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CSR weathers highs and lows in relationship with NCLB 
A scientifically proven school reform model gains less attention than hoped for, but reauthorization could breathe new life into the movement
By Kris Kitto 
Staff Writer
The overarching goal of the comprehensive school reform movement seems to complement the aim of the No Child Left Behind Act. Both envision improved schools that benefit all children.
In spite of this similarity, the CSR movement has had a more nebulous role in national school reform efforts during the past five years than some education experts expected. Apparent hot and cold messages from the Education Department, as well as what experts perceive as several schools' resistance to change, have left many people driving the movement a little less sure about its place in improving schools. 
____________________________________ 
EducationDaily.netTM related story: 
How the well-known CSR models match up 
____________________________________ 
The federal law's upcoming reauthorization presents a chance for Congress to elevate CSR models as the marquee answer to school restructuring, but historical precedent does not bode well. Whatever happens to CSR in the reauthorization, though, many involved say its core principles will continue to influence education improvement as more schools head toward restructuring.
NCLB and CSR: a meeting point
NCLB has a distinct program for CSR, though it has experienced several funding ups and downs in the past. But the law also provides an opportunity for CSR involvement in school restructuring under the intervention process for schools not meeting adequate yearly progress. The restructuring phase offers low-achieving schools five choices for changing their governance. One is to enter "into a contract with an entity, such as a private management company with a demonstrated record of effectiveness, to operate the public school."
CSR would be a natural fit for schools entering this phase, many experts have said.
"When the No Child Left Behind Act came into effect, it seemed like its school improvement goals were well-aligned with what had already been for a decade a building comprehensive school reform movement," said Steve Fleishman, vice president of the education and human development program at the American Institutes for Research.
What's more, several experts said, NCLB's focus on accountability exposed many schools' need for improvement, creating a market for CSR-like models and other reform efforts.
"Schools and districts are far more interested now in finding solutions to the problems in their schools," said Jim Kohlmoos, chief executive officer of the National Education Knowledge Industry Association and a former Education Department assistant secretary.
Other options
According to ED statistics, 1,717 schools were either planning restructuring or implementing restructuring in the 2005-06 school year. The past five years have shown, though, that schools entering the restructuring stage of NCLB intervention haven't chosen CSR models nearly as frequently as expected.
In a February 2006 Center on Education Policy study focusing on California schools, 76 percent of the state's restructuring schools chose the law's catch-all "any other restructuring" option. And an earlier CEP study on Michigan drew the same conclusion.
Reform in this category can range from teacher coaching to the appointing of new leadership teams -- but has been unlikely to include CSR, experts said.
The reason, according to many, is that school administrators, feeling pressure to reform schools quickly, lack the broad perspective and patience needed to implement a CSR model.
"Schools that need to be turned around are under all kinds of pressures, and introducing an outside element may be difficult," said Fleishman, who also led the ED-funded Comprehensive School Reform Quality Center, whose three-year grant ran out last year. 
Other experts say charter schools, also an option in school restructuring, have flourished in the school improvement market NCLB has initiated -- but with extra help from ED.
Like CSR, charter schools have a separate program in NCLB, under Title V. But unlike CSR, the charter school program was originally funded and saw expanded funding in 2004.
"The department's clearly more oriented towards charter schools, building the charter school movement and pushing hard on the choice provisions," Kohlmoos said. 
Though charter schools and CSR models aren't mutually exclusive -- and often complement each other -- some experts said schools are more apt to do what they think ED wants them to do to exit the restructuring phase.
"Schools that are under the gun, not meeting AYP standards¿are very sensitive to what they think the U.S. Department of Education or their state department is favoring," said Bob Slavin, chairman of Success for All, one of the more popular national CSR models. 
The future of CSR
CSR seems to have lost prominence in the national move to improve schools, but many people see the NCLB reauthorization as a chance to reestablish its worth.
As more schools are likely to enter the restructuring phase, it only makes sense to tout programs proven through research to improve academic achievement, experts said. And scientific proof of efficacy is a common characteristic of many CSR models.
"We just need to elevate it and say, 'Look, this is an important way to turn around low-performing schools,'" Kohlmoos said. "And maybe there'll be new interest in Congress -- with a different political dynamic."
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