%) said improving student outcomes was a goal
the RPP hoped to achieve either 1-2 years from now or, for 80% of respondents, over the long
term. In other words, they believed it was a goal that would require a longer time horizon to
accomplish.
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Composition

Partnership composition varied across the three RPPs. Who was involved in each partnership was
aligned with RPP type, although it reflected the specific goals of the partnership as well as the
location and size of the district (or districts) involved.

Eastern Ridge NIC

By far, Eastern Ridge NIC had the widest range of roles and organizations represented among
active RPP participants. The active participants included teachers, coaches, principals, district
leaders, and county office of education leaders, who served as the “hub” for the network and who
were responsible for organizing all of the meetings. There were two different external research
partners, each of whom played a distinctive role. One was an organization that played what it
called an “analytic support” role within the RPP, assisting the county office leaders with learning
how to implement the tools of improvement science, from Plan-Do-Study-Act cycles (see p. 22) to
practical measurement strategies®® for assessing change in teaching practice. A second research
partner from a university in the region brought substantive expertise in mathematics education,
along with a set of resources to be adapted for the NIC context.

Cypress Design

Cypress Design was similarly a multitiered partnership,’” meaning people at different levels of the
district were represented in core activities—from district mathematics curriculum office leaders
to building-level instructional support staff (e.g., coaches). In addition, the partnership leadership
team comprised a research team from a local university—which brought expertise in mathematics
education, teacher learning, and design-based research methods—and an organization that served
as a partnership broker.

Aspen Alliance

Aspen Alliance was made up of a small team of curriculum leaders at the district office and