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Introduction
The Consortium on Chicago School Research (CCSR) at the University of Chicago 
was founded in 1990, two years after the passage of the Chicago School Reform Act 
that decentralized governance of the city’s public schools. Since then, CCSR has 
distinguished itself as a unique organization, conducting research of high technical 
quality that is accessible to practitioners and policy makers and that is used broadly 
by the school reform community. Most importantly, CCSR is viewed as making im-
portant contributions to school reform, both through the findings and implications 
of specific research studies and more broadly by improving the capacity of the district 
to use data, build effective strategies, and evaluate progress.

In this report, we argue that CCSR’s focus on building capacity for school reform 
both sets CCSR’s role apart from traditional approaches researchers have used to influ-
ence policy and practice and also represents a new model for conducting policy-relevant 
research. We begin with a brief background of CCSR. We then describe how a focus 
on capacity building has been institutionalized in a specific set of organizational ar-
rangements that allow us to establish coherence across studies, seek broad stakeholder 
engagement, and make findings accessible. The report characterizes four traditional 
models that have guided how researchers seek to inform policy development and prac-
tice; we then discuss how CCSR’s approach differs. We argue that these traditional 
roles often fall short in one important area—building the capacity of educators and 
policy makers. We argue further that developing new roles for research is increasingly 
important in new policy environments that depend significantly on the capacity of 
teachers and principals to not only respond to incentives and accountability but also 
to manage decentralized decision making and school improvement efforts. 

As an organization, CCSR’s approach to the role research plays in policy develop-
ment emerged over time as researchers responded to the needs created by educational 
policy shifts; ultimately, we argue, this approach offers a new model. We characterize 
this new model as one of focusing on building capacity through supporting the search 
for solutions.1 To illustrate, we present a case study of CCSR’s work on the transition 
to high school. We then formalize the lessons learned and how we conceptualize the 
role of research in supporting school reform in new policy environments. This is the 
theory of action that drives our research agenda. It guides how we conduct research 
and how we build knowledge and coherence across a variety of studies.

Background of the Consortium on Chicago School Research
CCSR began in the wake of Chicago’s decentralization reforms. The Chicago School 
Reform Act of 1988 devolved substantial resources and authority to local schools. The 
law established elected local school councils, giving each council the authority to hire 
and fire its principal and set its own budget and school improvement plans. Principals 
gained the authority to hire their own teachers, rather than having to accept teachers 
assigned by the central office. With greater autonomy came substantial discretionary 
funding through the redirection of Chapter 1 monies to local schools. At that time, the 
central office was viewed as a bloated, inefficient, and often inept bureaucracy that was 
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at odds with school reform (Bryk, Sebring, Kerbow, Rollow, and Easton, 1998). Given 
the magnitude of this experiment, the advocates of reform—largely the foundation 
community and local reform organizations—believed it was important to establish 
an independent organization that would be charged with conducting independent, 
objective evaluations of the progress of reform and engaging in research that would 
assist local schools in developing their own strategies. Because universities seemed 
like natural partners in this effort, the Chicago Public Schools (CPS) invited local 
universities to become involved in evaluating the new decentralization. 

The 1988 School Reform Act began the first of three significant reform periods 
in Chicago. In 1995, in response to fiscal crises and union strife, the state legislature 
again intervened and turned over CPS control to the mayor. This act gave the mayor 
authority to appoint a new Board of Trustees and to appoint a Chief Executive Officer 
to replace the Superintendent (Bryk, 2003; Hess 1999, 2002). The first CEO, Paul 
Vallas, brought in fiscal talent, established union peace, and initiated substantial 
investments in capital improvements. Most importantly, the new CEO and Board of 
Education again put Chicago on the national map when they adopted high-stakes  
accountability as the centerpiece of the educational improvement strategy, which 
ended social promotion in third, sixth, and eighth grades. 

Since 2001, after a change in leadership (both the CEO and the Board of Education), 
a new administration has initiated yet a third wave of reform. This reform has brought 
a strong focus to teaching and learning, building capacity in the school system by 
reforming teacher recruitment, hiring, and professional development. This new ad-
ministration has focused specific attention on high schools and has instituted a more 
decentralized strategy to support innovation through creating new schools, allowing 
schools to opt into specific reform strategies, and promoting more choice for students 
and parents. 

The fact that CCSR was created during a time of decentralization significantly 
shaped the development of our organization. First, in the absence of a strong central 
district, the primary audiences for research findings were critical actors in reform: 
new principals, foundations and other organizations supporting change, and the 
broader civic community. Second, this expanded audience generated a new focus for 
research: research must speak to the central problem the practitioners and broader 
community were grappling with—what would it mean to judge the effectiveness of 
school improvement and create effective schools? 

This new role—to provide a research-based framework (but not a blueprint) for improvement, to provide critical 

measures of performance and feedback mechanisms to individual schools, and for researchers to engage in the  

core questions of what it will take to improve performance—has had a significant impact in shaping the work of 

CCSR and the role of research in the city.
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In this context, the challenge for research was to find ways to inform the question 
about how to judge school improvement by bringing evidence to bear on the problem 
and providing critical frameworks for understanding the task. Working closely with 
other research and reform organizations and the school district, CCSR developed a 
conceptual framework for organizing its research. The Essential Supports for School 
Improvement (Sebring, Allensworth, Bryk, Easton, and Luppescu, 2006) eventually 
became a centerpiece of local school improvement planning guides. Starting in the 
early 1990s, CCSR began to survey principals, teachers, and students to measure each 
school’s status on each of those five essential supports and to guide improvement by 
giving specific feedback on those measures. Surveys have become a core component 
of CCSR’s work; every two years, CCSR surveys principals, teachers, and students in 
grades six through twelve. Each school that participates in a CCSR survey receives 
an individual school report that compares its performance to similar schools on these 
essential supports, allowing them to track progress over time. This new role—to pro-
vide a research-based framework (but not a blueprint) for improvement, to provide 
critical measures of performance and feedback mechanisms to individual schools, 
and for researchers to engage in the core questions of what it will take to improve 
performance—has had a significant impact in shaping the work of CCSR and the 
role of research in the city. CCSR researchers do not just comprise an independent 
group that does studies on schools and occasionally announces findings. Rather, our 
studies and products (e.g., individual school reports) are resources that practitioners 
use to manage their own improvement efforts.

Over time, CCSR has evolved into a more complex organization. We conduct 
topic-specific studies on problems, such as student mobility or new teacher induction. 
We engage in evaluation of district-level initiatives, such as new small high schools or 
the effects of ending social promotion. We support a range of research studies with 
diverse methodologies. But key to the success of CCSR has been a consistent focus 
on these initial themes: (1) research must be closely connected over time to the core 
problems facing practitioners and decision makers; (2) making an impact means re-
searchers must pay careful attention to the process by which people learn, assimilate 
new information and ideas, internalize that information, and connect it to their own 
problems of practice; and (3) building capacity requires that the role of the researcher 
must shift from outside expert to interactive participant in building knowledge of 
what matters for students’ success. In the remainder of the next section, we discuss 
how these critical themes are reflected in how we conduct research and disseminate 
findings and how we view the role of research in informing policy and practice. 

What Does it Mean to Conduct Research to Build Capacity?  
The Organizational Arrangements of CCSR
The three themes discussed above are manifest in five critical commitments that 
guide how CCSR organizes research and communicates the results of research: (1) 
developing an extensive data archive on CPS, (2) extensive stakeholder engagement 
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and strong ongoing relationships with the district, (3) conducting scientifically  
rigorous research while making findings broadly accessible, (4) building knowledge 
of core problems across time and across studies, and (5) an extensive outreach of 
providing information to the public. 

Developing an Extensive Data Archive on CPS to Support the Study of Reform in a 
Single District
One of the central and most distinctive activities of CCSR is that we seek to build 
capacity for research by maintaining an extensive data archive on CPS. Based on 
an ongoing data-sharing agreement with CPS, CCSR has constructed the most  
encompassing longitudinal data archive on a city’s public system in the country. The 
database contains complete administrative records on all students for every semester 
since 1991, course transcripts of all high school students since 1992, and elementary 
and high school achievement test scores of all students since 1987. CCSR also col-
lects personnel files and, more recently, has added data from the National Student 
Clearinghouse (NSC) on the college enrollment and college diploma attainment of 
CPS graduates, beginning with the graduating class of 1998.

CCSR’s ongoing surveys supplement administrative data with more detailed infor-
mation collected from students, teachers, and principals. We first surveyed elementary 
school teachers in 1991, we included principals in 1992, and we added upper grade 
students and teachers in 1994. Since 1997, we have maintained a biannual cycle of 
collecting survey responses from students, teachers, and principals about their school 
experiences, behaviors, practices, and assessment of school and classroom environ-
ments. Surveys also collect additional student background data unavailable elsewhere, 
including home language and parent education. CCSR also supplements administra-
tive data with U.S. Census data that provides additional background information and 
the context of schools and communities. We have linked each student’s home address 
and each school’s address to census block characteristics and to neighborhood crime 
statistics provided by the Chicago Police Department. These data are all linked by 
student- and school-specific identification numbers. 

We cannot emphasize enough how this compilation and maintenance of the data 
archive sets CCSR’s work apart from traditional research models and, as a result, how 
it contributes to our impact. In more typical research, an organization or person gets 
funded to study a problem. The data for that study is collected (e.g., the researcher 
develops a survey and convinces a set of schools to administer it). The researcher 
obtains data and conducts the study. The analytic and technical knowledge gained 
from those activities is then owned by the researcher. Other researchers can try to 
reproduce the findings by mounting a similar study or, if studying a different problem, 
can begin anew in trying to obtain data and dealing with the complicated problems 
of cleaning messy school data sets.

This still happens in the Chicago. Every year, we hear of independent surveys 
administered to schools by researchers studying, for example, after-school programs, 
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youth development, or teacher practice. And every year, CCSR fills data requests  
(with CPS approval) for researchers from other universities who are engaged in  
independent studies. Administrators seldom hear about the results; only rarely do the 
results end up shaping future work in a school. Researchers collecting data make well-
intentioned promises to feed back their results, but that rarely happens because there is 
no formal process to follow. Another serious problem with these disconnected studies is 
that other researchers cannot pick up the development of earlier work and build on it. 

Maintaining the data archive provides a solution to many of the problems outlined 
above. It increases the analytic capacity of researchers to study a wide range of issues 
and respond to new demands. It promotes coherence across research studies and 
agendas. And, it builds accountability for researchers. The core purpose of the data 
archive is to facilitate research and ultimately build the analytic capacity of the city 
to be able to address multiple research questions and bring data and analysis to the 
problems of school reform. It allows researchers to draw on a generous and expansive 
set of data, providing wide flexibility to address new questions and expand the potential 
complexity of the analyses. This stands in stark contrast to the traditional approach 
of mounting independent studies; even if researchers share their work, the data an 
individual researcher collects are designed to address only a particular problem and 
often do not generalize to new problems.

In this way, CCSR plays the role that the U.S. Department of Education has played 
in increasing the capacity of researchers by investing in large longitudinal studies. The 
difference is that, because our work is ongoing within one district, our researchers 
are able to respond to emerging questions and policy shifts and to do so in rigorous 
ways. For example, when CCSR was established, no one in the reform community 
would have predicted that within five years the district would engage in a large-scale 
initiative to end social promotion. Researchers in other districts, who have faced 
similar dramatic shifts in policy, often must mount expensive studies from scratch 
and are limited in the ability to understand changes in performance without extensive 
pre-reform information. Yet our extensive data archive meant that, within one year 
of the policy implementation, researchers could quickly track changes in retention 
rates and student test score performance. Longitudinal surveys meant that we could 
make comparisons (e.g., teacher practices and students’ reports of their experiences in 
school) pre- and post-reform. The availability of these data enabled one of the most 
extensive studies to date of the effect of ending social promotion. 

The data archive also means that CCSR has become a resource for non-researchers 
to access reliable information. CCSR regularly receives requests from reporters,  
external evaluators, and smaller independent organizations for assistance in evaluating 
their own programs. Often this goes beyond simple data requests. CCSR analysts play 
an important role in helping other researchers, reporters, and program administra-
tors unfamiliar with large data sets talk through their questions about, for example, 
the data they need and how to interpret results. Thus, CCSR becomes a technical  
resource for a wide range of institutions throughout the city that would be unavailable 
if researchers were acting independently.
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A second important function of the data archive is that it allows CCSR to build 
coherence across research studies and institutionalize research findings into ongoing 
indicators. For example, CCSR’s founder, Tony Bryk, has worked with colleagues to 
develop several survey measures to tap into their framework of relational trust in schools 
(Bryk and Schneider, 2002; Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu, and Easton, in 
press). Since the measures are predictive of student achievement and improvements 
in student achievement, they now live on as core survey indicators. Individual school 
survey reports benchmark teachers’ and principals’ reports of trust in their school 
against comparable schools in the district. Subsequently, these measures of relational 
trust have been used by CCSR researchers, who are investigating such different initia-
tives as small schools. As more studies rely on validated measures, the research base 
becomes cumulative. Thus, each study builds on the previous one even if topics are 
different. The result is that core indicators contribute to the capacity of researchers, 
educators, and the district, allowing them to link across studies and create common 
dialogue across reforms. 

Finally, the data archive is a mechanism that promotes broad cooperation and mutual 
trust between CCSR and CPS. CCSR researchers need to maintain and expand the 
data system and ensure schools’ participation in surveys so they have a strong incentive 
to be responsive to schools and the district. Similarly, the central administration and 
the schools that obtain evidence and feedback see the value of the archive, the studies 
it supports, and the technical expertise of CCSR to address unanticipated questions. 
Thus, they are willing to continue to provide data and support survey administrations. 
It is rare to find such mutually reinforcing relationships with reciprocal accountability 
among individual researchers, schools, and districts. 

Extensive Stakeholder Engagement and Strong Ongoing Relationships with the District
Visitors to CCSR often ask: How do we keep the district happy and maintain relation-
ships with key stakeholders when the news is often bad? This is no easy task. However, 
we have learned that policy makers and the members of the education community can 
take bad news if they firmly believe that the research is intended to provide critical direc-
tion to reform efforts and constructive feedback—rather than argue a particular, perhaps  
ideological, point of view. More generally, all parties must share a strong foundation of  
trust. Engaging stakeholders in the design of the research, regularly communicating 
findings to the district and the larger reform community, and asking for input from 
stakeholders in the interpretation of findings is critical in building this trust. Our found-
ers were strongly influenced by the central tenet of stakeholder evaluation: that seeking 
the input of many voices will enhance both the quality and impact of research. 

CCSR institutionalizes stakeholder consultation through its Steering Committee. We 
are formally governed by an administrative oversight committee and managed by an ex-
ecutive director and co-directors who lead major research projects. Although not directly 
involved in either governance or management, the Steering Committee, which meets 
six or seven times each school year for two hours, plays a unique and critical advisory 
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role. It is a deliberately multi-partisan and diverse group designed to represent various 
school reform voices, opinions, and experiences. The Steering Committee is currently 
made up of 23 members, who represent two distinct classes: institutional members and 
individual members. Foundation representatives are ex-officio members.

Institutional members (e.g., CPS, Illinois State Board of Education, Chicago Principals 
and Administrators Association, and Chicago Teachers Union) appoint representatives. 
Three CPS members traditionally represent the Chief Executive Officer, President of  
the Board of Education, and Chief Officer for Research Evaluation and Accountability. 
All other institutional members have one representative on the Steering Committee.

Individual members include researchers, university and civic leaders, and reform 
advocates from across the city. They are recommended by a nominating committee of 
the Steering Committee based on their expertise, diversity of opinions, and involve-
ment in school reform. These positions are not allocated by institutional affiliation. 

The Steering Committee has five primary tasks: giving input into the research 
agenda, reviewing research designs, shaping the interpretation of preliminary results, 
providing feedback on final reports, and assisting with dissemination. Meetings  
typically focus on a substantive discussion about a study we are proposing to undertake 
or a review of research findings. CCSR researchers share study designs and/or prelimi-
nary data. Steering Committee members raise questions about methods, inferences, 
alternative interpretations, and policy implications. Before writing reports, researchers 
present preliminary findings to the Steering Committee to obtain feedback. Later,  
they distribute the penultimate draft of each report to members for comments. While 
the Steering Committee is advisory, its input plays an important role in shaping reports, 
research, and interpretations. Our researchers frequently receive conflicting advice  
and perspectives on what is and is not useful in a report. Researchers often head back 
to work after making a presentation to the Steering Committee feeling energized 
because either they heard an interpretation they had not tested or they were pushed 
to take a research finding further.

 The Steering Committee assists in ensuring that CCSR research is useful and  
speaks to various needs and voices. However, the purpose of the committee is not simply 
to get input into the research. Rather, the Steering Committee is also an important 
way that CCSR seeks to increase the capacity of the city to engage in dialogue over 
reform. The committee meetings provide one of the few forums in the city where 
district leadership has the opportunity to engage in regular dialogue with researchers, 
union representatives, and leaders of reform organizations around core issues of policy 
and practice. These meetings offer a forum for lively debate by a consistent group of 
people who are interested in reform. Participants can talk about problems and interpret 
research findings openly and respectfully, often setting aside their official roles. 

This process of engaging the Steering Committee and diverse stakeholders in debate 
over research is also critical for CCSR in disseminating research findings. Steering 
Committee members watch each report unfold, reflecting on preliminary findings 
in a context where they hear other members’ interpretations and reactions. After a 
report is released, Steering Committee members play a vital role in their respective  
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communities by helping others process the findings, understand the value of the  
research, and consider how the work fits into a larger research effort. In addition,  
key members of senior district leadership have time to think in advance about the 
findings and their implications. Members of the reform community also gradually 
assimilate the findings and begin to think about ways they can use the research in 
their own work with schools. Thus, by the time a report is released, key findings often 
are already on the agendas of the engaged organizations. Having been part of the 
research process, this group of leaders is eager to start moving on the findings and can 

talk about them with confidence. Members of the Steering Committee then become 
champions of our research, often working to deflect criticism of controversial findings 
and instead translate research findings into policy and practice in positive ways. 

This process of early review is equally important for the district. CCSR maintains 
a “no-surprises” policy. Before a report is released, we hold formal briefings with the 
CEO, other appropriate district leaders, and members of the Board of Education. 
Throughout the process, we seek to regularly inform leadership of findings as they 
develop. We regularly invite specific administrators from CPS who will be influenced 
by the research findings to Steering Committee meetings so they are aware of and can 
address specific findings as they develop. For example, when we conducted a study 
of CPS students’ reports of civic engagement, we reached out to CPS administrators 
and leaders with a special interest in this area, such as the director of service learning. 
They had the opportunity to respond to the report and received special presentations 
of research findings (Sporte and Kahne, 2007). 

The “no-surprises” policy is not just an administrative nicety. If CCSR research 
is to inform policy, researchers must pay attention to the tremendous demands on 
district leadership and the need to give all stakeholders the opportunity to process 
findings. The public nature of our work means that many individuals, particularly 
media reporters, approach new research findings as an opportunity to call the district 
to task, reveal flaws in reform efforts, or pronounce the district’s claims of improve-
ments as counterfeit. If managing these reactions was all that district leadership did, 
there would be little opportunity to process the potential contributions of the research; 
ultimately this approach would undermine our role. Regular briefings, formal presen-
tation of research findings to key leaders and to departments who are the targets of 
the research, and the release of penultimate drafts of reports are all mechanisms that 
allow the district to feel prepared to respond to research results. 

The “no-surprises” policy is not just an administrative nicety. If CCSR research is to inform policy, researchers 

must pay attention to the tremendous demands on district leadership and the need to give all stakeholders the 

opportunity to process findings.
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Conducting Scientifically Rigorous Research While Making Findings Broadly Accessible
CCSR’s commitment to engaging leadership and reformers is premised on the belief 
that they will find value in and listen to the research. CCSR must pay particular  
attention to three questions: What makes research findings “believable?” What makes 
research findings useful to practitioners and policy makers? And, how do decision 
makers actually use research findings? Carol Weiss and Michael Bucuvalas (1990) 
asked these questions about the use of research results in a study of mental health 
institutions. Based on interviews with decision makers and social scientists, they 
presented simulations and case studies of real research. One of the most important 
(and, in their minds, surprising) findings was the value that decision makers place on 
research quality, or what they term the “technical competence of a study” (Weiss and 
Bucuvalas, 1990, p. 252).2 Research is “believed to be useable,” Weiss and Bucuvalas 
conclude, when social scientists do what they are best at: think intently about a  
problem, are rigorous in analysis and interpretation, and are balanced in inquiry. 

Founded by researchers with nationally recognized methodological strengths, CCSR 
brings to bear the best of social science methodology on the problems facing CPS 
and conducts research of high technical quality. CCSR studies use rigorous methods 
for estimating school effects—measuring the “value-added” of schools, accounting 
for selection bias in estimates, and evaluating the effects of policies. Researchers have 
waded through the technical details of various methods of constructing dropout rates 
and have weighed their pros and cons. We also developed new methods for measur-
ing classroom practices (mixing quantitative and qualitative data in analysis) and 
adequately measuring achievement growth. This technical quality is one of the most 
important components of our work because people believe the work; it is authorita-
tive. As discussed above, this trust is built in part on a foundation of stakeholder 
engagement. However, much of the trust comes from the quality of the research itself; 
decision makers and educators believe CCSR will be objective and rigorous, and that 
we will provide valuable insights. Developing such a track record not only takes time 
but also requires high standards of internal quality and review. 

Technical quality, however, often can interfere with accessibility and often can 
create barriers to the usefulness of research findings. While educators often want 
to be on top of new findings in their field, gaining access is difficult. Particularly in 
quantitative work, by the time articles reach top journals they are presented in such a 
technical way that results are no longer accessible to the administrators, teachers, and 
other members of the education community who were the subjects of the research. 
School administrators do not have the time or inclination to read dry research articles 
replete with detailed statistical analyses, and they may not have the training to delve 
into detailed tables of complicated results from statistical models. The publication 
and review times of journals are so long that research articles are often outdated by 
the time they are distributed. 

One of CCSR’s unique characteristics is our ability to translate research findings 
into publicly accessible reports that are widely disseminated throughout education 
and reform communities. CCSR staff members spend hours finding ways to give  
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non-researchers access to more technical analysis (e.g., how you might measure value 
added, what the effect of failing a course might be in shaping graduation after adjusting 
for differences in student characteristics, or how differences in students’ reports of the 
academic climate of their classrooms are associated with learning gains). This does not 
mean steering away from the presentation of rigorous analysis or dumbing down the 
logic behind the approach. Rather, CCSR reports seek to engage non-academics in 
the problems that lead to more advanced analysis (e.g., how do we find a comparison 
group to estimate the effect of retention?) and demonstrate how that analysis changes 
estimates and interpretations (e.g., how estimates of the performance of students in 
small schools differ if we compare these schools to all CPS schools or adjust estimates 
accounting for the fact that new small schools serve more disadvantaged students). 
CCSR reports have illustrated why it is important to move beyond the percentage of 
students meeting “national norms” on a given test to consider value-added measures 
in judging schools. Our commitment to multi-method research also enhances acces-
sibility because we are able to validate quantitative findings with qualitative analysis 
and vice versa, use qualitative analysis to demonstrate and test alternative hypotheses, 
and make research findings concrete in real examples of how they play out in schools 
and in the lives of children (Allensworth, Correa, and Ponisciak, 2008; Newmann, 
Lopez, and Bryk, 1998; Roderick, Nagaoka, Coca, and Moeller, 2008; Smith, 1998; 
Stevens, 2008). Multi-method investigation not only enhances the rigor and validity 
of reports but also makes researchers credible in the eyes of practitioners. 

Building Knowledge of Core Problems Across Time and Across Studies
Ultimately, research reports take time to read and absorb, even with painstaking  
efforts to make them accessible. The window of time in which people pay attention 
to findings of a research study can be very short. Yet, it requires considerable time for 
educators to grapple with the importance of the findings, their potential implications, 
and what those implications mean for day-to-day work. CCSR seeks to extend the 
time that the results research are considered, first by building coherence across stud-
ies and second by developing indicators that keep those ideas on the agenda while 
individualizing those concepts for schools. 

First, the release of a report should not be the last word on a research topic; it must 
be thought of as the first word or the next word. As CCSR takes on projects (e.g., 
ending social promotion, predictors of freshman year performance, determinants 
of college access and success, or effects of small schools), we focus on developing a 
series of reports that releases critical findings over time and focuses attention on the 
determinants of a problem. Releasing intermediate results early or midway through 
the research cycle is difficult, especially when the ultimate conclusions are not clear 
or when reports focus on pieces of a puzzle rather than on the definitive whole. For 
example, in our recent work on the transition to college, the first report was intended 
to identify the central patterns in college attendance and the central issues the school 
system needs to address. One of the central findings of this report was that Latino 
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CPS students were much less likely to go to a four-year college than other students; 
this difference could not be explained by their qualifications, aspirations, nativity, or 
family background. Thus, the first report identified that Latino students seemed to be 
having more difficulty, but it did not offer an explanation. This finding then provided 
the basis for a second report, entitled Potholes on the Road to College, which filled in 
many of the gaps in the first report. It is often uncomfortable for researchers to release 
findings that raise an important question that is left unexplained. But by releasing 
those findings, researchers can engage educators and policy makers in addressing the 
question. This then provides the basis for practitioners to understand the importance 
of the next set of questions and their connection to the larger picture. Indeed, just as 
researchers learn by piecing together parts of their research, so too does the practice 
community. If research is to build knowledge and inform policy, it is critically impor-
tant that researchers engage in long-term study efforts that also engage the education 
and reform communities in the findings as they develop over time.

Building coherence across studies is particularly important if that research is to 
build capacity in schools. A key CCSR finding, which we discuss in more detail in 
the next section, is that effective schools build coherence across programs. Research 
studies that are independent and unaligned can pull schools in multiple and opposing 
directions, leading to the “Christmas tree” approach—a term that Tony Bryk used 
to characterize schools that used many programs but did not pull them together as 
a coherent whole. Internal coherence, however, is as crucial to us at CCSR as it is in 
schools. We need to ensure that all our variables and measures are defined consistently 
across studies, that our rules for which students and schools are included in which 
analyses are rational and well documented, and that our statistical programming 
code for common procedures is consistent from one analyst to another. Our primary 
vehicle for ensuring this consistency is a two-hour meeting called “data group” that 
our researchers are required to attend each week. These sessions combine professional 
development and socialization for new staff, maintain accountability and quality con-
trol for all staff, and offer an important venue to ensure that our researchers follow 
the same jointly determined and documented analytic conventions.

A second important mechanism for building coherence, accessibility, and impact 
is providing individualized products that allow school-based educators to see how 
research findings play out in their own school. Individualized Survey Reports (ISRs) 
allow educators to track over time their status on critical indicators of school envi-
ronment that research has linked to student achievement. By providing ongoing data 
around core indicators, ISRs bring research findings to the school, extending the 
window of time that research is relevant and allowing individual schools to chart their 
own progress. This allows school communities to continually revisit key concepts of 
improvement and build their own coherent conceptual models. Over the past several 
years—particularly because of our emerging focus on high schools and the emphasis 
in Chicago on supporting decentralized innovation—we are developing more real-
time data support for schools and customized ISRs around individual topic areas (e.g., 
freshmen year performance). 
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An Extensive Outreach to Provide Information to Broader Audiences
As described above, we strive to present research in accessible formats and develop 
coherent themes across reports on the key factors for improving instruction, school 
climate, and student performance. Accomplishing this is essential in helping the 
district grapple with and identify the core problems of reform. Researchers, however, 
seldom pay attention to the question of how ideas and research findings actually per-
colate down into decision makers’ and practitioners’ conceptualizations of problems 
and lead to changes in behavior or policy. To many researchers, the implications of 
their specific findings are obvious. They often assume that the details of what it takes 
to convert research findings into changes in practice are outside their domain. This 
challenge—how findings work their way into how people think about a problem, their 
task, and their work—is a complicated one that must be at the center of how research 
organizations conceptualize and conduct work.

Charles Lindblom is one of the leading thinkers on the question of how social sci-
ence can contribute to what he calls “social problem solving” (Lindblom and Cohen, 
1979; Lindblom, 1990). Lindblom proposes the idea that practitioners, policy makers, 
and the public are engaged in a process of interactively trying to solve problems as a 
part of a complex search for knowledge from a variety of sources. Bryk and Sebring 
(2001) point out that Lindblom’s conception of problem solving contains a radical 
idea. They go on to say:

 The proper aim of applied social science is not to find the one best technical solution  
to a problem (and then advocate for it) but rather to inform the existing competition 
of ideas and perhaps, extend it some with the best possible evidence that we can collect 
(p. 10). 

Lindblom’s work has been instrumental in the development of CCSR. First, in 
Lindblom’s conceptualization, the role of our research is not to provide the technical 
answers to problems but to provide technical analysis that informs debate around 
the core “problems” that engage the public and practitioners. Second, Lindblom and, 
even earlier, Dewey argued that the work of informing practice requires researchers 
to be in close interactions with practitioners over time, bringing evidence to bear on 
the debate (Dewey, 1927). A focus on solving problems implies that there will be 
significant lag time between the release of a study and the effect it might have. The 
view that research findings and impacts on policy take time and are often indirect is 
supported by Weiss and Buculavus (1990), who found that specific research studies 
can seldom be directly linked to changes in practitioners’ work (e.g., seldom could 
policy makers point to a piece of research that directly impacted a decision they made). 
They found instead that “the research information and ideas that percolate into their 
stock of knowledge represent a part of the intellectual capital upon which they draw in the 
regular course of their work” (p. 263).

Key to this process is not only changing the relationship between researchers and 
practitioners but also changing the way practitioners interact around research. Principals, 
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teachers, administrators, and the larger reform community will not be able to take the  
findings of a CCSR study and immediately put them into practice. Rather, the ideas 
behind that work need to be heard in multiple ways over time if practitioners are to under-
stand the findings, connect them to problems they face in their own work, and integrate 
that knowledge into how they do their work in schools. This takes time, and it requires 
that practitioners interact around findings with researchers and their colleagues.

All of the organizational characteristics and approaches discussed in this section 
are ways that we explicitly pay attention to the process by which research findings 
get assimilated into practice. Maintaining the data archive keeps key findings alive 
in ongoing research. The Steering Committee’s engagement creates an opportunity 
for top school leaders to process ideas and become intermediaries in disseminating 
findings and developing their implications. Readable public reports provide resources 
to principals and other administrators that they can use with their staff over time. 
But a critical final component of our work is our commitment to disseminating 
research findings through systematic engagement and interaction with educators 
and the larger reform community. A major CCSR study is likely to be released at a 
city-wide symposium attended by Steering Committee members and district staff, 
as well as a broader range of representatives from foundations, reform groups, and 
the education community. A press conference is planned to follow the symposium. 
Before both events, we hold pre-release briefings with the Chief Executive Officer, 
the CEO staff, and Board of Education leaders. In advance, we also brief district staff 
and representatives from groups of schools that are affected the most by the findings. 
The public release, however, is often the starting point for a broader engagement of 
the education community. For example, within several months following the release 
of our first report on college access, enrollment, and performance of CPS graduates 
(Roderick et al., 2006), researchers made as many as 20 presentations to district staff, 
groups of principals, college reform organizations, and the foundation community. 
For a report on what matters for freshmen performance released in 2007 (Allensworth 
and Easton, 2007), we created two-page briefs customized for different audiences 
that summarized key findings about the importance of grades and attendance. The 
district CEO mailed these briefs, in English and Spanish, to the homes of 55,000 
incoming freshman in 2007 and 2008. Versions emailed to principals were widely 
used for teacher training and freshmen orientation. This public dissemination strat-
egy is not just aimed at getting as many people as possible to hear about findings. 
Rather, having the opportunity to see researchers present and talk about the work, ask 
questions, and process the information with peers is critical if the education reform 
community is to have the opportunity to grapple with what research has found and 
develop implications for practice. 

In this section, we described how CCSR organizes the work to give broad access 
to research and inform the ongoing dialogue around reform. We have argued that 
the “how” of the work we do (how we interact with practitioners, organize research, 
and disseminate findings) includes critical mechanisms that can be used to build 
capacity within systems. As we have argued, our focus on building capacity requires 
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explicit attention to the process by which we engage practitioners in research. A 
focus on building capacity also requires developing an explicit theory of action for 
what role social science research can play in informing school reform that guides the 
choice of what topics we study and the design of the research. In the next section, we 
discuss CCSR’s emerging theory of action that drives our research agenda and the 
design of our studies: the “what” (what topics we study) and the “for what” (what role  
specific research studies can play in shaping reform) that we argue has been critical in  
shaping CCSR’s impact. 

Redefining the Role of Research in Informing Policy Development 
and Practice: Traditional Models and Their Limitations
Each time we are asked, “How has CCSR influenced policy? How do we know 
that we have had an impact?” the tendency is to cite studies that policy makers 
have reacted to by changing policy. The series of studies regarding the end of social 
promotion caused the district to change its criteria for promotion and, several times 
throughout the study, led to changes in district policy (Nagaoka and Roderick, 2004; 
Roderick et al., 1999; Roderick et al., 2003). Our 1996 report entitled Charting 
Reform in Chicago: The Students Speak (Sebring et al., 1996) led to a major policy 
planning process in the district to improve high schools. Funders often evaluate the 
quality of the work by whether it hit the front page of newspapers and whether there 
was a “measurable” policy response. In this section, we argue that this traditional 
way of seeing the role of social scientist—that of external initiator of significant 
policy changes—represents a paradigm that not only mischaracterizes our approach 
and impact but also represents an ineffective strategy for building capacity within 
a school system. We also argue that CCSR’s approach has evolved as an alternative 
to the traditional policy planning model, one that focuses not on initiating policy 
changes but on encouraging and perhaps catalyzing policy development over time. 
To make this case, we first step back to look at traditional roles that social scientists 
have played in influencing education policy and practice. We then contrast the 
traditional approach of policy planning with a newer approach that we, borrowing 
from William Easterly’s (2006) work in development, term “supporting the search 
for solutions.” We provide a case study based on our research on freshman-year 
performance to illustrate these differences.

What Roles Have Researchers Traditionally Played in Influencing Educational Practice?

If we think about how university- and college-based educational researchers have sought 
to influence policy and practice in education over the past several decades, four basic 
models emerge: (1) creation of the big idea, (2) development and identification of  
effective model (R&D), (3) external evaluation, and (4) traditional policy analysis.
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THE BIG IDEA

A first way that researchers have influenced education practice is through “big ideas” 
that often seem to offer magic bullets for reforming school systems. In the wake of  
A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983), big ideas 
have largely driven education policy. Much of the debate in education policy has been 
about the efficacy of these ideas. To name just a few, these big ideas include markets 
and choice, accountability and high stakes testing, standards, merit pay, and decen-
tralization. The originators of the big ideas are less focused on the day-to-day practice 

of teaching and more concerned with identifying which operational and governance 
models create incentives and conditions for improvements. For example, markets do 
not create effective schools but create conditions under which institutions have the 
opportunity and incentives to innovate. 

There is no doubt that the big ideas have largely transformed public education in 
major cities and shaped education policy nationally. One cannot talk about Chicago 
school reform, No Child Left Behind, or reform in virtually any major school system 
or state without referring to the big ideas. Decentralization, privatization, account-
ability and high stakes testing—and now choice and new school development—are 
the big ideas in Chicago that have driven change in the system.

RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT 

A second role that researchers play in informing practice is developing clinically 
based programs and strategies intended to improve instruction and school conditions. 
Success for All, Reading Recovery, Accelerated Schools, the School Development 
Model (James Comer), Talent Development High Schools, and First Things First 
are all well-known examples of models developed by researchers. The strategy for 
influencing practice through model development is well established: (1) use existing 
research findings and theory to develop an effective intervention, (2) implement the 
model and test its effectiveness, (3) replicate the model in different settings and test 
scalability, and (4) move to rigorous evaluation of impact. The theory of action of 
such approaches is that practitioners need good models and evidence of effectiveness. 
By developing what works, we can then build knowledge of effective practice. This 
research-practice paradigm is largely the approach embodied in the U.S. Department 

One of the reasons CCSR has made an impact is because Chicago’s reforms (decentralization, accountability, 

choice) explicitly created markets for ideas and produced significant incentives at the local level for principals, 

teachers, and external reform organizations to try out different models . . . .  Such incentives are rare in public 

education.
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of Education’s Institute for Educational Sciences (IES), which explicitly outlines this 
process in its requests for proposals. The role of the researchers, as described by IES, 
is to develop models, test their effectiveness, and then test the efficacy of bringing 
these ideas to scale using rigorous methods.

EXTERNAL EVALUATOR 

A third role for research, also reflected in the IES model, is to be “objective and rigor-
ous evaluators of policy.” This is often how policy makers view the role of researchers. 
When we interact with leaders in other school districts about their research needs, 
invariably they tell us what they need from research is “more help evaluating the 
programs and policies we have put in place.” Evaluation also has become how many 
quantitative researchers see their role in advancing education policy. Advances in 
causal modeling and randomized experiments have become an increasingly popular 
and prestigious domain of education research. The evaluator role in this case is not 
one of shaping policy or practice but seemingly validating (or not) whether changes 
in policy or practice work using rigorous causal methods to identify the impact of 
new initiatives. In many cases, the researcher is less interested in understanding the 
problems of practice than in developing and testing methodological approaches 
to conducting rigorous evaluation (e.g., lottery studies, randomized experiments, 
regression-discontinuity designs, and propensity score methods). 

Big idea generation, research, and development of effective practices—as well as the 
use of research to rigorously evaluate policy—are all important roles. What we have 
learned over time, however, is that none of these models creates sustained relationships 
between researchers and districts that builds broader capacity and brings focus to the 
core processes at work within schools across reforms. Capacity problems are too often 
the barrier rather than the core focus on many reform efforts. It is a familiar theme 
in education research that effective models fall short when replicated because of the 
lack of capacity of educators in the building to adopt reforms and effectively manage 
implementation. As importantly, one of the most consistent findings in our research 
in Chicago is that, while the big ideas have had important impacts on schools and 
often created the conditions for reform, decentralization and accountability also act as 
sorting mechanisms that stratify schools according to their initial capacity to respond 
to new initiatives. Because filling this gap has driven the development of the CCSR 
theory of action and work, we begin by illustrating the central problem that focused 
CCSR on capacity. 

The first two waves of school reform in Chicago were driven by two sets of big 
ideas: decentralization and accountability. Yet in both cases, the conclusion of CCSR’s 
research was that waves of school reform fell short by not focusing on building the 
capacity of schools to respond to new policy demands. Our early work on the impact 
of decentralization in Chicago, for example, concluded that many Chicago schools 
improved during the first wave of school reform. But by the mid 1990s, it was also 
clear that a significant group of schools had been left behind. A CCSR report entitled 
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Charting Reform in Chicago: The Students Speak (Sebring et al., 1996) examined the 
quality of learning environments in the nearly one-quarter of elementary schools (104) 
on the state’s academic watch list. It found that these poorly performing schools were 
characterized by weak leadership, a lack of any focus or impetus for school improve-
ment, and extremely weak learning norms among students. These problems had not 
improved under decentralization (Sebring, Bryk, Roderick, and Camburn, 1996). The 
report concluded that these schools (which were predominantly African American, 
overwhelmingly low income, and economically and geographically isolated) had be-
come “organized to maintain the status quo” and lacked the institutional capacity to 
respond to the incentives and resources provided by decentralization. The report con-
cluded, “Left to their own devices, it is unclear that many of these elementary schools have 
the human resources and collective will to improve” (Sebring et al., 1996, p. 75). Indeed, 
a subsequent analysis of trends in academic productivity during the early 1990s found 
that decentralization was associated with widening inequalities in student achievement 
across schools (Sebring, Allensworth, Bryk, Easton, and Luppescu, 2006).

A similar theme emerged out of other CCSR research on the impact of account-
ability and high stakes testing. In a study of Chicago’s school accountability policies, 
Finnigan and O’Day (2003) found these same internal conditions—whether schools 
had strong leadership and high initial measures of “essential supports”—were central 
predictors of whether schools placed on probation were able to improve rapidly in the 
first several years of the policy. Similarly, Roderick and her colleagues’ evaluation of 
ending social promotion concluded that high-stakes testing largely sorted students 
and schools by their capacities to respond to the motivation and incentives created by 
the policy (Roderick, Nagaoka, and Allensworth, 2005). This was true in predicting 
which students were able to raise their test scores and be promoted. It was also true in 
predicting whether schools could effectively use the policy as a focus for organizing 
their improvement efforts. As Roderick and her colleagues (2005) discussed in their 
assessment of why learning gains in Summer Bridge (the summer school program 
mandated for students who did not initially meet the promotional standards) were 
nearly three times as large in high- versus low-achieving schools: 

 Perhaps the most convincing evidence that capacity mattered came from Summer Bridge. 
Even with its highly structured approach, students in schools with higher school-year 
achievement had significantly larger test score gains in Summer Bridge, even after  
accounting for the fact that schools with low achievement during the school year  
tended to serve lower-achieving students during Summer Bridge. . . . Given the strength 
of our summer school results, it is not surprising that retention was as much of a school 
as a student phenomenon.

Thus, we concluded that decentralization and accountability initiatives did not 
build capacity but instead that they were “capacity sorters.” This conclusion is also a 
familiar refrain in research on the effectiveness of scaling up effective programs and 
many program evaluations. But, the conclusion that indicators of school capacity 
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(i.e., whether schools have strong leadership, professional communities, and strong 
internal conditions) largely predict whether education reforms (e.g., accountability  
and implementation of effective models) will work raises a question that is at the core  
of CCSR’s purpose: Is there a role for research in focusing on changing that capacity  
and moving those core indicators? CCSR is often characterized as a policy analysis 
organization because of our focus on what matters for student and school improvement. 
Yet, as we will argue, the traditional policy analysis role also has serious limitations  
that have challenged us to rethink the role of research in supporting policy  
development. 

TRADITIONAL POLICY ANALYSIS 

The traditional role of policy analysis organizations is to provide expert advice to the 
public sector devoid of political influence and interest-group politics. Carol Weiss has 
done substantial work on the history and development of policy analysis as a field and 
on the formal organizations that support such work. (We refer readers to her substantive 
work for the history of this field: Weiss, 1991; Weiss and Bucuvalus, 1980; Wagner, 
Weiss, Wittrock, and Wollman, 1991). Born in the progressive era and blooming in 
the post-war era as researchers developed more sophisticated analytic techniques for 
analyzing social science problems, policy analysis as a field is based on the assumption 
that better policy could be created with more scientific approaches to both evaluating 
evidence and alternative decisions. At present, many school districts come into contact 
with policy analysis models and tools when they commission external consulting firms 
for specific projects to organize data, bring standard planning techniques to bear on 
problems, and provide expert support to identify sets of policy options.

Of all the research roles described in this section, policy analysis has come under 
the strongest critique for over reliance on such mechanistic methodologies as cost- 
effectiveness and cost-benefit analysis and simplistic consideration of broad-brush  
policy alternatives (e.g., the costs and benefits of merit-pay versus professional  
development for teachers) with little attention to detail. These approaches often 
lead to simplistic answers and “big-plan solutions” that never get fully implemented. 
Nevertheless, the policy analysis and planning approach is what we would characterize 
as the predominant paradigm used by researchers and the foundation community in 
conceptualizing how research findings should shape policy. To simplify how research 
impacts policy in this conceptual approach: (1) the policy maker or researcher identi-
fies a problem (school dropout); (2) the researcher or policy analyst conducts a series 
of analyses and presents findings; and (3) policy actors react, create a plan to fix the 
problem, and then implement it. This approach has all the limitations of other top-
down solutions that do little to build the capacity of the school professionals, who are 
then charged with implementing the plan to understand the nature of the problem 
and why the chosen solution is better than other options. Neither does this approach 
engage local actors in designing the implementation of solutions. Ultimately, externally 
imposed solutions become unfunded and unsupported. 
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Having experienced the limitations of this approach, we argue that effectively creat-
ing new models of research requires a fundamental rethinking of this fourth approach 
to the role of research. Indeed, it was the experience of CCSR researchers with the 
failures of a traditional policy planning approaches and our shift in approach over 
time that allowed us to turn a major failure into a success.

The Transition to High School in Chicago: A Case Study of CCSR’s High School Research 
as an Illustration of the Development of CCSR’s Theory of Action 
Our 1996 study entitled Charting Reform in Chicago: The Students Speak provided a 
very negative assessment of CPS high schools, describing them as a “case of institutional 
failure” (Sebring et al., p. 78). The research highlighted the difficulties students in 
Chicago were facing in the transition to high school. It documented that high rates of 
failure in ninth grade, even among students with adequate entering skills, led to a spiral 
of failure and disengagement. The report received wide media and policy attention and 
established CCSR as a critical player in the new “mayoral takeover” reform era, moving 
us from an organization seen as aligned with the decentralization reforms to one that 
could inform new policy development and reform efforts. The report’s findings caught 
the attention of the newly appointed Chief Executive Officer, Paul Vallas. 

The response of the administration followed the traditional policy-planning  
approach and would be seen as one of the most substantial impacts CCSR had on 
policy. Vallas began a large-scale planning process organized around a series of planning 
committees. The resultant document, entitled Designs for High Schools, adopted as its 
organizing principles our terms “academic press” and “personalism.” Designs for High 
Schools was adopted by the Reform Board of Trustees in March 1997. In a bold move, 
the CPS Board of Education raised high school graduation requirements so that all  
students would take a college preparatory curriculum aligned with admission require-
ments of local four-year universities. End-of-course exams would ensure that courses 
would be aligned across high schools. The plan provided for increased support for students 
through mandated academic advisory periods and new freshman academies. 

Instead of buying into the new mandates, most high schools resisted efforts toward 
restructuring their curricula. The initiative experienced all of the pitfalls of the policy 
planning approach. Most of the reform efforts, with the exception of changes in 
graduation requirements, fell short. Teachers and the union strongly resisted mandated 
advisory periods and the end-of-course exams. Union pressure resulted in advisory 
periods becoming optional at each school. The initiative was inadequately funded, 
so that promised advisory curriculums and supports did not emerge. End-of-course 
exams, which were initially required and were to be a substantial portion of a student’s 
grade, never made it out of the pilot phase. Widely criticized for their poor quality, 
the exams were eventually discontinued. In the end, predictably, evaluators concluded 
that the reforms were a failure because they were badly implemented, unfunded, 
and resisted by teachers and principals (Hess and Cytrynbaum, 2002). Looking at 
high school trends, CCSR researchers Shazia Miller, Elaine Allensworth, and Julie 
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Kochanek (2002) concluded that most improvements in high schools between 1993 
and 2000 could be attributed to improvements in the elementary schools because so 
many more students were entering high schools with higher skills. Recent analyses 
of these reforms, moreover, found little evidence that the increase in high school 
graduation requirements led to improved student performance (Allensworth, Nomi, 
Montgomery, and Lee, 2007).

From the Front Page to the Principal’s Desk: “Organized for Failure” to  
“On-Track for Graduation”
To those familiar with CCSR’s research on high schools, particularly on the ninth 
grade, it may seem odd to characterize our earlier research in this area as a “failure.” 
There are few high school principals in Chicago today who would not highlight im-
proving freshman-year performance as a central focus of their reform efforts. Indeed, 
CCSR studies on the importance of freshman year have had national policy significance 
(Allensworth and Easton, 2005; Allensworth and Easton, 2007). But that influence 
did not emerge from the initial studies. It emerged later as CCSR researchers interacted 
with policy makers and educators around the central problems in the ninth grade 
transition experience. This story illustrates, for us, the critical lessons we have learned 
about the role of research in building capacity in urban school districts. 

In the late 1990s, as the high school reforms described above were struggling, our 
researchers developed a way to report to elementary schools how their eighth grade 
graduates fared in high school. Influenced by Roderick and Camburn’s (1996, 1999) 
work on the impact of course failure in ninth grade, another group of our researchers 
sought to measure the success of elementary school graduates in their transition to 
high school. The result was a quantitative indicator that assessed whether freshmen 
were “on-track” to graduate. Students were on-track if they had completed enough 
credits by the end of ninth grade to be promoted to tenth grade and had failed no 
more than one semester of a core subject. These indicators were incorporated in a 
series of CCSR reports that showed improving trends during freshman year on this 
critical variable predicted high school graduation (Miller et al., 2002).

On the strength of this research, the new CEO, Arne Duncan, adopted the on-
track indicator as an additional criterion for evaluating high school performance. He 
was responding to criticism from principals that they were being judged solely on the 
basis of annual standardized test results. Principals argued that simplistic test score 
criteria did not reflect whether they were moving students forward and, in particu-
lar, whether they were succeeding in engaging more students and reducing dropout 
rates. Chicago’s charter schools already were being evaluated on broader measures 
of performance and had used freshman-year outcomes as one of their indicators of 
school success. On the basis of the positive reaction to that policy, Duncan settled on 
new criteria for judging high schools that included test scores, dropout rates, and the 
percentage of ninth graders who were on-track. Schools were judged on both their 
status on these indicators and on their improvements over time. 
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Adopting the on-track indicator as an accountability measure would seem a simple 
addition with straightforward implications: hold schools accountable for their on-
track rates, which is a leading indicator for high school graduation rate, and they will  
work on the problem. It was clear, however, that schools did not fully grasp the con-
nection between being on-track in the freshman year and later graduation. In 2005, 
CCSR researchers briefed central office leaders and all high school principals on the 
findings of a major report on graduation and dropout trends. Principals responded 
that they lacked sufficient information to fully understand the dropout problem in 
their schools, develop interventions, and monitor their success. CCSR researchers 
Elaine Allensworth and John Easton decided that it was important to return to the 
initial findings that generated the on-track indicator. They updated their analysis and 
released a short report that clearly defined the on-track indicator and demonstrated 
its relationship to high school graduation (Allensworth and Easton, 2005). The 
simple findings of the report (“students who are on-track are four times more likely 
to graduate than students who are off-track”) established for schools and the reform 
community the close connection between being on-track and graduating, lending 
greater urgency to improving the freshman-year experience and intervening with 
struggling ninth graders.

The on-track indicator, defined and validated in a simple report, has become an 
important lever for coherence among high school reform efforts in Chicago. New high 
schools and new reform initiatives, such as the Gates High School Transformation 
Initiative, have adopted improved freshman-year performance and “the proportion 
of students on-track to graduate” as a central focus of their efforts and indicator of 
success. The freshman-year experience, we would argue, is now seen by educators 
themselves as a key problem to solve, and they are searching for external supports and 
guidance in finding solutions. Recently, CCSR released a follow-up report, entitled 
What Matters for Staying On-Track and Graduating in Chicago Public High Schools, 
that provided a more detailed analysis of the instructional and school characteristics 
and the patterns in student behavior that contribute to lower rates of course failure 
and poor course performance during freshman year (Allensworth and Easton, 2007). 
That study provided more specific tools for schools so they could move from a focus 
on the indicator itself to identification and implementation of strategies to improve 
on-track rates. Educators responded. High schools in the city organized freshman 
orientations and the opening of school around this report. The CEO, Arne Duncan, 
sent a letter home to parents of incoming freshman with a brief, user-friendly synopsis 
of the report.

We present this case to illustrate the stark differences in the role of CCSR research 
in these two time periods. Our first report on high schools in 1996 and the subsequent 
policy response could be characterized as following a very traditional policy planning 
model: An “outside” research organization identifies the big problem (“high schools”), 
and the administration implements a big-plan process that seeks to identify technical 
solutions with little attention to whether educators on the ground understand why 
the mandated solutions matter in their day-to-day work. 
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As a result, the problem we were trying to solve (high rates of freshman course 
failure) faded into the background as people argued over the right solution to high 
school reform. And, as has been the policy tradition, big plans were made with little 
attention to the details of implementation, with little accountability for whether plans 
fall short, with little attention to measuring progress and adjusting accordingly. Thus, 
the role for the evaluators then was to pronounce that the reforms did not work. 

Our newer research on the on-track indicator focused on the same set of issues  
but put the specific problem of students’ course performance and high school  

graduation front and center. We began working with educators to conceptualize the 
central problem they were trying to solve—in this case, improving student performance 
in high school. Our role was to bring measurement to bear to help educators identify 
a critical focus for their efforts. The solution to the problem was not prescribed by the 
research; rather, answers were intended to come from the practitioners. The role of 
the central office, moreover, was to get schools focused on the problem—ultimately 
giving schools incentives to innovate, rather than mandate, a singular top-down solu-
tion. The approach then focused on building consensus around a core issue, finding 
what was needed and making adjustments accordingly. 

 How do we characterize this alternative approach? We borrow the term “searching” 
from William Easterly, formerly of the World Bank. Easterly (2006) issued a virulent 
critique of the traditional “top-down” policy approach in his recent book entitled The 
White Man’s Burden: Why the West’s Efforts to Aid the Rest Have Done So Much Ill and 
So Little Good. Easterly contrasts “Planners” with “Searchers,” arguing that develop-
ment efforts have been dominated by big plans and top-down solutions that assume 
problems are easy to solve and require simple technical solutions. Big plans result in 
grandiose objectives that are never realized and for which the initiators of the plan are 
never held accountable. Easterly argues that development policy would do better not 
with big plans and top-down solutions but instead by creating conditions so people on 
the ground are given the incentives, resources, and feedback they need to search for 
solutions. Giving multiple examples of successful development projects, Easterly argues 
that, like our case study of the on-track indicator, many successful projects are charac-
terized by practitioners working on pieces of the problem—not knowing the answers 
in advance but instead finding answers through experimentation and trial and error. 

Easterly’s critique of the policy development process does not focus on the role of 
research but the ways in which planners approach policy solutions. This is an important 

Our role was to bring measurement to bear to help educators identify a critical focus for their efforts. The solution 

to the problem was not prescribed by the research; rather, answers were intended to come from the practitioners. 

The role of the central office, moreover, was to get schools focused on the problem—ultimately giving schools incentives 

to innovate, rather than mandate, a singular top-down solution.
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distinction. The key policy question is: How do you create conditions that encourage 
and even incentivize local actors to search for solutions? We believe that one of the 
reasons CCSR has made an impact is because Chicago’s reforms (e.g., decentralization, 
accountability, choice) explicitly created markets for ideas and produced significant 
incentives at the local level for principals, teachers, and external reform organizations 
to try out different models. Thus, the CCSR model was developed in the context of 
a policy environment that supported new roles for research by creating incentives for 
educators to look to research for new ideas and that gave educators the autonomy and 
often the resources needed for innovation. Such incentives are rare in public education. 
In writing about the problems of scale, Richard Elmore has noted the following: 

 At any given time, there is an abundance of ideas about how to change the fundamental 
relationships in the core of schooling ....  The problem, then, lies not in the supply of new 
ideas, but in the demand for them. That is, the primary problem of scale is understanding 
the conditions under which people working in schools seek new knowledge and actively 
use it to change the fundamental processes of schooling (p. 4).

 If research is to inform practice, it is critical that the policy environment rewards 
and incentivizes innovation and new ideas, creating a market for ideas. Thus, it is 
critical to CCSR’s influence that the district engages in reforms that support innova-
tion and incentivize demand for data and research input.

Policy mechanisms that decentralize decision making and produce incentives for 
change open up an entirely new role for research—one that CCSR embraced from 
its origins. That new role—what we term supporting the search for solutions—is that 
research can help fill in a missing and necessary support amidst the big ideas that create 
conditions for change, the model developers that offer externally developed solutions, 
and the evaluations that conclude that efforts at reform will ultimately fail without 
capacity building. Bringing research to bear on enduring problems that practitioners 
and decision makers confront can provide a focus for efforts, support in identifying 
effective strategies, and the feedback that is essential for improvement. 

How CCSR Carries Out Research to Build Capacity and Advance School Reform
A central tenet of CCSR is that capacity-building research does not seek to provide 
the answers or promote specific solutions. Rather, we bring to bear the best tech-
niques of social science research on the central issues facing urban schools in ways 
that help identify: (1) the key indicators for improvement, (2) the frameworks that 
guide educators on how to connect these indicators to school practices; and (3) the 
theory of action behind new district-wide policies and how these new policies fare in 
practice. This requires moving away from siloed studies where researchers work alone 
and produce disconnected findings to a focus on developing coherence across studies 
in ways that build the system’s and practitioners’ capacity to understand outcomes 
that matter, their role in shaping those outcomes, and more coherent approaches to 
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solving their central problems. In this section, we describe these three main research 
activities as they play out within and across studies. 

INDICATOR DEVELOPMENT: THE CRITICAL ROLE OF MEASUREMENT

Measurement is an integral part of all social science research, but it a particularly criti-
cal activity for CCSR. Our attention to measurement distinguishes us as a research 
organization that goes beyond studying school reform to assisting in the process of 
improvement. As illustrated in our example of the on-track rate, good measurement 
brings conceptual clarity by precisely defining the phenomena we are trying to change. 
Good measurement enables researchers to build frameworks that integrate multiple 
concepts and help us better understand mechanisms and pathways to improvement. 
Educators need these frameworks for improvement. What student behaviors (e.g., 
attendance, homework, or classroom engagement) are associated with increasing the 
likelihood of students being on-track for graduation? Are the predictors of being on-
track freshman year different than the predictors of high GPA? And, what elements 
of school and classroom environments are associated with student behaviors that 
lead to improved class performance? Finally, the conceptual clarity brought about by 
good measurement helps us communicate and develop a common understanding of 
important issues.

Three examples of the importance of “measurement in action” illustrate these points. 
First, measurement is about clearly identifying which outcomes matter. This would 
seem straightforward: raise test scores, increase graduation rates, and get students to 
enroll in college. But measuring student achievement is not an easy task. For years, 
researchers have resisted attempts to judge schools simply on average end-of-year test 
scores. These scores are highly correlated with the students’ family background; thus, 
schools that serve children from disadvantaged families are judged to be bad. 

Under Tony Bryk’s leadership, one of CCSR’s most important projects was an effort 
to measure academic productivity in CPS elementary schools. He asked: “How much 
do students learn while they attend school?” and “How much do schools contribute 
to students’ learning growth?” Over several years, we developed a method to judge 
the “productivity” of CPS schools—work that laid the foundation for our subsequent 
research to investigate the determinants of that growth. This research on academic 
productivity ultimately shifted the conversation in Chicago towards improvement 
and away from a simple normative comparison (Bryk et al., 1998). 

Measurement is not about just achievement and attainment outcomes. It is also 
about defining, testing, and measuring constructs critical to organizing schools for 
improvement; thus, assisting educators in developing broader frameworks for what 
matters. In one of our first reports, A View from the Elementary School, Bryk and his 
colleagues described a “Christmas tree” school (Bryk et al., 1993). In this school, the 
principal used the resources provided by state Title One funds to purchase an indis-
criminate range of programs. These programs were compared to the ornaments on a 
Christmas tree, displaying a great deal of energy and innovative spirit. The problem 
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was that all these new programs were unconnected and uncoordinated; teachers and 
students alike were adversely affected by this incoherence. In some instances, students 
moved from a whole-language approach to teaching reading in one grade to a direct- 
instruction approach in the next grade. The study contrasted the Christmas tree 
school with a school where the programs were coordinated and aligned both across 
and within grades—a set of practices that we call program coherence. 

The next step was to measure this concept through large-scale survey data collection. 
In our surveys, we asked teachers a series of questions about the degree to which they 

feel: programs at their school are coordinated with each other and with the school’s 
mission; instructional materials are consistent within and across grades; and there is 
sustained attention to quality program implementation. Together these items form a 
highly reliable scale. 

This survey measure then was validated by field work in the Chicago Annenberg 
Research Project (Newman et al., 2001). Based on numerous visits, observations, and 
interviews, researchers independently rated schools on the degree of program coherence. 
Most importantly, we have found that schools with high program coherence are more 
likely to improve student achievement (Sebring et al., 2006); and, similarly, schools that 
become more coherent over time are more likely to improve student achievement as 
well. Moving “coherence” from a research finding in one study to a measured concept 
that could be linked to student achievement and tracked over time was a critical way 
in which CCSR translated a research finding into validated indicators schools track 
over time. Careful measurement enabled us to better understand this phenomenon. 
It helped us understand how various concepts are related to one another (e.g., how 
leadership affects program coherence) and, therefore, adds to our understanding of 
school improvement as a phenomenon.

SUPPORT IN IDENTIFYING STRATEGIES FOR IMPROVEMENT

For research to inform practice, educators must begin to understand what strategies 
they can use within their building to improve performance. Measurement plays a 
critical role, but we also need to help educators understand this link between new 
indicators, their own classroom and school communities, and their role in shaping 
these indicators. Moving from a focus on the percentage of students who meet norms 
to a “value-added” approach changes one’s perspective on student achievement away 

This requires moving away from siloed studies where researchers work alone and produce disconnected findings 

to a focus on developing coherence across studies in ways that build the system’s and practitioners’ capacity to 

understand outcomes that matter.
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from external forces (“the kinds of kids I have”) toward the classroom (“What do I 
do with the kids I have?”). Documenting that ninth grade attendance and grades are 
stronger predictors of graduating from high school than a student’s incoming test scores 
and establishing that even higher-achieving students are vulnerable in this transition 
challenges educators to grapple with what is happening to students within their school 
rather than external factors beyond their control (e.g., students’ prior achievement, or 
family and neighborhood forces). 

Thus, researchers must provide critical evidence and rigorous frameworks that assist 
schools in focusing their improvement efforts. The concepts of social capital, relational 
trust, and program coherence help to organize data in ways that provide novel insight 
into problems. Thus, in Charles Lindblom’s characterization, educators use data to 
solve the problem, moving quickly to solutions; in contrast, social scientists use the 
data to probe the problem, organize evidence to test theories and hypotheses, and look 
for anomalies. As illustrated in our example of program coherence, developing the key 
concepts provides a common language and focal point for educators in understanding 
their work and devising strategies for organizing efforts.

Assisting schools and the district in better understanding how to use indicators effec-
tively has become a consistent role for CCSR. Recently, we helped the district and indi-
vidual high schools understand the new high school testing system: the ACT Educational 
Planning and Assessment System (EPAS), which is comprised of EXPLORE, PLAN, 
and ACT. We were responding to the confusion and frustration that district staff and 
principals brought to CCSR as they struggled with how best to use the EPAS data to 
inform school improvement: “Can we look at student growth?” “Why are students doing 
so poorly on the ACT?” Our analysts began looking carefully at student performance 
differences across these tests and at the testing system itself. Our report entitled From 
High School to the Future: ACT Preparation—Too Much, Too Late analyzes students’ 
performance and gains in performance in this testing system (Allensworth, Correa, 
Ponisciak, 2008). This report helps practitioners better understand their performance 
under this system and shifts the conversation away from test preparation to an analysis 
of the determinants of gains. This work also allows us to begin investigating which 
experiences in high school predict better-than-average growth in performance. 

As illustrated in our on-track work, good measurement and indicator development 
also is critical to schools in identifying what they need to work on as they seek to 
improve long-term outcomes—what we term “leading indicators.” Many schools that 
were concerned about dropout rates had adopted programs with little coherent vision 
of the critical predictors that were directly under the control of schools. On-track is 
a leading indicator that brings the big problem—reducing dropout rates—down to 
the day-to-day experiences of ninth grade students in the building. Similarly, one of 
the major findings of our EPAS analyses is that the students who show improvement 
(from EXPLORE to PLAN, and from PLAN to ACT) are those who do well in their 
courses (get high grades), regardless of their entering test scores. Thus, taking steps 
to strengthen student effort, increase student engagement, and ensure that students 
succeed in their courses should be the primary strategy that schools use to improve 
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ACT scores of students. This is a strategy few schools understood or engaged in as 
they struggled to improve scores and focused on the accountability demanded by the 
inclusion of the ACT into the state’s testing system.

Our new research on the postsecondary outcomes of CPS students provides an-
other example of this critical role. In 2005, CCSR began a unique partnership with 
CPS to track all their students into college or work. The first step was measurement. 
Our researchers worked closely with CPS staff to set up a valid tracking system that 
allowed us to understand what students’ plans were on exiting CPS, compare those 

plans with actual enrollment, and track persistence and performance in college and 
work. A second step was to understand the determinants of those outcomes. In our 
first report, we focused specifically on trying to understand why, despite high aspira-
tions, many CPS students were not making the transition to college and, when they 
did, were concentrated in two-year and non-selective colleges (Roderick et al., 2005). 
A major finding was that low ACT scores, and particularly low GPAs, constrained 
students’ access. These findings challenged the approach that many principals initially 
followed in reacting to poor college attendance—delegating improvement efforts to 
the guidance department—and placed the central focus for raising college participa-
tion within the classroom. The report stimulated alignment of efforts to improve high 
school instruction with efforts to improve college readiness and access. Most important, 
it challenged educators to begin considering the role of student’s course performance 
(GPAs) in shaping their college access. The findings changed the way the problem 
was conceptualized. Thus, whether postsecondary, on-track, or high stakes testing, 
our work has centered on helping principals, teachers, and the district understand how 
to organize their work to affect the indicators they decide to improve.

THEORY-DRIVEN EVALUATION: BUILDING NEW POLICY ON CUMULATIVE EXPERIENCE 
AND AVOIDING POLICY LURCH 

Educational researchers must use rigorous methods (i.e., causal modeling and infer-
ence) to isolate the effects of particular practice and changes in policy to determine if 
investments in initiatives are effective. But in many cases, evaluation needs are more 
complex than isolating effects of an investment on one particular outcome or set of 
outcomes, and attempts to do this and make summative judgments about more general 
policy initiatives are often counterproductive. To start with, identifying the “treatment” 
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can be complicated because most have multiple components and diverse effects. The 
policy to end social promotion is a good example. Did ending social promotion work? 
The theory of action was that the threat of retention would motivate students to work 
harder and produce incentives for adults to pay greater attention to children at risk. 
The initiative also put in place short-term supports, assuming that extra time on task 
would be an effective approach to help at-risk students catch up. Opponents of the 
policy argued that, even if there were benefits to some students, the policy relied on 
a practice—grade retention—that was harmful to all students.

Evaluating the effect of ending social promotion meant setting out and testing this 
theory of action—weighing the evidence for effects, both positive and negative. Is 
there evidence that behavior was changed and that students were motivated and got 
more attention? Is there evidence that simply working harder and getting extra time 
on task was enough? Or, did teachers change their instructional practices? And, is 
there evidence that students who were retained suffered negative effects? Answering 
these questions required drawing on surveys, achievement data, and qualitative data. It 
required setting out and testing the basic thought process behind the policy, as well as 
investigating potential negative effects and unintended consequences. The result was 
not a definite yes or no; rather, it was a complex story of how the policy resolved some 
problems, revealed new problems, and had both positive and negative consequences. 
This constitutes theory-driven evaluation (Weiss, 1995, 1998).

Painting complex stories is particularly critical for informing policy debates. It also 
is vital if research is to assist in building the capacity of systems to learn from the past 
and make corrections in the future. Illuminating the “theory of action” behind the 
policy initiative, investigating whether and why proposed effects occurred, and un-
derstanding the consequences of programs and policies are essential if urban districts 
are to escape from the vicious cycle of enacting a policy, evaluating effects, concluding 
it doesn’t work, discarding that approach, and enacting a disconnected new policy. 
Rather, theory-driven evaluation has the potential to allow the new policy to build 
on the potential benefits and lessons from the old policy.

 Our recent work on evaluating small schools in Chicago demonstrated how 
theory-driven evaluation that paints complex pictures with evidence can contribute 
to policy development rather than dramatic policy lurch. In 2003, with support from 
the Gates Foundation and several local foundations, CPS began an ambitious initia-
tive to break large high schools into smaller sub-units by creating new, freestanding 

Painting complex stories is particularly critical for informing policy debates. It also is vital if research is to assist 

in building the capacity of systems to learn from the past and make corrections in the future. . . .Theory-driven 

evaluation that paints complex pictures with evidence can contribute to policy development rather than dramatic 

policy lurch.



c o n s o r t i u m  o n  c h i c a g o  s c h o o l  r e s e a r c h

at  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y  o f  c h i c a g o  u r b a n  e d u c at i o n  i n s t i t u t e 29

small high schools. This effort, which was called the Chicago High School Redesign 
Initiative (CHRSI), represented one of the district’s major high school reform strate-
gies at the time. Our researchers, in collaboration with program developers, carefully 
laid out the theory of action that explained why these new small schools would obtain 
better student outcomes. Through our regular surveys and other data collection, the 
researchers measured most of the important components of the theory. Using a “real-
time” and collaborative approach to this evaluation, we influenced many ongoing 
decisions. Most of these decisions pointed to the need for instructional improvements. 
This process required a new mode of work for us, with more frequent, brief reports 
produced with very quick turnaround. The research found that small schools did 
lead to greater personalization and higher engagement, manifest both through higher 
attendance and lower dropout rates. However, there was little evidence to show that 
the small schools led to greater achievement, at least as measured by test scores. These 
findings helped reformers in the city understand the limits of this structural approach 
to high school reform. Rather than simply judging the results a “failure,” they de-
veloped subsequent reform strategies focusing on instructional improvements. Most 
importantly, the lesson from that experience and the CCSR research strongly shaped 
district approaches to opening new schools and reforming existing high schools. Thus, 
our engaged research led to refinement and development of specific policy, rather than 
a wholesale shift in approach.

Conclusion
There has traditionally been a divide in educational research between those who  
study policy development and governance structures that shape school reform on the 
national, state, and district level and those who study classroom practices, the details 
of instruction, and the work of teachers and principals. During the 1980s and 1990s, 
this disconnect also was prevalent in the ways policies were enacted versus what actu-
ally happened in classrooms. Researchers documented how many educational policy  
initiatives failed because educators “buffered” themselves from change, preventing 
major initiatives from accomplishing fundamental improvements in schools. The 
problem, researchers argued, was that educators on the front line had little incentive  
to change (Elmore, 1996; Payne, 2008). Principals had little discretion—essentially 
taking their charge from the central office, dealing with the teachers and students as-
signed to them, and having little expectation that they could drive instruction or move 
the performance of their students. Thus, educators had little incentive or authority to 
improve. The work of the classroom basically was divorced from large policy initia-
tives, and the work of the principal was to protect her teachers from the vicissitudes 
of central office policies and reform agendas. “Just wait, in time this will go away as 
the other initiatives have” was the standard response in the teachers’ lounge to any 
announcement of a new program.

We would assert that this is not the world in which most teachers, principals, 
and school system administrators in large districts work today. Across the country  



at  t h e  u n i v e r s i t y  o f  c h i c a g o  u r b a n  e d u c at i o n  i n s t i t u t e

c o n s o r t i u m  o n  c h i c a g o  s c h o o l  r e s e a r c h

30

(and especially in large urban districts), teachers, principals, and central office staff 
are under tremendous pressure to reform. Chicago heralded this new era when it de-
centralized hiring, authority, and discretion over instructional programs to individual 
principals and schools in 1989. Under No Child Left Behind, and even prior to that, 
strong accountability initiatives in states and districts placed tremendous pressure on 
schools to reform. Many large school districts have come to believe that “the school is 
the unit of change”; therefore, they have adopted governance structures that devolve 
even greater authority to the school level. 

New schools and charters have introduced competition for students and teachers 
and created a group of R&D institutions that are expected to create new models and 
dramatically different outcomes in very short periods of time. Many of these changes 
were informed by earlier educational research. Standards promoted more tightly 
coupled systems in which it would be clear what students should learn, how this would 
be tested, and what the consequences were for schools if student performance lagged. 
The accountability movement sought to bring incentives to the school and classroom 
level by measuring outcomes that matter, to send strong signals to schools to focus on 
those outcomes, and to increase competition and the flow of information. 

These changes have dramatically restructured the landscape of educational reform 
and, we would argue, made it even more important that research bridges the historical 
divide between the work of schools and the policies that govern them. Clearly, optimal 
education policy must assure that the big initiatives are linked to what matters most 
for improving performance. But, how can research address the disconnect between 
policy and practice? And, how best can research support schools in responding to 
these new opportunities and demands? 

These are the questions that have guided CCSR researchers for almost 20 years. In 
this report, we have tried to present our answer to these questions. CCSR evolved as 
an organization by responding to changing demands and the complexity of educa-
tion reform in a new era. The mission of CCSR is to support the search for solutions 
in ways that build the capacity of school reform and build coherence in identifying 
strategies and the levers for improvement across various levels of the district. Instead 
of asking whether reforms work, CCSR’s research examines the critical factors that 
shape student achievement and the outcomes that schools are being asked to achieve. 
By using that approach, CCSR’s research helps the school system and individual schools 

Discerning the most crucial questions to investigate, building a cumulative knowledge base, and bringing findings 

to bear on local policy and practice all require focus on a single school district or geographic location. This is a 

radical departure from most scholarly research. 
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understand the outcomes that matter most and the processes within schools that may 
shape those outcomes, regardless of the particular reform program. This approach, 
we argue, supports coherence and focus at all levels of the system. Under the best 
scenario, schools should be measured on outcomes that matter (e.g., being on-track for 
ninth graders); district initiatives should be aligned to support schools’ focus on those 
outcomes; and schools should be managing their efforts to improve those outcomes, 
based on extant research on the critical determinants of student success. 

However, this approach also requires research support at all levels. The buzz phrase 
of the day is “data driven.” Schools in many districts are increasingly being measured 
on an array of outcomes and are being expected to use data to assess their efforts and 
inform progress. In the absence of research supports, however, schools and districts 
struggle with the questions of what kinds of data to examine and how to use data to 
develop strategies for improvement. This is a gap CCSR has worked to fill. CCSR re-
search supports the district in identifying the outcomes that they want to assess schools 
on, engages educators at all levels in understanding why those outcomes matter, and 
supports the development of strategies at both the school level and the district level. 

Significantly, CCSR has demonstrated that it is not necessary to make tradeoffs 
between research quality, accessibility, and impact. Instead, high technical quality is 
critical if the research is to be believed and to produce cutting edge insights that can 
shape practice. It does mean, however, that research cannot rely on traditional means 
of disseminating research findings solely though publication and through technical 
peer-reviewed articles addressed to an academic audience. Rather, researchers must 
find new ways to engage the education community in research findings over time—
through products that are accessible to a wide audience and through using diverse 
approaches that carefully attend to the process by which practitioners assimilate and 
internalize new information and connect it to their own problems. 

Effectively supporting the search for solutions—what we term a new model for 
educational research that informs policy and practice—requires researchers to ask 
questions that address the core problems facing practitioners and decision makers 
and to see themselves less as “outside evaluators” and more as a resource that engages 
interactively with educators and reformers to build capacity for reform. Discerning 
the most crucial questions to investigate, building a cumulative knowledge base, and 
bringing findings to bear on local policy and practice all require focus on a single 
school district or geographic location. This is a radical departure from most scholarly 
research. Instead of becoming experts in testing, high school completion, school orga-
nization, and so forth, CCSR researchers combine expertise on a range of topics with 
knowledge of the Chicago Public Schools, the issues before them, and the larger set 
of factors that matter in improving them. The focus on one place allows the CCSR 
model to fully work. 

This approach is a tall order for individual researchers, especially younger faculty 
members at universities who must meet expectations on peer publication and are subject 
to prevailing academic values. These values emphasize presentations at professional 
meetings and scholarly publications, rather than reports for public consumption and 
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meetings with stakeholders. Furthermore, the professional relationships of academics 
tend not to lead them to work with local actors. Instead, faculty members are more 
likely to interact with colleagues around the country who may be working on the 
same problem (Bryk and Sebring, 2001). 

Creating new models of research, then, ultimately means that new institutions 
need to support this work. We would argue that the challenge that CCSR poses to 
the research community is not about changing the role of an individual researcher 
but about creating a new role for universities in supporting school reform. As we have 

argued throughout this report, the work of CCSR is not about an individual researcher 
doing a good piece of research. We hypothesize that if each CCSR study had been 
conducted by an independent researcher who was working alone, our impact would 
have been minimal. Rather, we hope we have demonstrated how CCSR has worked 
to break down the silos, produce research findings, and then build on those findings 
by institutionalizing them into the education debate and ongoing research effort. 
Ultimately the success of the model is not whether individual researchers produce a 
good piece of research, but whether specific research findings translate into policy and 
practice and contribute to the larger dialogue about what it will take to improve. This 
also has meant changing the relationship between research and practice, so that the 
education community sees research not as external to reform but as a resource that 
facilitates ongoing development. This requires developing different sets of professional 
priorities and different sets of professional relationships for researchers than is cur-
rently available in traditional academic departments and research centers. It requires 
that universities promote and reward new models for research, ultimately creating 
new roles for universities in supporting their urban communities.

Ultimately the success of the model is not whether individual researchers produce a good piece of research, but 

whether specific research findings translate into policy and practice and contribute to the larger dialogue about 

what it will take to improve.
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Endnotes

1  William Easterly (2006) used the term “search for 
solutions” to characterize an alternative model to 
policy planning in development.

2  This finding, that the technical quality of a study 
was a significant contributor to decision makers’ 
assessment of its usefulness, actually contradicted 
the assessments that Weiss and Bucuvalas obtained 
from the social scientists. They found that social 
scientists thought that technical quality would 
make only a marginal difference in the views of 
decisions makers. 
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