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Preface

Schools do not have a good track record with respect to how they enhance equity of
opportunity. One major reason is their failure to play an effective role in addressing
barriers to learning and teaching. Our research and development efforts highlight that such
matters continue to be marginalized in school improvement policy and practice, and there
is a pressing need for fundamental rethinking about how student and schooling problems
are conceived and how they are addressed. 

Our aim in preparing this monograph is to stimulate transformative thinking about
addressing barriers to learning and teaching and enhancing equity of opportunity for
students to succeed at school and beyond. It summarizes our journey over the last 60 years
as we have struggled to find better ways in classrooms and schoolwide for schools to
ameliorate learning, behavior, and emotional problems. It presents research analyses and
prototypes for transforming student and learning supports, as well as lessons learned from
trailblazing efforts at local, district, regional, and state levels. It also emphasizes the
necessity of understanding the intervention complexities involved not only in improving
practices but in implementing transformative systemic changes to move forward.  

Will some of what we convey be viewed as unfairly critical of present practices and
perhaps unrealistic in their implications for change? Chances are that overworked
professionals will think so and may see us as unsympathetic and quixotic. Therefore, let
us say at the outset, we do mean to risk exploring ideas that ultimately may prove
impractical. And, we know that we have much more to learn.

And, while our work emphasizes the need to transform student and learning supports, we
don't mean to cast aspersions on anyone who strives to live up to current standards for
practice. We know that the demands placed on those working in schools go well beyond
what common sense says anyone should be asked to endure. And we know that such
personnel often feel they are swimming against the tide and making too little progress.

Nevertheless, we hear widespread agreement that now is a critical time for improving
schools. It’s just that everyone seems so busy meeting each day’s demands that too little
thought is given to finding better ways. Folks are experiencing Pooh’s dilemma. As Milne
describes it, Christopher Robin is dragging Winnie-the-Pooh by his heel downstairs with
Pooh’s head bumping on every step. Pooh thinks there probably is a better way if only he
could stop bumping long enough to figure it out.

There is a great deal of work to be done. This monograph is meant for those
who already are intrigued by the problems involved in transforming schools
and those we hope will become intrigued. Implicit throughout is an agenda
for theory building and research and development.

It will be obvious that our work owes much to many. We are especially grateful to those
in the field who generously have  offered insights and wisdom. And, of course, we are
indebted to multitudes of scholars whose research and writing is a shared treasure, the host
of graduate and undergraduate students at UCLA who contribute so much to our work each
day, and the many young people and their families who continue to teach us all.

As always, what we share reflects work in progress; we look forward to learning from your
feedback. Send your input to us – adelman@psych.ucla.edu Ltaylor@ucla.edu 

Respectfully submitted for your reflection,

Howard Adelman & Linda Taylor

mailto:adelman@psych.ucla.edu
mailto:Ltaylor@ucla.edu
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Introduction   

Everyday there are calls for improving schooling, public health, mental health, social
services, and other major societal enterprises. Such calls coincide with efforts to  translate
research into practice and policy. Most of the advocacy involves implementing major

interventions, and some advocates stress the need for fundamental systemic changes.

In this context, decades ago the wise and eminent Seymour Sarason cautioned:    
Good ideas and missionary zeal are sometimes enough to change the thinking of
individuals; they are rarely, if ever, effective in changing complicated organizations (like the
school) with traditions, dynamics, and goals of their own.1

Over the years, we have found, rather painfully, how true his words are.

In the 1980s and 1990s, we made our first efforts to capture facets of work designed to improve
interventions in psychology and education.2 In the years following, our R&D efforts have
focused on specific aspects of school improvement and implementation, and we have come to
appreciate just how intertwined interventions for improvement and implementation efforts are.

In this brief monograph, our purpose is to advance thinking about transforming how schools play
their role in addressing barriers to learning and teaching. In the process, we discuss  embedding
and framing the evolving literatures related to improvement and implementation sciences into
a general intervention perspective. From that perspective, we sketch out some basic
considerations related to improvement and implementation research, practice, and policy.

Our approach involves analyses and commentary; we offer conceptualizations, examples, and
opinions. Because we're still trying to understand so much, we undoubtedly have gone astray at
various points. We look forward to the feedback this work engenders as part of the process of
moving forward.

In Part I of this monograph, we start by briefly sharing our journey in searching for a
better way to address student and schooling problems. Then we highlight our
analysis of what’s wrong with how schools currently provide student/learning
supports.  Part I concludes with discussion of a set of frameworks we use as
lenses to advance school improvement R&D for transforming how schools
address barriers to learning and teaching and reengage disconnected students and
families.  

Part II begins with discussion of four interrelated sets of problems involved in
making major system changes in districts and their schools. From this perspective,
we share how we have wrestled with (a) reframing how interventions for student/
learning supports are conceptualized, (b) reworking operational infrastructures for
initial and ongoing implementation, and (c) working toward large-scale
replication and sustainability. And we underscore how essential policy support is
related to making substantive and sustainable institutional improvements.

Part III stresses that system improvement and implementation is all about
intervention. We define intervention and highlight that improvement and
implementation sciences are intertwined intervention concerns for R&D. And we
underscore the critical role of evaluation and accountability. Finally we highlight
controversies and ethical considerations related to interventions at schools.

Throughout we provide links to additional works on the matters discussed. 
___________________
1 Sarason, S.B. (1996).  Revisiting "The culture of school and the problem of change" New York:  Teachers

College Press.
2 For example, see Adelman, H.S., & Taylor, L. (1994). On understanding intervention in psychology and

education. Westport CT: Praeger
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Part I  
Escaping Old Ideas

John Maynard Keynes cogently stressed:

The real difficulty in changing the course of any enterprise 
lies not in developing new ideas but in escaping old ones.

One of the first lessons we learned in pursuing our research and development (R&D)
agenda was how hard it was for us and others to “think outside of the box” created
by current policies, practices, and the prevailing literature. Fortunately, we had the

opportunity of experimenting with novel interventions at a university lab school before 
moving into the “real” world. That experimentation laid a foundation for escaping old ideas 
and pursuing a transformative agenda.

Once we entered the real world of public schools, we quickly encountered the limitations of 
prevailing approaches to providing student and learning supports. Schools have long been 
dominated by old ideas and ad hoc, piecemeal activity for addressing factors that interfere 
with learning and teaching. A prominent example is how often discussions of student and 
learning supports focus mainly on adding more services and finding better ways to 
coordinate and integrate the services. 

As a potential step forward, states/districts/schools currently are adopting some form of 
multitiered continuum of student support (usually referred to as MTSS). However, it doesn’t 
appear that most adopters are fleshing out the framework. And broad initiatives for 
enhancing safe schools and school climate, establishing community schools, and 
embedding social emotional learning (SEL) generally have not factored in plans for 
developing the extensive and ongoing systemwide changes necessary for these efforts to 
blossom.

Another old idea limiting progress is that students who are not doing well often are viewed 
as having a discrete problem. The reality is that many students experience multiple problems 
both in terms of cause and impact on learning, behavior, and emotional functioning.

The challenges confronting schools, students, and their families are complex and 
widespread. To date, the solutions pursued at schools have not yielded significant systemic 
improvements for the many in need and have done little to reduce the opportunity and 
achievement gaps. Our aim in this monograph is to enhance understanding of the limitations 
of the current state of the art and present new directions in ways that may help to escape 
ideas that maintain the unsatisfactory status quo.

Chapter 1 briefly shares our journey in searching for a better way to address
student and schooling problems and pursue whole child and whole school
improvements. 

Chapter 2 highlights our analysis of what’s wrong with how schools currently
provide student/learning supports. We discuss the long-standing
marginalization and fragmentation of such supports in school improvement
policy and practice and the counterproductive competition for sparse
resources that this has engendered. With a view to ending the marginalization
of student/learning supports, a three component framework for school
improvement is proposed. 

Chapter 3 presents an additional set of lenses for viewing what schools do and
don’t do related to student/learning supports. Our intent is to underscore
matters that currently require broader analyses as a basis for school
improvement. 
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Chapter 1

Searching for a Better Way to Address Student and Schooling Problems

We had just finished a presentation on new directions for addressing barriers to
learning and teaching, when a member of the audience confronted Linda. In an
exasperated tone, he complained:

What you discussed is nothing but common sense!

He then waited for her to offer a defense. She smiled and said simply:

You’re right!

It has always struck us as a good thing that much of what we share is common sense. 

But, of course, common sense only goes so far and is built on what one has learned to date.
We have spent a lifetime focused on learning about why so many students end up
manifesting learning, behavior, and emotional problems and how schools need to change if
they are to do better in addressing such problems. And we know we have much more to
learn.

Our Learning Started at a University Lab School 

Our first major lessons about transforming schools were at a small lab school on the UCLA
campus that had been established by Grace Fernald. We played several staff roles there
starting in the 1960s, and then from the early 1970s until 1986, we directed the facility.
During that time, it enrolled about 100 full day and many more part time students who had
a range of learning, behavior, and emotional problems. Ages ranged from 7 through 19. One
prominent factor the youngsters had in common was that the public schools hadn’t been able
to help them (and often were glad to be rid of them).

We learned a lot in those years as we worked with the students, families, and staff. 

First and foremost, we gained a fuller understanding of the factors that led to the children
and adolescents experiencing problems. We found that most had overlapping problems. We
also came to the terrible realization that often the behaviors of some made them rather hard
to like.

Over time, we learned that much of the inappropriate behavior manifested at their previous
schools by many of the youngsters was a reaction to circumstances they were trying to avoid.
Not surprisingly, it was also evident that their past experiences had made them distrustful
of and reactive to authority figures. The result was a vicious cycle in which they were
confronted with activities and rules to which they reacted badly; in turn, this led to negative
reactions from staff, which led to more negative reactions from the students. 

In working with their families, we found many were at their wits end both with their
youngster and schools.

The bottom line: We learned that schools needed radical redesign if they
were to prevent and ameliorate the majority of problems we were seeing.

We worked toward developing the lab school into a prototype of what worked for the
youngsters and their families.1 In the process, we began to learn about making systemic
changes in a school. 
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Building Working Relationships and Enhancing Engagement

From a psychological and pedagogical perspective, the changes we made in the
school’s instructional and student and family support practices focused on building
working relationships and enhancing intrinsically motivated engagement. These
objectives were pursued with approaches that stressed 
(a) dialoguing with rather than talking at students and family members and ensuring

that all interactions with them modeled authenticity, warmth, and empathy,
(b) countering tendencies for diagnostic labels (such as LD and ADHD) and other

stereotypical perceptions to get in the way of seeing competence, strengths, and
good qualities,

(c) increasing the range of substantive options and choices for moving ahead and
facilitating student and family participation in decision making.

In classrooms, instruction was personalized (i.e., matched to each student’s
motivation and capabilities), and special assistance was added whenever necessary.
Schoolwide, specialized student and family supports were enhanced, with particular
attention to personal and school crisis. Other supports focused on facilitating positive
connections with families. Interventions were developed to support the variety of
transitions the students and families were encountering (e.g., the many hurdles
related to reentry or initial entry into school, school and grade changes, daily
transitions, program transitions, accessing special assistance).

Moving into the Real World

In 1986, the university decided it didn’t need a lab school focused on students with
problems. This was consistent with criticisms that suggested lab schools were so resource-
rich that the practices developed in such settings could not be carried out to scale in the real
world.

To continue our work, we established the School Mental Health Project and took what we
had been learning into the “REAL” world.  We soon found the real world felt very surreal.

We started with schools in the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD), where in
addition to her co-director position at UCLA, Linda worked from 1886-2000 as a clinical
psychologist and directed several large-scale projects. At that time, the district had about
750,000 students. Working with a federally funded dropout project, we focused on 24
schools to introduce a program for students experiencing early school adjustment problems.2

The interventions were designed to provide specialized staff development so that teachers
could accommodate a greater range of student differences by improving and augmenting
supports and rapidly addressing school adjustment problems.

Problems related to implementation arose quickly. For one, we had not paid enough attention
to the schools’ student and learning support staff. Efforts such as ours needed to be carried
out in the context of whatever student and learning support resources already were at a
school. Unfortunately, we knew too little about what was available and accessible to
students, their families, and teachers. What also became clear was that many others we were
working with at the schools had only a superficial awareness about such resources.

To learn more, we initiated a survey. Our initial findings indicated existence of a variety of
student and learning support personnel and activities at each of the 24 schools. Our analyses
of the nature and scope of what we found led us to conclude that the dearth of awareness
about student and learning supports was a large-scale system problem.
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As a step toward correcting the problem, we did a district-wide survey. We interviewed unit 
directors of school counselors, psychologists, social workers, nurses, Title I, and others. We 
identified and catalogued over 300 student and learning support intervention efforts (e.g., 
programs, activities, initiatives).  Of course, schools varied greatly in what they had in place 
– some had as much as they could access and handle, others had only what was mandated.

Our first experiences with LAUSD taught us how much we had to learn about school 
districts and the range of schools and learners they encompass. Over several years we studied 
(1) what schools were doing to address barriers to learning and teaching and reengage 
disconnected students and families and (2) what needed to be done to make the efforts more 
effective, particularly with respect to reducing the opportunity and achievement gaps. What 
we learned led to expanding our research agenda to include development of 
improvement prototypes and ways to implement and sustain them.

Pursuing an R&D Agenda Focused on 
Transforming Student/Learning Supports

In addition to working on the LAUSD dropout project, our School Mental Health Project 
began studying how schools across the country handled mental health concerns. We sought 
information from school districts, local and state agencies and organizations, special 
initiatives, and colleagues involved with mental health in schools.3 We were particularly 
interested in the role of the growing school-based health center movement.4 

Our findings led us to conclude that enhancing mental health in schools would best be 
achieved by embedding interventions into a unified, comprehensive, and equitable system 
for addressing barriers to learning and teaching. In 1991, with this as our aim, we joined the 
team developing one of the eight New American School 21st Century "break-the-mold" 
designs for comprehensive school improvement.5

The team we joined consisted of  the LAUSD's administration, the teachers' union, a variety 
of community partners, and our project at UCLA. The approach that was developed was 
called the Urban Learning Center design. It was implemented at the Elizabeth Learning 
Center, a Pre-K through 12th grade school serving over 2,700 students. The design 
encompasses a three component approach to school improvement. That is, it not only focuses 
on reforming curriculum/instruction and governance/management, it also addresses 
barriers to learning by establishing a comprehensive, integrated system of learning 
supports as a third essential enabling component. Our project at UCLA developed the 
prototype for the third component. The design was one of those included in the federal 
Comprehensive School Reform Initiatives legislation. 

About the Learning Supports Component 
By fully integrating an emphasis on addressing barriers, the Learning Supports 
Component provides a unifying framework for responding to a wide range of psychosocial
factors interfering with learning and performance. Besides focusing on barriers and deficits,
there is a strong emphasis on facilitating healthy development, positive behavior, and
asset-building as the best way to prevent problems and as an essential adjunct to
corrective interventions. The approach encompasses the type of models described as
full-service community schools. The component goes beyond the community school model
in how it reframes school-owned student and learning supports and weaves in community
resources. All this is done in ways that minimize marginalization and fragmentation and
ensures that programs to address problems play out in classrooms and schoolwide.
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In 1995, the value of our work was recognized with a federal grant that established the 
national Center for Mental Health in Schools under the auspices of the School Mental Health 
Project. (To more fully underscore the breadth of the work, the Center’s name was expanded 
in 2017 to the Center for MH in Schools & Student/Learning Supports.) Several years of 
federal funding enabled us to create a self-sufficient Center.6 

Our ongoing mission is to improve outcomes for students by helping districts and their 
schools enhance how they focus not only on mental health concerns, but also on 
psychosocial and educational problems. This mission encompasses a broad agenda to 
advance theory, research, practice, training, and policy. A core aspect of the R&D focus is 
on the processes and problems related to improving how schools address barriers to learning 
and teaching and reengage disconnected students and families. 

About Our Collaboration With Scholastic Inc.

Additional validation for our work came right after the 2005 hurricanes on the Gulf
Coast. Seeing the need for an intensive focus on student/learning supports, Scholastic
Inc. reached out asking us to bring our Center’s prototypes for transforming
student/learning supports to affected districts. A public-private collaboration was
established to enable a Rebuilding for Learning initiative. As the work proceeded,
Scholastic decided to join us in outreaching to other districts across the country about
the need to move student and learning supports in new directions.

To highlight the work, Scholastic asked us to prepare a brief overview for districts
and schools. That booklet, as edited by them, was circulated in 2008. To provide free
and easy access, we put it online. See

Adelman, H.S. & Taylor, L. (2008). Rebuilding for Learning: Addressing
Barriers to Learning and Teaching and Re engaging Students. New York:
Scholastic, Inc.

Our work with Scholastic initially was carried out as part of their noncommercial
commitment to help communities in need. After a couple of years, however, Scholastic
decided to turn the work into a commercial venture. Because of our Center’s commitment
to equity of opportunity by ensuring free access to our work, we had to end the
partnership. 

We learned a great deal from our collaboration with Scholastic; some of the many
lessons learned are reported on our website and highlighted in this monograph. 

In 2015, the Center established the National Initiative for Transforming Student and
Learning Supports . The initiative states that:   

Equity of opportunity is fundamental to enabling civil rights;
transforming student and learning supports is fundamental to

      promoting whole child development, advancing social justice,
    and enhancing learning and a positive school climate. 

Complementing our Center’s R&D agenda, the aims of this ongoing initiative are to
mobilize direct actions for   

• elevating school improvement policy discussion about ending the marginalization
of student and learning supports

• moving toward transformation of such supports.

https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/rebuild/RebuidlingV11RD28.pdf
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/summit2002/trailblazing.htm
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/newinitiative.html
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Increasingly we are being asked about how to move forward and for assistance in doing so. 
The number of inquiries related to the initiative underscore the reality that the time has come 
to make transformative changes in how schools ameliorate learning, behavior, and emotional 
problems. Taken as a whole, the initiative offers a detailed blueprint for  ways student/
learning supports can be transformed, resources to make it happen, prototype examples, 
and lessons learned to aid moving forward. 

With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the Center has played a role in helping schools 
respond to the impact.7 From our perspective, the pandemic has made it inevitable that public 
schools will change in fundamental ways over the next decade. This is particularly the reality 
for how schools address barriers to learning and teaching and for efforts to reengage 
disconnected students and families. With all this in mind, we have increased our emphasis 
on stimulating new directions thinking. For example, we encapsulated and shared our early 
learnings into four books that can be accessed at no cost from the Center website.8

At the end of 2020, we were invited by the Policy Analysis for California Education (PACE) 

   to prepare the following policy brief:
>Restructuring California Schools to Address Barriers to Learning and Teaching

in the COVID 19 Context and Beyond
  

(The content, of course, is applicable to other states and was shared widely.)

So far in this decade, we have issued a range of reports and commentaries to advance work 
and discussion related to advancing mental health in schools and student/learning supports. 
See the examples included in the end of chapter notes.9

And each week the Center continues to share a variety of works via its website and 
distributes them directly through our national listserv and in response to a host of technical 
assistance questions and requests for coaching. 

And now this monograph. It chronicles our journey to date and looks to the future.

We see the challenge at this time as continuing to encourage stakeholders to escape old ideas 
and pursue new directions for research and development. For us, a large part of escaping old 
ideas starts with understanding what’s wrong and why and adopting a set of lenses that helps 
see the factors that are contributing to so many students not doing well at school and what 
can be done. New directions encompass  

• rethinking student and learning supports and the roles and functions of staff
providing such supports

• approaching learning, behavior, and emotional problems as interrelated concerns

• using an umbrella concept, such as addressing barriers to learning, to unify the
laundry list of programs and initiatives currently being implemented for that
purpose (e.g., MTSS, Community Schools, integrated services, social emotional
learning as a response to problems, response to intervention, trauma informed
practices, suicide and substance use prevention, crisis response, special efforts to
close the opportunity and achievement gaps, etc., etc., etc....).

• expanding the school improvement policy framework

• reworking operational infrastructures at school, complex, and district levels for
initial and ongoing implementation

• establishing temporary operational mechanisms to facilitate district-wide
replication to scale with an emphasis on sustainability

https://edpolicyinca.org/sites/default/files/2020-11/pb_adelman_nov2020.pdf
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• understanding that the whole enterprise requires a good grasp of what is involved
in effective intervention

• appreciating that interventions to improve schools derive essential guidance from
improvement and implementation sciences and that school improvement and
implementation efforts are inextricably related

and more.

Learning support resources include student support personnel (e.g., counselors,
school psychologists, social workers, nurses; compensatory and special education
staff); specialized services; special initiatives; grants; programs for afterschool,
wellness, dropout prevention, attendance, drug abuse prevention, violence
prevention, pregnancy prevention; parent/family/health centers; volunteer
assistance; community resources linked to schools, and more. Allocated funds
come from the general budget, compensatory and special education, and special
projects (including those supported by extra-mural sources). 

1 See, for example,
>Adelman, H. S. & Taylor, L.  (1977).  Two steps toward improving learning for students

with (and without) learning problems.  Journal of Learning Disabilities, 10, 455-461.
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/epdf/10.1177/002221947701000711

>Adelman, H. S. & Taylor, L. (1979).  Initial psychological assessment and related
consultation.  Learning Disability Quarterly, 2, 52-64.
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/epdf/10.2307/1510825

>Taylor, L., & Adelman, H.S. (l980).  Demonstration and research programs for learning
problems at Fernald, UCLA.  Journal of Learning Disabilities, 13, 392-396.

>Adelman, H. S. & Taylor, L.  (1983). Learning disabilities in perspective.  Glenview, Ill.:
Scott, Foresman and Co.

>Adelman, H.S., & Taylor, L. (l983).  Enhancing motivation for overcoming learning and
behavior problems. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 16, 384-392.
https://doi.org/10.1177/002221948301600702

>Adelman, H.S., & Taylor, L. (l984). Ethical concerns and identification of
psychoeducational problems.  Journal of Clinical Child Psychology, 13, 16-23.
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1080/15374418409533164

>Adelman, H.S., & Taylor, L. (1986).  An introduction to learning disabilities.  Glenview,
Ill.: Scott, Foresman and Co.

>Adelman, H.S., & Taylor, L. (l986).  Moving the field ahead: New paths, new paradigms.
Journal of Learning Disabilities, 19, 602-608.
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/002221948601901005

2 Adelman, H.S., & Taylor, L. (1991). Early school adjustment problems:  Some perspectives and
a project report.  American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 61, 468-474.
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1037/h0079276 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/epdf/10.1177/002221947701000711
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/epdf/10.2307/1510825
https://doi.org/10.1177/002221948301600702
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1080/15374418409533164
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/002221948601901005
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1037/h0079276
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3 See, for example,
>Adelman, H. S., & Taylor, L.  (1988).  Clinical child psychology: Fundamental intervention

questions and problems.  Clinical Psychology Review, 8, 637-664.
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0272735888900852

>Taylor, L., & Adelman, H.S.  (1990).  School avoidance behavior:  Motivational bases and
implications for intervention.  Child Psychiatry and Human Development. 20, 219-233.
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/BF00706015

>Adelman, H.S., & Taylor, L. (1990).  Intrinsic motivation and school misbehavior: Some
intervention implications. Journal of Learning Disabilities.  23, 541-550.
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/002221949002300903

>Adelman, H.S., & Taylor, L.  (1993). School-based mental health:  Toward a comprehensive
approach.  Journal of Mental Health Administration, 20, 32-45.
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/BF02521401

>Adelman, H.S. (1993). School-linked mental health interventions: Toward mechanisms for
service coordination and integration.  Journal of Community Psychology, 21, 309-319.
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1994-19573-001

>Barker, L.A., & Adelman, H.S. (1994).  Mental health status and help-seeking among ethnic
minority adolescents.  Journal of Adolescence, 17, 251-263. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ489179

>Adelman, H.S. (1995). Clinical psychology: Beyond psychopathology and clinical
interventions,  Clinical Psychology:  Science and Practice, 2, 28-44.
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1995-30086-001

>Taylor, L. & Adelman, H.S. (1996).  Mental health in the schools:  Promising directions for
practice. Adolescent Medicine:  State of the Art Reviews, 7, 303-317.
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/10359976/

4 See, for example,
>Adelman, H.S., & Taylor, L.  (1991). Mental health facets of the School-Based Health Center

movement:  Need and opportunity for research and development.  Journal of Mental Health
Administration, 18, 272-283. https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/BF02518598    

 >Adelman, H.S., Barker, L.A., & Nelson, P. (1993).  A study of a school-based clinic:
Who uses it and who doesn't?  Journal of Clinical Child Psychology, 22, 52-59.
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1059840515590607

>McGurk, S.R., Cárdenas, J., & Adelman, H.S.  (1993).  Utilization of a school-based
clinic for identification and treatment of adolescent sexual abuse.  Journal of
Adolescent Health, 14, 196-201.
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/10598405221112662

>Simoni, J., & Adelman, H.S.  (1993).  School-based mutual support groups for low-
income parents.  The Urban Review, 25, 335-350.
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/BF01111854

>Cárdenas, J., Taylor, L., & Adelman, H.S. (1993).  Transition support for immigrant
students.  Journal of Multicultural Counseling and Development, 21, 203-210.
DOI:10.1002/J.2161-1912.1993.TB00231.X

5 S. Stringfield, S.M. Ross, & L, Smith (eds) (1996). Bold plans for school restructuring: The New
American Schools designs: New York: Routledge.
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Bold_Plans_for_School_Restructuring/gnlBCc8K9L8C?hl=en&gbpv=1

6 See Center website at https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/
7 For examples of resources the Center distributed in response to the Coronavirus crisis, see

https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/centercorona.pdf 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0272735888900852
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/BF00706015
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/002221949002300903
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/BF02521401
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1994-19573-001
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ489179
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/1995-30086-001
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/10359976/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/BF02518598
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1059840515590607
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/10598405221112662
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/BF01111854
https://www.google.com/books/edition/Bold_Plans_for_School_Restructuring/gnlBCc8K9L8C?hl=en&gbpv=1
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/centercorona.pdf
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8 See
>Improving School Improvement

https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/improving_school_improvement.html
>Addressing Barriers to Learning: In the Classroom and Schoolwide

https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/improving_school_improvement.html
>Transforming Student and Learning Supports: Developing a Unified, Comprehensive,

and Equitable System
https://titles.cognella.com/transforming-student-and-learning-supports-9781516512782.html    

>Embedding Mental Health as Schools Change
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/improving_school_improvement.html

9 In 2021, we issued the following reports:

>Implementation Science and Complex School Changes
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/implemreport.pdf

>Evolving Community Schools and Transforming Student/Learning Supports.
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/evolvecomm.pdf

>Enhancing Student/Learning Supports in Classrooms
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/classroomredes.pdf

In 2021-2022, we issued

>Addressing Learning, Behavior, and Emotional Problems Through Better Use  of Student
and Learning Support Staff  https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/supports.pdf

In 2022, we issued
    

>How School Boards Can Pursue New Directions to Help Schools Address Barriers to
Learning and Teaching https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/boardrep2022.pdf

>Student/Learning Supports: A Brief Guide for Moving in New Directions
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/briefguide.pdf

In 2023, we wrote and sent out for discussion
      

>Myths Schools Live By and are Suffering from Related to Addressing Learning, Behavior,
and Emotional Problems https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/winter23.pdf

>More Services are Good, but Comprehensive Help Requires Transforming Student/Learning
Supports https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/spring23.pdf

>Student Supports: What’s in place? What’s Missing?
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/summer2023.pdf

https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/improving_school_improvement.html
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/improving_school_improvement.html
https://titles.cognella.com/transforming-student-and-learning-supports-9781516512782.html
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/improving_school_improvement.html
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/implemreport.pdf
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/evolvecomm.pdf
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/classroomredes.pdf
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/supports.pdf
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/boardrep2022.pdf
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/briefguide.pdf
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/winter23.pdf
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/spring23.pdf
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/summer2023.pdf
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Chapter 2 

Student/Learning Supports: What Needs Changing?

Implicit in democratic ideals is the intent of ensuring that every student will have equity
of opportunity to succeed at school. This ideal is ratified in the Every Student Succeeds
Act (ESSA). Unfortunately, current school improvement policies and practices are

nowhere near making this ideal a reality. 

Student/Learning Supports: Fragmented and Piecemeal 

In the real world, a great many students are experiencing external and/or internal barriers
that interfere with benefitting from what the teacher is offering. While the numbers vary,
every school has students who are not doing well. All schools devote resources to address
this reality (see Exhibit 2-1).  

Exhibit 2-1

 A great deal of activity, but interventions are fragmented

As illustrated, our analyses find that a wide variety of interventions exists across a district to 
address concerns about barriers to learning and teaching.1 Some schools mainly provide 
whatever is mandated. Others recognize that significant and sustainable progress with 
respect to reducing the opportunity and achievement gaps requires many student and
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learning supports. A few interventions are designed to reach the entire student body,
however the emphasis primarily is on specialized services that can only be provided to a
relatively small number of students. 

Most of the available interventions are provided by district personnel such as  psychologists,
counselors, social workers, and other specialists. In large districts, these staff often are
organized into separate units that overlap regular, special, and compensatory education. 

Efforts to address student and schooling problems are funded and pursued as "categorical"
initiatives, some supported by school district general funds and some underwritten by the
federal, state, and private sector. In general, districts budgets are tight and funding for
student and learning supports is sparse. What is funded generally plays out in a fragmented
and piecemeal manner – generating a variety of specialized programs and services. Federal
and state funding streams have exacerbated this state of affairs.

Overlapping what schools offer are initiatives from the community to link resources to
schools (e.g., school-linked services, full-service schools, community and school
partnerships). Currently, this is prominently featured in the Community School’s movement.2

Such linkages are seen as a way to provide more support for schools, students, and families.
For community agencies, connection with schools also is seen as providing better access to
a subset of families and their children, especially hard-to-reach clients. While school-
community connections add some resources to efforts to provide student/learning supports,
they often also contribute to the fragmentation. And when community agencies in low
income neighborhoods tie up most of their resources at a couple of local schools, they
increase inequities in the community.3 

In general, we find that student and learning support staff in most schools tend to function
in relative isolation of each other and other stakeholders. It is common for community and
school personnel to work with the same students and families with little shared planning or
ongoing communication. A great deal of the work is oriented to discrete, categorical
problems and overuses specialized services for individuals and small groups. In some
schools, a student identified as at risk for grade retention, dropout, and substance abuse may
be assigned to three counseling programs operating independently of each other. Sparse
budgets contribute to the long-standing counterproductive competition among support staff
and with community-based professionals who link with schools.

The fragmentation of student/learning supports has resulted in poor cost-effectiveness. For
example, in some schools principals have told us that up to 25% of a school budget is used
to address barriers to learning and teaching, and analyses indicate that the resources are used
in too limited and often redundant ways. Each new initiative compounds matters. 

Current fragmentation, overspecialization, and redundancy not only is costly, it works
against schools playing a significant role in stemming the tide with respect to low
achievement, chronic absenteeism, inappropriate behavior, student and teacher dropouts, and
a host of other serious problems.

Efforts to Deal With Fragmentation 

Over the last 30-40 years, ending the fragmentation of practices for supporting families and
their children has been the focus of many initiatives and policy reports.  Reform discussions
have generated terms such as “integrated services,” “integrated support systems,”
school-linked services, one-stop shopping, wraparound services, seamless service delivery,
coordinated school health, co-location of services, full-service schools, systems of care, and
more. And local, state, and federal agencies have generated formal coordination and
integration initiatives. These include efforts to promote interagency collaboration and calls
for connecting funding streams.4 
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Certainly coordination and integration are useful and common sense goals. However, as we 
discuss, the fragmentation continues and calls for integration can distract from fundamental 
policy changes that are needed. A few demonstration sites are often cited as evidence of how 
successful integrated activity can be. The problem is that these sites have been developed 
using a variety of special resources that are not available for replicating the models to scale 
(e.g., across a school district).

Fragmented Supports are a Symptom of Policy Marginalization

By focusing primarily on integrating interventions, school improvement advocates and 
policy makers fail to consider the relationship between the prevailing framework for school 
improvement policy and the widely observed fragmentation and disorganization of student 
and learning supports. Our analyses indicate that the fragmentation of student/learning 
supports at schools reflects a long-standing marginalization of efforts to address barriers to 
learning and teaching in school improvement policy. 

Evidence of the marginalization is seen in the ad hoc and piecemeal way student/learning 
support programs, services, and special initiatives are established and implemented. Such 
activity is viewed as supplementary (often referred to as auxiliary services) and generally 
is given short shrift in school plans. Further evidence is seen in the limited way school-
community-home collaboration is pursued, and the lack of attention to mapping, analyzing, 
and rethinking about how resources are being used to address barriers to learning and 
teaching.

We have concluded that the marginalization is rooted in the two-component framework that 
primarily guides school improvement policy and practice (see Exhibit 2-2). The two 
components emphasize improving (1) curricula/instruction and (2) governance/management. 
Interventions for addressing learning barriers and reengaging disconnected students are 
given secondary consideration at best. 

As noted, districts do have a variety of programs, services, and initiatives aimed at problems 
interfering with learning and teaching. However, they are not organized into a cohesive 
component and are not well-integrated with the instructional and management components. 
This remains the situation despite the current widespread emphasis on framing the work as 
a multi-tiered system of supports (MTSS).5 

Available student/learning supports do help some students who
are not succeeding at school. However, they come nowhere
near addressing the scope of need across a district. This
limitation further underscores the degree to which efforts to
address barriers to learning and teaching are marginalized in
policy and practice. 
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*A few examples are:
   
! School wide positive behavioral supports

and interventions
! Response to intervention
! Safe Schools, Healthy Students Program
! Full Service Community Schools

Initiatives
! School Based Health Centers
! Specialized instructional support services
! Compensatory and special education

interventions
! Bullying prevention
! Family Resource Centers
! Foster Child and Homeless Student

Education

Despite the fact they are essential, student and
learning supports are not developed as a unified
comprehensive system and are not treated in
school improvement policy and practice as a
primary component of school improvement. 

PRIMARY FOCUS  SECONDARY & MARGINALIZED FOCUS 

Addressing Barriers to Learning & Teaching
(Not a cohesive component)

! High quality
teachers

! Improved academic
assessment systems

! Standards based
instruction

! Staff development

Districts and schools have a variety of marginalized
interventions that are implemented in a fragmented
manner. They are not well-integrated with each other 
or with the instructional and management components. 

! Shared governance
! Improved data

collection systems
! Increased

accountability
! Building level budget

control & management
! Flexible funding

Governance, Resources, &
Operations 

(Management/Governance Component)

Direct Facilitation of Learning   
(Instructional Component)    

     Exhibit 2-2
 Prevailing Two-Component Framework 

Shaping School Improvement Policy
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Needed: A Three Component Framework for School Improvement 

Our analyses indicate that a two-component policy framework is insufficient for the type of
school improvement needed to promote development of a cohesive system at schools to
address barriers to learning and teaching and reengage disconnected students and families.
As illustrated in Exhibit 2-3 and 2-4, we have proposed an expanded policy framework. The
proposed third component is intended to

• elevate policy priority with respect to addressing barriers to learning and teaching

• fully integrate the priority into school improvement strategic planning and daily 
practice at all levels

• enhance attention to facilitatating effective development, implementation, scale-
up, and sustainability of a unified, comprehensive, and equitable approach.

Exhibit 2-3

Moving from a Two- to a Three Component 
School Improvement Policy Framework

Our view is that ending the marginalization of efforts to address barriers to learning and teaching
requires policy action that establishes and institutionalizes a component for addressing barriers to
learning and teaching as a primary and essential facet of school improvement (on a par with the
components for instruction and governance/management). The added component (dubbed here as the
Learning Supports Component) aims at enabling learning by (1) addressing factors that interfere with
learning, development, and teaching and (2) reengaging students in classroom instruction. The
component overlaps the instructional component by bringing learning supports into the classroom. In
doing so, it stresses a psychological approach to personalization and a sequential and hierarchical
approach to special assistance. 
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*A few examples are:

! School wide positive behavioral supports and
interventions

! Response to intervention
! Safe Schools, Healthy Students Program
! Full Service Community Schools Initiatives
! School Based Health Centers
! Specialized instructional support services
! Compensatory and special education

interventions
! Bullying prevention
! Family Resource Centers
! Foster Child and Homeless Student

Education

   Exhibit 2-4

Unifying Student/Learning Supports and Fully Integrating them 
into School Improvement

Direct Facilitation of Learning       Addressing Barriers to Learning & Teaching*     
 (Instructional Component) (Learning Supports Component) 

 

     Governance and Resource Management
  (Management Component)

In sum, student/learning supports currently are marginalized in school improvement policy. Research
suggests that the marginalization maintains the many deficiencies associated with the way such
supports play out at schools. All this seriously hinders efforts to provide the help teachers, students,
and families so desperately need.

Our work suggests that school improvement policy and practice need to be expanded from a two-
to a three-component framework in order to  prioritize efforts to enhance student outcomes by
directly and comprehensively addressing barriers to learning and teaching.

1 Adelman, H.S. & Taylor, L. (2008). School Improvement: A Systemic View of What's Missing and What
to Do About It (pp. 55-76). In B. Despres (Ed), Systems Thinkers in Action: A Field Guide for Effective
Change Leadership in Education. Rowman & Littelfield.
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/publications/school%20improvement%20a%20systemic%20view%20of%20whats%20missing.pdf

2 Ferrara. J. & Jacobson, R. (Eds) (2019). Community Schools: People and Places Transforming Education
and Communities. Rowman & Littlefield. 

3 Center for MH in Schools &Student/Learning Supports (2021). Evolving Community Schools and
Transforming Student/Learning Supports https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/evolvecomm.pdf 

4  Our most recent report discussing concerns about all this is: Integrated Student Supports and
Equity: What's Not Being Discussed? https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/integpolicy.pdf . It
highlights the history of reform tinkering guided by integration of services efforts and the
failure to produce substantive and sustainable system transformation when the focus has mainly
been just on integration.

 5 Center for MH in Schools &Student/Learning Supports (2019). MTSS: Strengths and Weaknesses
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/mtss.pdf

https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/publications/school%20improvement%20a%20systemic%20view%20of%20whats%20missing.pdf
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/evolvecomm.pdf
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/integpolicy.pdf
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/mtss.pdf


17

Chapter 3 

Adding Lenses to Advance School Improvement R&D

A professor of genetics … showed me published drawings of cell nuclei before
and after the discovery and description of chromosomes. Chromosomes kept
showing up in the later drawings, not in the earlier ones. – Edwin Boring (1929)

In the last analysis, we see only what we are ready to see. We eliminate and ignore
everything that is not part of our prejudices. – Jean-Martin Charcot (1857)

   

As noted, despite the legislative aspirations reflected in the names given to acts such as
No Child Left Behind and the Every Student Succeeds Act, available data indicate that
many schools are far from able to achieve these aims.1 Analyses of school

improvement guides and plans suggest why this is so. The main focus in such documents
tends to be on matters directly related to instruction and classroom management. Much less
attention is devoted to what to do with students with significant learning, behavior, and
emotional problems. 

Expanding the school improvement framework by adding a Learning Supports Component
is seen as a fundamental step toward increasing attention to the school’s role in addressing
barriers to learning and teaching. As another step, we delineated a set of lenses to broaden
analyses of  (a) factors causing student and schooling problems and (b) what is and isn’t
happening at school to address them. This chapter briefly highlights four frameworks we use
as special research lenses. They are    

• a categorization of risk factors emphasizing external as well as internal factors – all
of which can be barriers to learning, teaching, and general well-being

• a continuum differentiating student problems using a reciprocal determinist
paradigm of causality  – the point is to highlight the reality that many learning,
behavior, and emotional problems initially are caused by external factors and also
to counter the tendency to overdiagnose students with pathological labels

• a matrix emphasizing sources of motivation in terms of both intrinsic as well as
extrinsic motivation and engagement, disengagement, and reengagement as
intervention concerns

• an exhibit that contrasts interventions in terms of the intent to help and/or socialize.

It should be noted that all our R&D work is based on a reciprocal determinist paradigm of
development and learning. Our notation for this is B=f(P        E); that is, human behavior is
a function of the transactions between person and environment.2 

A Framework for Categorizing Barriers to Learning and Teaching 

An extensive literature captures a wide-range of child and adolescent “risk” factors. In recent
years, many of these have been designated as adverse childhood experiences (ACES).3 

Of particular concern to schools is that risk factors often end up producing problems that
interfere with learning and teaching. One response to such problems is special education
which has grown into a highly institutionalized enterprise. Special education is intended for
students with internal dysfunctions that qualify them for special assistance and
accommodations. But schools also must provide for learning, behavior, and emotional
problems that stem from external conditions. Think about the impact of growing up in
poverty, residing in violent neighborhoods, living under difficult family conditions,
experiencing high rates of mobility, not having English language skills, having inadequate
health care, and more.
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With intervention in mind, we conceive risk factors as potential barriers to learning and
teaching and categorize them by differentiating external and internal conditions and
grouping the external variables as neighborhood, family, school and peer factors (see Exhibit
3.1). 

 Exhibit 3.1
      Examples of Potential Barriers to Learning & Teaching 

              External Conditions* Internal Conditions**
      Neighborhood 

• High poverty
• High rates of crime,

drug use, violence,
gang activity

• High unemployment,
abandoned/floundering
businesses

• Disorganized
community

• High mobility
• Lack of positive youth

development
opportunities

            Family
• Domestic conflicts,

abuse, distress, grief,
loss

• Unemployment,
poverty, and
homelessness

• Immigrant and/or
minority status

• Family physical or
mental health illness

• Poor medical or dental
care

• Inadequate child care
• Substance abuse

  School and Peers
• Poor quality schools,

high teacher turnover
• High rates of bullying

and harassment
• Minimal offerings and

low involvement in
extracurricular
activities

• Frequent student-
    teacher conflicts
• Poor school climate,

negative peer models
• Many disengaged

students and families

Personal Biology/Psychology
• Neurodevelopmental delay
• Physical illness & disability
• Mental disorders/disabilities
• Addictions
• Inadequate nutrition and

healthcare
• Learning, behavior, and

emotional problems that arise
from negative environmental
conditions exacerbate existing
internal factors

*Other examples of external conditions include exposure to crisis events in the community, home, and
school; lack of availability and access to good school readiness programs; lack of home involvement in
schooling; lack of peer support, positive role models, and mentoring; lack of access and availability of
good recreational opportunities; lack of access and availability to good community housing, health and
social services, transportation, law enforcement, sanitation; lack of access and availability to good school
support programs; sparsity of high quality schools.

**Other internal/personal conditions that can be risk factors are:
>Differences (e.g., being further along toward one end or the other of a normal developmental curve; not fitting

local “norms” in terms of looks and behavior; etc.)
>Vulnerabilities (e.g., minor health/vision/hearing problems and other deficiencies/deficits that result in school

absences and other needs for special accommodations; being the focus of racial, ethnic, or gender bias; 
economical disadvantage; youngster and/or parent lacks interest in youngster’s schooling, is alienated, or 
rebellious; early manifestation of severe and pervasive problem/antisocial behavior)

As we will discuss from the perspective of this lens, our analyses indicate that
good teaching and other efforts to enhance positive development must be
complemented with actions that directly and effectively remove or at least
minimize the impact of barriers. Without such interventions, problems that
interfere with learning and teaching tend to persist and are exacerbated.
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Differentiating Student Problems Caused by 
External or Internal/Personal Conditions

Available evidence indicate that internal factors are not the primary instigators for the
majority of learning, behavior, and emotional problems encountered at school. Data also
indicate a tendency to over attribute students’ problems to internal factors (e.g., LD,
ADHD).4 

A reciprocal determinist paradigm emphasizes that learning, behavioral, and emotional
problems may be caused primarily by environment or person factors or the transaction of
both. We use this lens to differentiate student problems (see Exhibits 3-2 and 3-3) when we
analyze what schools do and don’t do to address the differences.

Exhibit 3-2

Differentiating Student Problems in Terms of Cause 

Environment (E) (Type I problems)

1. Insufficient stimuli (e.g., prolonged periods in impoverished environments; deprivation of learning
opportunities at home or school such as lack of play and practice situations and poor instruction;
inadequate diet)  

2. Excessive stimuli (e.g., overly demanding home, school, or work experiences, such as overwhelming
pressure to achieve and contradictory expectations; overcrowding)

3. Intrusive and hostile stimuli  (e.g., medical practices, especially at birth, leading to physiological
impairment; contaminated environments; conflict in home, school, workplace; faulty child- rearing
practices, such as long-standing abuse and rejection; dysfunctional family; migratory family; language
used is a second language; social prejudices related to race, sex, age, physical characteristics, and
behavior)

Person (P) (Type III problems)

1. Physiological insult (e.g., cerebral trauma, such as accident or stroke, endocrine dysfunctions and
chemical imbalances; illness affecting brain or sensory functioning)

2. Genetic anomaly (e.g., genes which limit, slow down, or lead to any atypical development)    
3. Cognitive activity and affective states experienced by self as deviant (e.g., lack of knowledge or skills

such as basic cognitive strategies; lack of ability to cope effectively with emotions, such as low
self-esteem)

4. Physical characteristics shaping contact with environment and/or experienced by self as deviant (e.g.,
visual, auditory, or motoric deficits; excessive or reduced sensitivity to stimuli; easily fatigued; factors
such as race, sex, age, or unusual appearance that produce stereotypical responses)  

5. Deviant actions of the individual (e.g., performance problems, such as excessive performance errors; high
or low levels of activity)

Interactions and Transactions Between E and P (Type II problems)

1. Severe to moderate personal vulnerabilities and environmental defects and differences (e.g., person with
extremely slow development in a highly demanding environment – all of which simultaneously and
equally instigate the problem)  

2. Minor personal vulnerabilities not accommodated by the situation (e.g., person with minimal disorders in
auditory perceptual ability trying to do auditory-loaded tasks; very active person forced into situations at
home, school, or work that do not tolerate this level of activity)

3. Minor environmental defects and differences not accommodated by the individual (e.g., person is in the
minority racially or culturally and is not participating in many social activities because he or she thinks
others may be unreceptive)
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(E           p) (E           P) (e           P)

Exhibit 3-3

Placing the Typology on a Reciprocal Determinist Continuum

Problems primarily    Problems caused Problems primarily
caused by factors in       equally by          caused by factors in 
the environment (E)           environment and person              the person (P)
       
                                                           

    E                  P
     |-------------------------------------------------------|------------------------------------------------|

     Type I                                                Type II                  Type III
   problems        problems            problems

(e.g., LD, ADHD,
other disorders)  

•caused primarily by •caused primarily by a •caused primarily by
environments and systems significant mismatch between personal disabilities/
that are deficient individual differences and disorders
and/or hostile vulnerabilities and the nature

of that person's environment

•problems may be mild •problems may be mild to •problems may be
to moderately severe & moderately severe and pervasive moderate to profoundly
narrow to moderately severe and moderate to
pervasive broadly pervasive

As illustrated in Exhibit 3-3, we designate problems primarily caused by factors in the
environment as Type I problems and place them at one end of a causal continuum. As an
example, think about the many factors that can cause problems for children growing up in
impoverished and hostile environments. Problems caused primarily by factors within the
person (e.g., disabilities, disorders) are designated as Type III problems and placed at the
other end of the continuum. At the middle of the continuum, designated as Type II problems,
we place persons whose problems are caused by an equal degree person and environment
factors. These are individuals who do not function well in situations where their individual
differences and minor vulnerabilities are poorly accommodated or are responded to hostilely.

There are, of course, variations along the continuum. That is, at each point between the
extreme ends, environment-person (nature and nurture) transactions may be causal, but the
degree to which each contributes to the problem varies. 

We know that no simple typology can do justice to the complexities involved in classifying
students’ problems. However, even this simple framework based on a reciprocal
deterministic paradigm has helped us and others appreciate the range of potential instigating
factors.

Analyses that differentiate Type I, II, and III learning,
behavior, and emotional problems lead to understanding
significant  implications for changes in policy and practice
related to student/learning supports.5
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Analyzing How Motivation is Accounted for in Addressing Student Differences

While there is widespread discussion of motivation in schools, the matter is not well-
addressed in daily practice. We use the following matrix in analyzing how schools engage,
minimize disengagement, and reengage disconnected youngsters and families.

Exhibit 3-4
Viewing How Schools Address Engagement 

Source of Motivation

Extrinsics         Intrinsics         Intrinsics/Extrinsics

Engagement/
Re-engagement

Intervention
Concerns Minimizing

Disengagement

Reengagenent

Learning is a nonlinear, dynamic, transactional, and spiraling process, as are interventions
such as teaching and student/learning supports. With specific respect to teaching, the process
involves being able to apply strategies focused on content to be taught and knowledge and
skills to be acquired – with careful attention given to engaging students. Learning is a
function of how good a fit there is in the transactions between the learner, the teacher, and
other facets of the learning environment/context. Teaching works fine in classrooms where
most students come each day motivationally ready and able to engage in learning what is
being taught. Unfortunately, in too many classrooms this is not the situation. 

Motivation and Enhancing the Instructional Fit

To account for student differences, school improvement efforts emphasize differentiated
instruction as a way to enhance the instructional fit for each student. The process often is
described as meeting learners where they are. In this connection, considerable attention is
given to individualization of instruction. Our analyses of how individualization often is
pursued indicates the emphasis is on accounting for differences in developed capabilities;
too often, motivational differences are given short shrift.

As essential as differences in capability are, motivational differences are a primary concern
when creating good conditions for intervention success. We all know individuals who have
learned and do much more than we anticipated because they were highly motivated and
engaged; and we certainly know others who learn and perform poorly when they are not
invested in the work.

It seems safe to assume every teacher would like a classroom full of students who show up
each day motivationally ready and able to learn what is planned. Instead, they find a range
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of students who differ in motivation and ability. Typically:   
• Some are motivationally ready and able to learn what the teacher has planned.    
• Some are not very motivated by what they are asked to do and/or are lacking

knowledge and skills for pursuing what is being taught, and/or have different
learning rates and styles and possibly some minor vulnerabilities.    

• Some are significantly motivated to avoid what they are asked to do and/or have
extreme deficits in current performance capabilities and/or have a disability or
major health problem.

Many students have negative attitudes toward school because of past experiences.
 
          

We have asked teachers from across the country, “Most days, how many of your
students come to class motivationally ready and able to learn what you have
planned to teach them?” The consistency of response is surprising and
disturbing. In urban and rural schools serving economically disadvantaged
families, teachers tell us that about 10 to 15% of their students fall into this
group. In suburbia, teachers usually say 75% fit that profile.

            
To ensure motivational considerations are not ignored, we use the concept of personalization
in place of individualization and frame motivational intervention concerns in terms of
engagement, minimizing disengagement, and reengagement.

About Personalized Intervention    
In recent years, personalized learning and teaching have become prominent constructs. This
is partly because of the increased emphasis on using technology in schools. However, while
technology can be a useful tool, it is not the essence of personalized learning and
intervention.  
  
Our work has pursued personalization for decades – contrasting it with individualization.6

We define personalization as the process of accounting for individual differences not only
in terms of capabilities but also with respect to learner motivation. From a psychological
perspective, we also stress that it is the learner’s perception that determines whether the
intervention “fit” or “match” is good or bad. Personalization has fundamental implications
for all intervention efforts.

For those who are motivationally ready and able, either individualized or personalized
intervention can be quite effective. For students with learning, behavior, and emotional
problems, however, addressing low and avoidance motivation for classroom learning
probably requires personalized instruction and special assistance.

Addressing Engagement and Disengagement Involves Understanding 
What is Motivating the Behavior 
   
Schooling and other lengthy interventions not only must engage and maintain engagement,
but also must avoid disengaging participants. Strategies also are needed for reengaging those
who disengage. 

Students disengage for different reasons. For instance, some students may react with
avoidance behaviors in situations in which they feel too challenged and unable to perform
and/or teachers are over-controlling. From the perspective of self-determination theory,
disengagement can be expected when a youngster perceives school tasks and activities as
threats to feelings of competence, autonomy, and/or relatedness to significant others.7 Under
such circumstances, individuals(especially those with learning, behavior, and emotional
problems) can be expected to react by trying to protect themselves from unpleasant thoughts



23

and feelings. Ironically, in the process of finding ways to cope in such situations, they often
learn and use inappropriate behaviors (e.g., avoidance, manipulation, lying, cheating). 

In contrast, some students may proactively disengage. They may do so to pursue more
desired activities and/or more valued ways to spend their time. 

Whatever the reason, we often see professionals and parents over-relying on extrinsic
motivators to stop disruptive behavior and engage and reengage students. In effect, this is
a social control strategy. Such strategies tend to permeate classroom management practices.

Control strategies can be somewhat effective in the short-run, and an often-stated assumption
is that stopping misbehavior will make a student amenable to teaching. In a few cases, this
may be so. The price paid, however, is that social control practices often decrease intrinsic
motivation for engaging in instruction and generate psychological reactance. And
psychological reactance can motivate students to try to counter being controlled. This can
generate additional undesirable behavior, disengagement from classroom instruction, poor
attendance, and dropping out.

From a motivational perspective, questions arise about how well a school promotes
engagement, counters disengagement, and pursues reengagement. In our work
related to these concerns, we especially focus on the degree to which a school
personalizes instruction and daily supports and provides special assistance when
needed – and, in the process, minimizes threats to students’ feelings of competence,
autonomy, and/or relatedness to significant others and maximizes such feelings.

  

Understanding a School’s Response to Misbehavior 
in the Context of the Socialization Agenda 

One major reason for compulsory education is that society wants schools to play a role in
socializing children. This agenda becomes especially prominent when students manifest
misbehavior. At the same time, whenever students experience learning, behavior, and
emotional problems, schools are expected to play a helping role. So, while school staff and
parents value a school's socializing agenda, they also want youngsters with problems helped.
Because socialization and helping roles can come into conflict, we have found it necessary
to clarify implications for school improvement and other interventions.

The key to differentiating helping from socialization interventions is to determine whose
interests are served (see Exhibit 3-5). Helping interventions are defined in terms of a primary
intention to serve the “client's” interests; socialization interventions primarily seek to serve
the interests of society and often overrely on social control interventions.8

How does one know whose interests are served?  Criteria include the nature of the consent
and ongoing decision-making processes. Using these criteria, the interests of individuals are
served when they consent to intervention without coercion and have control over major
intervention decisions. In contrast, socialization agenda usually are implemented under a
form of social contract that allows society’s agents to decide on certain interventions for
individuals without asking for consent; and during intervention, society maintains control
over major intervention decisions.

But there is a gray area. Circumstances arise when the intent is to serve the “client’s”
interests but eliciting truly informed consent or ensuring the object of intervention has
control is not feasible. Interveners, then, are forced to operate in a gray area. This is likely
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Exhibit 3-5

to arise with young children and those with severe and profound behavior and emotional
problems. Interveners also work in a gray area when intervening at the request of a surrogate
who sees the intervention as in a person’s best interests despite an individual’s protests.
School staff experience this situation when they make decisions that students don’t like.
Staff and school boards experience political backlash when groups of parents and other
interested parties don’t like the school’s agenda.

When conflicts arise, the answer to the question of whose best interests are served depends
on who makes the decisions. For instance, as noted, one of the reasons society establishes
schools is to socialize the young. Teachers are hired to carry out this agenda. Such an agenda
may or may not be in the best interests of a given student. To ensure that the "right"
decisions are made (i.e., those in society's best interests), school personnel control decision-
making processes. In this way, the school's socialization agenda is asserted. By
understanding that schools are socialization agencies, it becomes clear why schooling is
compulsory, why grades are used to control more than to inform, and why school decision-
making processes are so one-sided, and why schools often revert to coercive and repressive
actions.
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The example of Jesse is illustrative of how a school's socialization agenda can conflict with
helping an individual:

 Jesse was constantly fighting. The behavior had been diagnosed as stemming from
frustration and anger related to a history of school failure and lack of caring and guidance at
home. At school, his teacher, Ms. Johnston, understood all this and set out to get close to
Jesse and involve him in ways designed to minimize frustration and maximize success.  
   Unfortunately, Jesse's altercations with others did not abate quickly. Several concerned
parents complained to the principal. Ms. Johnston was told she had to stop Jesse from hitting
others. "If he learns nothing else, he has to understand that such behavior is unacceptable,"
she was informed, "And the way to do it is to stop coddling him and to crack down."
   Ms. Johnston did as she was told. Jesse's behavior got worse. He started cutting school. 
The more she "cracked down," the more he acted out. It was frustrating and disappointing for
both of them.
   At a meeting with Jesse's parents, the guidance team thought the youngster should be
tested for possible placement in a special education program. The parents acquiesced.

When a student has a problem, teachers often are caught in a dilemma. They want to help
the student overcome the problem. But because schools are socializing agencies, teachers
are expected to institute a helping agenda only when it does not conflict with socialization
aims.  The result often is that the student receives no help, and indeed, the student's problem
may be exacerbated because of increased avoidance motivation and related negative
reactions. In addition, the teacher may experience extreme frustration contributing to
burnout.

An additional problem for schools is: Who is the client? Is it the entity underwriting the
intervention (e.g., taxpayers through their legislative bodies and school boards), or is it the
system that is the focus of intervention (e.g., a school, its students, their families, the school
staff)? The perspectives of interested parties, of course, may be compatible.  But conflicts
of interest are common.

Ultimately, every practitioner must personally come to grips with what is
morally proper in balancing the respective rights of the various parties when
interests conflict. From a R&D perspective, our concern has been to
understand how schools currently balance agenda for socialization and
helping, how they handle conflicts when they arise, and what the implications
are for transforming student/learning supports.
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Using the Lenses to Highlight the Critical Role of Student/Learning Supports 

As we have analyzed schools using the lenses highlighted above, we have stressed that,
however good a school’s instructional component may be, there are students who need to get
around barriers before they can benefit from what is being taught. At first, this led us to
conceive student/learning supports mainly as addressing factors interfering with students’
learning and performance. 

However, our early work found that addressing barriers does not ensure students engage
meaningfully in classroom learning. Some do; others do for a short while, but don’t sustain
their engagement; others don’t. The reality is that, as illustrated in Exhibit 3-6, a learning
supports component must encompass interventions to (1) address barriers to learning and
teaching and (2) reengage students in classroom instruction.9  In doing so, the component
must address the full range of learners and barriers, personalize instruction and special
assistance with an emphasis on whole child development, and balance the socialization
agenda with effective helping strategies.

         Exhibit 3-6

*Note that some barriers highlighted in Exhibit 3-1 are so intractable that they can only be
addressed with accommodations and other buffers.
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1 A recent U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) report notes that the COVID-19
pandemic disrupted learning for millions of students, with populations – such as high-poverty
students and students learning English – more likely to have problems. 
https://www.gao.gov/k-12-education

   2 See Bandura’s discussion and notation related to reciprocal determinism in A. Bandura,(1978).
The self system in reciprocal determinism. American Psychologist, 33(4), 344–358.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.33.4.344

3 See Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) on CDC’s website.
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/index.html

4 See 
>L. Kazda, K. Bell,  R. Thomas, K. McGeechan, R. Sims, & A. Barratt,(2021).

Overdiagnosis of Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder in Children and Adolescents: A
Systematic Scoping Review. JAMA Netw Open.;4(4):e215335.
doi:10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2021.5335

   >H.N.Garb (2021). Race bias and gender bias in the diagnosis of psychological disorders.
Clinical  Psychology Review. Epub PMID: 34655834. doi: 10.1016/j.cpr.2021.102087.

5 See H.S. Adelman & L. Taylor (2018). Improving School Improvement. Center for MH in
Schools & Student/Learning Supports.
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/improving_school_improvement.html

6 For an early application in our work, see H.S. Adelman, (1971).  Learning problems: Part II.  A
sequential and hierarchical approach to identification and correction.  Academic Therapy, VI,
287-292.  Also see Personalizing Classroom Instruction
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/personalizing.pdf

7 R.M. Ryan, &  E L. Deci (2017). Self-determination theory: Basic psychological needs in
motivation, development, and wellness. The Guilford Press.
https://doi.org/10.1521/978.14625/28806

8  Even as a socializing force, education functions differently depending on the student, the
parents, the teacher, the school, the society.  The goals of education for some students are
extremely limited—to minimize the student's antisocial behavior and teach basic literacy and
vocational skills.  For others, the intent is to maximize the student's usefulness to society with
respect to maintaining what the society values, overcoming problems that interfere with the
society's aspirations, and improving the human condition.  Futurists want to transform
education so that the aims are consistent with a rapidly changing world in which members of
society must be equipped to deal with rapid changes and shape social evolution.

9 See A.L. Reschly, & S.L. Christenson (Eds.), (2022), Handbook of Research on Student
Engagement. Springer. It includes our chapter on “Engagement and Learning Climate.”
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/978-3-031-07853-8_26?pdf=chapter%20toc

https://www.gao.gov/k-12-education
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.33.4.344
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/index.html
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/improving_school_improvement.html
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/personalizing.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1521/978.14625/28806
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/978-3-031-07853-8_26?pdf=chapter%20toc
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Concluding Comments for Part I

As the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) noted a few years back:   
It is not enough to say that all children can learn or that no child will be left
behind; the work involves… achieving the vision of an American education
system that enables all children to succeed in school, work, and life.

Ensuring that all children have an equal opportunity to succeed at school and beyond 
involves building on what is working well at schools, enhancing capacity for 
promoting promising practices, escaping old ideas that limit school improvement, and 
establishing new approaches that are effective, replicated to scale, and sustained. 

In Part I we have suggested that enabling all children to succeed requires enabling 
schools to transform student/learning supports in ways that effectively address the 
many students manifesting learning, behavior, and emotional problems.  Research on 
student/learning supports confirms that existing resources are fragmented and are 
meeting the needs of relatively few. Our analyses indicate the fragmentation and 
limited reach are results of student/learning supports being marginalized in school 
improvement policy.

Research has long emphasized the need to pull together student/learning supports into 
an integrated component. Toward this end and to end the marginalization, our work 
suggests expanding school improvement policy from a two- to a three component 
framework. The point in doing so is to establish a Learning Supports Component as 
a unified, primary, and essential facet of school improvement aimed at addressing 
barriers to learning and teaching.

Anticipating school improvements based on a three component framework, we have 
formulated and highlighted here a set of additional lenses for broadening analyses of
(a) factors causing student and schooling problems and (b) what is and isn’t
happening at school to address them. These lenses indicate

• the external as well as internal barriers that must be directly and effectively
removed or at least minimized to enable student learning and performance

• the differences in what causes students to manifest problems and that
external factors are the initial cause in many instances

• intrinsic as well as extrinsic motivation as sources for understanding
engagement, disengagement, and reengagement

• the need for a school to balance socialization and helping agenda and be
prepared to handle conflicts when they arise.

In our work, the added lenses have underscored the need and directions for
fundamental systemic changes that transform student/learning supports into a unified,
comprehensive, and equitable system. Such a system personalizes instruction and
daily supports and provides special assistance when needed to enable students to get
around barriers and reengage in classroom instruction. 

Part II highlights development of 
a unified, comprehensive, and equitable system.
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Part II 
 Intervening to Transform How Schools Address 

             Barriers to Learning and Teaching
    

Transformative research involves ideas, discoveries, or tools that radically
change our understanding of an important existing scientific or engineering
concept or educational practice ....  National Science Foundation

There is widespread consensus that schools will undergo fundamental changes in the
coming years. Given the federal commitment to science-based schooling, increasingly
research and development efforts will generate more comprehensive prototypes for

sustainable systemwide improvements.

In pursuing our transformative agenda for improving student/learning supports, we found
our training and past experiences prepared us relatively well for challenges such as
translating available research, operationalizing complex constructs, developing and
disseminating prototypes, and implementing demonstrations and pilots. However, when we
became enmeshed in the problems of institutional transformation and sustainability, we were
caught off-guard. We needed to learn so much more. So we immersed ourselves in what the
Implementation and Improvement Sciences literature had to say about bringing prototypes
into the "real world." Not surprisingly, we found those resources helpful but insufficient.
There is so much more for us all to learn and for professional preparation programs to
address. 

One major lesson we learned working at state, district, and local levels is that making
multifaceted, complex, and sustainable improvements at a site and systemwide involves
addressing four interrelated sets of intervention considerations. 

• Developing a multifaceted intervention prototype for system improvement
• Reworking operational and organizational infrastructure at a site to maximize initial

implementation, daily operation, and improvement of a prototype
• Pursuing system-wide replication that is sustainable & renewable
• Policy support/revision.

Certainly, research and development (R&D) efforts can focus on any one of these four
matters. However, because the four are interdependent, we find that progress is enhanced
when they are pursued as a whole  (see Exhibit IIA).

Our work began with building a prototype for the desired intervention. Implementation
efforts started with dissemination and diffusion and providing adopters with guidance for
organizing systemic change mechanisms. Effective initial implementation involved
simultaneous attention to reworking the operational and organizational infrastructure for
daily implementation. Replication to scale called for systemic change mechanisms
empowered and resourced in ways that ensure essential capacity building for implementation
and sustainability. Establishing efficacy and effectiveness was a constant concern. And we
learned that policy support is essential throughout.
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Reworking operational &
organizational infrastructure

at a site to maximize 
initial implementation, 

daily operation, and
 improvement of a prototype

     Exhibit IIA

Four fundamental and interrelated sets of R&D considerations in 
making multifaceted, complex, and sustainable systemic changes*

*People, of course, are a critical element in all facets of systemic change. Implementation
practices must address the range of individual differences in stakeholders' motivation
and capability.

Additionally, because of the overemphasis on using extrinsic reinforcers in all aspects of
efforts to improve schools, we find it essential to re-introduce a focus on intrinsic
motivation related to all four concerns.

Part II describes our efforts related to all four sets of intervention considerations as we have
worked toward transforming how schools provide student/learning supports. 

Chapter 4 discusses the reframing of student/learning supports into a prototype for
coalescing ad hoc and piecemeal student/learning supports to reduce fragmentation and
related system disorganization and dysfunction. The prototype is designed to address
barriers to learning and teaching in classrooms and schoolwide. The chapter highlights
(a) building on MTSS to create an enhanced continuum of interventions that weaves
together school and community resources, (b) categorizing student/learning supports into
domains of classroom and schoolwide interventions, and (c) combining the intervention
continuum and student/learning domains into a unified, comprehensive, and equitable
system.

Chapter 5 focuses on reworking the operational and organizational infrastructure at a site to
support initial and ongoing daily implementation and improvement. Our work emphasizes
that successful implementation and sustainability of complex, multifaceted interventions is
dependent on the ways system leaders, leadership teams, and standing and ad hoc

Developing a multifaceted
intervention prototype for system

improvement (e.g., reframing 
student/learning supports into a unified,
comprehensive, and equitable system to
address barriers to learning & teaching)

Policy
Support/
Revision

Pursuing system-wide
replication that is

sustainable & renewable
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workgroups are organized to work together. In this chapter, we explore ways to rework
operational infrastructures for initial and ongoing implementation.

Chapter 6 underscores the importance of school, home, and community collaboration. It
stresses weaving school and community resources together to fill critical gaps in the
system of student/learning supports. To these ends, the emphasis is on schools
outreaching to a wide range of community resources and developing an operational
infrastructure that supports effective collaboration.

Chapter 7 introduces our approach to pursuing systemwide replication, sustainability, and
renewal (e.g., establishing change agent mechanisms, framing the phases, steps, and
tasks involved in "getting from here to there" in terms of system-wide replication and with
appropriate recognition of the challenges). Michael Fullan has stressed that effective
systemic change requires leadership that "motivates people to take on the complexities
and anxieties of difficult change." We add that such leadership also must develop a
refined understanding of how to facilitate and sustain difficult systemic change. Our work
underscores that successful systemic transformation in established institutions requires
organized and effective facilitation, especially when change is to take place at multiple
sites and at several levels. We share lessons learned related to the need to (a) overcome
stakeholder negative reactions, (b) enhance motivation for and commitment to proposed
changes, and (c) build capacity for effective implementation. With respect to addressing
negative reactions and enhancing motivation, we have observed an overemphasis on
using extrinsic reinforcers in all aspects of efforts to improve schools. We note again that
research related to intrinsic motivation indicates how overeliance on extrinsics can be
counterproductive.

All of the above require policy support. As discussed in Part I, our work indicates the need
for an expanded framework for school improvement policy (see Exhibit 2-3). The designated
learning supports component is intended to elevate efforts to address barriers to learning and
teaching to equal status with the other two components.
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Chapter 4
 Reframing How Interventions for 

Student/Learning Supports are Conceptualized

Ending the marginalization and fragmentation of student and learning supports includes
reformulating how such supports are framed and used in confronting barriers to
learning and teaching. We set out to unify the supports and develop them into a

comprehensive and equitable system. This chapter illustrates our prototype framework for
tranforming student/learning supports. The framework combines classroom and schoolwide
supports into (1) an interconnected continuum of subsystems that weaves school and
community resources together with (2) organized domains of student/learning supports.

Building on MTSS to Create an Enhanced Continuum of Intervention Subsystems 

As a framework for preventing and addressing behavior and learning problems, the Every
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) offers a school-wide tiered model (also referred to as a
multi-tier system of supports). Emphasis on the tiered model is a carryover from previous
federal policy guidelines related to “Response to Intervention” and “Positive Behavioral
Interventions and Supports.” Federal guidelines note that the tiered model is to be
coordinated with similar activities and services carried out under the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act. The impact of the legislation has been that states, districts, and
schools increasingly are framing student and learning supports in terms of tiers or levels. 

In ESSA, the tiered model is defined as "a comprehensive continuum of evidence-based,
systemic practices to support a rapid response to students' needs, with regular observation
to facilitate data-based instructional decision-making." The framework is being referred to
widely as MTSS and has proven to have considerable appeal for a variety of reasons,
including its conceptual simplicity.

Analyses of planning documents and websites presentations indicate that some form of the
MTSS framework is being adopted widely, often without details about how it is translated
into practices at schools. Moreover, most discussions of MTSS do not account for the
framework’s serious limitations.1

Analyses indicate that MTSS is an inadequate depiction of a continuum of
student/learning supports. By mainly delineating levels of intensity of school
interventions, the framework does not include a focus on:

• systematically connecting the school with community interventions that
fall into and across each level

• developing each level as a school/community subsystem of student and
learning supports

• organizing the many fragmented approaches to addressing barriers to
learning and teaching into a cohesive and circumscribed set of domains
of student and learning supports.

As a result of these limitations, adopting MTSS is not a potent framework
for depicting the intervention continuum and is insufficient for organizing
student/learning supports.
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As the MTSS framework becomes yet one more set of initials, the risk is that it simply will
become another school improvement buzzword for an intervention continuum. If so, it will
do little to enhance a school’s effectiveness in addressing barriers to learning and teaching
and reengaging disconnected students. Enhancing equity of opportunity for success at school
and beyond requires going beyond how MTSS generally is conceived and implemented.

We conceive of the continuum of interventions as an overlapping and intertwined set of
subsystems that weave school-community-home resources together. As illustrated in Exhibit
4-1, the continuum levels are conceived as three subsystems. Each subsystem weaves
together a wide range of school with community (including home) resources. The
subsystems focus on (1) promoting whole-child development and prevention, (2) identifying
and addressing problems as soon as they arise, and (3) providing for students with severe and
chronic problems.

   Exhibit 4-1     
Reframing MTSS’s Levels into a School-Community Intervention 

Continuum of Interconnected Subsystems

School Resources
(facilities, stakeholders,

        programs, services)

 Examples:         
• General health education
• Social and emotional

learning programs
• Recreation programs
• Enrichment programs
• Support for transitions
• Conflict resolution
• Home involvement
• Drug and alcohol education

• Drug counseling
• Pregnancy prevention
• Violence prevention
• Gang intervention
• Dropout prevention
• Suicide prevention
• Learning/behavior

    accommodations &
 response to intervention

• Work programs

• Special education for
   learning disabilities, 
   emotional disturbance, 
   and other health
   impairments

Subsystem for Promoting 
Healthy Development & 

Preventing Problems
primary prevention – includes 

universal interventions
(low end need/low cost

per individual programs)

Subsystem for Early Intervention
early-after-onset – includes 

selective & indicated interventions
(moderate need, moderate

cost per individual)

 Subsystem for Treatment of   
 severe and chronic problems

indicated 
interventions as part of a 

“system of care”
(High need/high cost

   per individual programs)  

  Community Resources
(facilities, stakeholders,
     programs, services)
             Examples:            

• Recreation & Enrichment
• Public health &

safety programs 
• Prenatal care
• Home visiting programs
• Immunizations
• Child abuse education
• Internships & community

service programs
• Economic development

• Early identification to treat
        health problems

• Monitoring health problems
• Short-term counseling
• Foster placem’t/group homes
• Family support
• Shelter, food, clothing
• Job programs

• Emergency/crisis treatment
• Family preservation
• Long-term therapy
• Probation/incarceration
• Disabilities programs
• Hospitalization
• Addiction treatment
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The interrelated and overlapping subsystems are illustrated as intertwined and tapering. This
is meant to convey that if the top subsystem is designed and implemented effectively, there
will be a reduction in the  number of students needing early intervention, and fewer will need
specialized “deep-end” interventions. This is based on current evidence indicating that
significant numbers of students are referred inappropriately for costly deep-end services and
that the numbers can be reduced through effective interventions at higher continuum levels.   

Categorizing Domains of Classroom and Schoolwide
 Student/Learning Supports

A system of student and learning supports requires more than conceiving a continuum of
intervention. It also is necessary to organize interventions cohesively into a circumscribed
set of well-designed and delimited domains that reflect a school’s efforts to provide student
and learning supports in the classroom and schoolwide.

Analysis of typical “laundry lists” of district programs and services used to address barriers
to learning and teaching indicates they can be grouped into six domains reflecting the
substance of the multifaceted ways schools regularly try to address barriers to learning. In
organizing the activity, it becomes clearer what supports are needed in and out of the
classroom to enable the learning of all students  (see Exhibit 4-2), and it promotes efforts to
reduce fragmentation and redundancy. 

The six domains are:     
• In-classroom supports. Embedding student and learning supports into regular classroom

strategies to enable learning and teaching (e.g., teachers working collaboratively with
each other and with student support staff to ensure instruction is personalized with an
emphasis on enhancing intrinsic motivation and social-emotional development for all
students, especially those experiencing mild to moderate learning and behavior
problems; reengaging those who have become disengaged from instruction; providing
learning accommodations and supports as necessary; using response to intervention in
applying special assistance; addressing external barriers with a focus on prevention and
early intervention)

• Supports for transitions. Supporting transitions that occur daily and over the year (e.g.,
supporting daily transitions before, during, and after school; assisting students and
families as they negotiate the many hurdles related to reentry or initial entry into school;
school and grade changes; program transitions; accessing special assistance)   

• Supports to increase home connections and engagement with the school. Supporting the
involvement of those with student caretaking responsibilities including those providing
foster care and those outreaching to the homeless (e.g., addressing barriers to home
involvement; helping those in the home enhance supports for their children;
strengthening home and school communication; increasing home support for the school)

• Crises responding and prevention (e.g., preparing for emergencies; implementing plans
when an event occurs; countering the impact of traumatic events; providing follow-up
assistance; implementing prevention strategies; creating a caring and safe learning
environment)

• Supports to increase community involvement and collaborative engagement with schools
(e.g., outreach to develop greater community connection and support from a wide range
of resources – including enhanced use of volunteers and developing a school-community
collaborative infrastructure)

• Facilitating student and family access to special assistance (e.g., in the regular program
first and then, as needed, through referral for specialized services on and off campus).

As indicated in the next section, combining the domains across each level of the continuum
illustrated in the previous section provides the framework for a unified, comprehensive, and
equitable system of learning supports. 



35

Community Outreach
and Collaborative

Engagement

Classroom-based
Learning Supports 

to Enable Learning and Teaching

Student and Family 
Special Assistance

Supports for Transitions

Leadership
& 

Infrastructure

Home Involvement,
Engagement, and 
Reengagement 

in Schooling
Crises Assistance and

Prevention

      Exhibit 4-2

          Prototype for Six Domains of Support – In Classrooms and Schoolwide2

Note: All categorical programs can be integrated into these six domains. Examples
include initiatives, programs, and services that focus on positive behavioral supports,
responses to intervention, programs for safe and drug free schools, programs for social
and emotional development and learning, full service community schools, family
resource centers, and school based health centers, CDC’s approach to school health,
bilingual, cultural, and other diversity programs, compensatory education programs,
special education programs, mandates stemming from education legislation, and many
more.

    
Clearly, the intervention domains can be conceived in other ways. The points for
emphasis here are that the many activities that schools pursue along the intervention
continuum can and need to be further organized. 

     
Over the last decade, versions of the six basic domain categroization
have been pioneered in a variety of venues across the country (see
examples and lessons learned.)
 http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/summit2002/trailblazing.htm

http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/summit2002/trailblazing.htm
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/summit2002/trailblazing.htm
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Framing a Unified, Comprehensive, and Equitable System:
Continuum + Content

As illustrated in Exhibit 4-3, combining the continuum and the six support domains provides
an intervention framework to guide development and organization of a learning supports
component into a unified, comprehensive, and equitable system. To fill critical gaps, targeted
outreach by the district is used to braid in community resources (e.g., to weave together
regular and extramural funding that has been budgeted for addressing concerns shared by
the school and community).

The matrix also is used as a tool for mapping, analyzing, and evaluating existing use of
student/learning supports. Analyses indicate which are evidence-based, identify strengths
and critical intervention gaps, and clarify resource use with a view to redeploying resources
to strengthen the system based on school priorities. Over time, such analyses can be used in
strategic planning for system renewal and improvement.

  Exhibit 4-3     
Intervention Framework for the Learning Supports Component
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As the examples highlight, the framework embeds a wide range of student/learning supports.
It encompasses the work of specialized instructional support personnel, compensatory and
special education efforts, programs for English learners and homeless students, and
interventions for psychosocial, mental health, and learning problems. The specific examples
provided are illustrative of those schools already  may have in place. For a fuller array of
examples of student and learning supports that can be applied in classrooms and schoolwide,
see the set of surveys.3

In summary, our work indicates that establishing a unified, comprehensive, and equitable
intervention system for addressing barriers to learning and teaching and reengage students
and families who have become disconnected from school has two facets:
        

• one facet conceives levels of intervention as a full continuum of integrated
intervention subsystems that weave together school-community-home resources;

  
• the second facet organizes programs, services, and specific activities into a

circumscribed set of support domains.
   

The combined facets produce a framework that can help end the fragmentation and related
system disorganization and dysfunction of student/learning supports. And it can provide a
lens for weaving together whatever a school has with whatever a community is doing to
ameliorate student learning, behavior, and emotional problems.

    
Our work suggests that implementation of a unified, comprehensive, and equitable
system of student/learning supports as a primary school improvement component
is essential to enhancing equity of opportunity for all students to succeed at school
and beyond. It also is integral to school improvements focused on whole child,
whole school, and whole community.
   
Effectively designed, developed, and implemented, a learning supports component
is intended to

       
 • unify student and learning supports by grouping the many fragmented

approaches experienced at school in ways that reduce the number of separate
and sometimes redundant intervention responses to overlapping problems,

      
  • address barriers to learning and teaching by improving personalized instruction

and increasing accommodations and special assistance when necessary, 
      

 • enhance the focus on motivational considerations with a special emphasis on
intrinsic motivation as it relates to individual readiness and ongoing
involvement and with the intent of fostering intrinsic motivation as a basic
outcome,

    
 • increase the likelihood that schooling will be experienced as a welcoming,

safe, supportive experience that accommodates diversity, prevents problems,
and enhances youngsters' strengths, 

       
 • reengage students and families who are disconnected from a school,

   
 • add specialized remediation, treatment, and rehabilitation as necessary, but

only as necessary.
    

With all the criticism of public schools, policy makers have difficult choices to make
about improving schools. Ultimately, the decisions will affect not only students and
school staff but the entire society. Choosing to continue with old ways of thinking
about student/learning supports is a recipe for maintaining the achievement and
opportunity gaps. Unifying available resources and starting a process to develop a
comprehensive and equitable system of learning supports over the coming years is
a positive alternative.  
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1 See Center for MH in Schools &Student/Learning Supports (2018). MTSS: Strengths and
Weaknesses. https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/mtss.pdf

2  Each of the six domains is discussed in detail in Embedding Mental Health as Schools Change –
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/mh20a.pdf. 

3 As aids for system planning, priority setting, and development, a set of self-study surveys is
available for each domain, as well as for a general overview of student and learning supports
activity, processes, and mechanisms –  http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/surveys/set1.pdf. 

4  See Sections A and B of the Center’s System Change Toolkit
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/summit2002/resourceaids.htm 

5  See Sections B and C of the Center’s System Change Toolkit
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/summit2002/resourceaids.htm 

https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/mtss.pdf
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/mh20a.pdf
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/surveys/set1.pdf
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/summit2002/resourceaids.htm
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/summit2002/resourceaids.htm
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Chapter 5

Reworking Operational Infrastructures 
for Initial and Ongoing Implementation

Significantly improving student and learning supports requires not only a vision for
what that entails, but a way to get there from here. And no one who understands
the complexity of school improvement expects to do it easily.

Michael Fullan stresses that effective systemic change requires leadership that
“motivates people to take on the complexities and anxieties of difficult change.” We
would add that such leadership also must develop a refined understanding of how to
facilitate and sustain difficult systemic change. Moreover, the context for such
leadership is an operational infrastructure that is designed to develop, implement, and
sustain desired changes effectively. It is the mechanisms that constitute operational
infrastructures that are critical drivers for system change.

We often find that efforts to discuss operational infrastructure are met with
eyes that glaze-over. However, the reality is that current operational
infrastructures at all levels of education require major reworking.

The changes discussed in this chapter are intended to ensure effective and empowered
leadership and staffing for carrying out specific tasks related to providing improved
student/learning supports on a daily basis and sustaining the changes. The matters
discussed in this chapter stem from lessons learned in our work across the country.

Since planned improvements mean little if they don’t play out at the school level, this
chapter begins with a focus at that level. Then, based on analyses of what is needed to
facilitate and enhance school level efforts, mechanisms are conceived that enable
groups or “families” of schools to work together to increase efficiency and effectiveness
and garner economies of scale. From this perspective, district level mechanisms are
reconceived with a view to supporting each school and family of schools as they change
and develop.

Appreciating Operational Mechanisms at All Levels

Exhibit 5-1 highlights the multiple levels involved in improving schools and key
mechanisms that shape what happens. Rationally, operational infrastructures should be
systemically connected at each level and among the various levels, especially when
transformative changes are being implemented. And at all levels, productive school
collaborations with surrounding community resources require a well-developed and
institutionalized operational infrastructure.

As indicated, our focus in this chapter is on school, family of schools, and district
levels. Extrapolating implications for reworking infrastructures at regional, state, and
federal levels can readily be made. Chapter 6 discusses mechanism for school-
community collaboration that enhance student/learning supports. Then, in Chapter 7,
we discuss added mechanisms for facilitating systemwide replication, sustainability, and
renewal of transformative changes.
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Exhibit 5-1 

Multiple Levels and Key Mechanisms Involved in School Improvement

The three operational infrastructure prototype designs shared in this chapter were developed
in response to implementation realities – some anticipated, some lessons learned. We knew
at the outset that implementing major system changes at a school required reworking a
school’s operational infrastructure. Therefore, the first prototype we developed was for the
school level. 

As we worked with trailblazing schools, we learned that further system improvements could
be garnered by connecting groups or “families” of schools (e.g., a  complex/feeder pattern).
This required developing formal mechanisms to facilitate a collaborative network.

It is commonly understood that systemic changes are best accomplished and sustained when
substantively supported at the district level. And from our perspective, this is best
accomplished when the district’s operational infrastructure parallels the changes made to
improve student/learning supports at schools. Since this was not the case in the participating
districts, we sketched out what that would like and include it here.

We define operational infrastructure as the ways system leaders, leadership
teams, and standing and ad hoc workgroups are organized to work together.

Mechanisms

   Workgroups – 
  Standing and ad hoc

(e.g., for carrying out specific
tasks related to system
building and providing

student/learning supports)

     Leadership
(e.g., administrative 
leader, leadership team)

  Collaborations
(e.g., school-community
stakeholder connections)

Levels

School

Family of
Schools

District

Regional

State

Federal
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Structure Follows Function

In developing operational infrastructure prototypes, we follow the basic organization
principle that structure follows function. Examples of school improvement functions are
offered in Exhibit 5-2. Reworking the operational infrastructure with such functions in mind
requires revamping staff job descriptions and enhancing the involvement of parents,
students, and other representatives from the community.

  Exhibit 5-2
Examples of School Improvement Functions

• Identifying what needs improvement based on analyses of student, staff, and other
stakeholder data

• Mapping and analyzing school and community resources

• Decision making about priorities and cost-effective resource allocation and redeployment to
strengthen promising approaches and developing new ones

• Creating formal working relationships with community resources to bring some to schools
and establish special linkages with others

• Coordinating and integrating school resources and weaving in community resources

• Planning and facilitating ongoing capacity building to strengthen promising approaches and
developing new ones

• Upgrading and modernizing all activities to reflect the best intervention thinking and use of
technology

• Maximizing strategic planning, implementation, and oversight of changes

• Performing formative and summative evaluation of improvement efforts (e.g., capacity
building, maintenance/sustainability of changes, and impact on students)

• Developing strategies for acquiring additional resources

• Planning and implementing social "marketing" related to improvements

Current School Infrastructure for Daily Operations and Ongoing Development – 
What’s missing? 

In analyzing the infrastructure at most schools, we seldom find a designated administrator
for improving student/learning supports. There are workgroups (e.g., teams) focused on
crisis response, student reviews, and IEPs. Exhibit 5-3 illustrates what existing operational
infrastructures tend to look like at the school level.

Because student and learning supports are so-marginalized, it is not surprising that the
current operational infrastructure at schools reflects this state of affairs. As illustrated in the
exhibit, we find that there is no leadership designated for all the student and learning
supports interventions. Also note that the two work groups at schools that focus on students
experiencing learning, behavior, and emotional problems mainly meet as teams to review
and make decisions about providing special assistance and referrals and are only able to
process a relatively few individuals. Ironically, the teams usually develop a perspective on
the type of systemic improvements that could prevent problems and stem the tide of
referrals. However, addressing these concerns is not one of their formal functions. And, in
general, these work groups have little or no connection to discussions and decisions about
school improvement needs.
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Team focused on 
special education

diagnosis and 
individual
planning

(Administrator, leadership team,
 and workgroups focused on
improving instruction)

Exhibit 5-3

 Prevailing Operational Infrastructure Format at the School Level

   Instructional
        Component   

   
   Existing

          Leadership 
         for

          Instruction 

                          School
       Improvement

        Team        

              
            

        Management/Governance               Leadership for 
Component             School Governance

     & Administration 
(Principal, school leadership 
  team, and workgroups focused on 
 management and governance)

Reworking Operational Infrastructure at the School Level

As we have suggested, ending the marginalization and fragmentation requires rethinking
school improvement policy and practice as a three-component framework. Such a policy
commitment calls for an operational infrastructure that effectively implements and continues
to develop the Learning Supports Component each day and ensures that the component is
fully integrated with the components for instruction and management/governance.

New Leadership Mechanisms. Improving how schools address barriers to learning and
teaching and reengage disconnected students and families requires dedicated and empowered
leadership mechanisms.1 These mechanisms embody the vision for the work and are key to
developing a unified, comprehensive, and equitable  system of student/learning supports. 

Examples of major leadership functions and tasks are: 

• Aggregating data about all students to analyze school needs with respect to
addressing barriers to learning and teaching and reengaging disconnected
students

 Team focused on  
individual students

with moderate-
severe problems
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• Conceptualizing, developing, planning, and overseeing implementation, system
improvement, sustainability, and renewal

• Mapping student and learning supports activity and resources (including
personnel and budget) at the school and those working with the school from
the community

• Analyzing resources and doing a gap and redundancy analysis using a
comprehensive intervention framework that covers prevention and
amelioration of problems

• Formulating priorities for system development (in keeping with the most pressing
needs of the school)

• Recommending how resources should be deployed and redeployed to strengthen
existing efforts, including filling gaps (e.g., clarifying which activities warrant
continued support and suggesting better uses for nonproductive resources)

• Planning and facilitating systemic improvements
• Facilitating coordination and integration of school resources and connections with

community resources and resolving turf and operational problems
• Establishing standing and ad hoc workgroups to carry out tasks involved in

system development and providing student and family supports
• Performing formative and summative evaluation of system development,

capacity building, maintenance, and outcomes (including expanding the
school accountability framework to assess how well schools address barriers
to learning and teaching and reengage disconnected students)

• "Social marketing" and developing strategies for enhancing resources

Note that the above activity expands the focus of student/learning supports from the current
emphasis on a relatively few troubled and troubling individuals to a focus on the needs of
all students. Also note that the work includes outreaching to the community to fill critical
system gaps by weaving in human and financial resources from public and private sectors.

Key mechanisms for carrying out these functions are a designated administrative leader and
a leadership team. Their responsibility and accountability is to (a) transform current
marginalized and fragmented interventions into a unified, comprehensive, and equitable
system of student and learning supports and (b) ensure the system is fully integrated as a
primary and essential component of school improvement. 

The administrative leader. Given that student/learning supports are coalesced into a
primary and essential component at a school, it is imperative that the component has a
designated administrative leader (e.g., an assistant principal, dean, or other leader who
regularly sits at administrative and decision making tables). The job responsibilities and
accountabilities encompass working with staff and community resources to develop,
implement, maintain, and renew over time a full array of student/learning supports. Key
functions include overseeing and guiding changes to facilitate system development in ways
that not only coordinate and integrate, but move toward unifying all efforts to address
barriers to learning and teaching and reengage disconnected individuals. Moreover, the work
involves doing all this in ways that ensure full integration of the three components at the
school.2 

An early major task involves establishing a leadership team to develop and ensure capacity
building for and sustainability of a unified, comprehensive, and equitable system of student
and learning supports at the school. After establishing the team, the administrative lead is
responsible for building team capability, facilitating meetings, overseeing progress, and
maintaining its long-term functional integrity.
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The leadership team. A first set of tasks for the component’s leadership team involves
pursuing the following functions:   

• Mapping student and learning supports activity and resources (including
personnel and budget) at the school and those working with the school from
the community

• Analyzing resources and doing a gap and redundancy analysis using a
comprehensive intervention framework that covers prevention and
amelioration of problems

• Formulating priorities for system development (in keeping with the most pressing
needs of the school)

• Recommending how resources should be deployed and redeployed to strengthen
existing efforts, including filling gaps (e.g., clarifying which activities warrant
continued support and suggesting better uses for nonproductive resources)3

The resource mapping and analyses provide a basis for reducing fragmentation, eliminating
intervention redundancies, and increasing cost-efficacy. 

Over time, the team’s efforts focus on evolving the vision at the school for student and
learning supports. The aims are not only to play a role in preventing and ameliorating
learning, behavior, emotional, and health problems, but to contribute to classroom and
schoolwide efforts to foster academic, social, emotional, and physical functioning and
promote an increasingly positive school climate. 

Where creation of "another team" is seen as a burden, existing teams, such as student or
teacher assistance teams or a school crisis team, have demonstrated the ability to focus on
system development by augmenting their membership and adding system concerns to the
agenda. In small schools where there are so few staff that a large team is not feasible,
the leadership team may consist of just a few persons.

The membership of the team depends on who is available (e.g., guidance counselor, school
psychologist, nurse, social worker, attendance and dropout counselor, special education staff,
after school program staff, bilingual and Title I program coordinator, health educator,
representatives of any community agency that is significantly involved with the school). In
addition to the administrative leader and student/learning support personnel, such a team is
well-advised to add the energies and expertise of others (e.g., regular classroom teachers,
a union representative, non-certificated staff, parents, older students). The larger the group,
of course, the harder it is to find a meeting time and the longer each meeting tends to run.
Nevertheless, we found that the value of broad stakeholder representation far outweighed
these concerns.     

For the team to function well, there must be a core of committed members who
have or will acquire the ability to carry out identified functions and make the
mechanism work. Because various activities at a school require the expertise of
the same personnel, some individuals will necessarily have multiple
commitments. The team must have a facilitator who is able to keep the members
task-focused and productive. It also needs someone who records decisions and
plans and, between meetings, reminds members of tasks they have agreed to do
prior to the next meeting. Advanced technology (management systems,
electronic bulletin boards and email, clearinghouses) can help facilitate
communication, networking, planning, and so forth.

The team meets as needed. Frequency of meetings depends on ambition and time. Initially,
this may mean once a week. Later, when meetings are scheduled for every 2-3 weeks,
continuity and momentum are maintained through interim tasks performed by workgroups
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or individuals. Because some participants are at a school on a part-time basis, one of the
problems that must be addressed is rescheduling personnel so that there is an overlapping
time to meet. Of course, the reality is that not all team members will be able to attend every
meeting, but a good approximation can be made, with steps taken to keep an absent member
informed.4 

Standing and ad hoc workgroups. Workgroups (often called committees and teams) are
mechanisms for performing specific tasks. Standing workgroups can help develop and
implement high priority schoolwide and classroom supports related to one or more domains
of support. Student review and IEP teams are a continuing form of standing workgroups. Ad
hoc workgroups are formed as needed to perform a designated short-term task, such as
carrying out one of the leadership team’s functions.   

When we mention a Learning Supports Leadership Team, some school staff quickly
respond: We already have one!

When we explore this with them, we usually find what they have is a student case-
oriented team – that is, a team focused on individual students who are having problems.
(Such a team may be called a student study team, student success team, student
assistance team, teacher assistance team, and so forth.) A related team, of course, is
the IEP team. The functions of student case-oiented teams include triage, referral, and
care monitoring/ management, progress review and reassessment.

Clearly, an emphasis on specific students is warranted. However, as the primary focus
associated with student and learning supports, this approach tends to sidetrack
development and implementation of  improvements at schools that can prevent many
individual problems and help many more students.

So, we designate the student case-oriented teams as one type of standing work group
and contrast them with standing and ad hoc workgroups that focus on the functions
related to system improvement. This involves pursuing tasks related to developing and
implementing schoolwide and classroom student/learning supports and ensuring they
are implemented in a unified, comprehensive, and equitable manner.

Prototype for an Integrated School Operational Infrastructure

A commitment to a three component school improvement policy calls for every school to
rework its operational infrastructure. As illustrated in Exhibit 5-4, each of the three primary
and essential components for school improvement requires (1) administrative leadership, (2)
a leadership team to work with the leader on system development, and (3) standing and
occasionally ad hoc workgroups to accomplish specific tasks. 

To ensure the learning supports component is fully integrated with the other components,
the leader for the instructional component and the newly established leader for the learning
supports component also are members of the management/governance component. If a
special team is assigned to work on school improvement, the leaders for all three
components are on that team. The intent is for each component’s administrative lead to be
responsible and accountable not only for improving her/his component’s performance but
for fully weaving it together with the other two. To  move school improvements forward,
each component’s resource mapping and analyses are shared and priorities, budget
proposals, and strategic plans are developed.
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Team focused on 
special education
diagnosis and 
individual
planning

(Administrator, leadership team,
 and workgroups focused on
improving instruction)

(Administrator,
 leadership team,
 and workgroups 
focused on improving 
learning supports)

       Exhibit 5-4      
Prototype for an Integrated Operational Infrastructure at the School Level*

     Instructional  Learning Supports
      Component            Component   

  Existing      Establish           
      Leadership for   Leadership for
        Instruction Learning Supports

            School
                   Improvement

Team                
        

      
 

       
   

Management/Governance             Expand   
 Component         Leadership for 

    School Governance Standing workgroups
     & Administration 

         (Principal, school leadership 
       team, and workgroups focused on 
        management and governance)

 Note: Each of the three primary and essential components for school improvement requires          
• administrative leadership and other advocates/champions with responsibility and accountability

for ensuring the vision for the component is not lost,

• a leadership team to work with the administrative lead on system development,

• standing workgroups with designated ongoing functions and occasional ad hoc workgroups to
accomplish specific short-term tasks; the teams that currently focus on processing students
referred for out-of-classroom assistance are identifed as two standing work groups.

*A parallel reworking should be done at the district level (see Exhibit 5-7).

Note that most schools already have an operational infrastructure that designates
leadership and workgroups for improving instruction and management functions. This
generally is not the case for a learning supports component. Without such mechanisms,
we find that efforts to address barriers to learning and teaching and reengage
disconnected individuals cannot operate as a primary and essential facet of school
improvement. 

Connecting a Complex or “Family” of Schools

Schools in the same geographic (catchment) area have shared concerns, and feeder
schools often are interacting with students from the same family. All three components
of school improvement can benefit when a “family” of schools works together. 

For example, some programs and personnel are (or can be) shared by several
neighboring schools, thus minimizing redundancy and reducing costs. This works for

Team focused on  
individual students
with moderate-
severe problems
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personnel development and enhancing other facets of each school’s capacity. And think
about supporting transitions, responding to shared crises, and working with families who
have youngsters attending more than one level of schooling in the same cluster. (When
a family has several children in need of special attention, it is neither cost-effective nor
sound practice for each school to work with the family separately.)

School leaders from a “family” of schools can establish a multi-site leadership  council
to help ensure cohesive and equitable deployment of resources and also can enhance the
pooling of resources to reduce costs. Such a multi-site mechanism can enhance
leadership, facilitate communication and connection, ensure quality improvement across
sites, and facilitate ongoing development of the component for addressing barriers to
learning and teaching. The mechanism can be particularly useful for integrating the
efforts of high schools and their feeder middle and elementary schools (see Exhibit 5-5).

With respect to linking with community resources, a family of
connected schools is especially attractive to community
agencies who often don't have the time or personnel to link
with individual schools.

Natural starting points for sharing include analyses of each school’s needs assessment,
resource mapping, and recommendations about priorities for system improvement.
Specific attention is paid to how each school can work together on common concerns
such as improving instruction, enhancing attendance, safe school plans, and reducing
violent behavior. 

As illustrated in  Exhibit 5-5, the multi-site team or Leadership Council brings together
representatives from each participating school’s Leadership Teams to meet (e.g., once
a month). The objectives are to 

• identify and meet common needs with respect to mandates and other functions
and personnel development

• create processes for communication, linkages, coordination, and collaboration
among schools and with community resources (note: multi-school councils are
especially attractive to community agencies lacking the time or personnel to link
with each individual school)

• ensure cohesive and equitable deployment of resources

• weave together human and financial resources from public and private sectors
and encourage the pooling of resources to minimize redundancy, reduce costs,
and achieve economies of scale.

While all three components of school improvement can benefit from a multi-site council,
if the schools are not ready to connect with a whole school focus, we recommend starting
with the leadership for the learning supports component. 

As we will discuss at the district level, partnering with community stakeholders to
establish and institutionalize a school-community collaborative provides a mechanism
for doing even more to ensure efficiency, effectiveness, and equity.
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School District
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Governance Bodies

Community Resources
Planning &

Governing Agents

 Exhibit 5-5

Connecting Resources Across Feeder Schools, a District, and Community-Wide      

High   
 Schools

Middle    
 Schools

Elementary
 Schools

*A Leadership Council consists of representatives from each of the schools in a complex. It
provides a mechanism for analyzing needs and resources at a family of schools and can
enhance how resources are used and developed, achieve economies of scale, and improve
outcomes. Councils also enable connections with and between district and community decision
makers – again with an agenda of enhancing resources, garnering economies of scale, and
whole school improvement.

**See Chapter 6.

Leadership
Council*

Leadership
Council*

School-Community
Collaborative**
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A Prototype for Reworking District Operational Infrastructure

As with schools, most districts do not have a unified  approach to student/learning supports
and so a major step involves unifying such supports into a third primary and essential
component. Exhibit 5-6 lays out a framework that parallels the revamped one at the school
level to avoid a disconnect between the operational infrastructure at schools and at the
district level.

The reworked mechanism mean that the job description for the leaders of each component
must be revised to reflect the new responsibilities and accountabilities. With respect to
capacity building, special attention is paid to cross-component and cross-disciplinary
training to broaden the perspective of personnel and enable them to work collaboratively on
the improvement agenda for schools.

It is crucial that the leads for each component be established at a high enough level to ensure
that each is always an active and influential participant at key planning and decision-making
tables. Relatedly, all three components must be a regular part of the agenda at school board
meetings.

Leadership teams for each component focus on system design and strategic planning for
development and implementation across the district. For the learning supports component
this involves the type of functions highlighted in Exhibit 5-2. To elaborate a bit:

(1) The team’s initial focus is on coalescing student and learning support resources at
the district level. The resources of concern come from the general fund,
compensatory education, special education, special projects, and community
resource linkages to schools (e.g., student support personnel such as school
psychologists, counselors, social workers, nurses; compensatory and special
education staff; special initiatives, grants, and parent/family/ health centers;
programs for afterschool, wellness, dropout prevention, attendance, drug abuse
prevention, violence prevention, pregnancy prevention, volunteer assistance).

(2) On a daily basis, the team provides guidance, support, and capacity building to

• support the ongoing development of a unified, comprehensive, and equitable
system of student and learning supports at schools

• connect families of schools

• facilitate connections between schools and community resources and
stakeholders

The emphasis on a three component framework for school improvement calls for capacity
building attention that yields cross-component and cross-disciplinary understandings to
broaden the perspective of personnel and enable them to work collaboratively on the
improvement agenda for schools.
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    Exhibit 5-6
Prototype for Operational Infrastructure at the District Level

         
         
    Board of                     
   Education                            Superintendent        

           
             

Subcommittees a       Superintendent’s
               Cabinet
           Leader for                                          Leader for

                      Instructional          Learning Supports/ 
                               Component                Enabling Component

   (e.g., Assoc. Sup.)                       Improving
                                 (e.g., Assoc. Sup.)                 Schools

             Planning
                   Team

           
  
                     Leader for
Instructional Component Leadership Team             Management/               Learning Supports Leadership Team
   (e.g., component leader and                              Governance    (e.g., component leader and leads
    leads for all content arenas)                    Component          for all content areas)

       (e.g., Assoc. Sup.)
            

                                 
Leads for Content Arenas            Leads, Teams, and Work Groups                 Leads for Content Arenas b

   Focused on Governance/Management         
 

Content Arena Work Groups                   Content Arena Work Groups
   

     Classroom             Crisis            
   Learning             Response

       Supports               & Prev.                  
     

 
   Supports                Home

                 for                 Involvement 
     Transitions           Supports 
 
Notes:
a If there isn’t one, a board subcommittee for learning supports should be created
to ensure policy and supports for developing a comprehensive system of learning
supports at every school(see Center documents Restructuring Boards of
Education to Enhance Schools’ Effectiveness in Addressing Barriers to Student
Learning http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/boardrep.pdf  and Example of a
Formal Proposal for Moving in New Directions for Student Support
 http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/newdirections/exampleproposal.pdf    
                          
b All resources related to addressing barriers to learning and teaching (e.g., 
student support personnel, compensatory and special education staff and
interventions, special initiatives, grants, and programs) are integrated into a
refined set of major content arenas such as those indicated here. Leads are
assigned for each arena and work groups are established.

 

   Community           Student & 
     Outreach               Family 
    to Fill Gaps          Assistance     

http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/boardrep.pdf
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/boardrep.pdf
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/newdirections/exampleproposal.pdf
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As we noted at the outset of this chapter, discussions of operational
infrastructure tend not to be greeted with excitement. However, successful
implementation and sustainability of complex, multifaceted interventions at
schools does seem to be dependent on the ways system leaders, leadership
teams, and standing and ad hoc workgroups are organized to work together.
Thus, considerable more attention is needed to reworking operational
infrastructures for initial and ongoing implementation. As discussed in the next
chapter, operational infrastructure concerns also arise related to improving
school-community collaboration.

1 In discussing power, theoreticians distinguish “power over” from “power to” and “power from.”
Power over involves explicit or implicit dominance over others and events; power to is seen
as increased opportunities to act; power from implies ability to resist the power of others. See
S. Riger (1993). What’s wrong with empowerment. American Journal of Community
Psychology, 21, 278-292. https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/BF00941504.pdf

2 Examples of job descriptions are provided in the Center’s System Change Toolkit, Section B 5   
  http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/toolkitb4.htm  
3 See:

>Adelman, H.S., & Taylor, L. (2006). Mapping a school’s resources to improve their use in
preventing and ameliorating problems. In C. Franklin, M. B. Harris, & P. Allen-Mears (Eds.),
School social work and mental health workers training and resource manual. New York:
Oxford University Press.   http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/publications/53 mapping a schools resources
to improve1.pdf 

>Center for Mental Health in Schools (2006 rev). Guide to resource mapping and management
to address barriers to learning: An intervention for systemic change. Los Angeles: UCLA.
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/resourcemapping/resourcemappingandmanagement.pdf

>An aid for Mapping & Analyzing Learning Supports
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/summit2002/tool%20mapping%20current%20status.pdf  

    >An aid for listing Current Resources Used at a School for Addressing Barriers Learning and
Teaching http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/listingresources.pdf  

4 See H.S.Adelman, & L.Taylor, (2014). Best practices in the Use of Learning Supports
Leadership Teams to Enhance Learning Supports (pp. 181-196). In Best Practices in School
Psychology: System-Level Services, published by the National Association of School
Psychologists. http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/bestpract.pdf  

https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/BF00941504.pdf
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/toolkitb4.htm
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/publications/53
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/resourcemapping/resourcemappingandmanagement.pdf
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/summit2002/tool%20mapping%20current%20status.pdf
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/listingresources.pdf
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/bestpract.pdf
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Chapter 6

About School, Home, and Community Collaboration

An old joke defines collaboration as an unnatural act between nonconsenting adults.
This has a ring of truth given what we have found at schools. Few stakeholders argue
against the notion that schools, homes, and communities should work closely with

each other to meet mutual goals. For the most part, however, such collaboration is quite
limited. 

While the reasons vary, it is common for most staff members at a school site to carry out
their duties each day in relative isolation of other staff. And despite the frustrations they
encounter in doing so, they see little benefit in collaborating with others. In fact, they often
point to many committees and teams that drained their time and energy with little to show
for the effort. 

As to families, schools often are fenced off islands in their neighborhoods. Many families
have little connection with their children’s school or each other. And neighborhood
resources such as agencies, youth groups, and businesses often have little formal connection
with local schools or each other.

An early lesson we learned was that organizations such as schools cannot make fundamental
improvements when a critical mass of stakeholders are not working together towards a
shared vision. There are policies to advocate for, decisions to make, problems to solve, and
interventions to plan, implement. and evaluate. An effective collaboration involves more
than meeting and talking. The point is to work together in ways that produce the type of
actions that result in effective outcomes.

This brief chapter highlights an expanded view of school, home, and community
collaboration and the need for an operational infrastructure for collaborating in ways that
enable effective pursuit of actions and outcomes.1

Why School-Community Collaboration?

Schools and the community in which they reside deal with multiple, interrelated concerns
– poverty, child development, literacy, violence, safety, substance abuse, housing,
employment. Research has shown that school and neighborhood improvements are mutually
enhanced through effective school-home-community collaboration that connects a wide
range of resources. Interest in connecting the resources is growing at an exponential rate.

The immediate goal is to maximize mutual benefits. In the long run, the aims are to
strengthen students, schools, families, and neighborhoods (e.g., enhancing student
achievement, socialization, and well-being, improving staff morale, using resources more
effectively, promoting community development and a sense of community).

For school policy makers, connecting school-home-community is seen as an essential facet
of promoting the well-being of children and youth and enhancing equity of opportunity for
them to succeed at school and beyond. For community agencies, connection with schools is
seen as providing better access to families and their children, promoting greater engagement,
and enhancing opportunities for having an impact on hard-to-reach clients. Moreover, the
hope is that collaboration will increase the pool of resources for ameliorating problems and
addressing disparities in availability and access to interventions.
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Forming Linkages

Operational cooperation & coordination

Enhancing Community Involvement and Collaborative Engagement 
for School Improvement 

Currently, schools outreach to students’ homes with the hope of involving parents in various
ways. In addition, some schools recruit volunteers from the community and solicit other
forms of resource contributions from a variety of community stakeholders. Some pursue
ways to link community social services and physical and mental health services to schools
and seek community providers for afterschool programs. And when there is a school-related
ballot measure, schools outreach for voter support.

The downside of current outreach is that it generally reflects a narrow vision about school
improvement, especially with respect to student/learning supports. There are a great many
community resources that can significantly help improve schools and that will strengthen the
community. By adopting an expanded vision, schools can increase school-community
connections in ways that substantively weave together a wide range of resources. 

Researchers have mapped community entities whose missions overlap that of the local
schools.2 These include county and municipal agencies, service clubs and philanthropic
organizations, youth organizations, community based organizations, faith institutions, legal
assistance groups, businesses/corporations, artists and cultural institutions, ethnic
associations, unions, media, family members, local residents, senior citizen  groups, and
more. Districts/schools need to consider outreach to the full range of resources, especially
in neighborhoods where poverty reigns. Particular attention is needed to linking and
connecting with community entities that can fill critical gaps in school offerings and
supports.

Four types of activities can enhance school/district-community connections: (1) outreaching
to a broad range of community entities, (2) developing immediate links and connections with
community resources that can help fill critical intervention gaps at schools, (3) establishing
an effective operational infrastructure for a school-community collaborative and (4) braiding
and redeploying school and community resources where feasible to help with system
development (see Exhibit 6-1). The four activities are seldom pursued together, especially
when the focus is mainly on connecting with parents and a few community resources.

    
    Exhibit 6-1   

Examples of School-Community Collaborative Activity      

                  
  School/District               CommunityActivities

Outreach

Developing Mechanisms to Link &
Connect with Community Entities
to Help Fill Critical Intervention
Gaps

Establishing a Collaborative
Operational Infrastructure

Outreach to All 
Community Stakeholders

Blending Resources to Improve
System Development Interweaving & Redeploying Resources

as Appropriate and Feasible
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Based on the available literature, below are examples of school improvement strategies
related to pursuing the activities highlighted in Exhibit 6-1.

Outreach to the Community:*           
• a social marketing campaign to inform and invite participation with respect to   

>district and school planning to work with the community to improve schools 

>the variety of opportunities for involvement at schools
          

• interventions to increase home involvement and engagement (including re-
engaging families who don’t interact with the school on a regular basis)

         
• outreach to specific stakeholder groups to recruit for a steady increase in the

number of volunteers available to the schools    
*Outreach is to all available community resources and decision makers (e.g.,
those associated with public and private agencies, colleges and universities,
artists and cultural institutions, businesses and professional organizations,
and service, volunteer, faith-based organizations). 

Developing Mechanisms to Link and Connect with Community Entities:
       

• using school improvement planning to include a focus on analyzing and filling
critical gaps in school offerings and supports

           
• establishing and training a multi-school workgroup to focus on recruiting and

equitably integrating individuals and agencies who have resources that can help
   fill critical gaps

    
Establishing a Formal Collaborative and Building an Operational Infrastructure: 

      
• identifying community stakeholders who are interested in establishing a school-

community collaborative

• formulating aims, short-term goals, and immediate objectives

• organizing participants into an effective operational infrastructure and
establishing formal working agreements (e.g., MOUs) about roles and
responsibilities

• forming and training workgroups to accomplish immediate objectives

• monitoring and facilitating progress 

Blending Resources to Improve System Development:

• mapping school and community resources used to improve teaching and learning
and address barriers to student success

• analyzing resource use to determine redundancies and inefficiencies

• identifying ways resources can be redeployed and interwoven to meet current
priorities

It should be noted, because community resources in many neighborhoods are
sparse, a school-by-school approach often leads to inequities (e.g., the first
school to contact a given agency might tie up all the resources the agency can
bring to schools). The school district’s management/governance component
needs to address this matter by working with schools to connect community
resources equitably (not equally) across the district.
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Toward Developing School-Community Collaboratives

Temporary school-community connections often are established in the wake of a crisis or to
address a particular problem. It is relatively simple to make informal linkages. However, major
long-term formal working relationships require a shared vision of how collaborating enables
regular actions and mutual benefits over time.

Our vision for institutionalized school, community, and home collaboration is for the effort
to play a major role in strengthening youngsters, families, schools, and neighborhoods. This
encompasses a focus on safe schools and neighborhoods, positive development and learning,
personal, family, and economic well-being, and more. 

Effective pursuit of shared concerns requires establishing effective school-community
collaboratives at school and district levels. With respect to enhancing student and learning
supports, a school-community collaborative is a formal and institutionalized partnership that
effectively weaves together and facilitates equitable allocation of school and community
resources across all schools in a district. As a partnership, it is not run by the district. It is a
collective body consisting of a broad range of empowered stakeholders (e.g., staff and
community stakeholders and resources, families, students, representatives for the homeless).
As such, it needs its own operational infrastructure.

See Exhibit 6-2 for a prototype of the type of mechanisms needed to provide oversight,
leadership, capacity building, and ongoing support as a collaborative plans and implements
strategic actions. Establishing such an infrastructure requires translating policy into authentic
agreements about shared mission, vision, decision making, priorities, goals, roles, functions,
resource allocation, redeployment, and enhancement, strategic implementation, evaluation, and
accountability. 

The family of schools’ leadership councils envisioned in Exhibit 5-3 can be incorporated
readily into a school-neighborhood collaborative. And the district’s existing connections with
community stakeholders and resources can be expanded and formalized as a district-wide
school-community collaborative.

Steps in establishing a school-community collaborative include:
          
• identifying community stakeholders who are interested in establishing a school-

community collaborative    
• formulating aims, short-term goals, and immediate objectives    
• organizing participants into an effective operational infrastructure and establishing

formal working agreements (e.g., MOUs) about roles and responsibilities    
• forming and training workgroups to accomplish immediate objectives    
• mapping school and community resources used to improve teaching and learning

and address barriers to student success    
• analyzing resource use to determine redundancies and inefficiencies    
• identifying ways resources can be redeployed and interwoven to meet current

priorities    
• monitoring and facilitating progress 

   

The danger in creating new mechanisms is that they can become just another task,
another meeting – busy work. Infrastructure must be designed in keeping with the
major functions to be carried out, and all functions must be carried out in keeping
with a vital vision. Leaders and all facilitators of change must be driven by and help
advance the vision by instilling it in others and helping them hold on to it even when
the initial excitement of "newness" wanes.
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Who should be at the table?
   schools2 - community3 - families4       

     
Collaborative

Body

    Exhibit 6-2 

Prototype of a School-Community Collaborative Operational Infrastructure1

        

  Paid Staff plus Work Group*
  For pursuing operational

          functions/tasks                  
  (e.g., daily planning, 

               implementation, & evaluation)  

                           

                            Standing Work Groups   

                              For pursuing programmatic                  
             functions/tasks       

                       (e.g., instruction, learning
                 supports, governance, 

community organization, 
community development)

 

1 Connecting the resources of schools, families, and a wide range of community entities through a
formal collaborative facilitates all facets of school improvement. Effectiveness, efficiencies,
and economies of scale can be achieved by connecting a “family” (or complex) of schools (e.g.,
a high school and its feeder schools, schools in the same neighborhood). In a small community,
the feeder pattern often is the school district.

2 Schools. This encompasses all institutionalized entities that are responsible for formal education
(e.g., pre-K, elementary, secondary, higher education). The aim is to draw on the resources of
these institutions.

3 Community entities. These encompass the many resources (public and private money, facilities,
human and social capital) that can be brought to the table (e.g., health and social service
agencies, businesses and unions, recreation, cultural, and youth development groups, libraries,
juvenile justice and law enforcement, faith-based community institutions, service clubs, media).
As the collaborative develops, additional steps must be taken to outreach to disenfranchised
groups. 

4 Families. All families in the community should be represented, not just representatives of
organized family advocacy groups. The aim is to mobilize all the human and social capital
represented by family members and other home caretakers of the young. And those
representing homeless famlies.

Interweaving & redeploying resources
as appropriate and feasible

Steering Group
(e.g., drives the initiative, uses 
political clout to solve problems)

   

Ad Hoc Work Groups
For pursuing process functions/tasks
(e.g., mapping, capacity building, social 
marketing) 

 

*Paid Staff
>Executive Director
>Organization Facilitator 
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Efforts to enhance collaboration among programs, services, and initiatives at multiple
levels, of course, involves horizontal and vertical operational restructuring within and
between jurisdictions and public and private sectors. 

 A Note of Caution 

With roots in the 1960's human service integration movement, the last few decades have
seen many initiatives for connecting community services to schools to better meet the
needs of children and their families. These have generated terms such as school-linked
services, integrated services, one-stop shopping, wraparound services, seamless service
delivery, coordinated school health, co-location of services, integrated student supports,
full-service schools, community schools, systems of care, and more. 

   
In general, the prevailing emphasis of much of the activity at schools is on connecting
community services to schools (e.g., health and social services, after-school
programs).However, given that such services are scarce, this usually means enhancing
linkages and co-locating a few services to a couple of school campuses. This benefits the
chosen schools but reduces resources available to other schools in the community,
thereby increasing inequity. 

   
Another problem is that linking with a few service agencies ignores the potential of broad-
based school-community collaboration for enhancing equity of opportunity for young
people and for strengthening families, schools, and neighborhoods. 

   
While bringing agency supports to schools is a well-intentioned endeavor, the examples
most frequently highlighted are built and are operating on an exceptional resource base.
As a result, they can’t be taken to scale. From the perspective of school improvement,
scalability is an essential facet of increasing equity across school districts.

  
An additional problem related to thinking mainly about connecting with community agency
services is that it encourages some policy makers to develop the false impression that
community resources are ready and able to meet all the support needs of students and
their families. This impression already has contributed to serious cuts related to student
supports (e.g., districts laying off student support personnel) in the struggle to balance
tight school budgets. Such cuts further reduce the pool of resources available for
improving equity of opportunity.

1 For more in depth discussion of school-home-community collaboration, see the resources our
Center has developed and listed in the Center Quick Find on the topic. Resources from
other sources also are referenced.  https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/qf/p1201_01.htm

2 J.P. Kretzmann & J.L. McKnight (1993). Building Communities from the Inside Out: A Path
Toward Finding and Mobilizing a Community's Assets. ACTA Publications.
https://www.pitzer.edu/cec/wp-content/uploads/sites/54/2014/09/Building_Communities_from_Insi
de_Out.pdf

https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/qf/p1201_01.htm
https://www.pitzer.edu/cec/wp-content/uploads/sites/54/2014/09/Building_Communities_from_Inside_Out.pdf
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Chapter 7 
Large-Scale Replication and Major Systemic Change 

        

We were rather unprepared when we began pursuing implementation of the prototypes
we had developed at multiple school sites and district-wide. The unfortunate reality
was that our training had never prepared us for the complexities of facilitating

major systemic changes in institutions and organizations. So we dived into the literatures on
organization change, implementation science, and school improvement science. We garnered
a great deal from what has been published, and we think our work over the years has
something to add. We continue to wrestle with all this; what follows is a progress report and
lessons learned from our efforts.    

Conceptualizing the Work

For us, system change begins with a vision and rationale and an implementation logic model.

Logic Model

As a planning guide, we use the logic model illustrated in Exhibit 7-1. It stresses the
importance of attending to both (1) daily implementation and (2) facilitation of systemic
changes.

Exhibit 7-1
Linking Logical Steps for

Implementation at a Site and System-wide

Accomplishing substantive and sustainable transformation requires planning both
direct implementation and facilitation of systemic changes. Too often, most
attention is given to strategic and action plans for direct implementation, with the
necessity of facilitating systemic changes given short shrift.
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At the same time, we hasten to acknowledge that plans rarely play out in a linear manner and
problems constantly arise. 

In our analyses of implementation plans, we found few that anticipated common problems
associated with making complex systemic changes. Of note, we identified failure to give
sufficient strategic attention and time to the following matters:

• underwriting and establishing an effective systemic change operational
infrastructure

• overcoming stakeholder negative reactions to proposed changes

• creating readiness and commitment (enhancing motivation and capability) among
a critical mass of key stakeholders in a setting where changes are to be introduced

• developing a clear design document to communicate and guide the work

• developing a multi-year strategic plan

• ensuring policy for making necessary changes is instituted as a high priority

• reworking an organization's daily operational infrastructure to support
development and sustainability of the changes

 

Phases of Major Systemic Changes

Adding to the logic model, a common conceptual starting point for systemic change efforts
is to formulate implementation stages/phases. For example, Rogers delineated five diffusion
steps/stages (i.e., knowledge, persuasion, decision, implementation, and confirmation).1

Magnabosco formulated three phases in her research on implementation of evidence-based
practices (i.e.,pre-implementation, initial implementation, and sustainability planning).2 The
State Implementation and Scaling-up of Evidence-based Practices Center outlines four
stages, namely exploration, installation, initial implementation, full implementation, and
stresses that sustainability is an active focus during every stage.3 In the 2020 Handbook on
Implementation Science, the emphasis also is on four stages: exploration, preparation,
implementation and sustainment labeled the (EPIS) framework.4

In our work, we formulate four overlapping phases of systemic change: 

• creating readiness, commitment, and engagement – increasing a climate/culture
for change through enhancing the motivation and capability of a critical mass of
stakeholders and generating memoranda of agreements, policy decisions, a design
document, and strategic and action plans 

• initial implementation – introducing and phasing in changes using a well-
designed facilitative operational infrastructure to provide guidance and support 

• institutionalization – ensuring that policy guidelines and a daily operational
infrastructure for maintaining and enhancing productive changes are fully
integrated into long-term strategic plans, guidance documents, and capacity
building

• ongoing renewal and evolution – providing for continuous quality improvement
and ongoing support in ways that enable stakeholders to become a community of
learners who creatively pursue renewal 

Each phase encompasses a range of  implementation tasks (see Exhibit 7-2). Of course,
adaptations are made to account for differences in the nature and scope of the work at hand.
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One or More
Specific Practices;
Major Systemic
Transformation

Replication-to Scale
      System-wide*

Adoption/Adaptation
at Specific School(s); 
at LEAs/SEAs  

Exhibit 7-2 
    Phases and Tasks Related to Direct Implementation and 

Facilitating Systemic Changes
                             
            NATURE & SCOPE OF FOCUS

                 
 

    
Social Marketing

    

Vision & 
Policy Commitment

 Partnership Negotiation
& Leadership Designation  

Operational Infrastructure 
Enhancement/Development
   (e.g., mechanisms for

 SOME      governance, steering, 
  KEY     operation, coordination)   
TASKS

Resources – 
Redeployed & New 
   (e.g., time, space, funds) 

  
Capacity Building 

(e.g., development of
    personnel & addressing
    personnel mobility)  

        
Standards, Evaluation, 
& Accountability

 Creating
    Readiness

        Initial
         Implementation

PHASES OF THE
CHANGE PROCESS                    Institutionalization

                     Ongoing
             Evolution/
                 Creative

                   Renewal
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Exhibits 7-1 and 7-2 highlight matters that shaped our efforts to implement improvements
in how schools play a role in addressing learning, behavior, and emotional problems. We
encountered each of these concerns at state, regional, district, and school site levels and
learned about the difficulties in pursuing them. And, unfortunately, as noted, we frequently
found our professional preparation lacking.5 For example, we knew little about social
marketing and capacity building for system change. 

Among the many lessons learned were the ways in which transformation effectiveness
requires redeploying and generating additional resources. We learned how necessary it is to
have a major policy commitment and formal partnership agreements that are in keeping with
the vision for desired changes. With respect to building capacity, we found that time for
personnel development usually was too limited and few strategies were in place for
addressing the reality that personnel leave and newcomers appear with regularity. We found
processes for quality improvement (e.g., formative evaluation), impact evaluation, and
accountability called for establishing standards and related indicators that are directly
relevant to the intended systemic changes. And, we found that effective systemic change
required a fuller set of transitional mechanisms than we initially thought.

Transitional Operational Infrastructure for Accomplishing Systemic Change 

Effectively carrying out system change functions requires strong leadership and an
appropriately designed set of operational infrastructure mechanisms. For transformative
changes, the mechanisms require staff who fully understand the vision and are well prepared
to facilitate relevant system modifications.

We started with a facilitator for system change and a leadership team.6 Given our aim of
transforming student/learning supports, our initial focus was on recruiting student support
staff and training them to be change agents; we dubbed them Organization Facilitators. One
of their first functions at a school and/or district level was to help form and train a leadership
team as a key mechanism for developing and ensuring implementation of the transformed
system. In our work with 24 schools in a district, we deployed a cadre of Organization
Facilitators at a ratio of one for three schools. 

Leadership teams at a school and at the district level are an essential operational
infrastructure mechanism dedicated to facilitating, guiding, and supporting essential changes.
They include an administrative leader for student/learning supports and relevant staff who
learn to be catalysts and managers of change, are committed each day to ensuring effective
systemic changes, and who have enough time and ability to attend to details. The intent is
to do all this in ways that enhance empowerment, a sense of community, and general
readiness and commitment to the new approach. After initial implementation, the team and
workgroups take on functions essential to maintenance and renewal of system improvements.

Team members help develop linkages among resources, facilitate redesign of
regular operational infrastructure mechanisms, and establish workgroups to carry
out specific tasks as needed. They also are problem solvers – not only
responding as problems arise but taking a proactive stance by designing
strategies to counter anticipated barriers to change, such as negative reactions
and dynamics, common factors interfering with working relationships, and system
deficiencies. A basic concern is ensuring the essential elements of a new
approach are implemented in ways true to the vision and compatible with the
local culture.
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Proposed operational infrastructure to facilitate systemic changes. Over time, we learned
that for an Organization Facilitator and Leadership Team to succeed, additional transitional
mechanisms were needed, such as a steering group, a planning and implementation team, and
external and internal coaches. Based on the organization change literature and our
experiences, we have proposed these mechanisms be conceived as an operational
infrastructure for system changes (see Exhibit 7-3). This is a temporary infrastructure put in
place until the transformation is successfully made.

Effectively establishing the proposed infrastructure requires ensuring enough resources are
devoted to developing the mechanisms and building their capacity to carry out a multi-year
strategic plan. Such mechanisms and their functions must be customized with respect to
differences at state, regional, district, and school levels and differences within regions,
districts, and schools. Such customization is done to ensure that capability for accomplishing
major tasks is not undermined (e.g., special attention is given to ensuring these mechanisms
are not created as an added and incidental assignment for staff).

Establishing the transitional infrastructure for systemic change can be an essential task for
an Organization Facilitator and others coaching and guiding the work. The focus is on
         

• enlisting a broad enough range of key leaders and staff (e.g., leaders from all facets
working on school improvement; a staff member with data/evaluation expertise);
some staff member may be part of several of the mechanisms            

• ensuring that all involved understand each mechanism's functions and
interrelationship 

• providing the type of capacity building that ensures members are well-equipped to
phase in, continue development, and sustain essential tasks

              
• assisting in development of clear action plans.

In observing efforts to transform schools, we rarely find an operational infrastructure for
facilitating implementation in place. More characteristically, ad hoc mechanisms (e.g., a
coach, an implementation team) have been set in motion with personnel who may not have
sufficient training related to systemic change. It is common to find individuals and teams
operating without clear understanding of functions and major tasks. Therefore, at the onset,
it is essential to build the capacity of those staffing the infrastructure.

During initial implementation, we found that the need for mentors and coaches was
acute. Inevitably new ideas, roles, and functions require a variety of stakeholder
development activities. An Organization Facilitator is among the first providing
mentorship. The Leadership Team also can identify mentors already at schools and
others in the district who have relevant expertise. To expand the local pool, other
stakeholders can usually be identified and recruited as volunteers to offer peer
support. A regularly accessible cadre of mentors and coaches is an indispensable
resource in responding to stakeholders’ daily calls for help. (Ultimately, every
stakeholder is a potential mentor or coach for somebody.) In most cases, the pool
may need periodic augmentation with specially contracted coaches.
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Proposed Transitional Infrastructure to Facilitate Transformation

  

  
  

     

Some Lessons Learned in the Field

For us, the system change process began with preparing and disseminating a document that
detailed the intervention prototype as a basis for interchange with decision makers. Based
on feedback, appropriate design modifications were made, and decisions to proceed were
turned into an initial memorandum of understanding. Then, multi-year strategic and action
plans were formulated and some resources allocated to facilitate implementation. As the
work unfolded, here are a few of the critical lessons we learned and that continue to shaped
our efforts related to large-scale replication and major systemic change.

About Building Relationships

At the outset, we often were told that system change is “all about relationships.”
Relationships certainly are important. But we soon learned that it is essential to distinguish
the difference between just building a few good personal relationships as contrasted with
developing an extensive network of productive working relationships. 

External
Collaborators

Steering Body

Planning Team  
for Transformative 
Systemic Changes Work Groups

Implementation Team

External & Internal
Change Agents 

(including mentors, coaches)

>Administrative Lead
>Learning Supports Leadership Team
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Making fundamental and sustained system changes requires developing effective working
relationships among a critical mass of stakeholders (many of whom won't be interested in
a personal relationship with everyone with whom they work). Good working relationships
emerge from the way those carrying out tasks learn to work together from the outset and how
well the work is supported and guided. From the perspective of intrinsic motivation theory,
their work together must be facilitated in ways that enhance feelings of competence, self-
determination, and connectedness with and commitment to each other. 

  

  A Few Comments About What We Experienced
    

 At every level, we found that developing effective working relationships among a
critical mass of stakeholders required that coaches and mentors understand factors
that build such relationships and factors that cause problems.

Re. staff who are resistant to change. Some view the work as a distraction from
and/or a competition with their current job descriptions. To the degree feasible, we
find it useful to make continuous efforts to reach out and include in work groups
those who are resistant to the transformation and who are reluctant to give up
protecting their turf.

Attention to Creating Readiness

We consistently encountered situations where implementation was pursued too quickly. This
didn’t allow enough time for capacity building and stakeholder preparation. In general, we
have extracted the following points from the literature as most relevant to enhancing
readiness for change:     

• a high level of policy commitment that is translated into appropriate resources,
including leadership, space, budget, and time;

• incentives for change, such as intrinsically valued outcomes, expectations for
success, recognition, and rewards;

• procedural options from which those expected to implement change can select
those they see as workable;

• a willingness to establish mechanisms and processes that facilitate change, such as
a governance mechanism that adopts ways to empower stakeholders, enhance their
sense of community, and improve organizational health;*

• use of change agents who are perceived as pragmatic – maintaining ideals while
embracing practical solutions;

• accomplishing change in stages and with realistic timelines;
• providing progress feedback;
• institutionalizing mechanisms to maintain and evolve changes and to generate

periodic renewal.

    
*As already noted, empowerment is a multi-faceted concept. Theoreticians distinguish “power over”
from “power to” and “power from.” Power over involves explicit or implicit dominance over others
and events; power to is seen as increased opportunities to act; power from implies ability to resist the
power of others.
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   A Few Comments About What We Experienced

              
Because of the complexity of dissemination, in almost every instance we found that initial
introductory presentations were only partially understood, and this interfered with
creating informed readiness. We now stress that planning for creating personnel
readiness must account for a variety of strategies to deepen understanding and counter
misinterpretations of intended changes. It is essential to do this early to minimize the
problems that arise from uninformed “grape vine” gossip. Of particular importance is
ensuring understanding and commitment to the essential elements that must be
implemented and sustained if there is to be substantive rather than cosmetic change.
Furthermore, given the inevitability of staff changes, it is essential to plan a process for
bringing newcomers up to speed.

About a Design Document

We learned early that development of a design document is key to communicating and
guiding the work at state and local levels. It should be noted that stakeholders played a major
role in guiding design preparation and offering feedback to ensure essential facets of the
prototype were not lost. 

>See the state department examples developed in Alabama, Louisiana, and Iowa
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/summit2002/trailblazing.htm      

>For an example of work at the district level, see Gainesville (GA) City School District’s 
overview and the case study

http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/wheresithappening/gainesvillebroch.pdf
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/casestudy.pdf 

As can be seen in the design document examples, organizations adopt and also adapt
prototypes to account for situational opportunities, strengths, and limitations. 

Based on our experiences in pursuing transformative systemic changes for addressing
barriers to learning and teaching, we suggest that a design document articulate  

• the imperative for the proposed transformative changes   
• policy changes that ensure the intended transformation is not marginalized (e.g.,

that policy explicitly supports, at a high priority level, the development and
sustainability of the impending changes)    

• a prototype intervention framework (e.g., that illustrates the nature and scope of a
unified, comprehensive, and equitable system of student and learning supports    

• a prototype of an organizational and operational infrastructure (e.g., that
illustrates how existing mechanisms can  be reworked to support and sustain the
transformation)

  
  A Few Comments About What We Experienced

    
 Not surprisingly, as a prototype design is considered by adopters, modifications  are

proposed and disagreements arise. We learned that it was essential for us as the
prototype developers to be at design adaptation decision making tables to help with 
adaptations and ensure that essential elements of the design were not eliminated or
changed in ways that would interfere with effectiveness and sustainability.

http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/summit2002/trailblazing.htm
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/wheresithappening/gainesvillebroch.pdf
http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/casestudy.pdf
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About Incorporating the Work into Existing Multi-year Strategic Plans

Strategic and yearly action planning are key to effective implementation, sustainability, and
replication to scale of any major transformation. In our work, strategic planning was the
systematic process that translated desired improvements into (a) a broad set of goals or
objectives and (b) a sequence of strategic activity to accomplish the major phases and tasks
involved in achieving the transformation design. The planning spelled out an answer to: How
do we get from here to there?

In general, such a plan  
(1) provides an overview of how the intended transformation will be pursued,   
(2) conveys a detailed plan for initial direct implementation and its facilitation (with

an emphasis on strategies that anticipate sustainability, renewal, summative
evaluation and accountability),    

(3) delineates strategic approaches to each key facet of facilitating implementation,
such as establishing a transitional operational change infrastructure, capacity
building, and formative evaluation.

The multi-year plan stresses objectives, steps, and tasks to be accomplished during each
phase of systemic change and the general strategies for accomplishing them. The plan must
account for implementing the prototype in a given setting and facilitating prototype
replication and scale-up.  A multi-year plan is essential because implementing and scaling-up
a school plan that includes developing a unified, comprehensive, and equitable system of
learning supports requires strategically phased-in change over several years. The strategic
plan is the basis for specific action planning.  

As an example, we have developed a General Guide for Strategic Planning Related to
Developing a Unified and Comprehensive System of Learning Supports

http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/genguide.pdf

   A Few Comments About What We Experienced
             

When we arrived at a school and reviewed its strategic plan, we found most
marginalized student/learning supports, and there were inequities in the way districts
aided the existing efforts. If we weren’t successful with elevating the work in
improvement policy, there was little opportunity to have the design for system changes
fully incorporated into plans. 

    
With respect to proposed changes, we found that strategic and action plans often didn’t
account for situational opportunities, strengths, and limitations or address matters
commonly raised by those who are reluctant or resistant to making changes. For
example, we usually hear it argued that there is no money for the work we propose.
Effective responses to such challenges are essential to ensuring that the work is not
undermined. (For example, our response with respect to the financial argument is that,
for many LEAs and schools, it appears that about 25% of the budget is being expended
to address barriers to learning and teaching. Strategic planning focuses on redeploying
such resources and using them in ways that benefit from economies of scale.)

   
As the work proceeds, continuous monitoring deepens understanding of what is
needed for success, and inevitably we find it essential to revise initial agreements and
procedures.

http://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/genguide.pdf
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About Ensuring Policy that Facilitates Sustainable Transformation

Over and over, we have found that our efforts to transform schools not only required
expanded school improvement policy, but policy that is translated into clear guidelines for
effective development, scale-up, and sustainability. And sufficient resources must be
allocated. Needed guidelines include delineating the nature and scope of systemic changes,
essential mechanisms for getting from here to there and for sustainability, and accountability
mandates. 

With a view to enhancing equity of opportunity, guidelines also should emphasize a  priority
focus on strengthening interventions and fill critical gaps at the neediest schools. And as we
have stressed, policy should specify weaving together school and community resources
allocated for student and learning supports. 

With respect to accountability (a fundamental driver of policy), our efforts to transform
student/learning supports called for an expanded accountability framework and standards for
a learning supports component (see Chapter 10). 

  A Few Comments About What We Experienced
  
Our work was undermined by frequent leadership changes (e.g., superintendents,
principals, other key stakeholders). This underscores that the necessity for policy that
ensures not only effective implementation, but also sustainability of improvements
Sustainability requires institutionalizing procedures that survive personnel changes and
effectively bring new arrivals up to speed.
   
We also found that policy that just established pilots/demonstrations tended not to
delineate a commitment to replication and sustainability. This created a mind set
among stakeholders that the work was a temporary project (e.g., “It will end in three
years or when this superintendent/principal leaves.”). The literature refers to this as
“project mentality” (sometimes referred to as “projectitis”).This mind set can lead to a
general view that the work doesn’t warrant serious engagement. The history of schools
is strewn with valuable innovations that were not sustained. 

The current trend in improving student/learning supports involves tinkering in ways
that result in limited changes that don’t make a dent in reducing the opportunity and
achievement gaps. Schools need a unified, comprehensive, and equitable system
of student/learning supports that embeds a focus on a full range of mental health,
psychosocial, and educational concerns. To enable such a major system change,
school improvement policy must expand from a two- to a three-component
framework and ensure that all three are fully integrated and pursued as primary
components at schools. Ultimately, accomplishing this will require a major reworking
of the operational infrastructure at all levels.

While major systemic changes are difficult to accomplish, not meeting the challenge
maintains an unsatisfactory status quo. For the title of the Every Student Succeeds
Act (ESSA) to be more than aspirational, equity of opportunity for student and school
success must be enhanced.  From this perspective we stress that equity of
opportunity is fundamental to enabling civil rights and that transforming student and
learning supports is fundamental to promoting whole child development, advancing
social justice, and enhancing learning and a positive school climate.
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Coda  
About Essential Elements

While reasonable adaptation of the third component to fit localities is wise and inevitable,
care must be taken not to eliminate elements that are essential to a fundamental
transformation of how schools address barriers to learning and teaching and reengage
disconnected students. An unfortunate tendency is for some places to adopt the terminology
and not the substance of the intended system transformation. To counter this tendency, below
we highlight five essential elements that should be evident in any SEA, LEA, and school that
indicates it is developing a unified, comprehensive, and equitable system of learning
supports. 

(1)  A three component policy for schools – To enable all students to have an equal
opportunity to succeed at school, schools must directly address barriers to learning and
teaching. This requires elevating such efforts so that they are a third primary and
essential component for school improvement. The third component might be called a
learning supports component, or any other term that is descriptive of a component to
address barriers to learning and teaching.
   

             Obviously, it is desirable that the three component policy be adopted at all levels
(SEA, LEA, and schools), however, most schools can move forward once the
district has enacted such a policy.

     
  As a basis for ensuring the policy is pursued with fidelity, policy makers can

ensure that it is translated into a design document and strategic plan. These
documents are critical guides for unifying student/learning supports and then
developing them into a comprehensive and equitable system that provides
supportive interventions in classrooms and schoolwide. The design and strategic
plans for the third component must be fully integrated with strategic plans for
improving instruction and management at schools. (Examples of policy
statements and design and strategic planning are provided in the Center’s
System Change Toolkit.),

(2) A transformative intervention framework for addressing barriers to learning &
teaching –   As illustrated in Chapter 4, a unified, comprehensive, and equitable
intervention framework combines (a) a continuum of school and community
interventions (that goes well beyond what is typically presented by a simple
MTSS framework) and (b) an organized set of support domains.

(3) An operational infrastructure dedicated to the third component – See Chapter 5,

(4) Continuous capacity building (especially professional development) – Capacity
building plans and their implementation must include a specific focus on unifying and
developing the system. Professional development must provide on-the-job opportunities
and special times focused specifically on enhancing the capability of those directly
involved in the learning supports component. Professional development of teachers,
administrators, other staff and volunteers, and community stakeholders must also include
and emphasis on learning about how best to address barriers to learning and teaching.
(Examples of capacity building resources are provided in the Center’s System Change
Toolkit.)

https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/summit2002/resourceaids.htm
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/summit2002/resourceaids.htm
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(5) Monitoring for improvement and accountability – Formative evaluation provides
continuous monitoring all factors that facilitate and hinder progress, The data then guide
actions that deal with interfering factors and enhance facilitation. As significant progress
is made, monitoring expands to evaluate the impact on student outcomes with specific
reference to direct indicators of the effectiveness of learning supports (e.g., increased
attendance, reduced misbehavior, improved learning). Chapter 10 highlights the need for
an expanded accountability framework that emphasizes direct indicators of a unified,
comprehensive, and equitable system of learning supports.
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Part III 
It’s All About Intervention

Anyone involved directly in improving and implementing changes at schools is an
intervener. Interventions to improve schools range from minor changes to fundamental
transformations. The nature and scope of the intended improvements are determinants

of the interventions needed for effective implementation.  

The complexities of making school improvements and implementing systemic changes are
well documented. Schools are institutions; schools have a culture. These matters have been
widely discussed. And the rapidly growing fields of improvement and implementation
sciences provide a wealth of literature for those involved with interventions to improve
schools. 

For the most part, improvement and implementation sciences are generating separate
literatures. However, their intertwined relationship is receiving increased attention. Now it
is time to recognize the roots they share in intervention theory and research.

In 1994, we published a  brief monograph, sketching out what we were coming to understand
about the nature of intervention.* We approached the topic from the perspective of
psychology and education, but also with a view to analyzing generic concerns.  We
identified and described essential pieces of intentional intervention and explored how they
relate to each other.

In the following years, our work with schools has involved efforts to develop and implement
new intervention approaches. We applied what we had learned about intervention and moved
on to learn from the growing body of literature related to improvement and implementation
science. And we regularly experienced the positive and troublesome impact of school
improvement and implementation efforts – our own and others. Among the many lessons
learned: It is all about intervention. 

What we were learning also made it clear that we needed to update our basic
conceptualization of intervention  and embed an intertwined perspective of improvement and
implementation science. That is the primary intent in Part III. Relatedly, we wanted to share
some implications for research, practice, and policy about intervention evaluation,
accountability, and ethical concerns related to transforming how schools provide student and
learning supports.

Chapter 8 revisits definitions of intervention and stresses that the better the
concept is understood, the more likely system improvements will be
appropriately planned, implemented, and sustained. Among the matters
discussed are the role played by an underlying intervention rationale and how
that rationale determines who and/or what will be identified and become the
primary focus for intervention.

  
Chapter 9 reviews definitions of and approaches to improvement and

implementation science and discusses broadening the focus of each and their
integration. Implementation and improvement activities are conceived as
domains of the study of intervention and as inevitably intertwined. Research
related to  both sciences is seen as contributing to fundamental knowledge
regarding intervention as a pervasive phenomenon in society. 
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Chapter 10 highlights (1) the concept of intervention evaluation and (2) the need
to reframe school accountability evaluations. The chapter underscores the
critical role evaluation plays in assessing intended intervention activity, in
advancing basic knowledge about intervention, and as a basic tool for
elevating priorities for addressing barriers to learning and teaching. It also
emphasizes concerns about the limitations and misuses of evaluation data.

Chapter 11 explores the reality that controversies regularly permeate
interventions at a school. And anyone who has tried to improve practices at a
school certainly has encountered a wide range of ethical dilemmas. This
chapter focuses on three prominent intervention initiatives to highlight
controversies and ethical considerations schools encounter as they try to
ameliorate learning, behavior, and emotional problems. We focus on trends to
(1) identify and label student problems, (2) use social control strategies to
manage student behavior, and (3) adopt evidence-based practices. In
discussing concerns, we offer analyses and commentaries based on our work
at schools.

*Adelman, H.S., & Taylor, L. (1994). On understanding intervention in psychology and education.
Westport CT: Praeger.
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Chapter 8
System Improvement is All About Intervention  

By the mid-twentieth century, school improvement was immersed in system thinking.1

Historically, substantive and substantial efforts to improve systems such as schools have
involved implementation of complex interventions. These interventions and the efforts to
implement them are intriguing, omnipresent, and often troublesome phenomena that warrant
more study. 

We initiate this chapter with the premise that the better the concept of intervention is
understood, the more likely system improvement will be appropriately planned, implemented,
and sustained. 

Intervention Defined

The term intervention comes from the Latin intervenire, which means "to come between,
interrupt." As applied in psychology, education, medicine, social welfare, public health, and
other arenas, the term raises major issues about intent, target, application, context, and
outcomes. These are particularly hot issues when the emphasis is on improving practices and
implementing improvements on a large-scale. Currently, for example, the emphasis in applied
psychology and education is on improvements that are science based and that can be
implemented with fidelity, replicated  widely, and sustained with continuous improvement.

Because intervention is defined in various ways, significant differences play out in what is and
isn’t being discussed. Exhibit 8-1 provides a sample of dictionary definitions.

And here is an example of what is found in the literature discussing the concept:   
An intervention is an intended, planned, and targeted operation in a system or process
which aims at removing or preventing an undesirable phenomenon. In the context of health
promotion and prevention, an intervention is a planned and systematically implemented
activity taking place in current social structures, which aims at changing knowledge,
attitude or behavior of a person, an organization, or a population. For this goal, an
intervention can also target determinants of health behavior , e.g., the physical environment
and political context. ... 

An intervention concept is a scheme for the different elements and activities that are
required to achieve the intended outcome of a program. A concept is usually developed in
the beginning of a health promotion and prevention activity, and it maps out detailed steps
that have to be taken to design, implement and evaluate a prevention program. A concept
usually encompasses the whole program cycle: analysis, strategy, implementation,
evaluation, and sustainability. From J. Loss , Intervention Concepts in Prevention 

Among professionals in the last century, a trend in discussing intervention was mainly to stress
benefits. For example, in 1979 Suran and Rizzo indicated that intervention "is a general term
that refers to the application of professional skills to maintain or improve a child's potential
for ongoing healthy development."2 Kanfer and Goldstein (1991) stated that methods used to
intervene are "designed to help people change for the better."3

In the same time period, however, some cautioned that interventions may not be helpful and
can have negative outcomes (e.g., Illich, 1976).4 These concerns are reflected in the definition
cautioning that intervention is an interference into the affairs of another.

More neutrally, Rhodes and Tracy described interventions for children's problems, as "any
directed action upon the deviance predicament between child and community."5 Even more
neutral was Schorr's definition of intervention as "any systematic attempt to alter the course
of development from either its established or predicted path."6

Howard
Highlight

https://link.springer.com/referenceworkentry/10.1007/978-1-4020-5614-7_1864
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Exhibit 8-1
A Sample of Dictionary Definitions of Intervention

From: Merriam-Webster Dictionary
   

Intervention -- the act of interfering with the outcome or course especially of a condition or
process (as to prevent harm or improve functioning) 

>From: Dictionary.com
    

interposition or interference of one state in the affairs of another (noun)

>From: Cambridge Dictionary
    

1. the action of becoming intentionally involved in a difficult situation, in order to improve it or
prevent it from getting worse

     
2. a meeting at which someone with a drug or alcohol problem is asked by family members,

friends, or health workers to accept the fact that they have a problem and is encouraged
to get treatment 

    
3. an occasion when someone's friends or family speak to them about a problem or situation

because the person's behavior is unreasonable or harmful

>From: APA Dictionary of Psychology
   
    1. generally, any action intended to interfere with and stop or modify a process, as in treatment

undertaken to halt, manage, or alter the course of the pathological process of a disease or
disorder.

  
    2. action on the part of a psychotherapist to deal with the issues and problems of a client. The

selection of the intervention is guided by the nature of the problem, the orientation of the
therapist, the setting, and the willingness and ability of the client to proceed with the
treatment. Also called psychological intervention.

    
    3. a technique in addictions counseling in which significant individuals in a client’s life meet

with him or her, in the presence of a trained counselor, to express their observations and
feelings about the client’s addiction and related problems. The session, typically a surprise to
the client, may last several hours, after which the client has a choice of seeking a
recommended treatment immediately (e.g., as an inpatient) or ignoring the intervention. If the
client chooses not to seek treatment, participants state the interpersonal consequences; for
example, a spouse may be request that the client move out, or the client’s employment may
be terminated.

    
    4. a similar confrontation between an individual and family and friends but outside of the formal

structure of counseling or therapy, usually over similar issues and with the goal of urging the
confronted individual to seek help with an attitudinal or behavioral problem. Also called family
intervention.

   
    5. in research design, an experimental manipulation.
   
>From: National Cancer Institute 
 In medicine, a treatment, procedure, or other action taken to prevent or treat disease, or

improve health in other ways.
   
The Vocabulary.com Dictionary lists 44 types of intervention.

Recently, in addressing intervention from a public health perspective, Cambon, Terral, and
Alla suggest defining an “interventional system ... as a set of interrelated human and
non-human contextual agents within spatial and temporal boundaries generating mechanistic
configurations – mechanisms – which are prerequisites for change in health.”7

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/intervention
https://www.dictionary.com/browse/intervention
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/intervention
https://dictionary.apa.org/intervention
https://www.cancer.gov/publications/dictionaries/cancer-terms/def/intervention
https://www.vocabulary.com/dictionary/intervention
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Skivington and colleagues define “complex interventions in terms of such properties as the
number of components involved; the range of behaviours targeted; expertise and skills
required by those delivering and receiving the intervention; the number of groups, settings,
or levels targeted; or the permitted level of flexibility of the intervention or its components.”8

Complexity also is viewed as arising through interactions between the intervention and any
feature of the contextual circumstances “in which an intervention is conceived, developed,
implemented and evaluated.” Defined in this way, complex interventions can be seen as
events occurring in systems.9 

With respect to interventions conducted for research purposes, the Belmont Report
states that participants are treated in an ethical manner by respecting their decisions
and protecting them from harm and by making efforts to secure their well-being. 

Some Considerations in Defining Intervention 

Any intervention is potentially life-shaping. The term's definition plays a key role in
improvement, planning, implementation, and evaluation, and how interventions are studied
and understood.

Extracting from various definitions, we view intentional intervention as encompassing
planned actions designed to produce intended outcomes related to existing (often
problematic) conditions.  To leave it at that, however, ignores several basic matters and risks
misinterpretations.    

We propose that a definition of intervention should be broad enough to account for the full
nature and scope of intervention means and ends. Minimally, it should account for

• all processes and transactions – including the fact that unplanned processes
and transactions occur

• all outcomes – including those that are not beneficial
(Interventions maintain, accommodate, develop, improve, or transform. Besides
positive outcomes, every intervention has costs and the potential to produce
negative side effects.)   

• conditions that are problematic and those that are nonproblematic
(Intervention may focus on unhealthy/negative functioning or healthy/ positive
functioning.)

• a variety of systems* – persons, environments, or both
      

*The term system is used frequently in what follows. In systems theory, a person, group,
organization, and society are all conceived as systems. In addition, we use the terms
client, consumer, or participant to denote any system that is the object of an intentional
intervention; the term intervener is used for anyone who intervenes, such as a
professional, parent, or friend.  

As a broad working definition, we propose the following:    
Intentional intervention aims at producing intended outcomes through planned
processes. The intended outcomes encompass maintenance, change (development,
improvement), or transformation with respect to problematic or nonproblematic conditions
of systems (person, environment, or both). Besides planned processes, unplanned
transactions occur. The combined processes may or may not produce intended
outcomes, and may produce unintended outcomes; also some outcomes may be
negative (see Exhibit 8.2).

https://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/regulations-and-policy/belmont-report/index.html
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     Exhibit 8.2  

Essential Features of a Definition of Intentional Intervention

     Planned
   Processes/
 Transactions
          Unplanned

     
     Intended/

Expected
Outcomes
                   Unintended/

             Unexpected
     

               Problematic        Unproblematic   
                         System Conditions 
                (e.g., person, organization, society)

By stating that unplanned processes occur, the definition draws attention to this potentially
potent source of variations in intervention outcomes. In stressing that unintended outcomes
occur, the definition helps counter tendencies to ignore negative outcomes and positive side
effects. Inclusion of the phrase "nonproblematic conditions" helps counter the presumption
that the intervention is aimed at a pathological condition. And emphasizing the concern is
with system conditions highlights the possible breadth of intervention focus. (With respect
to processes, we should also note that activities such as assessment, diagnosis, and referral
often are contrasted to "intervention." This distinction inappropriately limits use of the term
and is unnecessary since these activities fit most definitions of intervention.)

The discussion that follows approaches each topic from the perspective of the broad working
definition outlined above.

To take care of them can and should be read with two meanings: 
 to give children help and to exclude them from the community.

Nicholas Hobbs10

What is Intervention Theory?

Interventions often are based on explicit theoretical models or hypotheses linking cause,
intervention processes, and outcomes. And given that bringing about changes is the aim of
so many interventions, considerable process attention has focused on theories of change.11

For a given intervention to be theory-driven, however, isn’t the same as having a theory of
intervention that articulates the rationale for proceeding  (e.g., the philosophical, theoretical,
empirical, legal, ethical, pragmatic bases for intervention). The rationale provides the bases
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for articulating such matters as:  
(a) purpose and intended outcomes,

    
(b) who and what will be targeted as the direct object(s) of intervention (e.g.,

individuals, environments, both),    
(c) the actions/methods/mechanisms determined to be the best way to implement and

sustain essential elements (e.g., what the strategic and action plans should stress). 
If replication and scale-up also are intended, a specific indication is needed about what
are seen as the best ways to facilitate accomplishing those interventions.

     Discussing policy for change, Weiss indicates: 
  

• “Any policy proposal to initiate change in the status quo has to be
grounded in three interrelated theories: a theory of the problem, a theory of
desired outcomes, and a theory of intervention.” 

• “The plan for exercising influence is the theory of intervention. The
elements that must be specified in a theory of intervention are the agent
(who should intervene), the target (whose actions are to be changed in
some way), the mechanism (how to intervene), and the time and place
(when and where a concrete social intervention takes place).”

• “Three basic mechanisms or instruments that are powerful over very broad
ranges of social behavior and social circumstances [are]: incentives,
authority, and ideas. These instruments are powerful over individuals,
institutions, and larger social and economic units. These are three nearly
ubiquitous currents of social and political life.”12

A Few Other Basics about Understanding Intended Interventions

Practitioners, researchers, families, friends, supervisors, organizations, governments, and
many more entities intervene regularly. Intended interventions commonly are thought of as
doing something that will have an effect on one or many individuals. A general view is that
the intent is to be helpful – to make changes that will improve a state of affairs.

Interveners differ not only in their roles and functions but also in how systematically they ap-
proach their work. Some are extremely reflective and wonderfully articulate about what they
do and why they do it. Others not so much. Differences are seen in views about the reasons
for intervening, who or what should be the focus of intervention, ways to proceed, and more.

An in-depth analysis of any intended intervention involves exploration of the

(1) vision and underlying rationale,

(2) primary focus for intervention and how it is influenced by current approaches to
classifying problems, 

(3) planned actions/methods/mechanisms for implementation, replication, scale-up,
and sustainability,

In earlier writings, we explored these matters as they relate to improving intervention and
advancing intervention science. In this chapter, we provide a few updated excerpts discussing
each. Then, in Chapter 10 we discuss evaluation and accountability and how the framework
for accountability must be expanded in efforts to improve student/learning supports.
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About the Underlying Rationale for an Intervention

Perhaps the weakest facet of the literature on intervention is the dearth of specific discussion
dealing with underlying rationales. While rationales guide intervener thoughts and actions,
there is little evidence that they are systematically formulated and explicitly stated by most
professionals.

Rationales underlying intervention have major ramifications for outcomes because they  guide
and limit what is planned, implemented, and evaluated. Thus, they are a critical concern for
those studying interventions (e.g., What is the content? How coherent, sophisticated,  and
consistent is the rationale? How do intervener rationales differ?)

In our work, we think about an underlying intervention rationale as a set of ideas and ideals
that shape intervention aims, processes, and outcomes. It can consist of views derived from
philosophical (including ethical), theoretical, empirical, and legal sources and pragmatic
considerations. It can encompass a representation (e.g., a model) of the object of intervention
and theories of effective and ethical ways to intervene. If the intervention is focused on
addressing problems, rationales can include models of cause and correction.

Rationales influence how  intended purposes (e.g., desired outcomes) are conceived.
Purposes, of course, may be assigned or adopted. 

Both the rationale and purposes are foundational referents for planning how to get from here
to there. They play a key role in determining what is assessed and classified, what the
stakeholders’ roles will be in decision making, the  activities and techniques used, formative
and summative evaluations, the degree of attention paid to negative consequences, etc. 

Intervention rationales are not all equal. Some reflect a higher level of scholarly
sophistication; some cover a broader range of relevant considerations; some have
greater philosophical, theoretical, and empirical consistency. And these are not
the only important considerations. Systematic biases that arise from dominating
models also are of concern. For instance, prevailing views of intervention for
emotional, behavioral, and learning problems tend to (1) attribute cause to factors
within the individual, and (2) focus intervention on changing the individual. This
shapes classification activity and plays down focusing on the causal role of
environmental factors, such as social policies and negative conditions in
community, home, work, and school settings. 
     More generally, dominant models for intervention reflect society's tendencies to
stress system maintenance and the socialization of groups and individuals as
intervention goals.13 This can be counterproductive to progress, and their pursuit
significantly limits the quality of life for many in the society. An understanding of
this is essential not only for deciding what to do but also what not to do (e.g., what
interventions not to pursue, to minimize, to discontinue).

Sophistication, coherence, breadth, consistency, bias – all must be considered and can be
judged appropriately only if an intervention’s underlying rationale, purposes, and plans are
explicitly stated and analyzed. Generally speaking, all efforts to understand, improve, and
diffuse successful intervention activity are hampered by the absence of detailed statements
of these matters. Rossi, Freeman, and Wright had it right when they noted:    

"If the parties involved in program development and implementation fail (or refuse) to
apply themselves to unraveling and specifying the assumptions and principles
underlying the program, there is no basis for understanding what they are doing, why
they are doing it, or for judging whether or not they are doing what they intend to do."14 
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We do not mean to suggest that every intervener should, could, or needs to write out a
complete statement of their rationale and intervention plan. Obviously, good work can
be done and is done in the absence of such details and, indeed, without total realization
on the part of interveners as to why they function as they do. We do, however, believe
that the avenue to wide-scale improvements in intervention science must be paved with
greater articulation and analyses of rationales and plans.

About the Primary Focus for Intervention and How It’s Affected by Current
Approaches to Classifying Problems 

One of the first decisions an intervener must make involves answering the question, Who or
what should be the focus for intervention? Of course, answering this question is enmeshed
with the questions: What are we trying to accomplish? and What is the best way to proceed?

Debates about these matters are endless. In education, for example, considerable debate
centers around what should be taught and how to teach. With respect to learning, behavior,
and emotional problems, arguments arise about when interventions should be limited to
correcting specific observable problem behaviors and when interveners should delve into
underlying causes. Similarly, decisions about the appropriate focus for organizational
interventions range from specific functions, such as improving coordination and
communication to pursuing comprehensive restructuring or transformation of the system.
Answers  about the object of focus, of course, also involve debates about specific strategies
and levels of focus.  

As represented in Figure 8.3, the primary focus of intervention may be on the person, the
environment, or both. In each case, the focus may be direct or indirect and aimed at
maintaining, accommodating, changing, or transforming one or more system facets.
Approaches may be addressed separately or in combination. Environment-focused
interventions, for example, may be designed to accommodate an individual or group or
change one or more systems and subsystems. When the focus is on both the person and the
environment, a combination of strategies may be involved. 

Furthermore, in addressing any system, the intervention approach may aim at a macro
(observable behavior) or micro (underlying structures and functions) level. For example, with
respect to the environment's transacting layers, the focus may be on first level systems such
as home, worksite, and classroom, second level systems such as neighborhood, work
organization, and school, or third level systems such as city, state, society, and culture.15 At
each level, subsystems of interest include mechanisms for governance, planning, and
administration and implementation.  

From a holistic perspective, of course, the focus is on the totality. A system is a whole entity
composed of dynamic, interrelated and interacting parts. Study of the parts helps with
understanding system complexities and fosters appreciation of relationships among system
parts and with other systems. System theorists view understanding of these complexities and
relationships as central to designing interventions. 
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      Exhibit 8.3
Focus for Intervention

 System Focus            Environment        Person and Environment                Person
                 Transactions

    
                      System Maintenance,

  Intent                             Accommodation,
               Modification, or

                                  Transformation

  
Approach              Ecological                Social/               Psychoeducational/               Biological/

                                      Emotional                    Cognitive                    Physical  

             
Any  combination involving both Person and Environment16

 

The following brief discussion is intended to highlight factors affecting decisions about the
focus for intervention.

Individuals, environments, or both? Distinguishing among phenomena is a practical and
scientific necessity and an ethical imperative. Conceptual and methodological schemes for
differentiating people, places, problems, programs, actions, outcomes, and so forth are key to
efforts to improve interventions. In psychology and education, considerable attention is paid
to classification of individuals with problems (e.g., diagnostic classification). Elaborate
diagnostic schemes are widely used, and criticism and revision of prevailing schemes are
ongoing.17

One long-standing concern is that the extensive concentration on developing diagnostic
schemes for labeling individuals has not been matched with efforts to develop schemes for
classifying factors in the environment causing individual’s problems. This is seen as bolstering
the presumptive tendency to focus corrective interventions on strategies to increase individual
coping and adaptation and to minimize attending to environmental factors that initially cause
and maintain problems.

Of course, when individuals manifest problems, interventions designed with person outcomes
as the primary focus may be the most appropriate choice. However, there clearly are times
when a primary focus on changing the environment is more appropriate. A common example
is when the environment is changed to accommodate individuals or groups.

We are not suggesting there is a lack of awareness about problems that arise because of
external conditions (neighborhood, home, school, society). We are saying that, despite this
awareness, many factors prevail that engender tendencies to focus interventions on individuals
and away from external causes. Increased attention to classifying environmental phenomena
represents a step toward enhancing valid identification of the determinants of problems.
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Many interventions that address the environment mainly stress manipulating
reinforcers to control and reshape the behavior of specific individuals. This
approach should not be confused with altering the environment because it is the
most appropriate intervention.
     Because the distinction is so important, it is worth underscoring the difference
between manipulating the environment to change persons and changing the
environment per se. For example, it is well documented that there are many
instances where environments (home, school, workplace, society) apply
inappropriate standards and limit choices in ways that cause individuals to
behave deviantly and deviously. Teaching behavior control strategies is not the
same thing as helping teachers see the value of and ways to offer students more
options and a greater role in decision making related to classroom learning and
performance. This includes extending the range of choice in what students are
allowed to do and how they are allowed to do it. Use of reinforcement
contingencies contrasts markedly with making changes in socializing practices
that are counterproductive to ameliorating learning, behavior, and emotional
problems.
    The point is: When the cause of a problem is in the environment, the most
appropriate intervention involves changing the environment. This includes
altering situations hostile to individual well-being so that they accommodate
either a specific individual or a wider range of individual differences. Such
changes can be preventive in the full sense of the term. And, they also are in
harmony with the principle of using the least intervention needed.

Maintenance, Accommodation, Modification, or Transformation? The primary aim of an
intervention may be to maintain, accommodate, develop, improve, or transform a system.
For instance, many school and other organizational programs involve situations where the
purpose of an intervention is to maintain homeostasis (e.g., preventing problems from
becoming worse, institutionalizing the status quo). 

Examples of interventions that focus on individuals include instruction and training,
counseling, prescribed exercises, diet, nutritional supplements, medication. Examples of
interventions that focus on the environment include policies and practices related to a
particular setting, organization, and institution.

In education, the emphasis is on continuous improvement, with many changes focusing on
system restructuring. Reformers ask questions such as “What is wrong with the system and
how can we make it more effective and efficient?” “Are we appropriately preparing for the
future?” and  “What are the implications for changing policy and school practices?” 

How are Decisions made about a Specific Approach? Control of decision making generally
is maintained by those with the greatest authority in a situation. Questions about this arise
when those in authority have no legitimate basis for assuming power or have interests that
conflict with those of other involved parties.

To guide decision making, policy makers increasingly are calling for use of scientifically
based approaches. When it comes to transforming schools, however, as anyone working
with schools knows, school improvement decisions are shaped less by science than by
economics and politics, and the politics reflects a range of philosophical and legal
issues.18 ‘
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Interventions are fraught with power conflicts and imbalances that often
result in circumstances detrimental to the interests of one or more
participants.  Examples appear whenever the vested interests of those
with authority are enacted into decisions about systemic changes that
are disliked by those without authority. 

Conflicts of interest encompass instances where there are clashes of values or financial
involvements. These often arise when society intervenes in pursuit of its rights and
responsibilities at the expense of the rights and liberties of individuals.

One reason conflicting interests raise concern is because of society's ability to exercise
control over citizens. At one extreme, it is argued, there are times when society must
mandate interventions to serve the greater good. At the other extreme, it is argued that
interventions that jeopardize individual rights are never justified. For many concerned
citizens, however, neither extreme is acceptable.

The reality is that    
• no society is devoid of some degree of coercion in dealing with its members

(e.g., no right or liberty is absolute)
   
• coercion is seen as especially justified with minors and those with problems

that affect their competency for self-determination
  

• conditions often enable vested interests to be served at the expense of others.
  

Such realities underscore why decisions about the focus for intervention raise concerns and
why civil rights, informed consent, and due process of law are necessary, if not sufficient,
protections. 

Concerns especially arise with respect to the decision making role of minors and
those presumed less than competent when they are the focus for intervention.
Society has broad authority to make a wide range of life-shaping decisions "in the
best interests of children." Minors under certain statutory age limits are not entitled
to many options available to adults; for example, they can't hold certain jobs,
obtain a license to drive a car, or receive confidential health services. Moreover,
the society and their parents have legal power to make minors do things they may
not wish to do, such as stay in school until a given age or participate in unwanted
treatment regimens. Some child advocates argue that minors should have
broader legal rights in making a greater range of decisions independent of their
parents' desires. Some also want government programs improved to better serve
and protect minors.

Overt political facets of intervention are seen in mandated activities of governments, schools,
industries, and other organizations; a widespread example is the gathering and use of
assessment data for planning, evaluating, and policy making purposes. Covert political facets
are potentially present in all other intervention activity.  

Because overt and covert power imbalances appear inevitable, stringent protection of the
rights of those who are the focus of intervention is essential. Therefore, ethical and legal
analyses of rights emerge as fundamental concerns in analyzing underlying rationales.19  
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About Planning for Implementation, Replication, Scale-up, and Sustainability

Intervention rationales are abstract and usually in a state of continuous evolution. Thus, it
is inevitable that difficulty and controversy surround efforts to translate a rationale into a
specific plan of action and implement it.  

To underscore the connection between an underlying rationale and planning, Banathy
emphasizes that intervention, or from his perspective system design, is guided by the
designers' vision and images, including an underlying philosophy and core values and ideas.
For example, he distinguishes between a design based on a rationale that intends to maintain
or improve the status quo, and one based on a vision of transforming "what is" into "what
should be." In this regard, he recognizes that goals and strategies are easy to state.  However,
he stresses that it is the design of a system that shapes and guides strategies and goals.  In
his words, the design or model of a system   

"endows people in the system with a common purpose, assists them in understanding
their specific contributions in the attainment of the purpose, and guides them in operating
their system as a collective venture. Furthermore, the design or model of the system,
once made public, informs the environment that embeds the system, and other systems
in the environment, about what the system does, how it works, and how it is related to the
environment and other systems."20  

In clarifying the nature and value of planning, advocates also acknowledge problems related
to excessive planning. For example, Hartley states:       

"To some persons, planning conjures up the image of a totalitarian society embracing
centrally planned economic objectives and activities. In this case, self-expression and
human freedom may approach a kind of universal triviality. The requisite assumption  . . .
is that some planning is desirable; exactly how much is less clear. . . . [Planning] is a way
of attempting to somewhat control the future instead of merely reacting to it and being
controlled by it."21 

From rationale to planning and implementation. Decisions about what phenomena will be
the focus of intervention and how such phenomena are labeled guide the translation process
from rationale to planning and implementation. As translations are made, concerns arise
about such matters as the appropriate relationship of means to ends, the desirability of
specific ends, the processes by which ends and means are decided upon, and the degree to
which planning should be participatory. For example, as immediate objectives and means
to accomplish them are specified, agreements among intervener with respect to the abstract
rationale often turn into disagreements. There are problems of translating long-range,
abstract aims into immediate objectives and of accounting for unintended outcomes.
Furthermore, because few interventions are devoid of iatrogenic effects (i.e., negative conse-
quences), planning and implementation also encompass concerns about unintended and
undesired outcomes.

In addition to controversial theoretical and philosophical concerns, planning and
implementation also enmesh interveners in major methodological and practical problems.
Methodologically, difficulties arise from the limited validity of many interventions
(including assessment) approaches.  Practically, difficulties are imposed by forces that resist
change and by competing priorities and a host of pragmatic factors. 

Implementation requires understanding what is intended and what isn't and how to
accomplish the former and avoid the latter. Such understanding is built on an appreciation
of the role of assessment and specific concepts and concerns related to facilitating
implementation. In turn, that understanding is translated into strategic and action plans.
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As discussed in Chapter 7, strategic and action plans delineate steps first for introducing the
design into regular operation on a modest scale and then for replication and sustainable
scale-up. Strategic plans spell out how a design will be taken to scale and sustained. Action
plans usually start with how an intervention will be communicated (dissemmated in ways
that will be understood by a critical mass of stakeholders) and implemented on a modest
scale (first adopters).  Of course, not all that is planned is carried out; not everything done
is planned.

Dissemination refers to the intentional process to spread information and
interventions to a target audience, while implementation is the process of
integrating a specific intervention into practice within an organization or system.

Analyses of processes, mechanisms, and products related to translating an
underlying rationale into action are essential to appreciating the factors that
shape everyday practices.  In making such analyses, we find it useful to think
in terms of phases of intervention planning and implementation. Intentional
intervention is viewed as having a normative planning phase, a phase for
planning specific practices, an administrative planning phase, and an evaluation
planning phase. During these planning phases, each abstract intervention aim
is translated into sets of somewhat less abstract goals, and then each goal is
translated into specific (and sometimes concrete) objectives. Similarly, abstract
processes are turned into specific procedures and activities.

About the role of policy for intervention. Policy sets forth principles and actions intended to
guide people and organizations. Interventions that do not have policy support are difficult
to introduce and implement to scale. 

Policies for school system improvement usually are made by those in a position, formally
or informally, to provide support and have some degree of control over decision making and
actions. Formal policy is a written statement of intent and usually includes guidelines and
procedures and sometimes protocols. Government legislated policy (law), for example, is
translated into regulations, some of which are rules and some of which may be voluntary.
Sufficient resources may or may not be allocated to underwrite a policy. When any resources
are allocated, some form of accountability is required. 

Increasingly, formal policy attention is focused on requiring science based practices,
facilitating implementation, ensuring adaptations maintain essential elements of intended
system improvements, replicating innovations to scale, supporting sustainability, and
expanding accountability indicators and standards. 

Given the prevalence and impact of everyone’s encounters with so many
interventions, we suggest that this facet of daily living warrants greater scientific
attention. It is time to make intervention science a high policy priority. Such direct
study is essential to advancing conceptual understanding and improving
practices. And as we will discuss in the next chapter, improvement and
intervention sciences can benefit significantly from the ensuing research.

Chapter 9, which discusses improvement and implementation sciences,
offers additional discussion of planning and

 implementation concepts and related concerns.
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16 In any intervention, the emphasis may be on accounting for and addressing participant’s
developed capacities (i.e., knowledge and skills) and/or motivation (e.g., attitudes and
interests). In Chapter 3, we discussed these matters related to instructional processes and
outcomes; here we want to emphasize motivational concerns as fundamental to all
intervention. For example, attitudes and interests certainly are a primary consideration in
systematically addressing intervention readiness and maintaining involvement. Toward
understanding motivation with respect to such intervention process concerns, the cognitive-
affective literature on motivation has much to say about the role of expectations and values
(see https://selfdeterminationtheory.org/theory/).

17 While continuous efforts are made to improve these systems, research sponsored by the
National Institute of Mental Health is pursuing a different approach to this classification
need. See the Research Domain Criteria (RDoC) initiative.  
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/research/research-funded-by-nimh/rdoc

18 Carl Rogers discussed this matter in the 1970's: "Politics in ... psychological and social usage
has to do with power and control: with the extent to which persons desire, attempt to obtain,
possess, share, or surrender power and control others and/or themselves. It has to do with the
maneuvers, the strategies and tactics, witting and unwitting, by which such power and control
over one's life  and others' lives is sought and gained—or shared or relinquished. It has to do
with the locus of decision-making power: who makes the decisions which, consciously or
unconsciously, regulate or control the thoughts, feelings, or behavior of others or oneself."  C.
Rogers (1977). On personal power:  Inner strength and its revolutionary impact. New York:
Delacorte Press, p. 4.

19 Coercive interventions provide some of the most dramatic examples of the politics of decision
making. Over the years, the  problem of coercive treatment of minors has been the focus of a
series of court cases. See Consent, M. Annitto (2011). Coercion, and Compassion: Emerging
Legal Responses to the Commercial Sexual Exploitation of Minors, Yale Law & Policy
Review, 30, 1-70.

            Not only do the court cases illustrate coercive and repressive intervention, the rulings
provide some guidelines as to the limitations on interveners. At the same time, judicial cases
raise concerns about the dangers involved in determining public policy and professional
practice through litigation. In his 1985 book, Mnookin discusses such dangers and goes on to
caution that policymaking "requires difficult predictions and troubling value choices. 
Whether policy is made in the legislature or in the courtroom, [many individuals] can neither
define nor defend their own best interests. Nor can they control their own advocates."   R.H.
Mnookin (1985). In the interest of children: Advocacy, law reform and public policy. New
York: W.H. Freeman.

            Indications of the impact of advocacy for client rights in general and minors' rights in
particular are seen in legislative guidelines related to intervening with individuals with
disabilities and the various documents that have appeared over the years with titles such as
"Clients' Bill of Rights" and "Rights of Minors."  

20 B.H. Banathy (1991). Systems design of education: A journey to create the future. Englewood
Cliffs, NJ: Educational Technology Publications, p. 60.  

21 H.J. Hartley (1968). Educational planning-programming-budgeting. Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice-Hall.

https://selfdeterminationtheory.org/theory/
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/research/research-funded-by-nimh/rdoc
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Chapter 9
Improvement and Implementation Sciences: 

Intertwined Interventions

We know that some implementation researchers differentiate intervention from
implementation research. They do so by narrowly framing intervention research as focused
on intervention effectiveness and implementation research as focused on the strategies used
to implement evidence based practices. As discussed in Chapter 8, intervention warrants a
broader definition. This chapter explores implementation and improvement activity as
interventions and emphasizes that their research, practice and policy concerns blend together
and could be subsumed as a part of an intervention science movement.

Some Background

From early times, efforts to improve and implement intended interventions have raised issues
and problems. The 20th century saw the emergence of a robust literature, and over the last
few decades, movements for quality improvement (QI), dissemination and implementation
(DI) research, and knowledge utilization (e.g., knowledge translation, mobilization) have
become high priorities.1 All have produced literature of importance for efforts to transform
schools.

QI involves systematic and continuous actions (e.g., assessment, planning, process mapping,
capacity building, evaluation) to guide intervention improvements. The QI movement has
a long history and has provided a foundation for the development of the field of
improvement science.2

Implementation science has its roots in the work on improving organizations. In 1909,
Frederick Winslow Taylor’s seminal writings  introduced the term “scientific
management” By the 1950s, this arena of work evolved into “Organizational Development”
(OD) with an emphasis on action research. OD stressed a focus on the total system and using
“clear steps and phases ..., and an underlying set of humanistic values to guide the entire
process.”3 Along the way, OD produced a intensive body of work on organizational change
drawing heavily on applied behavioral science and social psychology. Considerable attention
has been given to the role of change agents (e.g., coaches, consultants) in facilitating
modifications in organization design, structure, and strategies.  

QI and OD provided a strong foundation upon which improvement and implementation
sciences are building. Also informing both sciences is several decades of literature on
adopting new innovations (which, in turn, draws on work related to communications,
economics, technology, political science, public health, education, and history). Work on
innovation gained impetus in the late 1990s as concerns heightened over moving empirically
supported innovations from highly controlled conditions to the real world. Everett Rogers’
Diffusion of Innovations (1995) was especially influential.4 He stressed that the adoption of
new practices required more than empirical support. He not only described ways that
innovations diffuse but also highlighted dissemination’s role in increasing the speed of
transferring innovation from research to practice.5 

The above is just a sample of the broad base of work that has enabled the rapid growth of
the relatively new fields of implementation and improvement sciences. Both fields also have
benefitted from the widespread societal demands for better interventions to improve public
health (physical and mental) and education and the related calls for knowledge translation,
development of empirically supported practices, and strategies for effective implementation
of improvements and their replication on a large scale and in sustainable ways.6 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Frederick-W-Taylor
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What is Improvement Science?

As presented in a burgeoning literature, the increased concern for continuous improvement
and innovation has been coalesced into a multidisciplinary, applied body of work and
dubbed Improvement Science.7 Improvement science has been defined as a problem-solving
approach centered on continuous inquiry and learning. The process is described as one of
testing change ideas in rapid cycles to obtain efficient and useful feedback that informs
system improvements. The emphasis is on rapid-cycle testing and then sharing what is
learned for continuous development of ways to make effective improvements. A common
focus is on using discrete, measurable interventions designed to meet specified needs and
identify the causes of problems and countering them. Movements stressing pursuit of
empirically supported  (i.e., evidence- and science-based) practices fit nicely into
improvement science). 

In her 2020 primer on improvement science Brandi Hinnant-Crawford states:
      

Improvement science is a systematic approach to continuous improvement in complex
organizations, guided by three foundational questions:

1. What is the exact problem I am trying to solve? What am I trying to accomplish?
2. What change might I introduce to solve it (and why)?
3. How will I know that change is an improvement? 
Improvement science is a methodological framework that is undergirded by

foundational principles that guide scholar-practitioners to define problems, understand
how the system produces the problems, identify changes to rectify the problems, test
the efficacy of those changes, and spread the changes (if the change is indeed an
improvement).

As presented by the Regional Educational Lab West:     
A core principle of improvement science is that a system’s performance is a result of its
design and operation, not simply a result of individuals’ efforts within the system. Building
from this foundation, improvement science helps organizations build a shared
understanding about how their systems work, where breakdowns occur, and what
actions can be taken to improve overall performance.8

The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching has championed improvement
science “to help educators and systems get better at getting better, and to enable all students
to thrive.”  Their website states:

Improvement science is explicitly designed to accelerate learning-by-doing. It's a more
user-centered and problem-centered approached to improving teaching and learning. As the
improvement process advances, previously invisible problems often emerge and
improvement activities may need to tack in new directions. The objective here is quite
different from the traditional pilot program that seeks to offer a proof of concept.
Improvement research, in contrast, is a focused learning journey. The overall goal is to
develop the necessary know-how for a reform idea ultimately to spread faster and more
effectively. Since improvement research is an iterative process often extending over
considerable periods of time, it is also referred to as continuous improvement.

https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/our-work/networked-improvement/

https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/our-work/networked-improvement/
https://myersedpress.presswarehouse.com/browse/book/9781975503550/Improvement-Science-in-Education
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/west/Blogs/Details/2#improvement_science
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The foundation enumerates the following as core principles of improvement:  
1. Make the work problem-specific and user-centered. It starts with a single question: “What

specifically is the problem we are trying to solve?” It enlivens a co-development orientation:
engage key participants early and often.

   
2. Variation in performance is the core problem to address. The critical issue is not what works,

but rather what works, for whom and under what set of conditions. Aim to advance efficacy
reliably at scale.

   
3. See the system that produces the current outcomes. It is hard to improve what you do not

fully understand. Go and see how local conditions shape work processes. Make your
hypotheses for change public and clear.

    
4. We cannot improve at scale what we cannot measure. Embed measures of key outcomes

and processes to track if change is an improvement. We intervene in complex
organizations. Anticipate unintended consequences and measure these too.

 5. Anchor practice improvement in disciplined inquiry. Engage rapid cycles of Plan, Do,
Study, Act (PDSA) to learn fast, fail fast, and improve quickly. That failures may occur is
not the problem; that we fail to learn from them is.

   
6. Accelerate improvements through networked communities. Embrace the wisdom of

crowds. We can accomplish more together than even the best of us can accomplish
alone.
https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/our-ideas/six-core-principles-improvement/

With respect to the last core principle, networked improvement communities (NICs) are seen
as “critical to leveraging the power and potential of improvement science to solve
educational problems,” institutionalize processes of continuous and collaborative learning,
and apply improvement science consistently and continuously.

Drawing on the work of Walter Shewhart and later W. Edwards Deming, a widely used
tool for problem-solving for system improvements is a step by step inquiry cycle used to
pursue small-scale testing of changes. Over time the repeated cycles (along with other
research) enables an organization to identify ways to improve and achieve desired results
reliably and to do so at scale. One version used in industrial organizations is called the
Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA), the other version, used in fields such as health and education,
is designated Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) and emphasizes analytical “study”.9

About the focus of school improvement. As a Carnegie Task Force on Education
stressed:      

School systems are not responsible for meeting every need of their students. 
   But when the need directly affects learning, the school must meet the challenge.

    
Given the persistence of opportunity and achievement gaps, it seems reasonable to
suggest that solving educational problems involves much more than improving the
instructional component. The same degree of priority is needed for improving how
schools can play a major role in addressing barriers to learning and teaching. A
particular concern is addressing the needs of an increasing number of students
manifesting behavior, learning, and emotional problems. Research indicates that
appropriate and effective handling of these students will require a major
transformation in how student and learning supports are provided. And attaining
more than cosmetic changes will require understanding how large-scale systemic
changes are accomplished and how to deal with the inevitable challenges that
arise.

https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/our-ideas/six-core-principles-improvement/
https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/our-work/improvement-in-education/six-core-principles-improvement/
https://asq.org/about-asq/honorary-members/shewhart
https://deming.org/deming-the-man/
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What is Implementation Science?

Initially, implementation science focused mainly on how to make an empirically supported
intervention happen in the real world. As Eccles and Mitman defined it in 2006, it was “the
scientific study of methods to promote the systematic uptake of research findings and other
evidence based practices into routine practice, and hence, to improve the quality and
effectiveness of health services and care.”10

Other Definitions

Here are examples of a range of definitions:  
Implementation science is    

>applied research that aims to develop the critical evidence base that informs the
effective, sustained and embedded adoption of interventions by health systems
and communities (Allottey & colleagues, 2008)11       

>the process of putting an intervention (action/project/policy) – either evidence
based or theory based – into use in a specific setting (Damschroder &
colleagues, 2009)12

   
>the  application and integration of research evidence into practice and policy

(Glasgow & colleagues. 2013)13

    
>the scientific inquiry into questions concerning implementation – the act of

carrying an intention into effect, which in health research can be policies,
programmes, or individual practices (collectively called interventions) (Peters
& colleagues, 2013)14  

   
Also applied to healthcare, the National Cancer Institute offers a definition with a broader
focus: “Implementation Science (IS) aims to accelerate the adoption and integration of
evidence-based practices, interventions, and policies into routine healthcare and public
health practice to improve the impact on population health”.15

Given its roots, it is not surprising that so much of the discussion in the implementation
literature focuses on bringing a specific health-related prototype developed and researched
in a rarified setting into the “real world.” Much of the work has involved implementing
relatively micro-level changes (e.g., a specific empirically-supported practice).
Comparatively little early attention was given to efforts to implement the type of
broad-based, multifaceted system changes seen as essential in improving institutions such
as schools. Such improvements require sustainable implementation of complex, often
transformative, changes at a school and district-wide.

Broadening the Focus

As implementation science matures, it seems logical to view its complexities more broadly
as focusing on introducing and replicating any intervention into common practice.16 A
broader view of implementation science is seen in the statement by the University of
Washington’s Implementation Science Program. They state: “ the fundamental question of
implementation science as: How do we get ‘what works’ to the people who need it, with
greater speed, fidelity, efficiency, quality, and relevant coverage? This inclusive stance
values the systematic application of research methods from a range of diverse disciplines that
are seen as critical for understanding the process, context, and outcomes of implementation,
with an end goal of enabling scale-up and population-level benefits.” To these ends, they
stress ten main research methods for implementation science.17
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As an orientation for new researchers to key domains, processes, and resources in
implementation science, Koh, Lee, Brotzman, and Shelton recently highlighted five
domains crossing dissemination and implementation research and practice: (1) context
assessment and intervention selection, (2) dissemination, (3) adaptation, (4)
implementation, and (5) sustainability. Across the five domains, they stress evaluation and
communication as critical processes in driving ongoing learning and improvement.

From our perspective about bringing any intervention into common practice, implementation
science can be defined as the study of methods, techniques, any strategies for putting a
practice/program/initiative into use, with an emphasis on factors and conditions that facilitate
and hinder efforts to adopt and sustain. The term “use” includes replication on a large scale
and application and adaptation in diverse settings. Bringing a practice into use also may
involve de-implementing others. Special attention is given to implementation concerns such
as knowledge translation, dissemination, diffusion, and institutional transformation.

Conceptualizing Approaches
 
Implementation research and practice is concerned with interventions carried out under real
world conditions. The rationale underlying a good deal of current effort to advance
implementation science is based on a theory, model, or framework. 

Khalil references theories available for implementation as having been grouped into five
major frameworks in terms of their ultimate aims. 

Each of these frameworks has different characteristics and outcomes. These five main
frameworks are: process frameworks such as the knowledge to action cycle; the determinants
frameworks which specify the barriers and facilitators that influence the outcomes of the
intervention such as the Promoting Action on Research Implementation in Health Services
(PARIHS) framework; the classic theories that are based on Rogers, theory of diffusion which
originate from other disciplines such as psychology and sociology; implementation theories
such as organizational readiness theories by Weiner et al. and evaluation frameworks that aim
to specify aspects of the implementation to be evaluated such as the ‘precede proceed’ model
by Green and Kreuter.”18

In a 2017, Birken and colleagues reported finding from a survey of 223 implementation
scientists from 12 countries that indicated use of more than 100 different theories spanning
several disciplines.19 

Earlier, from the perspective of dissemination and implementation (DI) research and
practice, Tabak and colleagues (2012) organized and synthesized theories and frameworks
(referred to as models) that helped spread evidence-based interventions. They identify 61
models with application to community- or organizational-level efforts and categorize them
with respect to (1) focus on dissemination and/or implementation activities and (2)
socio-ecological framework level.20

Nilsen (2015) offers a taxonomy of theories, models and frameworks in implementation
science. He proposes that theoretical approaches in implementation science have “three
overarching aims: describing and/or guiding the process of translating research into practice
(process models); understanding and/or explaining what influences implementation
outcomes (determinant frameworks, classic theories, implementation theories); and
evaluating implementation (evaluation frameworks).”  He then proposes that the theoretical
approaches to achieve these three overarching aims be grouped into five categories.  

 >Process models  >Determinant frameworks  >Classic theories
 >Implementation theories    >Evaluation frameworks

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30445445/
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He concludes:    
These categories are not always recognized as separate types of approaches in the
literature. While there is overlap between some of the theories, models and frameworks,
awareness of the differences is important to facilitate the selection of relevant approaches.
Most determinant frameworks provide limited “how-to” support for carrying out
implementation endeavours since the determinants usually are too generic to provide
sufficient detail for guiding an implementation process. And while the relevance of
addressing barriers and enablers to translating research into practice is mentioned in many
process models, these models do not identify or systematically structure specific
determinants associated with implementation success. Furthermore, process models
recognize a temporal sequence of implementation endeavours, whereas determinant
frameworks do not explicitly take a process perspective of implementation. propose a
taxonomy that distinguishes between different categories of theories, models and
frameworks in implementation science, to facilitate appropriate selection and application of
relevant approaches in implementation research and practice and to foster
cross-disciplinary dialogue among implementation researchers.21 

Using Nilsen’s five categories, the University of Washington’s Implementation Science
Research Hub offers an overview of a sample of implementation science theories, models,
and frameworks – see https://impsciuw.org/implementation-science/research/frameworks/

Two Examples of  Widely Cited Frameworks

    >Exploration, Preparation, Implementation, Sustainment Framework (EPIS). This 
framework highlights “key phases that guide and describe the implementation process
and enumerates common and unique factors within and across levels of outer context
(system) and inner (organizational) context across phases, factors that bridge outer
and inner context, and the nature of the innovation or practice being implemented and
the role of innovation/practice developers.” 
https://episframework.com/

   
>The Consolidated Framework for Implementation Research (CFIR). This framework

provides a menu of constructs arranged across 5 domains  associated with effective
implementation. It is described as “a practical theory-based guide for systematically
assessing potential barriers and facilitators to guide tailoring of implementation
strategies and adaptations for the innovation being implemented and/or explain
outcomes. The Updated CFIR builds on the 2009 version that included constructs
from a range of 19 frameworks or related theories including Everett Rogers’ Diffusion
of Innovations Theory and Greenhalgh and colleagues’ compilation based on their
review of 500 published sources across 13 scientific disciplines. The CFIR considered
the spectrum of construct terminology and definitions and compiled them into one
organizing framework.” https://cfirguide.org/

 
Based on their efforts to construct the Quality Implementation Framework (QIF), Meyers
and colleagues hypothesized implementation as involving four phases: 

• Initial Considerations Regarding the Host Setting, 
• Creating a Structure for Implementation, 
• Ongoing Structure Once Implementation Begins, and 
• Improving Future Applications. 

https://impsciuw.org/implementation-science/research/frameworks/
https://episframework.com/
https://cfirguide.org/


96

Within the four phases, 14 critical steps were outlined. They used this set of items to analyze
25 implementation frameworks and found many commonalities.22

   
Phase One: Initial considerations 
regarding the host setting
  Assessment strategies

1. Conducting a needs and resources assessment
2. Conducting a fit assessment
3. Conducting a capacity/readiness assessment

  Decisions about adaptation
4. Possibility for adaptation capacity-building strategies
5. Obtaining explicit buy-in from critical 
     stakeholders and fostering a supportive
     community/organizational climate
6. Building general/organizational capacity
7. Staff recruitment/maintenance
8. Effective pre-innovation staff training

   
Phase Two: Creating a structure for
implementation
  Structural features for implementation

9. Creating implementation teams
10. Developing an implementation plan

    
Phase Three: Ongoing structure once
implementation begins
  Ongoing implementation support strategies

11. Technical assistance/coaching/supervision
12. Process evaluation
13. Supportive feedback mechanism

   
Phase Four: Improving future applications

14. Learning from experience

Improvement and Implementation Science as Intervention Concepts

In many ways, the above examples indicate that improvement and implementation science
are being approached as interventions. Another example comes from the early discussions
of implementation science by Fixen and colleagues about what is now referred to as the
Active Implementation Formula (AIF). They stated:   

What is known about implementation science can be summarized in a formula for success that
accounts for multiple levels of influence over time:

       
Effective Innovations x Effective Implementation x Enabling Contexts 

= Socially Significant Outcomes23

This formula subsequently has been developed into “five overarching frameworks” referred
to as Active Implementation Frameworks. namely (1) Usable Innovations, (2)
Implementation Stages, (3) Implementation Drivers. (4) Implementation Teams, and (5)
Improvement Cycles. The five frameworks are detailed by the National Implementation
Research Network.24 
 

Based on their review of the implementation evaluation literature, Fixsen and
colleagues identified implementation drivers. Implementation drivers are seen as
creating the conditions and infrastructure needed to support adopted innovative
practices with fidelity. The drivers and components they reported were highlighted
as competency drivers (i.e., selection, training, coaching) and organization drivers
(i.e., systems intervention, facilitative administration, decision support data system).
The impact of these drivers is dependent on their being integrated and used in ways
that any weaknesses in a component are compensated by strengths of another. And
leadership is seen as foundational not only as an effective driver, but for all facets
of implementation.

The above examples show that improvement and implementation are overlapping concerns.
And, as stated at the outset of this chapter, our view is that improvement and implementation
fit conceptually into basic intervention thinking.  
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To underscore the point, we reiterate our definition of intervention from Chapter 8. It
stresses accounting for  

• all processes and transactions – including the fact that unplanned processes
and transactions occur

   
• all outcomes – including those that are not beneficial

(Interventions maintain, accommodate, develop, improve, or transform. Besides
positive outcomes, every intervention has costs and the potential to produce
negative side effects.)

   
• conditions that are problematic and those that are nonproblematic

(Intervention may focus on unhealthy/negative functioning or healthy/ positive
functioning.)

    
• a variety of systems—persons, environments, or both

From that perspective, improvement and implementation are interventions. As such, their
plans should ensure that there is a clear articulation of     

(a) the rationale for proceeding  (e.g., the philosophical, theoretical, empirical, legal,
ethical, pragmatic bases for intervening),  

(b) purpose and intended outcomes,
    

(c) who and what will be targeted as the direct object(s) of intervention (e.g.,
individuals, environments, both),   

(d) the actions/methods/mechanisms determined to be the best way to implement and
sustain essential elements (e.g., what the strategic and action plans should stress). 

If replication and scale-up also are intended, there should
be a specific indication about what this will entail.

About Improvement and Implementation Research

The literature on improvement and implementation science provides ample discussion of the
strengths and weaknesses of related research to date.25 Here we just highlight a few points
from the perspective of viewing these fields as domains of intervention study.

It is clear that improvement and implementation researchers are concerned not just with
outcomes, but with methods, techniques, and strategies for putting a practice or program into
use (e.g., what’s involved in establishing empirically supported practices in real world
settings). In doing so, they emphasize measuring variables such as acceptability, adoption,
appropriateness, feasibility, fidelity, implementation cost, coverage, and sustainability.26 

As Lewis (2015) notes in contrasting experimental science with improvement science:    
Requiring faithful implementation of a program assumes that the needed knowledge is
“in” the intervention and ignores the role of the system of profound knowledge in
producing success or failure. Improvement science, in contrast, treats variation in
implementation and setting as important sources of information and provides tools to
grasp and learn from variation (in both positive and negative directions) in order to
redesign both the intervention and the system. As Bryk et al. (2010) note, “rather than
thinking about a tool, routine or some other instructional resource as having proven
effectiveness, improvement research directs efforts toward understanding how such
artifacts can be adaptively integrated with efficacy into varied contexts” (p. 25).27

Viewing implementation activity through the lens of intervention as discussed in Chapter 8,
emphasizes a broad agenda for research. It includes a focus on rationale and aims, antecedent
conditions, processes and transactions, multifaceted contexts, intended and unintended
system outcomes, and more. Such a broad focus, of course, raises many methodological
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challenges (e.g., measuring transactions among stakeholders and the embedded contexts in
which an intervention is applied).28

Broadly pursued, improvement and implementation research underscore the role the
sciences play in ensuring that intervention practices meet society's needs and
expectations. The work also has significant potential for enhancing basic knowledge about
intervention in general.

Improvement and Implementation: Intertwined Intervention Concerns

Calls for integration of improvement and implementation sciences are increasing. This is
reflected in various discussions that compare similarities and differences and suggestions for
blending and “bridging the silos.”29 For example, McColskey-Leary and colleagues
(referencing Proctor, et al.) see improvement science primarily as “problem-specific and
user-focused, while implementation science is context and practice concentrated.” They
emphasize, however, that both “focus on enhancing the use (adoption, implementation, and
sustainment) of effective practices or programs to improve outcomes for students.”30 They
offer the  plan-do-study-act [PDSA] cycles as a process for integrating the two sciences and
point to the Michigan Integrated Continuous Improvement Process (MICIP) as a current
example of capitalizing on the synergy.31

An example of improvement and implementation blending together is seen when
reimplementation occurs. As Moyal-Smith and colleagues point out, first attempts to
implement may not be successful and that reimplementation “offers another chance at
implementation with the opportunity to address failures, modify, and ultimately achieve the
desired outcomes.”32

In pursuing major changes in schools, we have come to appreciate just how intertwined
improvement and implementation are, especially with respect to replication, scale-up, and
sustainability of complex systemic changes. Exhibit 9-1 illustrates our current thinking about
how the two blend together as an intervention for introducing new practices into
organizations such as schools. 

The exhibit incorporates and adds to the logic framework presented in Chapter 7. Again, we
stress that accomplishing substantive and sustainable transformation requires planning both
direct implementation and facilitation of systemic changes. Thus, strategic and action plans
need to attend to both sets of intervention to ensure      

• appropriate underwriting and establishment of an effective systemic change
operational infrastructure,   

• overcoming stakeholder negative reactions to proposed changes,   
• creating readiness and commitment (enhancing motivation and capability) among a

critical mass of key stakeholders in a setting where changes are to be introduced,   
• developing a clear design document to communicate and guide the work,   
• developing a multi-year strategic plan,   
• ensuring policy for making necessary changes is instituted as a high priority,    
• reworking an organization's daily operational infrastructure to support

development and sustainability of the changes.

As calls for integration of improvement and implementation
sciences increase, hopefully the fields also will be understood as
domains of the study of intervention. In that way, the research not
only can enhance the two domains, the findings can contribute to
fundamental knowledge regarding intervention as a pervasive
phenomenon in society. 
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(2)     
Analysis of

 the Need and
Classification of 
the Direct Focus
for Improvement

Interventions
   

• analyses of the
nature and scope
of needed
improvements

 
• defining and

differentiating
who and what
are the intended
direct focus for
improvement
intervention
efforts

(5)

Replication, Scale-up,
and Sustainability 

    
• when appropriate –

moving equitably to
facilitate system-wide
improvements with
dedicated resources
allocated to address the
scale of the work

 Giving special attention to 
  establishing a system
  change operational
  infrastructure with staff 
  well-trained for

(a) replicating the planned
improvements

(b) ensuring that
adaptations maintain
essential design elements

(c) providing ongoing support
for maintenance and creative
renewal

Policy
      

Governing agents
formally adopt

 the work, 
allocate resources, 

and establish
accountability 

indicators
and standards

(1)
   

 Vision & Underlying
Rationale for

intended interventions
        

• publically articulating
the underpinnings of
the intended
intervention

To the degree feasible, 

(a) stating the philosophical,
theoretical, empirical, legal,
and pragmatic bases

(b) communicating the
information in ways that
key stakeholders will
understand and ratify

(3)
      

Planning
   

• translating the
rationale into a
design for practice
and having it
widely ratified

      
• formulating a

strategic plan for
implementation
and scale-up

 Planning actions that

(a) align with allocated
resources

(b) support risk taking

(c) enhance intrinsic
motivation for pursuing
the improvements

(d) enable problem
solving)

(4)
      

Implementation
      

• leveraging system
changes to put the plan
into regular operation
on a modest scale

  Giving special attention to  
   ensuring there is 

(a) a cadre of champions
committed and able to
remove institutional
& organizational barriers to
improvement

(b) an operational
infrastructure with
mechanisms for leadership
and workgroups focused on

>creating readiness &
overcoming resistance

>building capacity
>conducting supportive

formative & summative
evaluations

Note: While this framework is laid out sequentially, 
   efforts to improve complex systems rarely 
   proceed in a linear manner, and formative 
   evaluations related to each set of tasks can call
   for significant changes to the work in progress.

Exhibit 9-1 Intervention – Improvement and Implementation: Intertwined Concerns for Research, Practice, and Policy*

*The term “concerns” is used here to encompass
the tasks, problems, and issues that arise when
improvement interventions are pursued,
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Among the concerns that arise related to studying intervention improvement and
implementation are the realities that (1) what can be studied currently is far less
than what an intervention may intend to accomplish and (2) research processes can
lead to erroneous conclusions and produce  significant negative effects. Because
of such concerns, Chapter 10  underscores the critical roles played by evaluation
and accountability, and Chapter 11 highlights ethical issues related to interventions
at schools. 

1  Estabrooks and colleagues note: “DI research emerged — by name — over the past 25 years,
but its roots can be traced to a much earlier time. A review of current DI research areas likely
would not have seemed out of place in the 1930s through the 1960s. Some examples include
the need for clinically relevant and community-relevant research, engaging systems and
communities as partners in the co-creation of evidence, and examining the characteristics of
interventions to determine which are more likely to be taken to scale and sustained. These
topics can be traced back to the origins of action research in the 1940s, the push and pull
between pure and applied research in the 1960s, and the diffusion of innovations that spanned
both those periods. Indeed, the works of Kurt Lewin, Archie Cochrane, and Everett Rogers
provide a strong foundation for DI science.” P.A. Estabrooks, R.C. Brownson, & N.P. Pronk
(2018). Dissemination and Implementation Science for Public Health Professionals: An
Overview and Call to Action. Preventing Chronic Disease;15,180525. 
https://www.cdc.gov/pcd/issues/2018/18_0525.htm      

2 Nilsen and colleagues provide some background on improvement and implementation sciences
and an analysis of their similarities and differences.  P. Nilsen, J. Thor, M. Bender, J.
Leeman, B. Andersson-Gäre. & N. Sevdalis (2022). Bridging the Silos: A Comparative
Analysis of Implementation Science and Improvement Science. Frontiers in Health Services,
1, 817750. doi: 10.3389/frhs.2021.817750   

3 W. Burke (2013), Organization Change: Theory and Practice. (3rd edition). SAGE
Publications.    

4  E.M. Rogers (2003), Diffusion of Innovations. (5th edition). New York: Free Press. 
         Also see J.W. Dearing, & J.G.  Cox (2018) Diffusion of Innovations Theory, Principles, And

Practice. Health Affairs, 37, 183-190. 
https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/10.1377/hlthaff.2017.1104

    
5  With respect to improvement and implementation, diffusion is defined simply as widely

spreading an intervention practice/program/initiative. With respect to transforming schools,
we think of diffusion as interventions intended to replicate system changes on a large scale. 
    A formal definition states that “Dissemination is the targeted distribution of information
and intervention materials to a specific public health or clinical practice audience. The intent
is to spread knowledge and the associated evidence-based interventions. Dissemination
occurs through a variety of channels, social contexts, and settings.” Communication and
Dissemination Strategies to Facilitate the Use of Health-Related Evidence.

https://effectivehealthcare.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/medical-evidence-communicati
on_research-protocol.pdf 

   In practice, the term dissemination encompasses the many challenges involved in dispersal
of information, ideas, and recommendations to individuals, groups, and organizations. The
process often is described as that of distribution or circulation. Questions arise about how
best to do this (e.g., brochures, fact sheets, frequently asked questions, presentations, courses,
workshops, manuals, articles, books). When it comes to wide-spread distribution (i.e.,

https://www.cdc.gov/pcd/issues/2018/18_0525.htm
https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/10.1377/hlthaff.2017.1104
https://effectivehealthcare.ahrq.gov/sites/default/files/pdf/medical-evidence-communication_research-protocol.pdf
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diffusion) questions arise about how best to use the variety of available delivery systems
(e.g., email, webinars, websites, social media, mailers and public relations ads, networks of
professionals, news outlets, clearinghouses) to create awareness, interest, and acceptance.
Distribution alone, however, does not guarantee communication and understanding. That is,
while distribution is a necessary precursor, it is insufficient with respect to assuring
understanding, never mind mobilizing acceptance and action. So, a fundamental challenge is
how to pursue dissemination efforts in ways that can increase the likelihood that proposed
changes will be accepted and acted upon. In this context, social marketing plays a significant
role – see https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/socmark.pdf

  
6  Discussing the difference between knowledge translation and implementation science. Khalil

notes: “Many terms have emerged describing knowledge translation, utilization, exchange,
dissemination implementation science, and utilization. These terms are being used
interchangeably in the literature. In the United Kingdom and Europe, the terms
implementation science and research utilization are being used. In the United States, the
terms dissemination, diffusion, knowledge, distribution transfer, and uptake are being used.
In Canada, knowledge translation and exchanges are more commonly used.” H. Khalil
(2016). Knowledge translation and implementation science – what is the difference?
International Journal of Evidence-Based Healthcare, 14, 39-40.

https://journals.lww.com/ijebh/fulltext/2016/06000/knowledge_translation_and_impleme
ntation_science_.1.aspx

   
7  For more perspective on Improvement Science, see

>A.S. Bryk, (2020). Improvement in action: Advancing quality in America’s schools. Harvard
Education Press. https://hep.gse.harvard.edu/9781682534991/improvement-in-action/

>B.N. Hinnant-Crawford (2020). Improvement science in education: A primer. Myers
EducPress.
https://myersedpress.presswarehouse.com/browse/book/9781975503550/Improvement-Sc
ience-in-Education 

>A. Cribb  (2018). Improvement Science Meets Improvement Scholarship: Reframing
Research for Better Healthcare. Health Care Analysis, 26, 109–123.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10728-017-0354-6

  >   FrameWorks Institute (2017). Framing Strategies to Build Understanding of Improvement
Science.
https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/inbrief-framing-impro
vement-science-final.pdf

>P.G. LeMahieu, A. Grunow, L. Baker, L.E. Nordstrum, &  L.M. Gomez (2017). Networked
improvement communities: The discipline of improvement science meets the power of
networks. Quality Assurance in Education, 25, 5-25.

 https://doi.org/10.1108/QAE-12-2016-0084
>K. Rohanna (2017). Breaking the “adopt, attack, abandon” cycle: A case for improvement

science in K-12 education. New Directions for Evaluation, 153, 65-77.
https://doi.org/10.1002/ev.20233

>C. Lewis (2015). What Is Improvement Science? Do We Need It in Education? Education
Researcher, 44, 54-61.
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/epub/10.3102/0013189X15570388

   For a perspective on how state education agencies are incorporating improvement science,
Cunningham and colleagues found that, while the term “continuous improvement” appeared
in all 52 state plans, the majority (35) did not mention improvement science. See K.M.W.
Cunningham, & D. Osworth (2023). A proposed typology of improvement science in state
ESSA plans. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 31. https://doi.org/10.14507/epaa.31.7262 

   
  8  The Regional Educational Lab (REL) West states: “One of the primary tools of improvement

science is the Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) inquiry cycle. This cycle serves as a basic learning
tool through which practitioners test changes, document the results, and revise their theories
about how to achieve their aim. A critical aspect of the PDSA approach is small-scale testing,
which enables quick learning and nimble adjustments with minimal cost. Over time and with
repeated cycles of small-scale testing along with other forms of research, an organization can
identify ways to achieve positive results reliably and at scale.” 
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/west/Blogs/Details/2#improvement_science

  

https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/socmark.pdf
https://journals.lww.com/ijebh/fulltext/2016/06000/knowledge_translation_and_implementation_science_.1.aspx
https://hep.gse.harvard.edu/9781682534991/improvement-in-action/
https://myersedpress.presswarehouse.com/browse/book/9781975503550/Improvement-Science-in-Education
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10728-017-0354-6
https://www.frameworksinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/inbrief-framing-improvement-science-final.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1108/QAE-12-2016-0084
https://doi.org/10.1002/ev.20233
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/epub/10.3102/0013189X15570388
https://doi.org/10.14507/epaa.31.7262
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/west/Blogs/Details/2#improvement_science
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14  D.H. Peters, T. Adam,  O. Alonge, I.A. Agyepong, & N. Tran (2013). Implementation
research: What it is and how to do it. BMJ, 347, 1-7. 
https://www.bmj.com/content/bmj/347/bmj.f6753.full.pdf    

15  https://cancercontrol.cancer.gov/is   
16  Our intent here is not to review and compare the many frameworks and models that are in the

literature. Our goal is to highlight and share another perspective. For general discussions
about implementation science, see

>the University of Washington’s Implementation Science Resource Hub
https://impsciuw.org/

>the National Implementation Research Network
http://implementation.fpg.unc.edu/resources/stages-implementation-analysis-where-ar
e-we?o=sisep

>the Center for Implementation https://thecenterforimplementation.com/courses
>Society for Implementation Research Collaboration (SIRC)

https://societyforimplementationresearchcollaboration.org/
>UC San Diego Dissemination and Implementation Science Center
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>>Albers, B., Shlonsky, A., & Mildon, R. (Eds) (2020). Implementation science 3.0.
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>>Nilsen, P., & Berken, S. (Eds.) (2020). Handbook on implementation science. Elgar
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https://www.bmj.com/content/bmj/347/bmj.f6753.full.pdf
https://cancercontrol.cancer.gov/is
https://impsciuw.org/
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Chapter 10

About Intervention Evaluation and Accountability 
Related to School Improvement and Sustainable Implementation

Evaluation practiced at the highest level of the state-of-the-art is one means of
speeding up the processes that contribute to human and social progress.

Rossi, Freeman, & Wright1

Improvement and intervention sciences use evaluation to improve practice and conduct
research. Work to date has given considerable emphasis to measuring effectiveness and
efficacy; some processes have been assessed (e.g., fidelity of implementation, in

particular). Negative side effects have received less evaluative attention.

In general, evaluation plays a critical role not only in assessing intended intervention activity
but in advancing basic knowledge about intervention. And evaluation is used as a basic tool
in most accountability efforts.

In this chapter, with school improvements and sustainable implementations in mind, we
briefly highlight (1) the concept of intervention evaluation and (2) the need to reframe school
accountability to account directly for addressing barriers to learning and teaching.

The Essence of Intervention Evaluation

Evaluation involves determining the worth or value of something. However, as Scriven
noted:  

“Evaluation is a process of determining certain evaluable properties of things, but there
is more than one kind of such properties. Perhaps the most fundamental and important
distinction among them is between merit or quality and worth or value.”2 

Using the example of a high school French teacher, he points out that the teacher may
be the best in a school, but if enrollment patterns shift away from French, that teacher's
worth or value to the school diminishes. The teacher's merit (i.e., quality in terms of
professional standards) has not declined, but his or her benefit (vis à vis meeting the
school's needs) has. 

Almost everyone evaluates interventions with which they come in contact. Whenever anyone
decides that an intervention is or isn't a good one, an evaluation is made.3 

Some evaluative judgments simply reflect an individual's or group's informal observations.
Other judgments are based on careful data gathering and analyses and use of appropriate sets
of standards.4 Some evaluations only offer conclusions about the degree to which an
intervention achieves intended outcomes. Other evaluations are concerned with analyzing
factors that affect outcomes. And since what an intervention is intended to do stems from its
rationale, analysis of underlying rationales is advocated.

Our focus here is on formal formative and summative evaluations of interventions. These
can aid efforts to (1) make decisions about whether to undertake, continue, modify, or stop
an intervention and (2) advance knowledge about interventions in ways that can increase
understanding of and improve practices, training, and theory.

When the cook tastes the soup it is formative evaluation and when the
guests taste the soup it is summative. Robert Stake
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In our work, we define intervention evaluation as a systematic process designed to describe
and judge an intervention's rationale, antecedents, transactions, and overall impact and value;
the judgements are based on some form of standards and used for purposes of making
decisions and advancing knowledge.5    

An Evaluation Framework 

Robert Stake's evaluation matrix reproduced in Exhibit 10.1 exemplifies a framework that
outlines the general nature and scope of evaluation. As the framework suggests, evaluation
accounts for an intervention’s rationale. It encompasses the acts of describing and judging
intended and observed antecedents, transactions, and outcomes, and uses standards for
making judgments. Also of concern is information about costs and unintended procedures
and outcomes (e.g., interfering factors, negative effects). To achieve all this, both immediate
and long-term information on an intervention must be gathered.6   

    

           Exhibit 10.1  
Robert Stakes’ Evaluation Framework

             Descriptive matrix                              Judgment matrix
            Intents    Observations                        Standards    Judgments

    

Underlying           Antecedents
Intervention    
Rationale

                        Transactions 
   

       
                           Outcomes  

       

         Source: R. Stake (1967). The countenance of educational evaluation. Teachers College
Record, 68, 523–40.  

Stake’s framework has many implications for intervention planning and implementation. For
instance, given that intended antecedents, means, and ends are meant to be rationally related,
weaknesses in this relationship can be used to make a priori judgments about an
interventions probable success. This is the type of predictive process the U.S. General
Accounting Office calls prospective evaluation and uses to forecast the impact of a
proposed program or policy change as an aid to legislators. 

Stake’s framework also generates a variety of important research questions. What follows
highlights a few examples.

About the Underlying Rationale 

The increasing emphasis on theory-based approaches in designing interventions has
enhanced interest in including analyses of underlying intervention rationales. It is clear that

https://www.gao.gov/assets/pemd-10.1.10.pdf#:~:text=In%20essence%2C%20a%20PES%20is%20a%20combination%20of,that%20is%20not%20too%20different%20from%20the%20past.
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underlying rationales shape interventions and not always in appropriate ways. Thus,
evaluations must first address the question: Is what the intervention is trying to accomplish
an appropriate fit (e.g., with a school’s needs and mission)?

Evaluative research of rationales also can add to general understanding of intervention.
Examples of researchable questions that arise are: What are common biases found in
intervention rationales? How do such biases affect intervention planning? Can inappropriate
biases be minimized through preimplementation analyses of intervention rationales and
plans? Are pragmatic factors seriously limiting the nature and scope of intervention?

A common example of rationale bias arises when the causes and correction of problems
primarily are formulated in terms of person factors. Research has yet to determine how often
external conditions are not considered and what the implications are? 

After judging the appropriateness of what is needed, wanted, or expected, an intervention's
intended breadth of focus usually guides efforts to evaluate effectiveness. However, not
everything is measurable in a technically sophisticated way; some things can only be poorly
measured or simply reviewed informally. The questions arises: How often is the rationale
undercut by measurement limitations, and what are the implications? How often is the
breadth of focus for intervention inappropriately narrowed to what researchers and policy
makers can readily measure?7

In this context, we are reminded of Yankelovich's commentary on measurement:

The first step is to measure whatever can be easily measured.  This is okay as far as
it goes. The second step is to disregard that which can't be measured or give it an
arbitrary quantitative value. This is artificial and misleading. The third step is to presume
that what can't be measured easily isn't very important.  This is blindness. The fourth
step is to say what can't be measured really doesn't exist. This is suicide.8

About Intervention Evaluation Planning

Planning systematic intervention evaluation requires decisions about (1) what will and will
not be looked at (e.g., person or environment, long-range aims, potential negative outcomes,
sustainability), (2) whose perspective (e.g., intervener, underwriter) will determine the focus,
methods, and standards used in arriving at conclusions, and (3) the best way to proceed in
gathering, analyzing, and interpreting information (e.g., specific measures, design). Effective
monitoring of processes during initial implementation calls for specific plans for formative
evaluation (e.g., to determine if intended intervention transactions occur, to detect
unintended interfering factors). Particular attention must be given to (a) minimizing
inappropriate bias, (b) addressing conflicts of interest, (c) ensuring that the evaluation
doesn’t inappropriately reshape a program's intended aims, and (d) countering negative
effects that can arise from evaluation itself.

Awareness of tasks involved in planning an intervention evaluation provides another
perspective on the process and matters for research (see Exhibit 10-2). Greater research
attention to the quality of intervention evaluation planning can advance knowledge about
intervention in general, as well as improvement and implementation sciences. Answers are
needed to questions such as: How often is there logical consistency among intended
antecedents, processes, and outcomes? Are analyses of costs and benefits part of the plan?
Do plans involve determining the degree to which intended antecedents are congruent with
planned processes, and if so, are they present before implementation is initiated?
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     Exhibit 10-2    
Some Considerations in Planning an Intervention Evaluation

Our work identifies the following seven key planning tasks:    
   • Clarifying the intended use of information. Most important here is awareness of who

wants the information and why they need it. Ultimately this translates into the
question:  What types of decisions are to be made? Also important is the matter of
anticipating the use and political and motivational impact of evaluation processes and
findings. This includes a significant appreciation of the often conflicting interests
among the variety of interested parties (i.e., stakeholders).  

   
   • Understanding the intervention's rationale. In cases where evaluation includes judging

the intervention rationale, pursuit of the above task (clarifying the intended use of
evaluation information) will result in gathering information about the rationale.
However, when the evaluation is designed with reference to a standardized set of
objectives, clarification of the rationale becomes a separate task. In either case, an
understanding of the intervention rationale can provide a separate basis for deciding
about other intervention facets to evaluate.  

   
  • Formulating evaluation questions. Evaluative concerns are translated into a set of

questions. For example: Were intended antecedent conditions present during the
intervention? Which procedures were effective for which clients? Were there undesirable
transactions? Were specific objectives achieved? Were long-range aims achieved? Did
expected negative outcomes occur? Were there unexpected negative outcomes?

   
  • Specifying information to be gathered. Relevant descriptive information that can answer

each major question is specified. The more things one is interested in evaluating, the
more one has to settle for samples of information. Some of the information likely will be of
a quantitative nature; some may be qualitative.       

  • Specifying procedures. Decisions about information gathering are shaped first by what
one wants to know and then are tempered by practical considerations. Problems related
to gathering desired information become evident as one attempts to specify procedures. 
Limitations related to time, money, sample availability, valid measures, multivariate
statistics, and personnel usually lead to major compromises in evaluation planning. For
example, sometimes a good measuring instrument exists; sometimes only weak
procedures are available; sometimes gathering desired information is not currently
feasible. A special set of problems stems from the socio-political-economic concerns (e.g.,
threats to current status) and psychological reactance (e.g., fear-based resistance) that
are common phenomena when evaluation is introduced.    

  • Specifying a design. An evaluation design is used so that information can be gathered and
interpreted appropriately. When someone asks how good an intervention is, judgments
are based on the available information and are relative to some standard of comparison. A
sound design ensures that appropriate bits of information (e.g., data) are gathered,
including information for use as standards for judgments. A sound evaluation design also
includes provision for the gathering and use of information for revising interventions as the
process proceeds.     

  • Designating time and place for collecting information. Further practical considerations
arise when evaluations are scheduled. The design sets the general parameters; the
particulars are determined by practical factors such as resource availability. 
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Improving Intervention Through Evaluative Research

Obviously, continuous efforts are required to  upgrade the methodological and technological 
infrastructure for evaluation. But evaluation is not simply a technical process or just a matter 
of providing outcome data.

In recent years, considerable attention has focused on fidelity of implementation (i.e., whether 
intended processes actually occur); currently, more formative evaluation data is needed about 
whether potent unintended processes transpire and what they are. If unintended processes and 
negative effects arise, how are they addressed? When lab-developed interventions are 
implemented in everyday settings such as schools, research is needed to help clarify what are 
proper indicators of outcome efficacy and sustainability given the setting’s mission. 

Other matters of relevance to enhancing interventions include preimplementation evaluations 
for deciding whether to proceed. Questions such as: Does it matter if the underlying 
intervention rationale is coherent, logical, and well grounded theoretically and empirically?
How much variation from intended antecedent conditions is acceptable in proceeding? Do the 
intended processes account for existing individual and subgroup differences, such as 
differences in the severity and pervasiveness of problems, differences in motivation for 
overcoming problems, and so forth?

On another level, improving intervention requires evaluative research that attends to concerns 
about what is and isn’t evaluated. This includes clarifying the impact of such factors as 
limited knowledge, biases, vested interests and beliefs, and ethical issues. And as highlighted 
in the remainder of this chapter, much more research is needed on the use of summative 
evaluations for accountability purposes. 

Clearly, evaluative research has an important role to play in efforts to improve and advance 
intervention knowledge (e.g., improvement, implementation, sustainability).

Evaluative research can be part of an experimental approach to social reform "in
which we try out new programs designed to cure specific social problems, in which we
learn whether or not those programs are effective, and in which we retain, initiate,
modify, or discard them on the basis of apparent effectiveness on the multiple
imperfect criteria available."9 Donald Campbell 

Reframing Accountability for Whole Child Development
    and Addressing Barriers to Learning and Teaching

School accountability is a policy tool with extraordinary power to reshape
schools – for good and for bad. Systems are driven by accountability
measures. This is particularly so when school improvement is underway.

All of the previous discussion about intervention evaluation has implications for interpreting 
and using findings for accountability purposes. Our specific focus here is on the need to 
reframe the nature and scope of school accountability as a step forward in improving 
student/learning supports and enhancing equity of opportunity.

Overemphasis on Measures of Academic Achievement

As everyone involved in school knows, the primary measures that has dominated school 
accountability are achievement tests. These tests drive school accountability, and what such 
tests measure has become the be-all and end-all of what is attended to by many decision
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makers. This produces a growing disconnect between the direction in which many policy
makers and school reformers are leading the public and the realities of what it takes to reduce
the opportunity and achievement gaps.

The disconnect is especially evident in schools serving what have been referred to as “low
wealth” families. Such families and those who work in schools serving them have a clear
appreciation of many barriers to learning that must be addressed so students can benefit from
the teacher’s efforts to teach. Stakeholders have raised the concern that, in many schools,
significant academic improvements are unlikely until comprehensive and multifaceted
approaches to address these barriers are developed and pursued effectively. 

ESSA Requires an Additional Indicator 
of School Quality or Student Success 

The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) requires not less than one indicator of school 
quality or student success that a) allows for meaningful differentiation in school 
performance, b) is valid, reliable, comparable and statewide with the same indicators used 
for each grade span, and may include student growth. ESSA does not prescribe specific 
indicators, the law does require that additional indicators meet technical standards and 
provide meaningful data for analyzing school differences. 

The law gives examples – chronic absenteeism, discipline rates, student access to 
and completion of advanced coursework, measures of postsecondary readiness, student 
engagement, educator engagement, school climate and safety, and any other indicator 
that meets the criteria. 

State plans indicate many choose to add chronic absenteeism and measures of 
college/career readiness; some choose school climate, on-track rate at the middle and/or 
high school levels, social emotional learning, and arts education.

The law also requires reporting of how all students and each group of students
(such as students with disabilities) perform on indicators. For schools where subgroups of 
students are chronically struggling, for schools where less than two-thirds of students 
graduate, and for the bottom 5 percent of schools, the emphasis on school turnaround will 
remain intensive. 

The increasing emphasis on countering chronic absenteeism is highlighting some of the
barriers to learning and teaching. And schools that are adding attendance as an accountability
indicator are taking a step in the right direction. At the same time, it is evident to anyone who
looks that there is little other direct accountability for whether barriers are addressed. 

The overemphasis on achievement measures reflects an implicit assumption that students are
motivationally ready and able each day to benefit from the teacher’s instruction. As discussed
in Part I, the reality is that in too many schools the majority of youngsters do not fit this
picture. Students confronted with a host of interfering factors usually are not in a position to
benefit even from significant instructional improvements. The results are seen in the
persistence of low test scores and the opportunity and achievement gaps.

Our Expanded Framework for School Accountability

Logically, well designed, systematic school improvement efforts, including accountability
indicators, should directly address interfering factors. However, current accountability
pressures override the logic and marginalize almost every effort not seen as direct
interventions for increasing achievement scores. 
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Benchmark
Indicators of
Progress in
Addressing
Barriers &
(Re-)engaging
Students in
Classroom
Learning

High Standards for Enabling Learning 
and Development**
(measures of effectiveness in addressing
  barriers, e.g., 
>increased attendance
>reduced tardies
>reduced misbehavior
>less bullying and sexual harassment
>increased family involvement with child

and schooling
>fewer referrals for specialized assistance
>fewer referrals for special education
>fewer pregnancies
>fewer suspensions and dropouts)

ESSA’s emphasis on at least one additional “nonacademic” indicator will not counteract the
long-standing marginalization. Indeed, the tokenism of the act underscores the need for an
expanded framework for school accountability – a framework that includes not only measures
of achievement but also data directly related to the type of component for addressing barriers
to learning and teaching discussed in Part II. Such data and related standards are essential for
both formative and summative evaluation of efforts to transform student/learning supports.

Exhibit 10-3 highlights a prototype for an expanded school accountability framework. We
view this as a move toward what has been called intelligent accountability. As illustrated,
there is no intent to deflect from the laser-like focus on meeting high academic standards.
Debate will continue about how best to measure academic outcomes, but clearly schools must
demonstrate they effectively teach academics.

Exhibit 10-3
Expanding the Framework for School Accountability

  Indicators
 of Positive 
Learning and
Development

High Standards for Academics*
  (measures of cognitive  achievements,

e.g., standardized tests of
achievement, portfolio and other
forms of authentic assessment)

  High Standards for Learning/ 
  Development Related to
  Social & Personal Functioning*
  (measures of social learning 
      and behavior, character/
      values, civility, healthy 
      and safe behavior)   "Community

   Report Cards"

>increases in
positive

        indicators

     >decreases
 in negative

indicators
   
   
  

*Results of interventions for directly facilitating development and learning.
**Results of interventions for addressing barriers to learning and development.

At the same time, policy must acknowledge that schools also are expected to pursue high
standards in promoting positive social and personal functioning, including enhancing
civility, teaching safe and healthy behavior, and some form of “character education.” Every
school we visit has specific goals related to this facet of student development and learning.
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And there is a growing movement for mandating a focus on social emotional learning in
schools. Yet, it is evident that there is no systematic evaluation or reporting of the work. As
would be expected, then, schools direct few resources and too little attention to these
unmeasured concerns. Yet, society wants schools to attend to these matters, and there is
widespread acknowledgment that personal and social functioning are integrally tied to
academic performance. From this perspective, it seems self-defeating not to hold all schools
accountable for improving students’ social and personal functioning.

For schools where a large proportion of students are not doing well, it is also self-defeating
not to attend to benchmark indicators of progress in addressing barriers to learning. Schools
cannot teach children who are not in class. Therefore, increasing attendance always is an
expectation (and an important budget consideration). In addition to attendance, other basic
indicators of school improvement and precursors of enhanced academic performance are
reducing tardiness and problem behaviors, lessening suspension and dropout rates, and
abating the large number of inappropriate referrals for special education. Given this, the
progress of school staff related to such matters should be measured and treated as a
significant aspect of school accountability.10

School outcomes, of course, are influenced by the well-being of the families and the
neighborhoods in which they operate. Therefore,  performance of any school should be
judged within the context of the current status of indicators of community well-being, such
as economic, social, and health measures. If those indicators are not improving or are
declining, it is patently unfair to ignore these contextual conditions in judging school
performance.

All this said, perhaps the biggest problem related to accountability efforts at schools is that
they rarely are designed in ways that truly improve programs and advance knowledge.   

Results! Why, man, I have gotten a lot of results. 
I know several thousand things that won't work.  – Thomas Edison  

Concerns about How Evaluation Data are Used

We live in an age when policy makers and practitioners value making data-driven decisions.
Over and over, we hear the line: In God we trust, from all others demand data!  

We certainly value good data. BUT ... Can there be too much emphasis on data? We see this
as a critical issue for school improvement. Lately it seems folks are going so overboard that
too much bad data and even false data are leading school improvement efforts astray. 

Everyone agrees that practitioners should be accountable, but there are major disagreements
about what that means. Obviously, schools must show that their work is effective. But
effective in what way? To what degree? At what cost? 

A particular concern is that the desire for information on achievement can redesign a school's
underlying rationale in ways that inappropriately reduce its breadth of focus. Accountability
pressures can cause a program to shift away from its long-range aims by overemphasizing
immediately measurable objectives. This can result in more and more time devoted to
preparing for meeting accountability indicators (i.e., “teaching to the test”). In turn this can
result in many important facets of whole child education and efforts to address barriers to
learning and teaching being given short shrift mainly because they will not be directly
evaluated.11 
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Concerns about this are not new. The problem is that the concerns are ignored as efforts
are made to meet the overwhelming demands for accountability data. 

In our work with schools, we identified a great deal of evaluative data gathering from and
about students. When a problem is discussed, it seems like a first impulse is to do some
form of a needs assessment. We  have come to think of the problem as “assessment-itis”
(e.g., the push for gathering more and more data in the erroneous belief that this is
necessary for solving many of the problems encountered every day at schools). 

Assessment-itis is especially at play in efforts to address the many students not benefitting
from good instruction. Often, the need is not for more student testing and screening. Indeed,
spending more on data gathering often uses up sparse resources that are needed for
interventions to ameliorate the problems. An overemphasis on more testing and screening
of students can be counterproductive to school improvement efforts that are essential to
providing better student/learning supports.  

A Few Concluding Comments about Evaluation and Accountability

Evaluation is a door to the future. However, intervention evaluation and related
accountability activities are complex and raise a host of concerns. 

In choosing what we look at, how we observe, what we perceive, and what we report,
intervention evaluations are strongly influenced by society's values, policies,
priorities, and rewards. These influences, of course, usually are mediated by the
predilections of those who underwrite interventions and accountability and by
personal and professional codes of ethics and values, favored models, and so forth.
When one doesn't agree with an intervention's rationale, one will not likely approve
of the intervention, even if evaluation findings indicate that it is effective. 

Methodologically, intervention evaluation and accountability often are carried out
with exceedingly limited tools. So technical limitations add significantly to the
problem.

And almost everyone has experienced negative consequences from an evaluation.
Those evaluated often are harmed, and consumers of evaluation reports frequently
are misled. Evaluations create tensions and dilemmas and can be misused to create
undesirable degrees of uniformity and conformity. Ultimately, we should be as
concerned with the consequences of evaluation and accountability processes as we
are with improving the technical capability related to the processes.12

Work on improving evaluation not only is essential to ensuring that intervention
practices meet society's needs and expectations, it is fundamental to enhancing basic
knowledge about intervention as a phenomenon. Increasingly, evaluative research
is guided by and contributes to model building to investigate significant
commonalities and differences among interventions. The work shows promise for
stimulating research and theory designed to improve cross-intervention
understanding of what works and what does not, and why.
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Chapter 11  
Controversial Practices and Ethical Considerations

Not long ago, a group in Virginia called for the removal of counselors from their
schools. The group's position was that school counselors exposed their children to
personal and value-laden matters best left to families. Their position was that schools

should focus solely on academics and not be involved with matters such as "mental health."

A counter-campaign was launched by school staff. They stressed that students experience
many problems that interfere with effective performance and learning, and schools needed
to address such matters in order to enable student success at school.

The conflict in Virginia underscores long-standing policy and practice controversies over
interventions in schools. It also highlights the central role played by stakeholders' political,
social, and moral philosophical commitments.

Ironically, as a result of the COVID 19 pandemic, schools are being called upon to play an
increased role in addressing mental health concerns. At the same time, controversies have
burgeoned over what schools should and shouldn’t teach.

The reality is that ethical concerns permeate almost every intervention at a school. And
anyone who has tried to improve practices associated with learning, behavior, and emotional
problems at a school certainly has encountered a wide range of ethical dilemmas.

Commonly discussed matters include: When is it appropriate to compel/coerce? How can
schools balance privacy and confidentiality and still appropriately share information? How
can schools do no harm or at least minimize negative side effects? What is the best way for
schools to prevent problems? Fortunately, with respect to ethical issues, there is a robust
literature on basic ethical principles to aid in addressing such matters.1

Beyond general principles, however, dealing with specific ethical considerations requires a
relatively deep conceptual understanding. Those working in schools must be prepared to deal
with ethical concerns about individual students and schoolwide practices. 

This chapter focuses on three prominent intervention initiatives to highlight controversies
and ethical dilemmas schools regularly encounter as they try to ameliorate learning,
behavior, and emotional problems. The practices involve (1) efforts to identify and label
student problems, (2) use of social control strategies to manage student behavior, and (3) the
adoption of evidence-based interventions. In discussing concerns, we offer analyses and
commentaries based on our work at schools. 

Concerns About Labeling and Screening

… consider the American penchant for ignoring the structural causes of
problems. We prefer the simplicity and satisfaction of holding individuals
responsible for whatever happens: crime, poverty, school failure, what have you.
Thus, even when one high school crisis is followed by another, we concentrate
on the particular people involved – their values, their character, their personal
failings – rather than asking whether something about the system in which these
students find themselves might also need to be addressed.  Alfie Kohn

Over a school year, many students not only are identified as having problems, they are
diagnostically labeled. Sometimes the processes lead to appropriate special assistance;
sometimes they contribute to "blaming the victim" – making young people the focus of
intervention rather than pursuing system deficiencies that are causing the problem in the first
place.2 Major ethical concerns arise when students are inappropriately screened and assigned
labels and when systemic deficiencies are not addressed.



117

Labeling

Normality and exceptionally (or deviance) are not absolutes; both are culturally
defined by particular societies at particular times for particular purposes.

Ruth Benedict

It is evident that strong images are associated with diagnostic labels, and people act upon 
these images. Sometimes the images are useful generalizations; sometimes they are harmful 
stereotypes. In all cases, diagnostic labels can profoundly shape a person's future.

In our work, we continually encounter students manifesting problems at school who have 
been erroneously assigned labels that were created to categorize internal disorders.  Of major 
concern to schools is the widespread misapplication of the terms ADHD and LD.3 Almost 
50% of students currently assigned a special education diagnosis are identified as having LD, 
and there is widespread agreement that the majority have learning problems that are not 
rooted in internal pathology. And, it is likely that similar errors are occurring in diagnosing 
so many students as having ADHD. Such misdiagnoses contribute to trends to 
over-pathologize student learning, behavior, and emotional problems.

The many reasons for misdiagnoses include inadequate definitions of disorders,
classification schemes that use overlapping symptoms because current assessment
procedures cannot identify causation, and the various professional and personal biases
that influence decision-making. Bias toward labeling problems in terms of personal
causation also is bolstered by psychological, political, and economic factors and other
forces shaping professional practice. For instance, research on attributional bias points
to the tendency for observers (e.g., professional diagnosticians) to perceive others'
problems as rooted in stable personal dispositions. Examples of political and economic
influences include government policy priorities and reimbursement decisions by
third-party payers. All of this contributes to false positive diagnoses of students and the
negative consequences associated with diagnostic labeling, such as being stigmatized,
experiencing self-fulfilling prophecies, and limiting their social relationships and status.

A constant ethical dilemma for schools is how to minimize inappropriate use of diagnostic
labels while still ensuring students receive the help they need. The dilemma stems from the
fact that reimbursement for special education and mental health services is only available
for youngsters assigned labels that convey significant disorders/disabilities. This reality is
associated with the profound increases in the number of students assigned diagnostic labels
and with the resultant escalation in false positive diagnoses. 

In addition to the ethical concerns related to misdiagnosing so many students, the
overemphasis on attributing their problems to personal pathology inappropriately skews
theory, research, practice, and public policy away from focusing on environmental
conditions  causing problems. 

There is considerable irony in all this because so many practitioners who use prevailing
diagnostic labels understand that most problems in human functioning result from the
interplay of person and environment. And this recognition is reflected in efforts to establish
multifaceted diagnostic classification systems such as the multiaxial system developed in the
latest editions of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). The
DSM does include a dimension acknowledging the role of "psychosocial stressors."
However, this dimension is used mostly to deal with the environment as a contributing factor
to psychopathology, rather than as a possible primary instigating causal factor that leads to
severe and pervasive personal symptoms.
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About Universal, First-Level Screening

Clearly, identifying potential problems is a good thing. From this perspective, attempts by
schools to identify individuals who are "at risk" or who are dangerous commonly are viewed
as reasonable ways to intervene early with respect to a variety of health, psychosocial, and
educational problems (e.g., violence, drugs, depression, suicide, ADHD, LD, obesity). In
identifying such students the emphasis often is on universal, first-level screening. 

Unfortunately, the practical and ethical problems with using any first-level screening
instrument include producing many false positives, as well as exposing students to the
stigma and negative consequences of pathological labeling. Of course, waiting until someone
refers a student for special assistance is not an acceptable alternative  because such an
approach can exacerbate problems. That is why primary and secondary prevention are seen
as essential student/learning supports. 

The focus of universal, first-level screening is on all students in order to
identify those "at risk" as well as those with existing problems. When
criteria scoring for first-level screens is set low, many false positive
identifications are inevitable. To identify false positives and provide
additional data on the rest, first-level screening is supposed to be
followed by individual assessments to detect false positives. And the
whole enterprise is meant to lead to corrective interventions.
    When false positives are minimized and corrective interventions are
provided for those in need, first-level screening can be beneficial, albeit
with costs (including unintended negative consequences). In such cases,
ethical concerns for schools mainly arise when the costs to the school
outweigh benefits. However, ethical concerns about individuals involve
different cost-benefit analyses and still warrant attention.

It is noteworthy that the tendency to implement universal, first-level screening increases
after high-visibility press coverage of an on-campus shooting by a student or when there are
a series of student suicides. Indeed, legislators at federal and state levels often respond to
such events by introducing bills calling for schools to screen. While any shooting on-campus
and any student suicide is one too many, fortunately few students ever act in this way.
Increasingly, however, such rare events are used as a catalyst for policies that call for
screening by schools, and in the responsive rush, ethical concerns are given short shrift.

Those in favor of universal, first-level screening emphasize that screening allows for
preventing potential violent behavior, suicide, and other mental health, psychosocial, and
educational problems. They also view school personnel as well situated to screen students
and, with training, to do it effectively using appropriate safeguards for privacy and
confidentiality. Advocates argue that positive benefits outweigh any negative effects.

Opponents of universal, first-level screening are not arguing against the value of preventing
problems. Rather, they point to research that indicates specific universal screening practices
are ineffective and therefore are unethical for schools to use. For example, based on the first
major study of drug testing at school (76,000 students nationwide),  Johnston and colleagues
at the University of Michigan conclude such testing does not deter student drug use any more
than doing no screening at all.4 Johnston states: 

"It's the kind of intervention that doesn't win the hearts and minds of
children. I don't think it brings about any constructive changes in their
attitudes about drugs or their belief in the dangers associated with using
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them." At the same time, he stresses, "One could imagine situations where
drug testing could be effective, if you impose it in a sufficiently draconian
manner - that is, testing most kids and doing it frequently. We're not in a
position to say that wouldn't work." 

Graham Boyd, director of the ACLU  Drug Policy Litigation Project who argued against
drug testing before the Supreme Court, said: 

"In light of these findings, schools should be hard-pressed to implement or
continue a policy that is intrusive and even insulting for their students."5 

Available research also led the American Academy of Pediatrics to oppose widespread
implementation of drug testing in schools.6 Other findings indicate inadequate support for
efforts to predict who will and will not be violent or commit suicide.

An additional and central ethical argument against universal, first-level screening of students
suggests that the practice infringes on the rights of families and students. As one state
legislator was heard to say about mental health screening, "We want all of our citizens to
have access to mental health services, but the idea that we are going to run everyone through
some screening system with who knows what kind of values applied to them is
unacceptable."

Before establishing a policy for first-level screening of learning, behavior, and emotional
problems, in-depth cost-benefit analyses are essential. Such analyses should include
consideration of the ethical costs and benefits.

A cost-benefit analysis of whether to adopt a universal, first-level screen involves

(a) general questions such  as

• Is such screening an appropriate institutionalized role for schools to play?
• If so, what procedures are effective and appropriate?7

• If so, how will schools avoid doing more harm than good in the process?

(b) specific ethical concerns such as

• Are the procedures antithetical to the school's education mission?
• How will parental consent and due process considerations be handled?
• How will privacy and confidentiality be protected?
• How will staff become qualified to screen?
• Will the activity distract teachers from teaching?
• Since some of the activity is oriented to policing and monitoring, will it counter efforts

to enhance a positive school climate?
• How will the school enhance access and availability of appropriate assistance?
• How will negative consequences be countered?

In sum, ethical concerns are a primary consideration and raise fundamental questions with
respect to the role of public schools in labeling students and conducting first-level screening
for learning, behavior, and emotional problems. False positive identifications are a major
problem. Also, because the focus mainly is on factors residing in the student, the practice
colludes with tendencies to over-pathologize , blame victims, and skew attention away from
the role of the environment in causing the problems.
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Concerns about Social Control Strategies  
Punitive school discipline procedures have increasingly taken hold in America's
schools. While they are detrimental to the well-being and to the academic
success or of all students, they have proven to disproportionately punish minority
students, especially African American youth. Such policies feed into wider social
issues that, once more, disproportionately affect minority communities: the
school-to-prison pipeline, high school dropout rates, the push-out phenomenon,
and the criminalization of schools.  – David Simpson8

The degree to which schools rely on social control strategies is a significant issue practically,
ethically, and legally. In their efforts to deal with deviant and devious behavior and to create
safe environments, schools spend considerable time on discipline and classroom
management. A concern is that the emphasis is more on socialization than helping students
overcome problems and succeed at school. Also raised are concerns that many of the
practices currently in use model behavior that can foster rather than counter development of
negative values, and some practices produce psychological reactance that motivates other
forms of undesired behavior.

Clearly, misbehavior disrupts schooling. In some forms, such as bullying and intimidating
others, it is hurtful. And, observing such behavior may disinhibit others. When a student
misbehaves, a natural reaction is to want that youngster to experience, and other students to
see, the consequences of misbehaving. A frequently mentioned hope is that public awareness
of consequences will deter subsequent problems.

An often stated assumption about social control is that stopping misbehavior will make a
student amenable to teaching. In a few cases, this may be so. However, the assumption
ignores all the findings related to psychological reactance and the need for individuals to
restore their sense of self-determination.9 Moreover, the assumption seems to belie two
painful realities: the number of students who continue to manifest poor academic
achievement and the high dropout rate in too many schools.

What many teachers still are taught about dealing with youngsters’ misbehavior 
runs counter to what they may intuitively understood about human motivation.
Teachers (and parents) often learn to over-depend on using reinforcement
strategies, despite a general awareness of the importance of intrinsic motivation.

Overemphasis on Social Control

Teachers are fortunate when they have a classroom where the majority of students show up
and are receptive to the planned lessons. In schools that are the greatest focus of public
criticism, this certainly is not the case. Teachers in such settings are confronted with an
entirely different situation. They encounter many students who not only frequently
misbehave but are not easily intimidated by "authority" figures. Efforts to do something
about this state of affairs has escalated the emphasis on social control tactics.

A SmartBrief sent out by the Association for Supervision and Curriculum
Development (ASCD) reported:

Southern schools increasingly are requiring students to take "character" classes
as part of an effort to combat disrespectful behavior. Louisiana lawmakers, for
instance, recently passed "courtesy conduct" legislation that requires elementary
students to address their teachers as "ma'am" and "sir".
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As teachers and other staff try to cope with disruptive students, the emphasis usually is on
"classroom management." At one time, a heavy dose of punishment was the dominant
approach. Currently, the call at the policy level is for developing more positive practices
(e.g., providing "behavior support" in and out of the classroom, restorative justice programs).
For the most part, however, even these strategies are applied as a form of social control
aimed mainly at reducing disruptive behavior rather than engaging and reengaging students
in classroom learning. And, ironically, the need to control students has led to coercive and
repressive actions that have made some schools look and feel like prisons.

Students who misbehave often are the target of egregious social control interventions.
Overemphasis on social control can exacerbate students' emotional, learning, and behavior
problems and future well-being. This not only raises ethical, but also legal concerns. This
is especially the case when schools continue to pursue extreme and failed policies such as
enacting zero tolerance and suspension and expulsion mandates and do too little to address
conditions that frequently lead to the need for punitive practices.10

Some time ago, the National Coalition of Advocates for Students expressed concern about
the trend toward "predetermined, harsh and immediate consequences for a growing list of
infractions resulting in long-term or permanent exclusion from public school, regardless of
the circumstances, and often without due process." They cautioned that 

…  "such policies are more likely to result in increased drop-out rates and long-term
negative consequences for children and communities. … such policies have a disparate
impact on children of color, and do not result in safe schools and communities. …
alternatives to such policies could more effectively reduce the incidence of violence and
disruption in our schools, including but not limited to: (1) creating positive, engaging
school environments; (2) provision of positive behavioral supports to students; 
(3) appropriate pre- and in -service development for teachers; and (4) incorporating
social problem-solving skills into the curriculum for all students."11

Civil Rights researchers estimate that   
"… well over two million students were suspended during the 2009-2010 academic year.
This means that one out of every nine secondary school students was suspended at
least once during that year. … the vast majority of suspensions are for minor infractions
of school rules, such as disrupting class, tardiness, and dress code violations, rather than
for serious violent or criminal behavior."12

 Moreover, they report gross disparities in use of out-of-school suspension for students with
disabilities and those from disadvantaged racial, ethnic, and gender subgroups. They stress
that "the egregious disparities … transform concerns about educational policy that allows
frequent disciplinary removal into a profound matter of civil rights and social justice."

It is widely acknowledged that many students who are labeled "dropouts" are
actually "pushouts." Increasing pressures for school improvement seem to have
the negative consequence of creating policies and practices that, in effect,
cleanse the rolls of troubled and troubling students and anyone else who may
"compromise" the progress of other students and keep achievement score
averages from rising.

Social Control and Student Disengagement

Overemphasis on social control interventions can disengage students from schooling and
interfere with reengagement. As long as a student is disengaged, misbehavior is likely to
occur and re-occur.13 Unfortunately, positive strategies for reengaging such students in
classroom learning rarely are a prominent part of pre- or in-service preparation and seldom
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are the focus of interventions pursued by staff who provide student/learning supports. The
emphasis remains, first and foremost, on implementing social control techniques.

When disengaged students display significant aggressive behavior, one common social
control strategy is to place them in a special program with other students who have “acted
out.” Unfortunately, as researchers stress and school staff worry about, increased levels of
deviancy are associated with concentrated groupings of aggressive students. As Dishion &
and Dodge (2005) note: "The influence of deviant peers on youth behavior is of growing
concern, both in naturally occurring peer interactions and in interventions that might
inadvertently exacerbate deviant development."14 Such a contagion effect has relevance for
student groupings that result from grade retention, alternative school assignments, special
education diagnoses and placements, and more. Concerns are that the resulting groupings
exacerbate negative outcomes (e.g., increased misbehavior and disengagement at school,
neighborhood delinquency, substance abuse, dropping out of school).

When Helping Conflicts with Socialization

Schools are a societal institution. One major reason for compulsory education is that society
wants schools to play a role in the socialization of the young (along with preparing students
to maintain the well-being of the economy and the country's political system). Ethical
considerations related to the school’s societal agenda fall into general discussions about the
tension between serving the common good and respecting individual rights. Advocates tend
to cite both matters in proposing school improvements. In doing so, however, they often avoid
addressing the problem that maximizing the common good usually increases limits on
individual rights.

When interveners focus on deviant behavior, the agenda may be to help or to socialize or
both. Conflicts arise  when the interests of the student differ from the other parties involved.
This frequently is the  situation in dealing with students who misbehave. And such conflicts
tend to generate dynamics that exacerbate a student’s problems.15

As discussed in Chapter 3, pursuit of socialization often takes precedence over helping
students overcome problems. School staff often find themselves expected primarily to be
socializing agents and pursue socialization goals. For example, when a youngster misbehaves
at school, the immediate focus is on bringing the deviant and devious behavior under control.
Efforts to understand why the student misbehaved and determine whether a helping agenda
is needed often are not pursued. And while parents tend to value a school's socializing
agenda,, they do want their child to receive special help at school when problems arise.

Even when school staff  are tasked with helping individuals overcome underlying problems
(e.g., provide "counseling," "remediation," or "treatment,"), the need for social control can
overshadow the intent to help. That is, the agenda becomes one of convincing the student to
conform to the proscribed limits of the school setting.

About Coercive Intervention

When is coercive intervention appropriate? Some stakeholders argue that any type of
involuntary psychoeducational intervention is unjustifiable. Others argue that various forms
of majority-disapproved behavior (ranging from illegal acts through immoral and deviant
behaviors to compulsive negative habits) produce enough social harm, offense, or nuisance
to warrant compulsory intervention. Examples cited with respect to minors include substance
abuse, truancy, aggressive behavior toward adults or peers, and low self-esteem. 

Even when the focus is on the most dramatic psychosocial problems, serious ethical concerns
are raised whenever compulsory treatment is proposed to socialize or "re-socialize"
individuals. When the need for coercive intervention is extrapolated from dramatic cases to
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less extreme behaviors, such as common misbehavior and attention problems, the ethical
concerns seem even more pressing. Ironically, in such instances, the coercive nature of an
approach may not even be evident, particularly when the activity is described as in keeping
with appropriate socialization goals and as unlikely to be harmful. 

For behavior that is illegal (or in violation of organizational rules), it is frequently decided
to compel or at least "encourage" individuals to enroll in treatment rather than experience
usual consequences (e.g., expulsion from school). When treatment is offered as an alternative
to punishment, the choice between the lesser of two evils may seem clear and devoid of
coercion. For example, many juveniles can be expected to express preference for a
"diversion" program of treatment over incarceration. However, given a third nontreatment
alternative they see as more desirable, treatment probably would be chosen to a lesser degree.

One moral basis for decisions to allow and pursue involuntary interventions is found in the
philosophical grounds for coercion. As Feinberg suggests, such decisions are informed by
principles that address justifications for the restriction of personal liberty. These are:   

(1) to prevent harm to others, either injury to individual persons (The Private Harm 
Principle), or impairment of institutional practices that are in the public interest 
(The Public Harm Principle);

(2) to prevent offense to others (The Offense Principle);
(3) to prevent harm to self (Legal Paternalism);
(4) to prevent or punish sin,  - that is, to "enforce morality as such" (Legal Moralism);
(5) to benefit the self (Extreme Paternalism); and 
(6) to benefit others (The Welfare Principle).16

As Robinson (1974) cogently summarized the matter:    
 "None of these justifications for coercion is devoid of merit nor is it necessary that any of
them exclude the others in attempts to justify actions against the freedoms of an individual.
... … It is one thing to assert each of these justifications enjoys some merit but quite another
to suggest that they are equally valid. And it is manifestly the case that they do not share
equally in the force of the law. Yet, while not sharing equally, they have all, on one occasion
or another, been relied on to validate a legal judgment."17

Toward Ethical Practices in Responding to Issues about Control

Society's obligation is to do more than exert power to control and punish. Social institutions,
such as schools, must balance socialization with interventions to prevent problems and help
individuals in need.

It is unfortunate whenever a school's role in socializing the young comes into conflict with
the school's role in helping students who have problems. If the aim is to help all students have
an equal opportunity to succeed at school, then schools must avoid the trap of enforcing rules
with such all-too-simple socialization solutions as "no exceptions" and "zero tolerance."
Concerns about punitive social control practices are compounded when the focus is on
students who have emotional problems and when actions are disproportionately aimed at
specific subgroups.

The tendency for schools to pursue social control raises ethical dilemmas every day. All
school practitioners must personally come to grips with what they view as morally proper in
balancing the respective rights and responsibilities of various stakeholders as schools address
behavior, learning, and emotional problems. Ultimately, however, the overemphasis on social
control needs to give way to countering conditions that lead to misbehavior and to using
strategies that fully engage students in learning.
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For school staff, each day means avoiding just reacting to a student's misbehavior by applying
consequences and trying to instill socially appropriate behavior. The ethical principles
highlighted in this chapter call for working with colleagues to (1) establish preventive
strategies, including the redesign of classrooms to minimize factors that set off misbehavior
and (2) moving away from overcontrolling environments and punitive reactions to develop
policies and practices that focus on enhancing socialization through supportive helping
strategies. In this respect, it is essential to minimize conditions that negatively affect
motivation (e.g., processes that limit options and make students feel controlled and coerced)
and maximize conditions that (re)engage students in classroom learning. The call is for
autonomy-supportive contexts where teachers "empathize with the learner's perspective, allow
opportunities for self-initiation and choice, provide a meaningful rationale if choice is
constrained, refrain from the use of pressures and contingencies to motivate, and provide
timely positive feedback."18 

Taking a more school institutional view, some reformers are calling for an enhanced focus
on school culture and climate. They want to transform schools in ways that create an
atmosphere of "caring," "cooperative learning," and a "sense of community." Such advocates
usually argue for schools that are holistically-oriented and family-centered. They call for an
emphasis in all curricula and instruction on enhancing values and character, including
responsibility (social and moral), integrity, self-regulation (self-discipline), identification with
academics, and a work ethic; they also want schools to act fairly.

It was said of a famous football coach that he treated all his players the same –
like dogs! When social control strategies are used in schools, the tendency is to
treat everyone the same. This usually is justified as the way to be just and fair. 
   But what does that mean? Fair to whom? Fair according to whom? Fair using
what criteria and procedures?  

        What is fair for one person may cause an inequity for another. 

Being Fair Raises Issues 

In efforts to act fairly, a basic problem is: How do we decide what is fair? 

Decisions about fairness require dealing with questions such as: Fair for whom? Fair
according to whom? Fair using what criteria and what procedures for applying the criteria?
Should everyone be given an equal share of available resources? Should each be provided for
according to specific need? Should we base distribution of resources on what is earned (e.g.,
through a societal contribution) or because they have been denied previously (e.g., through
discrimination)?

Obviously, what is fair for the society or an organization may not be fair for an individual;
what is fair for one person may cause inequity for another. To provide special services for one
group may deprive another or may raise the taxes of all citizens. To deny services to those
who need help is harmful.

Making fair decisions about who should get what and about how rules should be applied
requires use of principles of distributive justice. As the review by Beauchamp and Childress
underscores, interveners incorporate different principles of distributive justice into their
intervention rationales based on whether they subscribe to (1) egalitarian theories
(emphasizing equal access to the goods in life that every rational person desires), (2) Marxist
theories (emphasizing need), (3) libertarian theories (emphasizing contribution and merit),
or (4) utilitarian theories (which emphasizinge a mixed use of such criteria in order to
maximize public and private utility).19
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Clearly, interventions based on rationales adopting different views of distributive justice
conflict with each other. In addition, confusion may arise when an intervention rationale
incorporates more than one fairness principle.

Decisions based on fairness principles often call for unequal allocation and affirmative action
with regard to dispensing resources and applying rules. Thus, although justice and fairness
are intended, such decisions can be quite controversial, especially when resources are scarce.

Practitioners who see themselves as "helping professionals" lean toward an emphasis on
individual need. For instance, they tend to believe that fairness means that those with
problems deserve special aid. Indeed, the duty to serve those in need is seen as an ethical
reason for diagnostic labeling and other highly intrusive specialized practices.

At the same time, conflicting views exist as to which of many ongoing needs in a society
should be assigned highest priority. Are prevention programs more important than treatment
programs? Are programs for the gifted more important than programs for students with
problems? Should school athletic teams be funded at higher levels than vocational programs?

Beyond resource allocation, interveners consistently are confronted with the problem of fair
implementation, especially with regard to applying rules and consequences for infractions.
For example, should different consequences be applied for the same offense when those
involved differ in terms of needs, problems, stage of development, previous discrimination,
potential contribution to society, and so forth?

Some folks try to simplify matters by not making distinctions and treating everyone and every
situation alike. For instance, some school administrators insist on enforcing rules without
regard to the particulars of the case. They believe standard consequences must be applied
without accounting for an individual's social and emotional problems. This is seen with
respect to zero tolerance policies. The position taken is that it is unfair to others if the same
rule is not applied in the same way to everyone. Unfortunately, while a "no exceptions"
approach represents a simple solution, it is unjust in that nonpersonalized rule enforcement
often exacerbates problems for the rule breaker and also for society. For example, when two
students break the same rule, but one has significant emotional problems, fairness demands
that the two students be handled differently. To do otherwise risks worsening the problems
special needs student and eventually "pushing" the student out of school.

In general, when students have similar backgrounds and capabilities, the egalitarian principle
of distributive justice can guide efforts to be fair. However, when there are significant
disparities in background and capability, different principles apply. Students who come from
a different culture, students who have significant emotional and/or learning problems, young
vs. older students, students who have a history of good behavior –  all these matters suggest
that fairness requires consideration of individual differences, special needs, and specific
circumstances.

No ethical analysis can ignore concerns about distributive justice. In particular, decisions
must be made about what constitutes fair allocation of resources, fair rules, and fair rule
enforcement. And these decisions require clarity about which principle of distributive justice
is used. They also overlap concerns about individual and societal rights and responsibilities.

In sum, adopting a broad set of principles to guide fairness is an ethical necessity. Moreover,
use of the different principles at school provides natural opportunities for social-emotional
learning and promoting mental health.20
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Discussions of coercive intervention raises concerns about distributive justice and fairness
in responding to needs. As discussed, these concerns frequently arise for schools in the
context of balancing their role as socialization agents and the need to help students
experiencing learning, behavior, and emotional problems. 
     The general expectation is that interventions will be carried out in just and fair ways.
And the legal emphasis on "right to treatment" and "right of all to an education" highlights
the moral obligation to ensure fair allocation of society's resources. However, given
inadequate budgets to underwrite needed programs, many compete for the same
resources. Schools vie with social programs. Enrichment interventions compete with
treatment programs. Even general education competes with special education.

A Note About Equity and Empowerment

The literature discussing the fundamental social philosophical concerns raised by schooling,
teaching, and other intervention decisions suggests that greater attention must be paid to
overlapping concerns about distributive justice (equity and fairness) and empowerment. This
is particularly a concern in schools serving vulnerable and disenfranchised populations.

Equity is the legal facet of distributive justice. It ensures and protects individual rights and
addresses inequities related to access to “goods” in life and meeting needs. Fairness is the
more social philosophical application that deals with ethical questions such as those discussed
in the previous section. A good example of the dilemma is provided by high stakes testing,
which is experienced by some students as fair and others as cutting them off from future
opportunities. Another example is provided by the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act, which attempts to meet the special needs of a subgroup of individuals in ways that are
fair to them and to the rest of society.

Equity and fairness do not guarantee empowerment. Empowerment is a multifaceted concept.
As noted in Chapter 5, theoreticians distinguish “power over” from “power to” and “power
from.” Power over involves explicit or implicit dominance over others and events; power to
is seen as increased opportunities to act; power from implies ability to resist the power of
others.

From the perspective of school and classroom practice, the above overlapping concerns are
complicated by the fact that there are three involved parties in an intervention: the society,
the intervener(s), and those who are identified as clients/consumers/participants (e.g.,
students, families, schools, staff). Each is a stakeholder; each brings vested and often
conflicting interests to the enterprise; each party wants to be treated equitably, fairly, and in
ways that promote empowerment. The profound implications of all this require greater
attention, especially with an eye to stakeholder motivation, setting standards, and cost-benefit
analyses.

Concerns about Science-Based Interventions

School improvement requires trying new approaches. As a result, schools are continuously
introducing new projects, programs, and initiatives (e.g., to improve instruction; address
students' behavior, learning, and emotional problems; enhance safety; promote healthy
development). Because of the call for schools to use science-based practices, questions arise
such as: Is there evidence that a proposed new approach works in regular schools and at
scale? How good is the evidence? How well does the practice fit the school’s needs and
mission? Do benefits outweigh costs?
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However, another basic question often is not considered: Will what is proposed reduce or
increase inequities and disparities across the student population? With this ethical concern
in mind, cost-benefit analyses must include whether what is proposed will enhance equity of
opportunity for success at school and beyond not just for a few students but for the many who
are being left behind. Also from this perspective, concerns arise about what will be displaced.

Concerns about the Pressure to Use Evidence-Based Interventions

The demand that schools and other public agencies adopt practices that are evidence-based
is increasing.21  The policy has raised many questions for school stakeholders. 

 For example, at schools we hear: 
Is it unethical for the school and anyone at the school to use a practice that had 
not been well-researched? 

What if there is not an evidence-based approach for effectively addressing the 
many barriers to learning and teaching that confront schools?

Don't  efforts to improve schools often require transformative practices – many of 
which have not yet been subjected to well-designed studies?

With respect to complex problems such as dropout prevention, what if it is necessary to
bundle together interventions. Is it unethical for a district to pursue an unproven
approach in such instances?

As a result of the demand, terms such as "science-based" or "empirically- supported" are
assigned to almost any intervention identified as having research data generated in ways that
meet "scientific standards" and that demonstrate a level of efficacy deemed worthy of
application.

A somewhat higher standard is used for the subgroup of practices referred to as
evidence-based treatments. This designation usually is reserved for interventions tested in
more than one rigorous study (multiple case studies, randomized control trials) and
consistently found to be better than a placebo or no treatment.

An even higher standard involves data on effectiveness. This involves demonstrating that the
practice produces good outcomes under real world conditions and when replicated widely.

Currently, most evidence-based practices are discrete interventions designed to meet specified
needs. A few are complex sets of interventions intended to meet multifaceted needs, and these
usually are referred to as programs. Most are applied using a detailed guide or manual.

No one argues against using the best science available to improve professional expertise.
However, as evidence-based practices are increasingly emphasized in school improvement
policy, the concerns raised have a variety of ethical overtones.22 

Here are some examples:

(1) Limited efficacy research, little effectiveness research. Interventions proposed for
schools are mainly based on short-term studies, and these have not included samples
representing the range of students with whom the practice is to be used. From a school
perspective, until researchers demonstrate that a prototype is effective under real-world
conditions, it can only be considered a promising and not a proven practice. At this
time, the evidence base continues to consist almost entirely of efficacy studies with
little effectiveness research.23
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(2) Prematurely recommended and adopted practices. A constant concern is that schools 
will leap to implement practices with limited evidence and later find the practice not 
only ineffective, but also harmful. An example was the
"research-based" adoption by some schools of single-session psychological debriefing 
after a crisis with the intent of countering post- traumatic stress. Subsequent research 
pointed out that such debriefing "appears to be an ineffective intervention to reduce 
symptoms and prevent PTSD" 24 and can be harmful.25

(3) Overemphasis on pathology. The mandate for schools to use science-based practices in 
addressing student problems brings with it the risk of perpetuating the skewed emphasis 
on individual pathology found in most approaches to mental health in schools. It also 
contributes to the tendency to prematurely push practices developed under highly 
controlled laboratory conditions into widespread application.

(4) Undermining innovation. As the evidence-based movement gains momentum, an 
increasing concern is that certain interventions are officially prescribed and others are 
proscribed by policy makers and funders. This breeds fear that only those professionals 
who adhere to official lists are sanctioned and rewarded. More generally, there are 
concerns about the potential "tyranny" of evidence-based practices, and the possibility 
that an emphasis on such programs can inadvertently undermine rather than enhance 
school-wide reform efforts necessary for enhancing equity of opportunity for all 
students to succeed at school and beyond. There is virtually no research on whether 
evidence-based practices contribute to overall school effectiveness.

(5) Increasing inequity of opportunity. Schools must address the many, not just a few of the 
students in need. From a systemic and public policy perspective, introducing any new 
practice into an organization such as a school has to be justified not only in terms of its 
science-base, but also on how well it can advance the organization's mission. In the 
context of school improvement planning, then, each proposal requires cost-  benefit 
analyses that consider need, fit, and the nature and scope of potential outcomes. Just 
adding a practice because it is evidence-based may not meet a school's needs, especially 
with respect to addressing the wide range of students manifesting problems and 
enhancing equity of opportunity. Highly circumscribed practices tend to add little to 
school improvement; the same is true for practices that are unlikely to be widely 
implemented. Expending considerable resources on such practices can increase 
inequities and disparities.

One goal of improving the science -base for school practices is to identify broadly effective
and cost-efficient approaches that can be replicated in and benefit all schools. This goes
beyond adopting best practices, because best simply denotes that a practice is better than
whatever else is currently available and doesn't indicate that it is a good practice. How good
the practice is depends on complex analyses related to costs and benefits, including practical
and ethical considerations.

Implicit in the call for schools to use science-based practices is the notion that other practices
should be avoided. But, what should be done when school improvement requires trying an
innovation for which research has not yet been conducted (e.g., innovative approaches to
address educational, psychosocial, and mental health concerns; school-wide approaches;
comprehensive, multifaceted approaches)? The reality is that many innovative school
improvements must go beyond activity for which there is an evidence base. Moreover, some
proposed science-based practices should not be adopted because they will detract from and
may undermine efforts to make the type of systemic changes necessary for accomplishing
complex school improvements. This is especially so when it comes to transforming how
schools address inequities and disparities related to the many students manifesting learning,
behavior, and emotional problems.
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Clearly, School staff understand that ineffective practices should not be adopted and any in use
should be dropped. But they ask What should be done when there is a need and there is no
evidence-based approach? More broadly, what should be done when transformative
approaches to school improvement are needed? 

It is important to remember that intentional interventions are rationally based. An underlying
rationale consists not only of empirical research support, but of views derived from
philosophical (including ethical), theoretical, legal, and practical sources. School staff will find
that the ethical responsibility in such instances is mainly to analyze rationally such matters as
how well what is under discussion will:  

• replace an essential, but ineffective practice;
• fill a high priority gap in a school's efforts to meet its mission;
• integrate into school improvement efforts;
• promote healthy development, prevent problems, respond early after problem onset,

or treat chronic problems;
• help many students;
• integrate into a comprehensive continuum of interventions rather than become

another fragmented approach;
• be implemented in an effective and sustainable manner and can be replicated to scale.

A Note About Benefits vs. Costs

Those advocating for better approaches for addressing students’ problems always stress the
benefits of what they propose. However, such benefits usually are acquired at a cost – in
several senses of the term. The law of unintended consequences is omnipresent, and negative
consequences constantly plague best intentions. Negative effects encompass a wide range of
institutional and individual costs, such as wasted financial resources, system disruption, and
personal harm. Such effects tend not to be highlighted when evidence-based practices are
advocated.

Negative effects alone, of course, do not contraindicate practice. Concerns arise when costs
clearly outweigh benefits. The problem for schools is that data on effectiveness and negative
effects are sparse. This makes it extremely difficult to specify benefits and costs, let alone
determine net gains or losses. Thus, decisions about the relative balance between costs and
benefits usually involve weighing potential - but unproven - positive and negative effects.

For example, in labeling students, basic questions must be asked, such as: In this instance, is
the student really the appropriate focus for intervention or should the emphasis be on systemic
changes? Will the label lead to provision of an effective intervention? If so, will the benefits
justify the financial expenses to the school and family and the discomfort, stigmatization, and
other potential negative effects the student may experience upon being labeled and treated as
different from others?

The complexity of cost-benefit analyses is compounded by the realization that one must go
beyond consideration of outcomes for a particular person or organization. Persons from
subgroups whose backgrounds differ from the dominant culture provide a case in point. Such
individuals sometimes are classified and treated as deficient primarily because their actions
and performance differ markedly from those of the dominant culture. However unintentional,
student labeling and corrective intervention practices have colluded with biased attitudes and
discriminatory actions against nondominant subgroups in the society.

Over the years, court cases dealing with IQ testing and disproportionate special education
placements of minority populations have highlighted this concern. Some litigants argued that
minority populations are inappropriately served by most IQ tests and labeling. Court decisions
have stressed that intelligence testing should be "culture fair," including use of the individual's
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"home language," and that tests alone should not be the basis for classifying individuals. The
courts even restricted the use of tests because of the costs to persons from minority
backgrounds. Such cases highlight that a practice's benefits for an individual may be
outweighed by its costs to specific subgroups in the society. Of particular concern are
interventions that perpetuate racial injustice in the form of additional discrimination,
stigmatization, and restriction of educational and socioeconomic opportunities. Given that
harmful effects go beyond specific clients, cost-benefits for subgroups and multiple systems
also must be weighed.

An even broader ethical perspective warns that modern societies are manifesting an ever
increasing, distressing, and unnecessary overdependence on institutionalized intervention.
Some writers suggest that the negative effects of overrelying on professionals include
widespread mystification of the public and a general loss of people's ability to cope with their
own affairs.

These effects are illustrated by the unquestioning acceptance by large numbers of people of
diagnoses and related special interventions. Illich called this state of affairs "cultural
iatrogenesis."26 He argued that professionals must judge the ethics of their activities not only
in terms of consequences for specific individuals, subgroups, and institutions, but also with
respect to impact on the entire culture. This position, of course, further compounds the
complexity of determining whether costs outweigh benefits and goes well beyond what most
of us are ready to factor into our ethical analyses.

In sum, every intervention rationale reflects conclusions that the benefits of chosen processes
and intended outcomes outweigh costs. At the same time, even when benefits seem to
outweigh costs, decisions to intervene must not overemphasize this "utility" principle.
Consideration must also be given to ethics related to coercive interventions, ensuring fairness
(equity and justice), and balancing individual and societal rights and responsibilities.

Equitable and Sustainable System Change and Scale-Up: An Ethical Need

Efforts to make substantial, sustainable, and equitable improvements to address student
problems requires much more than implementing a few science-based demonstrations. The
complexity is especially evident in making comprehensive, innovative systemic changes to
improve how schools deal with factors interfering with learning and teaching. For example,
in our work, we stress that addressing such factors requires comprehensive systemic changes
– some focused on individuals and some on environmental systems, some focused on mental
health and some on physical health, education, and social services, some intended for the
short- term, but most implemented over extended periods of time.27

The history of public education is strewn with innovations that were not sustained or replicated
to scale. These frequent failures have undermined efforts to enhance equity of opportunity.
From both a practical and ethical perspective, new approaches generally need to match a
school district’s needs and mission and ability to develop and institutionalize the practice
equitably in all its schools.

Naturally, financial considerations play a role in failures to sustain and replicate, but a
widespread "project mentality" also is culpable. We continuously find that new practices,  –
some science-based, some not  – are introduced as special projects that usually distract school
staff from making transformative systemic changes. New initiatives usually are developed and
initially implemented as a pilot demonstration at one or more schools. This is particularly the
case when initiatives are specially funded projects. For schools involved in projects or piloting
new programs, a common tendency is for personnel to think about their work as a time- limited
demonstration. And, other school stakeholders also tend to perceive the work as temporary
(e.g., "It will end when the grant runs out.," or, "I've seen so many reforms come and go; this
too shall pass."). This mind set leads to the view that new activities will be fleeting, and it
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contributes to fragmented approaches and the marginalization of initiatives. It also works
against the type of systemic changes needed to sustain and expand major school
improvements.

Dilemmas that arise related to how a school responds to misbehavior have deep
roots. The ability to make good ethical decisions requires deepening understanding
about benefits vs. costs, distributive justice, coercive interventions, and individual vs.
societal rights and responsibilities.

Long-ago, Nicholas Hobbs (1975) cautioned: "Society defines what is exceptional or
deviant, and appropriate treatments are designed quite as much to protect society as
they are to help the child.... … 'To take care of them' can and should be read with two
meanings: to give children help and to exclude them from the community.'"28

William Frankena29 noted: The two besetting sins in our prevailing habits of ethical thinking
are our ready acquiescence in unclarity and our complacence in ignorance. This chapter
underscores the need to increase understanding of the many ethical concerns that arise related
to transforming student/learning supports. 

There are fundamental disagreements about what is in the best interest of our society and its
people. These have been fueled as the voices of marginalized subgroups have found political
platforms. The disagreements are seen in conflicts over curricula and instruction, ways to
enhance equity of opportunity, strategies for preventing and correcting problems, and so forth.

For most personnel who work with schools, there is a constant valuing of individual rights; at
the same time, it is recognized that such rights come with societal responsibilities. All school
stakeholders are confronted with the problem of moving beyond the ever-pressing desire to
pursue self-interests and join in the ongoing search for feasible ways to minimize harm at
school, enhance equity of opportunity for all students, and maximize good for society.

We have only highlighted some major examples of the controversies, concerns, and dilemmas
that confront those working in schools. Because there are no simple and straightforward
answers to the dilemmas, the controversies about the most ethical and effective ways to
improve schools remain a constant struggle in efforts to move forward.
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Concluding Comments

For the title of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) to be more than
aspirational, equity of opportunity for student and school success must be
enhanced. From this perspective we stress that equity of opportunity is
fundamental to enabling civil rights and that transforming student and learning
supports is fundamental to promoting whole child development, advancing social
justice, and enhancing learning and a positive school climate.

History tells us that formal education has never been equitable. And recent
reports indicate that progress in reducing the opportunity gap continues to be
disappointing. As Jeanie Oakes has lamented:   

Popular reforms over the past three and a half decades have done
little to close opportunity and achievement gaps, and some reforms
actually increase those gaps.*

This monograph suggests that a significant step forward in enhancing equity of
opportunity can be made by moving school improvement policy and practice from
a two- to a three-component framework. 

Such a move would be a strong demonstration of a society’s
commitment to equity, fairness, and justice for all. 

However, a commitment to ensuring equity, fairness, and justice cannot be
approached simplistically. Sustainable school improvements must account for the
reality that learning and teaching are complex, collaborative, dynamic, nonlinear
processes. And improvements must account for all students who are not doing well
at school.

The current trend in improving student/learning supports involves
tinkering in ways that result in changes that haven’t made a dent in
reducing the opportunity and achievement gaps. 

From our perspective, school improvement starts with a design for personalizing
instruction (i.e., teaching that accounts for a wide range of individual differences in
capability and motivation and life circumstances). But, school improvement efforts
can’t stop there. Learners experiencing problems require additional and sometimes
specialized assistance. And schools need to have the capability to play a role in
preventing learning, behavior, and emotional problems. For all this to happen, our
research on how schools address barriers to learning and teaching points to the need
for transforming student/learning supports.
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In sharing our journey of lessons learned in pursuing an R&D agenda for
transforming student/learning supports, this monograph has emphasized:  

• the need for extensive improvements in how schools address barriers to
learning and teaching and reengage disconnected students and families  

• a set of additional lens for understanding what needs attention
• transforming student/learning supports by expanding school improvement

policy from a two- to a three-component framework, with the third component
focused on addressing barriers to learning and teaching and pursued as primary
and essential

• operationalizing the third component into a unified, comprehensive, and
equitable system of student/learning supports 

>The prototype provided illustrates that such a system encompasses a full
continuum of interventions and six domains of learning supports. The aim is to
promote positive development, prevent problems, and accommodate and
assist with the various learning, behavior, and emotional problems
encountered in classrooms and schoolwide each day. 

>The prototype also emphasizes school, community, and home collaboration
designed to weave together resources with the intent of addressing mutual
concerns.

With respect to implementing the desired improvements, we shared ways to 
• reworking operational infrastructures for initial and ongoing implementation   
• developing mechanisms for large-scale replication and sustainability
• expanding evaluation and accountability to support the school improvements

we are pursuing.

Based on our efforts related to transforming student and learning supports and having
drawn on the school improvement and implementation literature, we also revisited
our early analyses of intervention as a foundational phenomenon and proposed that:

• System improvements and their implementation are all about intervention.  
• Improvement and implementation sciences are intertwined intervention

concerns.

Finally, we offered a discussion of controversies and ethical considerations raised by
interventions at schools. 

We know that major systemic changes are difficult to accomplish. 
But we also know that not meeting the challenge will
maintain an unsatisfactory status quo.

The world around us is changing at an exponential rate, and so must the way schools
approach behavior, learning, and emotional problems. As stakeholders revisit and articulate
plans for school improvement, they need to reflect on and discuss how to move forward in
ways that both improve instruction and student/learning supports.   

Now is the time to move forward in ensuring that all youngsters have an equal
opportunity to succeed at school and to achieve productive and healthy lives. This
is consistent with schools serving the common good and ensuring individual rights.

 To paraphrase Goethe: Not moving forward is a step backward.

*Jeannie Oakes (2018), Public scholarship: Education research for a diverse democracy. Educational
Researcher, 47, 91-104.
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Links to the following Resources  

  Addressing Barriers to Learning and Teaching: In the Classroom and Schoolwide     
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/barriersbook.pdf

  Improving School Improvement      
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/improve.pdf

  Embedding Mental Health as Schools Change    
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/mh20a.pdf

  A Brief Guide for Moving in New Directions    
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/briefguide.pdf

If you don't care where you're going, it doesn't matter which way you go.
    Anonymous

Or, in the words of Yogi Berra: 

You have to be very careful when you don't know 
where you are going or you might never get there.
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https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/barriersbook.pdf
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/improve.pdf
https://smhp.psych.ucla.edu/pdfdocs/mh20a.pdf
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