
EV E RY METRO P O L I TA N a rea has at least one widely
known school that has been able to demonstrate, year

after year, extraordinary student performance.When these
schools serve poor and minority children, they are often
held up as examples of what all schools could ach i eve
with at-risk children.

On further examination,these exemplary schools some-
times turn out to be less than extraordinary because they
operate under conditions that other schools cannot emu-
l a t e . Some are magnet schools that can select their stu-
dents (and reject those who are difficult to teach). Some
h ave high levels of funding or other special circ u m-
stances.Yet it is not unusual to find schools with none of
these special circumstances that are nevertheless produc-
ing outstanding student success.

Exemplary schools that operate without the extras play
an important role in broader school reform because they
demonstrate that all children can learn.When the late Ron
Edmonds made his famous claim that “ w h e rever and
whenever we choose [we can] successfully teach all chil-
dren...,”1 he was saying that the existence of even a hand-
ful of exemplary schools serving poor and minority chil-
d ren demonstrates beyond any doubt that the fault is in
our education system, not in our children.

The problem, however, with exemplary schools is that

we have not known how to replicate them. So they have
provided visions of what can be done but not models of
h ow to ach i eve excellence in the thousands of sch o o l s
that need improvement. Often, an exemplary school will
be just down the street from a school serving the same
neighborhood that is producing results that are far fro m
exemplary. Even the exemplary schools themselves don’t
remain consistent over time; ch a n ges in pri n c i p a l s , key
staff, district policies, funding, or even just the passage of
time may undermine a school that once gave poor, minor-
ity children an education equal to the best.

What practices create a successful school? And eve n
h a rd e r, if we isolate these pra c t i c e s , h ow can we make
s u re they become commonplace? Though re p l i c ability is
not the same thing as ex c e l l e n c e , the question of how to
disseminate existing pro gra m s , in part i c u l a r, has con-
sumed re s e a rch e rs and re fo rm e rs for decades.Yet fi n a l ly, a
c o n fluence of developments in re s e a rch and in policy has
p roduced a bre a k t h rough that allows us to replicate pro-
grams in thousands of sch o o l s .

Replicable Reform Designs
What has happened is that a number of organizations,

m o s t ly unive rs i t i e s , h ave deve l o p e d , eva l u a t e d , a n d
learned how to disseminate programs capable of translat-
ing best practices into replicable individual programs and
re p l i c able sch o o lwide re fo rm designs2. These pro gra m s
vary widely in their particulars,but all are built around the
idea that externally developed programs,with appropriate
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adaptations to local circumstances,can be disseminated to
hundreds or thousands of schools.Our own program,Suc-
cess for A l l , is in more than 1,100 schools in fo rt y - fo u r
states (and five foreign countries). Henry Levin’s Acceler-
ated Schools model is also in more than a thousand
schools. James Comer’s School Development program is in
about six hundre d , as is a pro gram called High Sch o o l s
That Work. Schoolwide programs based on Direct Instruc-
tion reading and mathematics programs are used in more
than a hundred sch o o l s . C o re Know l e d ge is ra p i d ly ex-
panding in hundreds of schools.A set of eight comprehen-
s i ve pro grams funded by the nonpro fit New A m e ri c a n
S chools Development Corporation (NASDC) is used in
several hundred schools. In addition, there are dozens of
replicable programs in every subject and for every grade
l eve l , as well as re p l i c able pro grams for dropout preve n-
tion, tutoring, and so on.

Some of these pro grams are care f u l ly stru c t u re d , w i t h
specific student materials, teachers’ manuals, training pro-
cedures, and other elements,while others provide power-
ful ideas and connections with other innova t i ve sch o o l s
but expect teachers and other educators to create all the
cl a s s room stra t e gies and materials for themselve s . S o m e
are extensively researched and have undergone independ-
ent eva l u a t i o n s , while others can only point to a few
schools (perhaps out of many) that have made substantial
gains in a given year, and some lack even this type of evi-
d e n c e . Yet what all of these pro grams share is that they
were designed from the outset to be replicated.

One of the most important fa c t o rs in the successful
replication of a reform design is the process by which a
school adopts one of these designs.The selection must be
based on a voluntary choice made by the professionals in
the school. Our own programs require an informed vote
by secret ballot and a supermajority of at least 80 percent
of a school’s teachers,and we do everything in our power
to see that the vote is free and uncoerced.We try to make
s u re that teach e rs have visited other Success for A l l
s ch o o l s , had access to written materials and videotapes,
and had opportunities to question pro gram re p re s e n t a-
tives before they make this important decision.Most other
programs use similar procedures.

This buy-in process ensures that the overwhelming ma-
jority of educators who will actually carry out the reform
had a decisive role in selecting it and are therefore com-
mitted to high-quality, thoughtful implementation. A d m i t-
t e d ly, gi ven the pre s s u res on schools to do something
about student achievement right away, it can be difficult
to make sure that teachers have the chance for an unco-
e rced ch o i c e . It is nonetheless essential. In our own re-
search, we have found that poor implementation can usu-
a l ly be traced to a hasty, p o o r ly info rmed or pre s s u re d
choice that failed to secure the commitment of the school
staff to put their hearts and minds behind making the pro-
gram work.3

However, this is not to underplay the importance of the
implementation process in replicating a reform design. A
Success for All implementation involves training teachers
so that they fully understand both the ideas behind the
design and the specific procedures and practices they will
be following and adapting for use in the classroom. It in-
vo l ves coaching and being coached and constant assess-

ment of students to see if they are moving ahead or falling
behind.And it involves learning how to use parents as an
i m p o rtant re s o u rc e . The netwo rk of Success for A l l
s ch o o l s , a continuing re s o u rce for all part i c i p a t i n g
s ch o o l s , can play an especially important role when a
school is implementing the program.The network allows
those involved to share ideas and strategies with people in
other schools and wo rk through pro blems they are hav-
i n g . U l t i m a t e ly, the netwo rk also helps build a common
language and norms of professionalism and collaboration.

D i s c rediting the Rand 
‘Change Agent’ Study

The existence and widespread dissemination of com-
prehensive programs have discredited once and for all the
i n fluential Rand “ ch a n ge age n t ” s t u dy of the 1970s.4 T h e
ch a n ge agent study concluded that lasting and effe c t i ve
s chool re fo rm could only take place if the part i c i p a n t s
t h e m s e l ves designed and carried out their own innova-
tions. Based in part on this study, school reformers often
came to believe that even we l l - d eve l o p e d , we l l - d e s i g n e d
school change models could never work, could never be
maintained, and could never be replicated. People in each
school had to try to reinvent the wheel—and hope they
were not proceeding on a faulty premise.

The belief that re fo rm has to take place school by
s chool and cannot be promoted by ex t e rnal age n c i e s
led to despair of ever ach i eving widespread re fo rm ,a n d
this was a major reason for the embrace at the policy
l evel of “ s y s t e m i c ” re fo rm s . Systemic re fo rms concen-
t rated instead on district and statewide and even na-
tional re fo rms such as ch a n ges in assessment, a c c o u n t a-
b i l i t y, s t a n d a rd s , gove rn a n c e , the introduction of ch a r-
t e rs or pri vatization or other innovations that did not di-
re c t ly ch a n ge cl a s s room pra c t i c e . The theory was that
o n ly re fo rms like these we re like ly to make a diffe re n c e
on a substantial scale; and systemic re fo rms did bri n g
about some important ch a n ge s . S t a n d a rds and accounta-
b i l i t y, for ex a m p l e , h ave made us look anew at what stu-
dents can be expected to ach i eve and how we can
m e a s u re their ach i eve m e n t . And they have been essen-
tial in motivating the search for effe c t i ve pro grams and
giving schools fe e d b a ck on the results of their new pro-
gra m s .

However, recent research confirms what common sense
also tells us.Systemic changes mandated from Washington
or from state capitals do not have a sufficiently powerful
e ffect on student ach i evement unless they are coupled
with re fo rms that dire c t ly target cl a s s room pra c t i c e s . I n
addition to knowing what their students should be learn-
ing—and whether they are meeting external standards—
t e a ch e rs also need effe c t i ve , we l l - t e s t e d , and re p l i c abl e
classroom techniques to help them guide their students’
l e a rn i n g . R e p l i c able re fo rm models that are selected by
educators and provide materials and support for teachers
who put the programs into practice can be used in thou-
sands of sch o o l s , and they offer a promising antidote to
top-down policies.

The advantages of having well-worked-out programs to
adopt or adapt, rather than having every teacher or school
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try to reinvent the wheel,are many. First,a program devel-
oper has far more time and re s o u rces to try out many
draft prototypes,get feedback from many teachers,see the
e ffects on many diffe rent types of ch i l d re n , and continu-
ally revise the program until it is practical and effective.In
addition to sound materials,program developers can work
out assessments and training pro c e d u re s . A widely used
program is also likely to have videotapes demonstrating ef-
fective practices and a network of implementing schools
that gi ves teach e rs opportunities to share ideas, a d a p t a-
tions, supplementary materials, and so on. Program devel-
o p e rs have the time and re s o u rces to fo l l ow deve l o p-
ments in research,adapt to changes in standards,and keep
up with the latest trends in curriculum.They are able to
evaluate their pro gram (though, u n fo rt u n a t e ly, not all do
s o ) . This is not to say that teach e rs cannot create their
own effective innovations—far from it.Yet the great major-
ity of teachers prefer to innovate beginning from a solid
base of materials and methods, rather than starting fro m
scratch. Given the enormous job teachers have to do just
to teach every day, it is unrealistic and unwise to expect
them to invent everything they use.

The rationale behind the Rand change agent study, still
believed by many educators and academics, is that teach-
ers will not implement an externally developed program
because they themselves were not involved in creating it.
This is half true; if external reforms are forced on teach-
ers,they may, in fact, resist or engage in only token or sur-
face compliance. However, if teachers have taken part in
identifying a program that is appropriate and practical for
their school, and if they have been involved in modifying
the program to fit their needs,they are likely to feel own-
ership and commitment.It is the buy-in process used with
most current reform models that makes the change agent
s t u dy wro n g . It is not necessary for teach e rs to invent a
program in order for them to be fully committed to mak-
ing it a success; it is necessary that they have unfettered
choice.

The insistence that each teacher develop his or her
own teaching tools, techniques, and even curriculum ma-
terials is unique to the education profession.What physi-
cian would ignore the research, pass up the array of avail-
able medications, and make up his or her own concoc-
tions? What fa rmer would try to develop new seeds or
better tra c t o rs just for use on his or her own fa rm? In
every successful part of our economy, professionals select
and intelligently apply well-developed tools rather than in-
venting new ones ex cl u s i ve ly for their own use. W hy
should education be different? Can it afford to be?

C o m p rehensive School Reform 
Demonstration (CSRD)

Recently, the U.S. Congress passed an important bill to
s u p p o rt the adoption of compre h e n s i ve re fo rm designs,
ones that affect all aspects of school functioning.The 1997
Education Ap p ro p riations bill crafted by Congre s s m e n
David Obey and John Porter allocated a total of $145 mil-
lion,most of which is to provide grants of at least $50,000
per year for up to three ye a rs to schools proposing to
adopt comprehensive reform designs.This Comprehensive

School Reform Demonstration (CSRD) program, now just
getting under way, will help schools pay for the start - u p
costs of adopting pro grams that affect all aspects of
s chool function. E a ch state is establishing its own guide-
lines and review procedures,but most will focus the avail-
able money on re l a t i ve ly high-pove rt y, l ow - a ch i ev i n g
schools.

For the first time,CSRD puts serious money behind sup-
porting programs that can be replicated.If it lives up to its
p o t e n t i a l , it could be ex t re m e ly important in disseminat-
ing proven programs.However, there is a serious problem
with CSRD. As it is curre n t ly wri t t e n , the legislation sets
relatively low standards of research evidence for the pro-
grams it now funds.It is not hard to understand why. Until
n ow, t h e re has been no demand that pro grams back up
their claims of effe c t i veness with re s e a rch . So there are
too few programs with solid evidence of success to serve
the more than two thousand schools likely to be funded
in the fi rst round (1998-99). H oweve r, if CSRD funding
c o n t i nu e s , t h e re is a good chance that evaluation stan-
dards will become more stringent.

As more programs are developed in response to the de-
mand, developers are likely to find that,if they can estab-
lish their programs’ effectiveness, they will be more com-
petitive.If that happens,schools will have what is now sel-
dom available to them: rigorous program evaluations that
compare the achievement gains of schools using a particu-
lar design with matched control schools.This,in turn,will
provide an impetus for independent evaluations,including
studies carried out by states and large districts.If this sup-
ply-and-demand process works as it should,the result will
be better and better pro grams that have to meet eve r -
higher standards of effectiveness and replicability.

It is not cert a i n , of cours e , that CSRD will succeed.Wi t h-
out careful attention to the quality of implementation of the
p ro grams adopted and without a toughening over time of
the standards used to determine that pro grams are instru c-
t i o n a l ly effe c t i ve ,CSRD could become just one more fe d e ra l
p ro gram shoveling money into the schools with little re s u l t .
L aw m a ke rs should be eage r, long befo re that happens, to in-
sist on more ri go rous standard s . I n d e e d , if the process of
toughening standards takes too long, the pro gram could
also be dange ro u s ly we a ke n e d .Yet there is an exciting po-
tential for fundamental ch a n ge if states, d i s t ri c t s , a n d
s chools understand the need for demanding proven pro-
grams—and the danger of taking promotional bro ch u res at
face value—and if they use the CSRD process as a means of
setting high standards for educational innova t i o n .

If the Compre h e n s i ve School Refo rm Demonstra t i o n
p ro gram does succeed, it could be the model for eve n
m o re fa r - re a ching ch a n ge . In 1999, Title I will be up fo r
reauthorization.At $8 billion,Title I is by far the largest re-
s o u rce for ch a n ge in high-pove rty sch o o l s . H i s t o ri c a l ly,
Title I was used for remedial services, but increasingly it
has been used to enable schools to adopt programs that
affect the entire school.Again,if CSRD develops the rigor-
ous standards for program adoption that it needs, the ef-
fect on ach i evement in Title I schools could be momen-
tous.

The Memphis City school system is like ly to be a test
ground for whole-school reform.Beginning in 1995,Mem-
phis implemented a variety of New American Schools pro-
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grams,plus two others.Additional schools will participate
e a ch year until all the schools have chosen a new pro-
gra m . An independent evaluation of ach i evement out-
comes on the Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment Pro-
gram (TCAP) found that, a c ross the board , e l e m e n t a ry
s chools in Memphis implementing compre h e n s i ve de-
signs ex p e rienced substantially greater gains than a
matched control group, than other Memphis schools, and
than Tennessee schools ge n e ra l ly.5 We will have to awa i t
further evaluations to assess the relative success and last-
ing impact of the various models. However, the results of
dozens of studies of individual programs that we already
h ave gi ve us a picture of what the Memphis results are
l i ke ly to be. These studies demonstrate the potential of
comprehensive reform designs that have a solid research
base to substantially improve student achievement.In gen-
eral,the programs that produce the largest and most con-
sistent learning gains are those that are most completely
worked out.6 These are programs that are more than just
good ideas. I n s t e a d , t h ey incorporate materi a l s , a s s e s s-
m e n t s , t e a ching manu a l s , t raining pro c e d u re s , and other
re s o u rces and supports to facilitate high-quality imple-
mentation.

Bringing Education into the
Twentieth Century

At the dawn of the 21st century, it’s time that education
re fo rm enters the 20th. In tech n o l o gy, m e d i c i n e , agri c u l-
t u re , e n gi n e e ri n g , and other fi e l d s , a process of deve l o p-
ment, evaluation, and dissemination continually improves
p roducts and tech n i q u e s . P ro fessionals make ch o i c e s
among a variety of proven, effective materials and strate-
gies, and then apply them as appropriate to various situa-
tions. In contrast, education reform goes from fad to fad,
with little attention to ri go rous ev i d e n c e . This mu s t
change if education reform is to make substantial progress
over time.The development and dissemination of whole-
s chool re fo rm pro gra m s , the passage of the Compre h e n-
s i ve School Refo rm Demonstra t i o n , and other deve l o p-
ments bring us an important step closer to reform based
on evidence rather than fashion. We’re moving beyond is-
lands of excellence and beginning to learn how to make
what is now ex t ra o rd i n a ry the norm . Our ch i l d ren de-
serve no less.

The message of this article is one of hope and urgency.
S chools can do a mu ch better job of educating all stu-
dents, especially low-income and minority students, using
methods and materials that are readily available.There are
approaches that are effective and appropriate for a wide
va riety of objective s . The existence of these appro a ch e s
d e m o n s t rates that the low ach i evement of so many stu-
dents placed at risk is not inevitable.We need not wait for
social or political transformation to dramatically improve
educational outcomes for students at risk of school fa i l-
u re . If we we re to use what we know now about pro-
grams that work, we could make an enormous difference
in the lives of all our children. l
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