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Introducing the Issue

Introducing the Issue
Daphna Bassok, Anna Markowitz, and Pamela Morris
High-quality early childhood education
programs can have lasting impacts,
particularly for children in low-income
families or families that have been historically
marginalized.1 Beyond their direct benefits
for children, early childhood education
(ECE) programs also support families
and the economy by providing safe, warm
environments for young children while their
parents work—an attribute that recently
gained new significance when COVID-19
upended in-person instruction. But even
though the promise of early education—for
children, for families, for equity, and for
society—is widely recognized, delivering
effective ECE programming at scale
remains elusive. Findings from promising
research studies rarely make their way into
early childhood practice; at the same time,
policy and practice decisions are often made
without research evidence to guide them.
Many large-scale ECE programs don’t
consistently offer the types of high-quality
experiences that research suggests support
development, and thus they don’t deliver on
their promise to ameliorate poverty-related
and other inequalities.2 The discrepancies
between what we know, what decision
makers need, and the reality of children’s

experiences have caused many researchers,
policy makers, and practitioners to wonder
if there’s a better or faster way to produce
change.
To build a system of high-quality early
care accessible to all children, some early
education research must pivot to questions,
methods, and timelines that align with the
needs of policy makers and practitioners
who are making high-stakes, systems-level
decisions. At the same time, research must
stay firmly rooted in the science of how
children develop.3 This issue of the Future
of Children argues that research-practice
partnerships (RPPs) are a particularly
promising strategy for doing both well, and
thus offer another critical tool to support
high-quality early childhood education.
RPPs are long-term collaborations between
researchers and policy makers and/or
practitioners that are designed to improve
educational outcomes through sustained
collaboration and commitment.4 These
partnerships are defined by their longevity,
mutual decision-making and compromise,
and the commitment of both parties to
larger-scale, systems-level problem-solving,
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rather than a single project or research
question.5 When done well, RPPs can
produce research that’s both more relevant
and useful to policy makers and more
rigorous and/or innovative than the studies
that researchers could undertake outside of a
formal partnership.
But this work isn’t easy. Researchers and
policy makers are used to operating with
very different timelines, goals, and incentive
structures, and these differences can present
challenges for effective partnership. A clear
understanding of what partnership work
requires, and strategies for overcoming these
hurdles, are essential for creating the kind of
long-term, open relationship that results in
better policy and stronger scholarship. This
issue explores these challenges as well as the
potential of partnership work for helping to
transform ECE systems.
Unlike a typical Future of Children issue,
which describes what’s already known about
a topic that affects children’s lives, this
issue focuses on an approach to research
and practice. We aim to distill lessons from
existing ECE partnerships and to provide
a road map for researchers and policy/
practice leaders who want to collaborate.
The articles examine both the challenges
and the opportunities of partnership work,
and show how partnerships may, in some
instances and when carefully designed, pave
the way for systems-level change. Each
article is centered on a major challenge or
opportunity, such as creating a research or
funding agenda, developing tools, taking
innovation to scale, navigating different
timelines, finding a balance between rigor
and feasibility, and building capacity. Three
commentaries, written by a university dean,
a practice leader, and policy organization
researchers, describe how the contexts in
4
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which policy makers and researchers work—
universities, state systems, and research
firms, respectively—can effectively support
RPP work. As a whole, the issue sets the
stage for strengthening and investing in
partnership work in early education.

Historical Role of RPPs in Early
Education
ECE research has its roots in RPPs. The
three major studies whose results have driven
much of the public investment in ECE—
the Perry Preschool Project in Ypsilanti,
Michigan; the Abecedarian Project in North
Carolina; and the Chicago Child Parent
Centers—all sought to provide high-quality
ECE while continually learning and refining
their programs through research. These
studies, two of which were randomized
controlled trials, have produced crucial
information about early education for nearly
50 years and have greatly influenced modern
ECE policy making.6
Federal investments in ECE—for example,
funds to expand the number of slots or
improve quality—are often coupled with
evaluation requirements, to learn from the
implementation experience, to test whether
the investments had the desired effects,
and/or to use the findings for improvement.
The federal government’s primary early
education program, Head Start, has, from
its inception, been heavily influenced by
research. Head Start planners drew on a
nursery school movement that paired child
development research with university-based
child care, and sought to create a program
that would not only provide a service for
children and families, but would also use
research to deepen our understanding of
what children need to thrive, forming a
feedback loop to improve the program.7
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Head Start’s commitment to using data to
improve practice is visible today in the Head
Start Impact Study, Head Start Program
Information Reports, Head Start Graduate
Student Research Grants, and the Head
Start Family and Child Experiences Survey.
Other federal initiatives echo this
commitment. Since 1995, the
Administration for Children and Families
Child Care Policy Research Partnership
grant program has supported collaborations
between researchers and agencies
administering the federal Child Care and
Development Fund (CCDF), with the goal
of generating research on key issues for
CCDF decision makers. More recently,
the Obama administration’s Race to the
Top Early Learning Challenge funded
the evaluation of states’ efforts to improve
the quality of early learning, opening the
door for long-term collaborations between
researchers and policy makers—though it
didn’t explicitly require such collaborations.

Resurgence of Partnership
Research in Education
Partnerships between researchers, policy
makers, and practitioners aren’t new
in ECE or in education research more
broadly. But over the past decade, calls
have intensified for partnered, contextdriven research. A 2012 National Research
Council publication asserted that science
provides essential evidence for decision
makers, and that the most useful research
is designed in collaboration with policy
makers and practitioners, working at the
ground level.8 The push for co-created
research in education set the stage for
major investments from both federal and
foundation sources. The aim of these
investments was to increase the number of

RPPs, as well as to develop concrete methods
and tools for RPP work. In short, RPPs were
intended to put science to work by closing
the gap between research and practice/policy.
At the federal level, from 2013 to 2019 the
Institute of Education Sciences (IES) funded
the Researcher-Practice Partnerships in
Education Research grants program, which
was designed to support research projects
on issues deemed high priority by education
agencies, as well as the development of a
plan for future research.9 Moreover, IES
predoctoral training grants now require
embedded policy partnership experiences,
signaling a commitment to producing
researchers who can work alongside decision
makers.
Private foundations have strongly supported
partnership work, both by funding
partnership research itself and by working
to improve the science and practice of
RPPs. Since 2015, the Spencer Foundation’s
Research Practice Partnership grants
program has funded 32 RPPs, several of
which focused on early education (a new
application window also opened in late
2020). The foundation has also hosted several
meetings for its grant recipients to share what
works best in this line of work.10 The William
T. Grant Foundation created a set of online
resources for funders looking to support
RPPs and for research-practice collaborators
hoping to develop a partnership.11 In
2016, the Spencer, William T. Grant,
Bill and Melinda Gates, Annie E. Casey,
and Wallace foundations established the
National Network of Education ResearchPractice Partnerships (NNERPP), aimed
at developing, supporting, and connecting
education RPPs.12 NNERPP holds meetings,
collects and disseminates resources, and
helps RPPs collaborate with one another.
VOL. 31 / NO. 1 / S PR ING 2021
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Finally, as Jacqueline Jones writes in this
issue, the Foundation for Child Development
recently launched an initiative to develop
a set of RPPs to study the early childhood
workforce in New York City.
Though investments in partnered research
have grown, the evidence for its benefits for
policy, practice, and scientific discovery is
still underdeveloped. The best evidence to
date comes from the National Center for
Research in Policy and Practice’s descriptive
study of the IES RPP grants. This study
found that researchers, practitioners, and
policy makers alike valued the partnership
work, felt it improved their understanding of
each other’s contexts, and led to an increase
in the application of research.13 About a
third of partnerships reported that their
collaboration had created a policy change.14
At the same time, IES—the preeminent
federal agency supporting educational
research—suspended explicit funding for
partnerships in 2019, justifying that decision,
in part, by noting their concern that RPPs
are too process-oriented and insufficiently
focused on improving student outcomes.15
This issue of the Future of Children aims
to support the next generation of ECE
RPPs by sharing lessons from a diverse set
of partnerships, thus laying the foundation
for future collaborations that support the
systemic change we need to meaningfully
shift young children’s learning outcomes
through ECE.

Using RPPs to Support System
Building
First-generation RPPs provided compelling
evidence that high-quality ECE interventions
can work. But they also showed that it’s
difficult to bring effective programs to scale.
Today, questions about the short-, medium-,
6
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and long-term impacts of ECE programs
remain important, as do questions about the
costs and benefits of these interventions.
Yet, the question “Does ECE work?” is
far less relevant now for policy makers
and practitioners than are questions about
how to improve ECE with constrained
resources. Early learning opportunities in the
United States come through a fragmented
delivery system that must cope with limited
funding, workforce challenges, low supply,
and inconsistent quality standards.17 In this
context, policy makers and practitioners seek
information about strategies to raise ECE
quality (for example, through professional
development or curriculum), strategies to
reach specific populations (such as children
with disabilities or dual language learners),
and strategies to design policies that facilitate
system-level change (such as licensing
and accountability systems or workforce
supports).
Of course, much research, including
rigorous randomized trials and descriptive
implementation studies, has already
examined specific ECE improvement
strategies. But because many of these studies
are small and evaluate researcher-designed
and researcher-implemented strategies,
they often provide little information about
implementation at scale.
Thus policy makers and practitioners are
forced to make educated guesses about how
to invest their limited resources. Nationwide,
they’re experimenting with an array of
strategies to better serve young children,
ranging from professional development
interventions to curricular reforms to tax
credits for early educators. Yet they have
little research to guide them. By partnering
with researchers, policy makers can evaluate
whether their initiatives have the desired
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effects, and can also learn real-time lessons
that allow for refinement. On a larger scale,
RPPs offer the chance to turn the multitude
of ad hoc efforts to solve unique ECE
problems into a laboratory that tests ideas for
improving ECE at scale. This issue aims to
learn from existing partnerships to optimize
this process, and thereby enhance the next
generation of RPPs. With this in mind, we
present several case studies, each addressing
different challenges and opportunities related
to ECE partnership work. We set the stage
in this introduction, offering examples from
our own partnered ECE research to highlight
emergent findings from the issue overall,
articulating some of the unexpected benefits
of partnered research, and demonstrating
why now may be the right time to use
partnered research to support ECE.

Three Exemplars
Here we highlight three of our own ECE
partnerships—with the New York City
Division of Early Childhood Education in
the Department of Education, the Louisiana
Department of Education (LDOE), and the
Virginia Department of Education (VDOE)
(see also the article by Rachel Abenavoli
and colleagues and the commentary by
Jenna Conway). All these partnerships aim
to use ECE research to support ambitious
system-building. They also show the value of
investing in partnerships through unusually
disruptive times, such as the COVID-19
pandemic.
In New York City, leaders from the mayor’s
office and the Division of Early Childhood
Education (NYC DECE) began building a
free universal prekindergarten system known
as Pre-K for all—extending free pre-K from
a loosely integrated system serving 19,000
children to a fully integrated one serving

70,000 children, in just two years. To meet
this challenge, they relied on a brain trust
of New York University (NYU) faculty, staff,
and students to provide research support
for the city’s decision-making, including
efforts to take the pulse of the rapidly
expanding system and to design lasting
research architecture. The partnership led to
a joint $5 million research project from the
Institute of Education Sciences to rigorously
examine investments in teachers’ professional
development to support high-quality
pre-K programming and the learning and
development of the city’s four-year-olds (see
Abenavoli and colleagues).
The Louisiana partnership formed around
the passage of Act 3, a state law known as
the Early Childhood Education Act. This
legislation was designed to break down
barriers between child care, Head Start, and
state pre-K, creating a cohesive ECE system.
At the heart of the reform was mandatory
accountability via a Quality Rating and
Improvement System (QRIS), which focused
on the quality of teacher-child interactions
in all publicly funded programs. Louisiana’s
new QRIS involved multiple in-person
observations a year in every publicly funded
ECE classroom in the state. Both its broad
scope and its focus on process quality were
unique, and policy makers were eager to
partner with researchers to evaluate their
quality improvement measure and its impact
on ECE.
Finally, the Virginia RPP was formed to
support a set of ECE quality improvement
efforts led by VDOE, with support from
a federal Preschool Development Grant
Birth through Five (PDG). Virginia is
piloting a large financial incentive program
for early educators that aims to recognize
their critical role in children’s development,
VOL. 31 / NO. 1 / S PR ING 2021
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acknowledge the substantial disparities in
compensation between teachers in child
care centers and those in school-based ECE,
and reduce teacher turnover. Researchers at
the University of Virginia, who serve as the
PDG’s evaluation partners, are leading a large
randomized controlled trial of the financial
incentive program.
All three of these RPPs aim to contribute to
major ECE reform efforts in their locales,
and all three rely on partnerships with policy
makers who value and invest in data-driven
decision-making. The three RPPs are also
tackling topics of great interest for ECE,
including universal access, measuring quality,
and supporting early educators. The RPPs
thus create opportunities to help policy
partners make decisions in real time, and to
provide rigorous evidence on questions of
broad interest.

Driving Improvements with RPPs
RPPs can be used to refine practice and
drive continued improvement as policies
mature. For instance, in the first year of the
NYC DECE partnership, the NYU team
coordinated with a team at Westat, the
research firm hired to descriptively examine
the rollout of the city’s Pre-K for All program
by collecting fall and spring assessments of
children’s school readiness. Key activities
included piloting the use of tablet PCs for
easy-to-administer assessments of children’s
executive function, self-regulation, and
pre-academic skills. To help the city deploy
resources strategically, the NYU team
also created easy-to-read visual displays
combining key neighborhood characteristics
with information on the location of Pre-K for
All expansion sites and child assessment data.
The second year of the partnership brought
a coordinated effort to use research in
8
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support of the city’s commitment to
quality. This involved co-developing
research-based quality standards, providing
research evidence to guide the selection
of professional development models, and
constructing a data-based decision-making
process to allocate frequency of coaching
support. NYU initiated feedback sessions
with coaching staff who support teachers’
professional learning and with teachers
and leaders of preschool programs. These
sessions gave the NYC DECE valuable
information as it refined its professional
learning model to be both integrated across
training and coaching, and aligned with
teachers’ and leaders’ needs.
Louisiana’s novel approach to QRIS also
relied on research for continual refinement.
The QRIS required the state to regularly
and accurately measure quality across all
publicly funded ECE programs, ideally
employing a measure that teachers and
families would understand, and that could
be used to improve classroom practice
across all sectors. Knowing the limitations
of many existing QRISs, LDOE chose to
focus on a single observational measure of
teacher-child interactions, one that’s been
consistently, though modestly, linked to
children’s learning gains. But the department
had questions about the feasibility of
accurately collecting so much observation
data, and about strategies for ensuring that
the quality measure was linked to children’s
development. Initially, the partnership
examined jointly identified questions to
guide design decisions and test the validity
of the state’s approach.18 Over time, LDOE
shifted from questions about accurately
measuring quality at scale to questions about
driving improvement, thus focusing on new
strategies to support early educators. State
and local partners have used their findings,
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particularly a set of large-scale surveys of
early educators, to guide real-time policy
decisions and to support various grantwriting, policy, and public-facing actions.
The Virginia RPP, the most recent of the
three, involves a combination of large-scale
workforce surveys to better understand the
experiences of the state’s early educators,
and a field experiment to evaluate its early
childhood teacher recognition program.
The survey findings have already been
used to refine policy. For instance, in the
second year of the state’s PDG initiative,
limited resources precluded giving all ECE
teachers the incentive payment. Findings
from teacher surveys helped the state decide
to focus the program on child care lead and
assistant teachers, as their turnover rates
were much higher and their financial needs
much greater than those of teachers in other
sectors. Survey results also indicated that
about a quarter of the teachers participating
in the PDG were unclear about key eligibility
rules for the recognition program. These
results led the state to make significant
changes in the way it communicated the
program to early educators.
The RCT showed that the recognition
program substantially reduced turnover
among child care teachers.19 During
Virginia’s 2020 Special Legislative Session,
VDOE partners used these findings to
advocate for, and ultimately receive, an
additional $3 million in state funds to expand
early educator incentives.

Partnership Benefits for Researchers
Giving policy makers relevant data on short
timelines may help them make real-time
decisions, leading to improved policies.
Partnerships can also benefit applied
researchers who want their research to

improve on-the-ground practice. At the
same time, the types of questions policy
makers wish to tackle, and the timelines
on which they need to tackle them, may
not align with the questions typically asked
in academic research, or the timelines
needed for conducting rigorous evaluations.
Researchers are accustomed to having
enough time for thorough analyses that
often focus on isolating the causal impact
of particular interventions. In this way,
partnership work can incur tradeoffs
for researchers—between work that’s
relevant and timely on the ground, and
work that’s rigorous and contributes to
scientific knowledge. We highlight these
tensions throughout this issue. But our own
experience, and that of the other authors,
suggests that compared to independent
research studies, research conducted
through ECE partnerships can be more
rigorous, more innovative, and more
useful (that is, relevant) for furthering our
collective knowledge.
Partnered research may have more mutual
benefits than tradeoffs, a point too often
unacknowledged. Conducting ECE
research at scale is notoriously difficult.
K–12 researchers have access to systemwide
data collected over time on many aspects
of teaching and learning, including data
on student assessments, the workforce,
measures of quality, and spending and
finances. But the United States’ fragmented
ECE delivery system is characterized by a
multitude of programs that are often poorly
coordinated, resulting in a severe lack of
systemwide data on any of these topics,
and often little data even within particular
ECE sectors (such as child care or Head
Start).20 For example, there are no data sets
that track ECE teachers over time, either
within or between centers. Data in other
VOL. 31 / NO. 1 / S PR ING 2021
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key areas—such as the implementation of
professional learning offered to teachers,
or teacher practices that might result from
professional learning experiences—is often
quite limited as well.
Through partnerships, researchers and
policy makers can find novel ways to
overcome these challenges. For instance,
policy makers may not realize that the data
they collect through normal operations
could provide new insights, and researchers
may not realize that such data even exists.
Partnerships can create opportunities to use
existing administrative data to answer timely
policy questions.
As an example, several years ago we learned
that the data system used for LDOE’s QRIS
included the name of every lead teacher
working in every publicly funded classroom
serving toddlers or preschoolers in the
state, in fall and spring, over multiple years.
This information was collected during the
classroom observations that are at the heart
of the state’s accountability system. The
state simply considered this its QRIS data.
But as we learned more about the state’s
data system, we realized it could be used to
conduct the first systemwide examination of
teacher turnover across a state. Because we
can see which teachers are observed from
one year to the next, we can provide much
more systematic evidence on the prevalence
of turnover, exploring differences by
sector and the age of children served, and
examining how turnover relates to quality.21
Our team had long wanted to answer
questions about ECE teacher turnover, but
we lacked the systemwide data to do so.
Through our partnership, we discovered an
existing source of data that we could use to
learn more about a pressing policy problem
in ECE.
10
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Besides uncovering lesser-known data sets,
partnerships can also significantly improve
the collection of new data. For instance,
we’ve now collected thousands of surveys
from early educators across Louisiana and
Virginia, achieving much higher survey
response rates (between 60 and 80 percent)
than are typical for ECE workforce
surveys.22 Our partnership with LDOE ,
VDOE, and local ECE leaders contributed
substantially to these high response rates.
Our partners regularly advised us on how
to make the survey language feel relevant
to the local context. They also invited us
to meetings with local ECE leaders (such
as school principals and child care center
directors) where they would introduce the
project, give the leaders time to complete
the surveys in person, and share hard copies
for staff members who weren’t comfortable
taking surveys online. In addition, they sent
out regular reminders to encourage survey
completion, which likely resonated with
local leaders more than emails from an outof-state research team.
In the New York partnership, our RPP led
to the creation of new tools to measure
the implementation of a professional
learning model to support children’s artbased learning. And NYU researchers’
experience with the Adapted Teaching Style
Rating Scale—an observational measure of
teacher practice that has been linked with
professional learning in social-emotional
learning programs—led the city to adapt
and adopt this system in pre-K programs
across the city, alongside other widely
used measures of classroom quality.23 The
result is that new data on observed teacher
behavior, which can be used for both quality
improvement and future research, is being
collected systematically in some pre-K sites
in the NYC system.
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Finally, RPPs can lead to studies that simply
wouldn’t have happened without regular
conversations between teams. When policy
makers launch new initiatives and reforms,
their first thought isn’t necessarily how to do
so in a way that supports rigorous evaluation;
in fact, they may not consider that at all.
Researchers often learn about a policy too
long after the fact, and lament the missed
opportunity to incorporate a careful study
into the rollout. Yet research can sometimes
be embedded in a new initiative with
relatively little added burden or cost to the
policy makers, and it can provide valuable
insights into the local initiative as well as
broader questions in the field.
For instance, as part of its PDG grant,
VDOE planned to pilot a recognition
program for early educators, budgeting
more than three million dollars for direct
payments to those teachers. Early educators,
especially those working in child care
settings, are typically not well compensated;
this is widely seen as a problem both for the
teachers and for the children they serve.
Through the recognition payments—up
to $1,500 per teacher—VDOE hoped to
support early educators and recognize
their central role in improving ECE
quality. Because the PDG grant had only
a 12-month turnaround, our partners at
the VDOE and Virginia Early Childhood
Foundation focused immediately on
the complex logistics needed to get the
recognition program under way. The
research team saw potential to provide
unique evidence about the impact of
increased pay on key ECE outcomes,
particularly teacher turnover. Although low
earnings are among the factors driving this
turnover, no studies had actually tested the
impact of pay increases on teacher stability
in ECE.24

With this in mind, we advocated for a set
of randomized controlled trials that would
isolate the recognition program’s effects.
Our partners recognized the value of
this and quickly agreed, having built up
trust in our perspective through years of
partnership. Thus we were able to jointly
seize an opportunity that wouldn’t have
existed without the partnership; we now
have strong evidence that financial incentives
substantially reduce turnover among child
care teachers.
A similar opportunity emerged in the NYC
DECE partnership. The city decided to
offer professional learning to teachers
in separate tracks, each with a different
theme or primary target, such as children’s
math skills, social-emotional development,
or creative arts. These tracks have been
the focus of the most recent phase of the
partnered research activity (see the article
in this issue by Abenavoli and colleagues).
Thanks partly to the partnered discussions,
we were able to consider strategies that
prioritize NYC DECE objectives in honoring
program leader’s choices while also offering
opportunities for rigorous research. As
Abenavoli and colleagues recount in this
issue, partnered work helped identify
several opportunities to study professional
development tracks that were embedded in
the city’s system of allocating pre-K sites to
those tracks.
In our own experience, then, the choice to
do applied partnered work hasn’t come at the
expense of rigor. Through our partnerships,
we’ve been able to access and collect better,
more representative data, to identify policyrelevant questions in real time, and to embed
rigorous research opportunities into the
rollout of policies we wouldn’t otherwise have
known about until years later, if at all.
VOL. 31 / NO. 1 / S PR ING 2021
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Partnerships during COVID-19
With COVID-19, the need for fast
turnaround in data collection, as well as
for research focused on local needs, has
become even more pronounced. Faced
with the unprecedented challenges of a
global pandemic, ECE policy makers and
practitioners have had to rapidly figure
out how to provide ECE. They had little
evidence to guide their decisions on
extremely difficult questions that called for
immediate action: How do we ensure the
safety of early educators? How do we do
this while ensuring sufficient child care for
essential workers? How do we ensure that
young children—particularly those in poverty
or facing other challenges—still receive the
support they need? Researchers didn’t have
these answers either, but policy makers could
turn to RPPs for advice on what the existing
research tells us on closely related topics, and
to identify ways to gather needed evidence.
Where trusted partnerships weren’t already
in place, it would have been too burdensome
to build them in the midst of the rapid
decision-making required by COVID-19.
But where partnerships existed, researchers
could use their familiarity with the context
to offer resources that could be useful.
For example, as COVID-19 spread in New
York City, researchers quickly assembled
materials about remote learning, including
a tool kit for teachers citywide. They also
offered resources to answer policy makers’
most urgent questions (such as, What
tools can help teachers care for children
who’ve experienced a death in the family
or a substantial loss of income—at scale,
immediately?).
RPPs could also take advantage of existing
infrastructure to expedite data collection. In
12
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both Virginia and Louisiana, our research
teams quickly fielded workforce surveys to
give policy partners data on which rapid
response policies were perceived as most
helpful, as well as concrete data on the
experiences of early educators during a
pandemic. Work is now under way in New
York City to collect and analyze data about
the professional learning experiences of
leaders and teachers, to identify gaps and find
innovative solutions for challenges that arise
during this unprecedented time, and to guide
recovery efforts.
The pandemic has highlighted the critical
role of child care and the inadequacy of our
fragmented ECE system, prompting urgent
calls for major investments and reforms.
New investments may generate unique
opportunities to create more-effective ECE
systems, and RPPs can shape policy makers’
strategies for doing that.

Overview of the Issue
This issue of the Future of Children offers
insights from successful RPPs tackling a wide
range of topics related to early learning. The
issue brings together many voices, including
those of researchers, practitioners, policy
makers, university deans, and foundation
presidents. Each article and commentary
focuses on a key aspect of partnership work—
such as creating a shared research agenda,
balancing priorities, and adapting to partner
timelines. Together, the varied perspectives
and case studies present the opportunities
and challenges of the work, providing a fair
review of this approach to research in ECE
as it exists now, and offering a vision of where
RPPs in ECE can go next.
In the opening article, Michael Strambler
and colleagues describe one of the first steps
in developing a research partnership: forming
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a joint research agenda. Every RPP has its
own origin story: sometimes researchers
reach out to policy makers, at other times
the reverse is true. In all cases, however,
researchers and partners use an iterative
process to identify a set of questions that
both sides consider worth the investment.
The authors describe three common
challenges related to the agenda-setting
process: responding to partner priorities,
partners’ research readiness, and researchers’
content expertise.
Policy makers’ priorities often shift rapidly
in response to changing contextual factors,
especially the leadership changes endemic
to education. The authors show that to
strengthen the partnership and its ability
to withstand such personnel changes,
researchers must take a flexible approach
to agenda-setting and build relationships
with multiple agency personnel. Another
challenge related to agenda-setting is the
policy makers’ readiness to engage in the
research process, with respect to both their
understanding and buy-in for research, and
to their capacity to support the research
in key ways (such as data sharing). The
authors describe how researchers can build
this capacity over time by showing partners
the concrete ways research can be useful,
both in general and in a specific context. A
third challenge relates to scenarios in which
researchers lack expertise in the areas their
partners view as priorities. Here the authors
show how research partners can link their
partners to resources and expertise they may
not otherwise access.
Once a research agenda is set, RPPs often
face questions related to the best ways to
define, measure, and track key outcomes
of interest. Sometimes relevant data have
already been collected, and research

partners only need to gain access to existing
resources. But in many cases the necessary
data don’t yet exist, and a major activity of
the partnership involves developing the
tools needed to address partner priorities.
In the next article, Amanda Williford and
colleagues describe how they developed
measurement tools in a partnership between
the University of Virginia, the Virginia
Department of Education, and an advocacy
organization. The partners’ main priority was
to gain a more comprehensive understanding
of Virginia children’s skills upon entering
kindergarten. They sought a tool that
could serve varied purposes—outlining
children’s school readiness, guiding teachers’
instructional practice, and helping the state
target support.
The authors, including developmental
psychologists and policy makers, describe
the iterative development and rapid
statewide implementation of the Virginia
Kindergarten Readiness Program. They point
to the benefits of partnering in this context,
particularly the ability to create measurement
tools that are methodologically sound and
also address the needs and perspectives of
early educators, school leaders, and policy
makers. At the same time, the refinement
and scale-up of the assessment—which
moved from measurement development to
full statewide implementation in just a few
years—was fast-paced. The data collected
through VKRP provide a population-level
look at readiness across multiple domains,
and therefore are uniquely suited for
research. But at times, the immediate
demands of the statewide implementation
compromised the university partners’ ability
to pursue their research aims, at least in the
short term—an outcome that highlights a
recurring theme of the issue, the challenges
of balancing researchers’ and partners’ needs.
VOL. 31 / NO. 1 / S PR ING 2021
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Laurie Brotman and colleagues dive more
deeply into the issue of systemwide scale-up.
They describe a long-standing partnership
between researchers at the NYU School
of Medicine and NYC DECE around
ParentCorps, an intervention aimed at
supporting the parents and teachers of pre-K
children. In 2014, DECE launched the city’s
Pre-K for All program, rapidly tripling the
number of children in free, full-day pre-K.
Two years later they rolled out ThriveNYC, a
citywide mental health initiative with a focus
on early childhood.
At the time these two initiatives started,
the NYU School of Medicine team had
already partnered with the state for nearly
two decades, during which they developed
ParentCorps, tested its efficacy, and refined
it. They were thus well positioned to take
on the citywide scale-up of their proven
intervention. Nonetheless, they were
challenged by the scope of the scale-up
and the need to modify the intervention,
which had been developed and tested in
schools, for use in the community-based
organizations that house many of the city’s
pre-K programs. The article describes how
their long-established partnership principles
(for example, ParentCorps’s commitments
to racial equity, centering parents’ voices,
and continuous learning) helped guide their
actions, their strategy development, and
ultimately their plan for scaling ParentCorps
locally and nationally.
The next three articles tackle three common
challenges arising in RPPs: competing
timelines between researchers and their
partners, tensions between analytic rigor
and policy urgency, and insufficient research
capacity. Christina Weiland and colleagues
discuss the mismatch between the tight
timelines of educational decision makers and
14
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the typically longer timelines of researchers
who are pursuing rigorous analyses. The
authors tell how, during a 12-year partnership
with the Boston Public Schools Department
of Early Childhood, they’ve balanced these
competing demands by pursuing both fastturnaround descriptive analyses to satisfy
partners’ immediate needs, and longer-term
causal studies that ensure rigorous analyses
on timely issues of interest both to the
partners and to researchers more broadly.
They also emphasize their commitment to
communicating the strengths and limitations
of fast-turnaround work in ways that can be
easily understood by their partners and other
key stakeholders.
Next, Rachel Abenavoli and colleagues argue
that while some might see RPPs as being
inherently at odds with scientific research,
these partnerships actually facilitate the
rigorous study of relevant policy questions
in ways that would otherwise be infeasible.
Growing numbers of randomized trials show
us that early childhood intervention can yield
sizable benefits. But when we move from
relatively small, tightly controlled studies to
scaled-up initiatives, the results are often
disappointing. The authors describe how
their partnership with New York City’s
Department of Education, as the city rapidly
rolled out its universal pre-K initiative, gave
them opportunities to collect experimental
and quasi-experimental evidence while
placing a minimal burden on educators.
They argue that this type of research can
answer the most pressing ECE questions,
which are less about whether ECE can make
a difference and more about the conditions
under which early interventions are effective
at scale.
Although many of the articles highlight
the research that partnerships can and do
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facilitate, effective partnered research
requires capacity that many researchers
and practitioners lack. In the next article,
Maia Connors and colleagues discuss the
issue of capacity constraints, using examples
from their own “embedded partnership”
between the program implementation and
research teams within a single nonprofit
organization (Start Early, formerly the
Ounce of Prevention Fund). Even within
a single organization, they write, effective
partnership between practitioners and
researchers can be challenging. What’s
needed is an organizational culture
that values research evidence, sound
measurement, and continuous learning;
interdisciplinary human capital—people
who bring diverse perspectives and a
commitment to collaborative work; and
sustainable infrastructure, including
administrative support, technology, and
financial resources.
These capacity-building challenges are
compounded when creating a partnership
across two or more agencies. University
researchers, for instance, may find
themselves in schools or departments
where the incentives and culture favor
more individualistic, single-discipline
research projects. Practitioners and policy
makers may not see the value of investing
in research and evaluation, or they may
hesitate to prioritize this work above more
pressing operational and strategic aims. As
described in this issue, some researchers
and practitioners do manage to foster
successful, longstanding, mutually beneficial
partnerships, but those may be the exception
rather than the rule.
In the final article, Jacqueline Jones
examines how philanthropic organizations
and other funding agencies can play a

powerful role in facilitating partnerships,
circumventing capacity challenges, and in
turn supporting research that is more timely
and more likely to impact policy decisions.
She describes one unique partnership,
the Early Childhood Research Network
(ECRN), which brought together multiple
New York City agencies and eight teams
of researchers to explore a set of timely
questions about the implementation of the
city’s universal early childhood program.
Jones highlights how foundations can grease
the wheels, so to speak, in the process of
developing partnerships, making this form
of research more feasible and accessible to
a broader set of researchers, including early
career scholars.
We close the issue with three commentaries
that examine the roles that universities,
research firms, and educational practice
organizations (such as departments of
education) can play in reducing these
capacity constraints and creating
institutional cultures that value evidence and
partnerships.

Conclusions
Taken together, the articles and
commentaries in this issue offer varied
perspectives on the opportunities and
challenges that partnership work affords.
They also reflect on the next steps for
universities, foundations, researchers, and
policy makers who hope to promote this
kind of scholarship. Calls for partnered
research aren’t new. Partnership work has
a long history in education research, and it
has anchored ECE research in particular.
Our knowledge about the benefits of ECE
for children, families, and society stems from
close collaborations between researchers,
policy makers, and practitioners. This may
VOL. 31 / NO. 1 / S PR ING 2021
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be an especially important time for RPPs
in ECE: we now have an extensive body
of work documenting that ECE “works”
alongside several decades of randomized
experiments about ways to improve
instruction and quality. In this context, RPPs
offer a uniquely promising approach to the
next phase of ECE research, supporting
policy makers and practitioners as they
wrestle with the complexities inherent in
providing high-quality early learning in
varied contexts and at scale. These topics are

16

T H E F U T UR E OF C HI L DRE N

even more relevant in light of the devastation
wrought by COVID-19 on children, families,
early educators, and our society more
broadly. The pandemic has created large
gaps in the services provided to our youngest
learners, and opened the door for new
collaborations as policy systems race to meet
children’s needs. RPPs can support efforts
to rebuild and reimagine ECE systems that
can help all of our nation’s children acquire
strong foundations for kindergarten and
beyond.
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Summary
One of the first steps in developing a research-practice partnership is forming a joint research
agenda. In this article, Michael Strambler, Joanna L. Meyer, Clare Waterman Irwin, and
George A. Coleman describe the collaborative process that Connecticut’s Partnership for Early
Education Research (PEER) used to develop an agenda driven by practitioners’ interests and
concerns.
The authors describe three challenges that often arise during the agenda-setting process:
responding to partners’ priorities, partners’ research readiness, and the researchers’ content
expertise. Policy makers’ priorities often shift rapidly in response to changing contextual
factors, especially the leadership changes endemic to education. The authors show that to
strengthen the partnership and its ability to withstand such personnel changes, researchers
must take a flexible approach to agenda-setting and build relationships with multiple agency
personnel. Another challenge is the policy makers’ readiness to engage in the research process,
with respect both to their understanding and buy-in for research, and to their capacity to
support the research in key ways (such as data sharing). The authors describe how researchers
can build this capacity over time by showing partners the concrete ways research can be
useful, both in general and in a specific context. A third challenge is that researchers may lack
expertise in the areas their partners view as priorities. The authors show how research partners
can link their partners to resources and expertise they may not otherwise be able to access.
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A

main goal of researchpractice partnerships is to
conduct research, driven
by researchers, educators,
and policymakers, to
seek out new information to improve
students’ learning. As this issue of the
Future of Children illustrates, researchpractice partnerships (RPPs) take various
approaches to define their mission and
establish an agenda to accomplish their
goal. This article describes the decision
points, processes, benefits, and challenges
for establishing a collaborative research
agenda, with an emphasis on agendas
that are driven by practitioners’ interests
and concerns. Three main challenges are
inherent in this collaborative approach:
responding to partners’ priorities, partners’
readiness for research, and the researchers’
content expertise. We explore these topics
in the context of a Connecticut-based early
childhood partnership, the Partnership for
Early Education Research (PEER). Using
examples from PEER’s work, we discuss
strategies for addressing the above issues,
and we examine the benefits of using a
collaborative approach to establish an
RPP’s research agenda.

Background
The Connecticut partnership PEER
conducts research to inform early
childhood education policy and practice.
Specifically, PEER strives to produce
research evidence that can be used to
improve access to high-quality early
childhood education and to reduce
educational disparities among young
children, both locally and statewide. A core
aspect of PEER’s approach is to pursue
questions developed in collaboration
with its members, thus ensuring that the
22
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research is relevant to early childhood
teachers, administrators, policy makers, and
advocates.
To foreground both researchers’ and
practitioners’ voices, PEER is led by
the Yale School of Medicine, Education
Development Center (EDC), and
Cooperative Educational Services (CES).
Both the Yale School of Medicine and
EDC (a nonprofit research firm focused
on education and health) contribute
research expertise in education,
psychology, statistical methodology, and
interdisciplinary fields. CES, one of
Connecticut’s six legislatively authorized
Regional Education Service Centers
(RESCs), contributes its longstanding
connections to the region’s public schools
and early childhood education programs
as a trusted provider of professional
development, as well as direct experience
from its own early childhood and
elementary programs.
PEER was formed in 2014 in response
to the lead organizations’ shared interest
in collaborative research to help improve
early childhood education for Connecticut.
PEER’s founders were also interested in
increasing coordination between early
childhood education programs and public
school systems. Many Connecticut school
districts operate a preschool program, but
many preschoolers and the vast majority of
infants and toddlers are served by a diverse
array of community-based providers,
including early childhood education centers
and family childcare providers. School
districts and community-based providers
generally operate independently, with
no structures for coordinating learning
goals, instructional practices, professional
development, information sharing, or
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children’s transition to the public school
system. PEER’s founders believed that an
RPP focused on the largest urban centers in
the CES region (Bridgeport, Norwalk, and
Stamford) would offer a promising approach
for using research and evidence to enhance
regional and state-level early childhood
education.
The Institute of Education Sciences’ (IES)
Researcher-Practitioner Partnership grant
program provided the initial funding to
launch PEER. The IES grant supported
three specific research projects: on early
childhood assessment, kindergarten
readiness, and the association between
teacher and classroom factors and
kindergarten performance. The grant also
helped build the partnership and establish

a long-term research agenda. PEER has
since relied on funding from the Spencer
Foundation and a variety of contracts with its
partners to pursue that long-term agenda.

Partnership Structure and Theory
Like many RPPs, PEER was designed as a
long-term, place-based partnership focusing
on problems of policy and practice, and
committed to mutualism. According to
a common classification of RPPs, it best
fits the description of a research alliance.1
Rather than aiming to solve specific
problems by a repeated cycle of evaluation
and design, or to focus on a single problem
of practice, PEER seeks to support its
partner organizations by studying a range
of policy- and practice-related questions.

Figure 1. PEER’s Theory of Change
PEER Mission: By pursuing questions developed collaboratively with its members, PEER aims to
produce research on learning from birth through age 8 that can inform early childhood education
policy and practice at the local and state levels, increase access to high quality early childhood
education, and reduce disparities in educational outcomes.
Goals
Collaboratively Develop
Produce and Disseminate
Research agenda
High Quality Research
Strategies

• Develop organizational
structure of
partnership
• Engage ECE
stakeholders
(educators,
administrators, and
policymakers)
• Develop data sharing
procedures
• Launch
communications
platform
• Engage funders

• Facilitate agendasetting workshops for
ECE stakeholders
• Collaboratively
identify key issues of
interest and potential
research questions
• Draft long-term
research agenda

Trust
Understanding
Communications

Buy-in
Relevance
Access

• Design research
projects that address
priority topics from
research agenda
• Secure funding
• Execute research
projects
• Translate research
results into accessible
briefs
• Make recommendations for practice and/
or policy
• Disseminate results to
stakeholders

Support Provision of High
Quality ECE
• Support professional
development efforts
with PEER evidence
• Promote data-driven
decision-making
at state-, local, &
classroom level
• Increase capacity of
ECE providers to use
research and data to
inform and monitor
practices
• Support ECE
stakeholders in
engaging families in
the use of evidence

Fundraising

Management

Build Infrastructure for
Collaborative Research

Outputs
Expertise
Information & Data
Common Language

Increased access to highquality ECE
Increased kindergarten
readiness
Decreased grade 3
achievement gap

Partnership Context:
Engagement with stakeholders in Bridgeport, Norwalk, Stamford, CT Office of Early Childhood,
and CT State Department of Education
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Figure 2. Structure of PEER
Affiliate Organizations
Primary Responsibilities: Provide input on partnership’s research agenda and direction of partnership,
and assist with knowledge utilization/dissemination activities. Expert advisors will also review study
reports prior to publication.
Broader Early
Childhood Community
Other EC centers
Home-based
childcare providers
Community-based
organizations
EC advocacy groups
College/university
departments of
education and
ECE preparation
programs
Community funders
Other interested
communities
Expert Advisors

Member Organizations
Primary Responsibilities: Collaborate with Management Team to develop
partnership’s research agenda, facilitate data collection and share
existing data, provide feedback on results, and assist with knowledge
utilization and dissemination activities.
Each community should be represented by the school district
superintendent or designee, school district director of early childhood,
School Readiness representative(s), Head Start representative(s), and
StriveTogether representative(s).
State Partners
Connecticut State
Dept. of Education
(CSDE)
Connecticut Office of
Early Childhood (OEC)
Bridgeport, Norwalk, &
Stamford Community
Partners
School District
School Readiness
Head Start
StriveTogether

Although the member organizations are
deeply involved in establishing PEER’s
research priorities and questions, as well as
in using and disseminating the study results,
PEER researchers work independently to
conduct research before they share findings
with member organizations. This structure
promotes both research integrity and
objectivity.
As PEER’s theory of change (figure 1)
shows, building processes for engaging a
diverse set of partners allows the partnership
to collaborate on developing a research
agenda. The partnership can then produce
and disseminate rigorous, actionable
research, and support the application of
research to policy and practice in its partner
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Management Team
Primary Responsibilities: Facilitate
stakeholder engagement, lead
development of partnership’s
collaborative research agenda, design
projects to address partnership’s
priorities, facilitate the collection of
primary data and the creation of data
sharing agreements for secondary data,
and lead knowledge utilization and
dissemination activities.
Founding Organizations
Yale University
CES

EDC

communities. Rather than establishing a
linear process, PEER envisions a cycle of
collaboration, research, dissemination, and
application. Sustaining the cycle requires
strategic and logistical management, along with
grant-writing and other forms of fundraising.
Figure 2 illustrates PEER’s structure. The
management team (Yale, EDC, and CES)
oversees all aspects of partnership-building,
research, and dissemination. Member
organizations include two state agencies
and each community’s school district, Head
Start program, and StriveTogether initiative
(described below), as well as other communitybased providers of early childhood education.
These organizations collaborate with the
management team to define and refine the
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partnership’s research agenda, guide the
development of research projects, collect
data and share existing data, give feedback
on reports, and design activities to use and
disseminate knowledge.
Affiliate organizations also play a role.
These are smaller community-based
providers of early childhood education,
home-based childcare providers,
community-based organizations that serve
children and families, early childhood
advocates, college and university
departments of education and early
childhood education teacher preparation
programs, and representatives of other
Connecticut communities that want to
learn more about the partnership. Affiliate
members provide input on the general
direction of the partnership; they also
use and help disseminate findings. PEER
consults expert advisers on specific projects
as well. Including such a range of voices
has many benefits, which we describe later
in this article.

State and Local Context
Before they reach kindergarten,
Connecticut children experience a variety
of early care and education settings. These
are supported by various federal, state,
municipal, and private funding sources,
which sometimes overlap. Early childhood
education programs funded by multiple
sources are subject to the requirements of
each funder; these may set parameters for
staffing, the physical condition of the site,
learning experiences, children’s eligibility,
and other program elements. Such
diversity presents a significant management
challenge for early childhood education,
and can also make it difficult for K–12
systems to coordinate with these programs.

Because of the challenges faced by
Connecticut cities and CES’s central role
in launching the partnership, PEER covers
the three largest urban communities in
southwestern Connecticut, the region served
by CES, which includes three of the state’s
six largest cities: Bridgeport (pop. 145,000),
Norwalk (89,000), and Stamford (130,000).
Children of color make up a substantially
higher percentage of these cities’ school
district populations than of the state’s public
school population as a whole (between 71
percent and 87 percent, compared with
the state average of 43 percent). All three
districts enroll a much higher proportion of
English language learner students than the
state average (between 13 percent and 16
percent, compared to the state average of 7
percent).2
Leadership transitions have affected
each community’s level of participation in
PEER: each school district has welcomed
at least one new superintendent since
PEER was launched, and Norwalk has
seen three Head Start providers. Finally,
each PEER community hosts a collective
impact initiative that’s affiliated with the
StriveTogether network. These initiatives
aim to organize communities to work
collaboratively on complex social problems
that limit opportunities for youth and adults
alike. The StriveTogether model seeks to
do this by helping communities bring local
partners together to assess needs, define
goals and action plans, secure resources, and
evaluate impacts.3

Establishing a Research Agenda
Typically, an RPP’s research agenda outlines
goals for the next three to five years or
more. Research agendas center the work
on a specific set of topics or focus areas,
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and describe a cohesive set of key questions
regarding practice or policy for which
practitioner partners need answers. The
research questions should originate with and
have significance for the practitioner partners,
with input from researchers.

Without a representative
set of partners, RPPs
risk focusing on topics
and questions that aren’t
important to practice or
policy, thereby undermining
their core mission.
RPPs have found a variety of ways to establish
a successful research agenda. Because RPPs
often develop out of unique circumstances,
the partnership will be most effective
when partners consider the context while
developing their agenda. For example, the
researchers who initiated the ParentCorps
partnership (see the article in this issue by
Laurie Brotman and colleagues) wanted to
study a researcher-designed intervention, and
they set their research agenda around that
specific need. By comparison, the Boston
Public Schools’ early childhood research
partnership (see the article in this issue by
Christine Weiland and colleagues) began with
broad research questions identified by the
school district; the researchers recommended
study designs that could be used to answer
those questions. Alternatively, as with PEER,
researchers and practitioners may connect
before doing any research and decide on the
RPP’s parameters. After agreeing to work
together around a broad topic (for example,
closing achievement gaps via early childhood
26
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education), the partners then collaborate to
define their research agenda.
Creating a research agenda together at the
outset works well for partnerships that take
the form of a research alliance, because it
allows many voices to participate. In this
process, partners think deeply about their
challenges and needs, contribute ideas about
what to focus on, prioritize those ideas, and,
finally, create a set of researchable questions,
targeting the ideas that were generated.
Though this process is led by researchers,
it ensures that the topics and questions are
relevant for policy makers and, especially,
practitioners.
For its agenda-setting process, PEER
adapted workshop materials from the
Regional Educational Laboratory (REL)
Northeast and Islands that were created to
help RPPs develop their research agendas
by drawing out diverse perspectives.3 These
materials guide partnerships through a series
of steps: ensuring that all partners understand
the possible approaches to the research;
generating research topics; prioritizing,
categorizing, and voting on the most
relevant topics; and generating and refining
researchable questions.

Who Should Be Involved?
An essential part of establishing a research
agenda is to ensure that the appropriate
people are involved. Without a representative
set of partners, RPPs risk focusing on
topics and questions that aren’t important
to practice or policy, thereby undermining
their core mission. Perhaps worse, failing
to involve people who can represent their
organization’s needs and priorities may
produce an agenda that’s not important to
those with the authority to commit to the
research.
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The first step in determining who should
be involved is to define the structure of the
RPP. Will it contain one practitioner entity,
such as a single school district, or will there
be multiple practitioner partners? There can
be tradeoffs either way. For example, PEER
decided to partner with a variety of member
organizations in part because of the nature
of early childhood education—a fragmented
system of school- and community-based
providers. Also, we aimed to conduct
research that would be valuable not only
to the partners but also to the state and
the field of education as a whole. It would
have been hard to accomplish our goals by
working with one relatively small community.
However, while we benefited from the
increased representation and the greater
generalizability of our findings, we faced
challenges in managing the partnership,
which we’ll discuss below.
When the partners in an RPP represent a
variety of organizations and, in particular,
when those organizations approach the
work from different perspectives (for
example, district- and community-based
early childhood education providers with
different philosophies of early learning), it’s
important to build relationships and identify
common interests between the researchers
and each of the partner organizations, even
before convening the entire group to set the
agenda. It’s essential to keep in mind the
adage “Progress moves at the speed of trust.”
Though working across many organizations
can be hard, there are benefits as well; for
example, partners get the opportunity to
think critically with other professionals who
are engaged in similar work. In this way,
participating in an RPP has some of the same
benefits for practitioners as a professional
learning community.

Defining Shared Objectives
The process of setting a research agenda
is a critical time to ensure that practitioner
partners understand different kinds
of research (for example, reviews of
research studies, meta-analyses, primary
data collection, secondary data analysis)
and research goals (to add to existing
knowledge, to determine whether an
intervention is effective, or to guide
practice or policy?). If the partnership
intends to create a cohesive agenda
with questions to study over the course
of several years, it also helps to discuss
what constitutes a “researchable”
question. However, it’s generally up to
the researchers to refine the questions
generated by practitioner partners to
ensure they’re specific, measurable,
attainable, relevant, and time-bound
(condensed into the acronym SMART).
For example, here’s one SMART question
that was generated by PEER’s research
agenda–setting process: “What are the
characteristics of successful coordinated
systems among public schools, families,
and community-based programs that have
served young children over the past 10
years?” This question is specific because it
targets a specific population. Though the
question doesn’t define “successful,” the
concept of success is measurable and the
data for doing so are attainable, either by
collecting them or by acquiring them from
existing sources. Finally, the question is
relevant to a large portion of the partner
communities and time-bound because
it describes a specific timeframe. The
research agenda–setting process is also a
good time to establish partnership norms,
including how often to revisit and revise
the agenda.
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Pursuing the Collaborative
Research Agenda
The research agenda defines the
partnership’s direction, and knowing
the key questions of practice and topic
areas that the partners want to address
allows the partnership to seek funding
that supports their shared interests and
needs. By gathering input on immediate
challenges and by including partners in
the proposal process, the RPP can ensure
that the proposed work meets important
needs. After developing PEER’s research
agenda, the management team met with
a number of practitioner partners to get
feedback about which topics to work on
first. The partners named supporting dual
language learners as a top priority, because
Connecticut’s growing diversity had created
high need. But resources were inadequate,
so the management team worked with the
partners to craft a proposal that would
provide actionable information about this
topic.
Beyond developing the research topics
and questions, practitioner partners must
be included in the process of designing
and conducting research. This helps to
avoid losing momentum, and also keeps
partners feeling they’re part of the work. It
also keeps the research agenda grounded
in the practitioner partners’ interests.
Such concerns are often addressed by
placing partnership members in advisory
committees for the purpose of advising
the entire RPP, specific projects, or both.
PEER opted to create project-specific
committees that advise on such activities
as data collection (primary and secondary),
identifying interest groups that should be
apprised of the work, troubleshooting,
and recommending resources to make
28
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the project a success. During the course of a
project, the advisory committee also meets
with the researchers to help them interpret
findings from the analyses and identify the
implications of those findings.
Including practitioner partners in decisionmaking at each step of the research process
maximizes a project’s relevance to the partners
and increases the likelihood that they’ll use
the findings to guide their practice and policy
decisions. That’s particularly important in
early childhood education, which encompasses
many different systems that provide services
for children. These systems often function
independently, making it hard to conduct
research that’s relevant to all of them. PEER
includes a range of early childhood partners
across different systems and engages them at
each step of the research process to make sure
the research is relevant to them—and is used
to improve the services provided to children
and, in turn, to improve children’s educational
outcomes.

Challenges and Responses
It’s almost certain that RPPs driven by
practitioner input will encounter challenges
that threaten their effectiveness. Some of
these challenges are unique to practitionerdriven partnerships, while others are common
across most RPPs but manifest differently
in practitioner-driven partnerships. In this
section we highlight some of these challenges,
show how they’ve emerged in the context
of PEER, and describe possible responses.
We focus on three broad types of challenges:
responding to partners’ priorities, partners’
research readiness, and content expertise.

Responding to Partners’ Priorities
Even when RPPs invest substantial time
to identify the priorities of their partner
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organizations, it can be difficult to translate
those priorities into research questions that
are of equal interest to all the partners.
Partners’ priorities may differ and can also
shift quite quickly, particularly when there’s
a leadership change in an organization.
These differences can make it hard to keep
partners interested in work that they may
have previously identified as being valuable
to them—and can also make it hard to
design future studies. Here we describe
the challenges in terms of identifying
shared priorities and responding to shifting
priorities.
Shared priorities. When a partnership
works with organizations across multiple
communities, demographic differences
can affect each community’s priorities
and the types of questions they want to
ask. Socioeconomic and racial/ethnic
diversity can be especially influential. In
the case of PEER, these differences are
substantial, especially between Bridgeport
and the other two communities. Though
Bridgeport, Norwalk, and Stamford are all
in one of the richest counties in the United
Sates, their populations are quite different,
and they face very different challenges.
In Bridgeport, for example, 32.9 percent
of children under 18 live in poverty,
compared with 11 percent in Norwalk and
10 percent in Stamford (and 14 percent in
Connecticut overall). Although children of
color make up 70 percent or more of the
school-age populations in all three cities,
more than half the overall populations of
Norwalk and Stamford identify as white
and not Hispanic or Latino, compared
with only 23 percent in Bridgeport and
78 percent in Connecticut overall.4 These
differences shape the questions partners
ask. Consider achievement gaps: in a city
with less socioeconomic and racial diversity,

like Bridgeport, partners tend to frame
achievement gaps in terms of differences
relative to other communities, to the region,
or to the state as a whole. But communities
with greater diversity, like Norwalk and
Stamford, tend to frame achievement gaps as
group differences within their communities.
It’s important to be aware that when such
topics arise, practitioner partners may think
about them in different ways.
Another factor that affects the agenda-setting
process is the differences in education
landscapes among communities. This is
especially important for RPPs that focus on
early childhood, because early childhood
education is highly varied and complex. States
vary, for example, in the type and availability
of funding for preschool, often having
multiple and overlapping forms of funding.
And with so many distinct early childhood
education providers in each community, it’s
hard to get them all together to define shared
priorities. For this reason, PEER typically
focuses on the largest providers in each
community.

As time passes, RPPs will
inevitably see priorities
change—and change quickly,
in some cases.
The level of participation in early childhood
education is another difference that can arise.
For example, in the past few years Bridgeport
has struggled to fill all available preschool
spots because a large number of families have
chosen not to participate. So for Bridgeport,
a key priority might be encouraging parents
to enroll their children in preschool, whereas
Norwalk and Stamford might be more
VOL. 31 / NO. 1 / S PR ING 2021

29

Michael J. Strambler, Joanna L. Meyer, Clare Waterman Irwin, and George A. Coleman

concerned with improving their existing
programs.
As the partners gained an understanding of
the types of research PEER might conduct to
address their needs, differences in research
priorities emerged. In 2017, partners began
asking whether PEER could conduct
research on practices or policies being
implemented in their own organizations or
communities. Though these inquiries were
aligned with the topic areas described in
PEER’s research agenda, the specific policies
and practices weren’t shared across the three
PEER communities. This challenged our
management team to think beyond research
questions common to all partners and to
better respond to partner-specific concerns.
Shifting Priorities. Collaborating to address
the shared priorities of partner organizations
is the first step toward establishing a
practitioner-driven research agenda. But
as time passes, RPPs will inevitably see
those priorities change—and change
quite quickly, in some cases. Although
practitioners’ interests are influenced by
their own views on problems of practice,
they can’t ignore the demands placed on
them by parents, municipalities, states, the
federal government, a natural disaster, or
a public health crisis. New state policies
may be implemented, new school or district
leaders may arrive with their own strategic
goals, and parent and community needs
may evolve. These changes can ultimately
alter what practitioners want or need to
know. Such shifts in research priorities can
be challenging for RPPs that have invested
time and resources in developing long-term
research agendas.
RPPs should anticipate leadership changes,
which are common in urban districts.5
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PEER’s communities have been no
exception. As noted above, the three school
districts in PEER communities all saw
at least one leadership transition during
the RPP’s first three years. The timing of
these transitions was particularly difficult
for PEER, because the superintendents
who were in place when the research
agenda was developed had left their
positions by the time PEER launched
the first project based on that agenda. In
two of the districts, the superintendent
changed between the submission of a
major grant proposal and its acceptance
by the funder. The PEER management
team worked to build relationships with
the new superintendents, meeting with
them to share PEER’s mission, history,
and research agenda; to tell them about
the newly funded project; and to ask
them to identify which areas might
benefit from research support. Some new
superintendents were more receptive than
others to research projects that had been
launched before their tenure began.
Addressing challenges related to priorities.
As the differences in partners’ priorities
became apparent, and as partners’
priorities shifted, the management team
explored ways to adjust their approach. The
version of the research agenda released by
PEER in 2016 included specific research
questions developed during the second
agenda-setting workshop. But it became
apparent that the depth of detail made
the research agenda less responsive to the
partners’ evolving needs and priorities,
especially given the differences among the
communities. And many of the research
questions were directed toward reviews
of past studies, which was limiting when
it came to seeking funding for PEER’s
research.
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For these reasons, in 2018 the management
team decided to reframe the agenda so it
focused more generally on the four topic
areas and less on specific questions. In this
sense, the research agenda became more
of a frame than a set of specific research
questions, while staying true to the input
provided by the partners. Other RPPs that
aim to respond to practitioners’ interests
may find it best to develop a research
agenda that’s specific enough to focus the
partnership, but also flexible enough to
adapt to changes in priorities and interests.
The research agenda may also need
flexibility to evolve alongside the
practitioner partners’ knowledge of
collaborative research. As we’ve said,
PEER received multiple partner-specific
requests once our partners began to
understand how PEER might support
their organizations with research and
evaluation. So the management team
started exploring how PEER could respond
to such requests, both immediately and in
the long term. This led to two changes in
our approach. First, rather than assuming
that all of PEER’s projects would engage
early childhood partners in all three
communities, we accepted that some
research topics might be more relevant
to one partner than another. Thus, we
agreed to consider research projects that
focused on the needs of specific partners.
Second, the management team expanded
its focus to include evaluation and technical
assistance, which allowed PEER to address
partners’ immediate and unique needs
more effectively. The support included
helping partners develop a theory of
change, developing formative tools to guide
decision-making, and evaluating programs’
effectiveness. By necessity, these services
are currently limited to partners with the

funding to support such work. But we hope
to acquire core funding so we can provide
this support at no cost or reduced cost in the
future.
One example of the projects taken on
by PEER since this shift occurred is our
work with a recently launched Science,
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics
(STEM) preschool to develop its theory of
change; to decide on appropriate teacher,
student, and implementation measures; and
to create an evaluation plan. Another project
involved helping a community understand
the usefulness of a new communication tool
intended to share student information across
the preschool-to-kindergarten transition.
For this project, PEER worked with a group
of community partners to collect data on
how effectively the information gathered
with this tool by preschool teachers was
communicated to kindergarten teachers
and elementary administrators, and how
useful these partners found the information
for guiding practice. More recently, when
most Connecticut early care and education
programs closed at the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic, one of our partners
asked for support concerning the new
challenges faced by families and teachers.
We worked with this partner to develop
a needs assessment survey and to collect
data that could guide the organization as
it pivoted to new ways of supporting its
families and teachers while its facility was
closed to children.
When it comes to shifting priorities,
leadership transitions have convinced us
that we must engage district leaders beyond
the superintendent—for example, midlevel leaders such as directors of research
and directors of early childhood. We’ve
found that new superintendents are more
VOL. 31 / NO. 1 / S PR ING 2021

31

Michael J. Strambler, Joanna L. Meyer, Clare Waterman Irwin, and George A. Coleman

enthusiastic about remaining engaged with
PEER when the remaining district leaders
havebeen involved with the process of setting
our research agenda. These leaders could
tell the new superintendent what the district
had already done, explain the benefits of
collaborative research, and advocate for
participation to continue. In districts where
mid-level leaders were less involved, or
where there were leadership transitions
across many levels, it was harder to engage
the new superintendents.

Research Readiness
Some partner organizations may be more
ready than others to participate in research,
in terms of both mindset and resources.
Mindset readiness refers to attitudes and
beliefs that are conducive to engaging
in research. Here, we highlight attitudes
regarding the rigor and timeliness of
research. Resource readiness means the
partners’ capacity to get involved in the
process of research. The most important
resource is personnel, but technological
systems for managing, reporting, and sharing
data are also relevant.
Mindset Readiness. Although researchers
tend to believe deeply in the value of
research, practitioners may be less confident
about its applicability and relevance. In
the early stages of an RPP, it’s common
to encounter a range of mindsets about
the utility of research and evidence for
educational practice. These views directly
affect partners’ preparedness to work with
the research partnership. Practitioners
on one end of the spectrum believe that
personal or professional observation or
experience provides the best evidence for
the presence of an effect or the effectiveness
of a practice. From their point of view,
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personally witnessing or directly experiencing
a phenomenon carries more weight than data
produced by research tools like assessments
and surveys. (Researchers, on the other
hand, tend to view personal observation as
useful for generating hypotheses but weak for
causal inference.) For an individual with this
mindset, producing evidence via rigorous or
systematic methods is valuable only insofar as
it can “prove” what the practitioner already
believes. Such practitioners consider that
the real value of evidence lies in convincing
funders, administrators, and others to whom
they’re accountable that a specific approach
has a beneficial effect.
The belief that practice—the instruction of
children—is the real work of educators is
perhaps one of the most challenging views
encountered when working with practitioners
to develop and execute a collaborative
research agenda. This belief implies that
while research may be useful, it should take
a back seat to instruction; in other words,
research is a separate and expendable
aspect of serving students. This perspective
is especially challenging because it’s partly
true. In the under-resourced field of early
childhood education, when leaders perceive
a need to choose between educating children
or conducting research, it makes sense to
choose educating children. But this either/
or framing is mostly driven by the belief
that research is resource- and time-intensive
for practitioners. Though that may be true
in some cases, research often uses existing
data to produce actionable findings, which
minimizes the burden on practitioners.
PEER partners have often told us they
have plenty of data but simply lack the
research capacity to use the information.
In these instances, research can occur
without disrupting classroom practices,
though coordination at the leadership level
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is likely required. For projects that do
require collecting new data, RPPs can work
with practitioners to design feasible studies
that use available resources and minimize
disruption to teachers and students.
Another challenge occurs when practitioners
lack incentives to use research to guide their
work. They may adopt a “good enough”
mindset, assuming that quasi-experimental
and experimental research is unnecessary.
This perspective also implies that scientific
rigor has its place in such contexts as
academia or medicine but is superfluous for
early childhood education.
Researchers sometimes see the mindsets
we’ve just described as being opposed to
rigorous research. In our view, practitioners
who think this way aren’t rejecting such
research altogether; rather, they’re not aware
or convinced of its importance and value.
And researchers themselves often undervalue
descriptive analyses in their work. In many
cases, the research most useful to educators
includes in-depth descriptive analyses that
can help them understand who they’re
serving, who’s working in their programs, or
the characteristics of those programs.
Where rigorous research is not the
norm, education researchers can easily
underestimate the effort required to get
practitioners to buy in. This challenge can be
magnified when working with early childhood
providers, for at least two reasons. First,
early childhood settings, especially private
programs, often function independently of
one another—more so than schools, which
are part of a large and organized system.
Accordingly, researchers working across
multiple early childhood settings will rarely
find a common set of leaders with a shared
mindset regarding research. Instead, RPPs

that focus on early education are likely
to include multiple entities with varying
understanding of, appreciation for, and
capacity to engage in research. This diversity
of viewpoints makes it hard to resolve
decisions about research directions.
Second, whereas public school systems
often have common practices that specify
which assessments are administered and
when, many states and communities lack
such a system for early childhood. For
example, Connecticut has a history of
common measures for formative assessment
in preschools, but no statewide summative
assessment. Without common assessments
for measuring preschool children’s academic
and social-emotional outcomes, it’s hard
to conduct collaborative research across
multiple communities without collecting
primary data. If, say, a partnership wants
to know how classroom quality and
instructional supports are associated with the
development of preschool children’s skills,
researchers would need to either administer
an assessment across the participating
sites or figure out how to compare results
from the various summative assessments
implemented by the preschools. The former
requires a great deal of resources and may
burden preschool staff and children. The
latter makes it harder to statistically answer
research questions or to reach conclusions
that apply to all settings.
Resource Readiness. Even when practitioners
want to participate in research, they may
lack the organizational resources to do so
effectively. Although most RPPs aim to
increase research capacity, collaborative
research requires significant support
from schools or districts. For example, if
researchers and practitioners are to share
data with each other, the researchers
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need collaborators at the school, district,
or organization level so they can develop
data-sharing agreements, understand the
nature and availability of data elements,
and determine the means and schedule for
transferring data. The availability of such
collaborators can vary widely. Some school
districts and state agencies have well-staffed
research departments; in others, the research
or data teams lack adequate resources. And
community-based organizations may have
no research teams at all. Moreover, some
organizations are better prepared to partner
because they’ve developed structures that
can facilitate collaboration. For example, one
PEER school district has an administrator
responsible for facilitating and managing
the district’s partnerships. Some school
districts establish similar structures by
creating professor-in-residence positions that
explicitly link universities and school districts.
No matter how motivated a practitioner
organization may be, participating in
research is challenging without the necessary
organizational supports. The variation in
resources is a barrier for researchers who are
trying to collaborate with diverse partners to
perform timely, rigorous, and useful research.

Fostering a culture that
values data and research is
especially important while
developing a research agenda,
because it encourages buy-in
and creates momentum for
the work ahead.
Responses to readiness challenges. Because
practitioner partners hold different views
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about research, PEER has worked to show
partners how research can help them serve
children better. Being committed to fostering
a culture that values data and research is
especially important while developing a
research agenda, because it encourages
buy-in and creates momentum for the
work ahead. PEER has built such a culture
through an “informing and doing” approach.
For the “informing” part, we communicate
what it means to conduct research and
explain its fundamental value. This includes
the instructional elements of the agendasetting workshops previously described, as
well as the production and dissemination of
bite-size, practitioner-friendly articles related
to collaborative research.
For example, PEER’s newsletter and website
have been important media for informing
early childhood partners. Every month we
publish a brief article on a topic relevant to
our partners. Some articles feature PEER’s
research or other research related to early
childhood; others cover more general
topics in education research, such as why
evidence matters in helping children succeed
in school, the value of logic models in
education, and using assessments wisely in
early education settings. We can then refer
practitioners to these articles as research
primers.
We also hold various partnership meetings
throughout the year to foster common views
around the value of research and its role
in practice. The most frequent meetings
gather the partners with whom we’re actively
working; we may meet as often as four times
per year to seek feedback and share progress
and results. We also hold annual meetings
with a wider cross-section of partners,
where we discuss broader issues such as the
direction of the partnership and hear from
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a keynote speaker with expertise in RPPs.
In 2016, PEER hosted a conference for the
Connecticut early childhood community,
with workshops where community and
state partners shared their research and its
implications for practice and policy.
PEER has also tackled the issue of research
readiness by “doing.” As we began to
create research products, it became easier
for the partners to appreciate the value of
our shared work. In a few instances, we’ve
offered free research and evaluation advice
to partners when we saw that doing so
would help build capacity relative to the
time commitment. For several years PEER
has advised StriveTogether groups that are
leading community efforts focused on early
childhood. Since the collective impact model
emphasizes data, evidence, and assessing
change and improvement, partnering with
each PEER community’s StriveTogether
group fits with our mission of using research
to inform practice. By advising cross-sector
groups that work with children from birth
to age eight, PEER helps strengthen data
collection, data sharing, and evaluation in
a way that helps organizations with limited
capacity to conduct their own research.
Though not every community served by an
RPP will have such robust community-wide
efforts, many communities have organizations
with similar goals, if not a similar scope
of work. Allocating advisory time for RPP
team members does have a real cost, but the
investment can be worthwhile.

Content Expertise
In practitioner-driven partnerships, the
partners’ research priorities can lead
researchers into content domains outside
their main area of expertise. When a partner
has already developed a theory of change

and done some of the deep thinking around
conceptualizing constructs of interest,
a research team may be able to use that
partner’s methodological, data analytic, and
evaluation skills to perform research in a new
area. But in the early stages of research, it’s
more common for practitioners to request
help in performing such tasks as identifying
what works best in a specific content area
or for a specific population. In these cases,
the research team is more effective when
it has in-house expertise in the relevant
content. Yet it’s unlikely that the research
team will always have expertise that’s relevant
to every research question identified by the
partnership.
Responses to the content expertise challenge.
RPPs that aim to base their research agendas
on the needs and interests of practitioner
partners must consider any potential gaps
in expertise when designing the structure of
the partnership, and then start developing
resources to address the issue. For example,
PEER’s management and organizational
structure allows us to tap into expertise
within our organizations and across various
levels of the partnership—practitioners,
policymakers, and researchers. Having CES
as a member of PEER’s management team
connects us to Connecticut’s network of
regional educational service providers; these
support the school districts and offer content
expertise on a variety of topics relevant to
professional development. Because CES’s
role involves supporting educational agencies
in various ways, its input is valuable for a
range of topics relevant to practitioners,
including curriculum development,
professional development, assessment,
and the formative use of data. Not every
RPP can tap into such a state-sponsored
entity, but most have access to some type of
local technical assistance or a professional
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development provider. For any RPP facing
an expertise gap, it’s worth identifying what
resources exist and giving the organizations
that provide those services a prominent role
in the partnership.
RPPs may also use network-based and
adviser approaches to address gaps in
content knowledge. Another strength of
the PEER management structure is its
connection with the Regional Educational
Laboratory (REL) Northeast and Islands,
which is directed by one of PEER’s
founding organizations, the Education
Development Center. Since a key mission
of RELs is to support, conduct, and enact
applied research with educational agencies,
they can be valuable resources for expert
research consultation. PEER has consulted
experts associated with REL Northeast
and Islands and EDC both for their own
knowledge and to find others with the
expertise we seek. Our connection with
REL Northeast and Islands also helped
us stay informed about other research
being conducted in the region that may
complement our own. The IES supports
10 RELs around the United States; other
RPPs may find them valuable as well.
It’s also worthwhile to engage community
and state leaders who oversee early
childhood education policies. For example,
PEER has developed relationships with
directors of school districts’ early childhood
programs, directors of center-based
early learning programs, and directors of
community-based organizations that serve
children. At the state level, we’ve built
connections with representatives of the
Office of Early Childhood, the Department
of Education, and early childhood advocacy
groups. One-on-one communication with
such leaders is helpful, but it’s often more
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valuable to convene them in advisory
groups and partnership meetings because
of the interactions and feedback made
possible in these settings. Furthermore, to
ensure that advisors’ feedback is specific
enough to the topics being studied, RPPs
might consider developing advisory panels
attached to specific partnership projects,
rather than (or in addition to) a panel to
advise the partnership as a whole.

Conclusions
Developing an RPP centered on a
collaborative research agenda can produce
research that’s relevant, useful, and
actionable for those most likely to put the
research into practice. Such an approach
can also improve education research
in general by developing knowledge
about contextual factors that enhance
or diminish the outcomes of children,
their families, and educators. When a
collaborative research agenda is established
by integrating input from on-the-ground
partners who are close to the practices
and systems being studied, it’s likely that
the RPP will identify and define research
questions that can shed light on such
contextual factors. As a function of their
roles, practitioners will bring insights that
prompt new and interesting hypotheses,
offer more nuanced interpretations
of research findings, and help identify
effective ways to put evidence into practice.
As with most efforts intended to bridge
gaps in related but distinct areas of work,
the partnership approach also faces
challenges. We discussed three of these
in this article: responding to partner
priorities, research readiness, and gaps in
content expertise. As we’ve shown, there
are many strategies that can mitigate these
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issues. One of the most important lessons
we’ve learned is that it’s critical to find the
appropriate partners for an RPP at an early
stage. Partners must have an authentic
interest in bridging practice and research
and using evidence to guide practice. They
must also have deep knowledge of their
organizations and communities so they can
accurately represent the challenges, interests,
and priorities of those organizations and
communities during the process of setting
the research agenda. Finally, the partners
involved in developing the research agenda
must have adequate authority to represent
their organizations, and must be prepared
to advocate for projects that come out of
the research agenda. In short, unless the
right people participate in defining an RPP’s
direction, the partnership may find it tough
to pursue its research agenda and to produce
research that has meaningful benefits for the
intended constituents.

Another important but often
underappreciated point is that the
process of developing and pursuing a
collaborative research agenda is rarely
neat and linear. It’s often messy, with
many twists and turns. We’ve described
how conditions like partners’ changing
priorities and diverging needs have led
PEER to reevaluate and adjust some of
our approaches. When collaborating with
partners to create a research agenda, we
recommend that RPP leaders be prepared
to encounter challenges, remain open
to the opportunities presented by these
challenges and use them to improve
the partnership, and avoid becoming
too attached to their initial agenda. Just
as applied researchers advocate using
evidence for continuous improvement,
RPPs can continuously seek input
from partners and use it to make the
partnership more effective.
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Summary
In this article, Amanda Williford, Jason Downer, Kate Miller-Bains, Jenna Conway, and Lisa
Howard tell us how a university research center, an early education advocacy group, and a
state department of education joined forces in a research-practice partnership to develop
and implement a more comprehensive assessment of young Virginia children’s readiness for
kindergarten. The Virginia Kindergarten Readiness Program, or VKRP, as the assessment
they built is called, added measures of math, self-regulation, and social skills to complement
Virginia’s existing statewide assessment of prekindergarten children’s literacy. The aim was
not only to better assess children’s readiness to enter school, but also to guide teachers’
instructional practice and help the state target support.
The partnership produced many benefits: for policy makers, a statewide snapshot of children’s
readiness; for researchers, on-the-ground feedback from teachers; and for the education
department, joint review and interpretation of data patterns to aid decision-making. But at
times, the fast pace of statewide implementation affected the university partners’ ability to
pursue their research aims, at least in the short term, highlighting a recurring theme of this
issue—the challenges of balancing researchers’ and partners’ needs.
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n this article, we describe how the
Virginia Kindergarten Readiness
Program, a unique research-practice
partnership between the Center for
Advanced Study of Teaching and
Learning at the University of Virginia, Elevate
Early Education (an issue-based advocacy
group), and the Virginia Department of
Education, was developed to answer a key
question: how best to assess the readiness
skills of incoming Virginia kindergartners.
Across the country, departments of education
are recognizing the need to understand how
children are entering kindergarten and to
define the readiness gap between children
from low-income backgrounds and their
higher-income peers.1 In recent years, many
states have established comprehensive
assessment tools as the first step toward
understanding children’s readiness on a larger
scale.2 These assessments help teachers,
school divisions (Virginia’s term for districts),
and policy makers, and they may be used in
a variety of ways depending on the breadth
and depth of the data they produce.3 For
example, teachers can use the information to
guide and differentiate instruction to fit each
student’s strengths and weaknesses. School
divisions may use the information to target
interventions and improve student outcomes.
Advocates use it to drive strategic investments
in early education, and policy makers use
it to align funding for interventions and to
understand the impact of the investments
they’ve made.
Yet there’s no clear or perfect approach to
assessing readiness, and measuring young
children’s skills is especially challenging.4
The process is further complicated by the
fact that large-scale readiness assessment
tools are relatively new, so there aren’t a
lot of established programs from which
to choose. As a result, districts and states
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have taken a variety of approaches when
establishing their own assessment tools. Some
have implemented or modified off-the-shelf
assessments, others have developed their own
systems, and yet others have collaborated
across state agencies.5
Here we discuss the partnership among the
Center for Advanced Study of Teaching and
Learning (CASTL), Elevate Early Education
(E3), and the Virginia Department of
Education (VDOE) to develop the Virginia
Kindergarten Readiness Program (VKRP) as
a statewide readiness assessment. Through
this partnership, researchers brought their
expertise in measurement to the task of
establishing a sound estimate of children’s
readiness skills that could be used by the
state’s advocates, policy makers, and other
leaders to guide the creation of an expanded
assessment system that would complement an
existing statewide assessment system focused
solely on early literacy.

Readiness Assessments in the
United States
Thanks to an increased awareness of the
importance of early childhood learning
experiences and federal awards like the Race
to the Top—Early Learning Challenge, at
least 40 states have instituted or are piloting
kindergarten readiness assessments.6 In
practice, these assessments often satisfy
multiple needs: identifying students as
ready or not ready, influencing classroom
instruction at the start of kindergarten,
targeting resources for both educators and
students, guiding early childhood policies and
programs, and more. States have used a range
of formats, so their readiness assessments
vary both in methodology and in the scope
of their chosen measures.7 Some 30 states
have adopted entry assessments, and more
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than half of these have chosen observationbased programs, such as commercially
available measures like Teaching Strategies
GOLD, the Desired Results Developmental
Profile—School Readiness, or the Work
Sampling System.8 Connecticut, Ohio,
and Maryland have partnered with other
departments of education and/or institutes
of higher education to develop their own
assessments, which use a mix of methods.9
Oregon, on the other hand, worked with
local university researchers to adapt a widely
used computerized assessment of math and
reading skills and to incorporate an existing
rating scale of children’s emotional and social
skills.10

Without assessment, it’s hard
to tell whether a particular
program or policy is meeting
its objectives.
Until fall 2019, Virginia lacked a statewide,
multidimensional kindergarten readiness
assessment. The early childhood education
(ECE) partnership among CASTL, E3,
and VDOE led to the development and
implementation of a kindergarten readiness
assessment that’s unique in the United
States. Choosing VKRP’s assessment method
was a critical element of the researchpractice partnership (RPP). Below, we
describe how the partnership influenced
this decision and how tensions among the
partners were handled along the way.

Assessments as Decision-Making
Tools
Student assessment has long been
recognized as a powerful tool to guide

education programs and policies.11 Without
assessment, it’s hard to tell whether a
particular program or policy is meeting
its objectives. Student assessments serve
different purposes depending on when and
how they’re used. They may provide baseline
information about participants’ needs,
measure the extent to which students are
receiving an intervention as it was conceived
and planned (that is, intervention fidelity),
or gauge whether key outcomes have been
achieved.12 No single assessment can meet
every need, so choosing an assessment tool
requires weighing the trade-offs.13
Another consideration is how the
information will be collected. Depending
on how the data are intended to be used
and by whom, departments of education
may set different requirements.14 When
states are planning to use the information
for accountability, for example, or to
make comparisons across schools and
divisions, they often require all teachers to
administer the same assessment to ensure
consistency. Alternatively, if states prioritize
using the data for local decision-making,
they might let schools or districts choose
their own assessments, finding ones that
best complement the schools’ or districts’
initiatives.
Different types of assessments have different
advantages and disadvantages. Assessments
vary in the extent to which they’re consistent
when administered across a range of
settings (known as reliability), as well as the
extent to which they provide complete or
meaningful information about the skills of
interest (known as validity). Moreover, these
two qualities are often in tension with one
another.15 One benefit of a strong RPP is that
it can help states understand the benefits
and drawbacks of different assessment tools.
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The Virginia Kindergarten
Readiness Program
VKRP is an initiative to better understand
school readiness and success in Virginia. As
an assessment system, VKRP added measures
of math, self-regulation, and social skills to
complement Virginia’s statewide assessment
of literacy skills—the Phonological Awareness
Literacy Screening, or PALS.16 With VKRP,
Virginia can establish a consistent and
more comprehensive statewide baseline
of readiness, do more to help teachers and
principals meet kindergartners’ needs, and
better engage families to support young
learners who are entering school. E3
conceived the initiative as a way to define the
state of school readiness in Virginia and use
the data collected to advocate for a stronger
investment in high-quality early childhood
education.
The interests, expertise, and missions of the
VKRP partners intersect and complement
one another in several important ways.
As a statewide bipartisan issue-advocacy
organization that promotes strategic datadriven investments in early education, E3
sought to define and understand the scope
of kindergarten readiness through a largerscale comprehensive assessment. VDOE
likewise had a clear stake in estimating
children’s kindergarten readiness so that it
could support teachers and students. VDOE’s
mission is to ensure that the state has a
quality public education system that meets
students’ needs and helps them become
educated, productive, responsible, and
self-reliant citizens.17 VDOE also oversees
the state’s largest preschool program, the
Virginia Preschool Initiative, serving nearly
18,000 four-year-olds annually; thus the
department would benefit from a deeper
understanding of how preschool participation
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relates to readiness data. CASTL offered
expertise in understanding and measuring
children’s development, an established
record of conducting research in early
childhood settings, and experience working
in and with Virginia schools. CASTL is a
research and development center, and its
core mission involves bringing together
the best of developmental and education
science to guide educational practice at
scale. The VKRP partnership gave CASTL
an opportunity to engage in a researchto-practice process, from developing
and piloting an assessment all the way to
statewide implementation. In sum, this
partnership gathered all the resources
needed to implement a large-scale readiness
assessment for divisions, schools, and
classrooms across the state.

Partnership History
Virginia defines school readiness as:
the capabilities of children, their
families, schools, and communities
that best promote student success
in kindergarten and beyond. Each
component—children, families, schools
and communities—plays an essential role
in the development of school readiness.
For Virginia’s youngest citizens, a ready
child is prepared socially, personally,
physically, and intellectually in the areas
of literacy, mathematics, science, history
and social science, physical and motor
development, and personal and social
development.18
More than 90,000 Virginia children enter
kindergarten each year. Recent VKRP data
indicate that approximately 40 percent—or
36,000 students—may lack the literacy, math,
self-regulation, and/or social skills they need
to succeed in the classroom. Among children
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from low-income backgrounds, the situation
is even more concerning: nearly half aren’t
fully ready, meaning they start behind their
peers from higher-income backgrounds.19
In the past, Virginia tested children’s
readiness skills only in literacy. The Early
Intervention Reading Initiative, enacted in
1997, gave Virginia schools the resources
to assess students’ literacy skills when they
enter school; the vast majority of school
divisions use the PALS assessment for
this.20 But the state knew very little about
children’s skills in other essential areas. The
lack of a consistent, comprehensive measure
of kindergarten readiness made it hard to
quantify and then address the opportunity
gap at the start of kindergarten.
In 2011, E3 set out to make public
investment in ECE a priority. An E3sponsored study found that Virginia
legislators, educators, and division leaders
reported needing more data on children’s
kindergarten readiness beyond literacy
in order to make decisions about early
childhood investments. As a result, E3
decided to partner with CASTL and VDOE
to create the VKRP and define the readiness
gap more broadly, using a combination of
state and private funding. The partners
established the following goals:
•

Select an assessment tool that can be
used statewide to accurately assess
children’s incoming school readiness
across a range of skills.

•

Create a snapshot of Virginia’s
entering kindergartners’ readiness
skills.

•

Define the school readiness skills
gap in Virginia and indicate the
extent to which estimates of

readiness may be different for
children in different subgroups.
•

Guide the implementation of a
statewide, more comprehensive
readiness assessment.

•

Equip education leaders, legislators,
advocates, and other decision
makers with information that can
be used to guide public policy and
funding decisions in early childhood
education.

During the first phase of the partnership,
the team decided to pilot a commercially
published and widely used observationbased assessment to measure kindergarten
readiness. This system, which covered a
broad range of skills, was being adopted
by many states as a kindergarten readiness
assessment, and there was some evidence
that it was reliable in early childhood.21 But
its usefulness for kindergarten classrooms
hadn’t yet been examined. CASTL pressed
the partnership to test the assessment’s
reliability and validity in a small sample
before proceeding further. This decision
exemplifies a unique outcome of the
partnership. Without CASTL’s involvement,
the test pilot likely wouldn’t have occurred,
because most practitioners and policy makers
might assume that a widely used assessment
is a good one. But the pilot showed that the
tool posed several challenges for assessing
kindergarten readiness in Virginia, including
lengthy administration time; redundancy
in the area of literacy (because Virginia
kindergarten teachers were already assessing
literacy skills); highly correlated scores across
different skill areas (literacy, language, and
math) that limited teachers’ understanding of
how children’s skills were differentiated; and
high intra-class correlations relative to direct
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assessments of the same skills, indicating
that the tool wasn’t a good choice to provide
unique skill profiles of children within a
classroom.22
Given these findings, CASTL advised
that this tool wasn’t suited to assess
Virginia children’s school readiness across
key indicators. The research team’s
recommendation created some tension in
the partnership, as the observation-based
tool was widely used by other states, fully
comprehensive, and appealing to the
valued partners in Virginia’s early childhood
advocacy community. Dismissing this tool
also meant moving away from a more
naturalistic approach in favor of one that
was more standardized and scientifically
sound but less often used. CASTL, E3, and
VDOE collaborated to present the pilot
data clearly and objectively to interested
parties. CASTL decided that in the next
phase, where the goal was to provide a
comprehensive estimate of the readiness gap
in Virginia, VKRP would use a combination
of measures known to be valid and reliable.
CASTL integrated the literacy data already
collected (a teacher-administered direct
assessment) with measures of math (also
a teacher-administered direct assessment)
and of self-regulation and social skills (using
teacher-rating scales). This approach revealed
that the proportion of students entering
kindergarten without key readiness skills was
larger than had previously been estimated
using literacy data alone.23
In addition to establishing a statewide
estimate of readiness, CASTL issued a report
to the Virginia General Assembly that made
several recommendations for the statewide
rollout of a more comprehensive readiness
assessment system.24 The most critical aspect
involved building off the infrastructure of
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the state’s existing literacy assessment so that
teachers, administrators, and policy makers
could work with a system they knew well and
obtain useful data across multiple readiness
skills. VKRP hired a contractor to program
math and social-emotional measures into an
online application that would interface with
the existing literacy assessment system. Thus,
teachers could use a single link and login to
upload their student rosters, access all the
assessments, see integrated readiness reports,
and acquire instructional resources. CASTL’s
report also recommended comprehensive
training for educators and school leaders on
how to administer the new assessments and
how to interpret and use the data.25
Over the next three years, CASTL
implemented a voluntary rollout in which
division leaders could choose whether to
adopt VKRP. CASTL continued to work with
teachers, divisions, and VDOE to improve
the assessment system, online application,
reports, and available resources. It was
unusual for CASTL researchers to take the
lead during the rollout, rather than VDOE,
but it offered a big advantage: researchers
who are deeply involved in implementation
(beyond just providing capacity) will get
a more accurate perspective on what’s
happening in classrooms, so they can see
where the implementation is working and
where it’s falling short. Thus CASTL could
use an iterative approach, regularly gathering
feedback from teachers, principals, and
other practitioners and using it to revise the
assessment system substantially each year.
The process was more intense than what
VDOE could have done alone. For example,
when teachers asked for a spring assessment
to capture growth during kindergarten, the
research team was the first to hear their
request. The researchers quickly applied for
outside funds to further develop the tool, and
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they were ready to implement it shortly after
VDOE presented the formal request for a
spring assessment.

One reason the practice and
policy world has been slow
to adopt the use of science to
guide decision-making is that
scientists are often at least an
arm’s length away from dayto-day complexities.
CASTL’s implementation of VKRP has had
other benefits as well, such as the team’s
day-to-day responsiveness to educators.
CASTL interacts regularly with educators,
and its response systems (chat, phone, email)
are available whenever the online system
isn’t working well or when the educators
don’t know how to access or interpret
data. When 99.5 percent of the data are
complete, a few missing bits may mean little
to a researcher who’s viewing the data in
aggregate. But losing a child’s data because
the server became unstable means a great
deal to a teacher who just spent 25 minutes
assessing a student. The CASTL team’s care
and commitment to data from the level of
the child to that of the state has boosted
CASTL’s credibility with both VDOE and
education practitioners. By leading the
implementation of data collection, CASTL
understands the data’s strengths and
limitations, which provides critical context
for explaining data patterns when presenting
results to VDOE.
One reason the practice and policy world
has been slow to adopt the use of science
to guide decision-making is that scientists

are often at least an arm’s length away from
day-to-day complexities. Thus researchers’
recommendations can be seen as (and
may well be) out of touch, and are treated
with skepticism. Having CASTL directly
implement VKRP removed this barrier and
gave the team more street cred with our
practice partners, so that the assessment
system balanced practicality with good
science.
But having the research team so closely
engaged in implementation also has a major
drawback. Researchers who are deeply
involved in day-to-day operations tend to
become invested in the particular assessment
system they’re overseeing. Researchers
are often included in ECE partnerships
to provide independent, clear-eyed advice
and insight. If an organization leads
implementation year in and year out, it may
lose sight of opportunities to innovate and
adapt to meet the changing needs of schools
or children.

Challenges of the Work
For CASTL, a significant challenge has been
the need to quickly bring VKRP to scale
across the state, and to do so in the context
of very public data sharing. This task collided
with the need to choose assessments that are
scientifically sound and to build data systems
that maintain the data’s integrity. When the
state funded VKRP’s voluntary rollout in
2015, the CASTL team was asked to build an
online system that integrated with the state’s
literacy platform, to create online reports,
and to develop instructional resources. This
work had to be completed within months so
that more than 500 kindergarten teachers
could administer the new VKRP assessments,
alongside the existing literacy assessments,
to almost 10,000 students across 21 school
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divisions. The first version was clunky—the
assessments were slow, which frustrated
teachers; the reports weren’t interactive; and
the instructional resources weren’t embedded
in the reports for easy access. We made vast
improvements to the assessment system even
while we were rapidly expanding it into more
Virginia school divisions. In retrospect, this
constituted an iterative approach. We learned
from teachers and principals, and we built a
better system because of it.
A second significant challenge was that
day-to-day development and operation
of the assessment, along with the need to
provide summary reports to the state and
other interested parties, left little time to
use the vast amount of data collected for
research purposes. Fundamentally, CASTL
participated in VKRP to serve the state, and
traditional research for academic purposes
has had to take a back seat. CASTL regularly
provides data summaries to divisions,
VDOE, and the state legislature. On the one
hand, this helps define the relationship as a
true partnership. But this sort of work—a
state-funded school readiness initiative
implemented by CASTL in partnership with
the state—isn’t valued in academia in the
same way that work done under the auspices
of a research grant would be. And not using
the population-level data acquired by VKRP
to advance the science of school readiness
may also be a missed opportunity.
As VKRP continues to move toward full
statewide implementation, more work lies
ahead for all involved. It’s hard to implement
a change in practice across thousands of
classrooms; kindergarten teachers, school
leaders, and families need support to
ease the transition. CASTL and VDOE
have tried to ensure the transition goes
well—phasing in the assessment over time;
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communicating regularly; offering in-person
and online training and technical assistance;
and providing resources that include a
website, a blog on instructional resources,
and customized professional development.
This support will need to grow as every
kindergarten teacher in the state comes on
board.
VDOE has identified another critical
challenge: positioning VKRP in the context
of a much broader understanding of
school readiness. When Virginia gathered
educators, leaders, advocates, and others
to define school readiness for the state,
the aim was not just to focus on the skills
of children entering kindergarten, but also
to directly acknowledge that communities,
families, and schools must be “ready” and
“prepared” to support the transition to
school.26 VKRP expands Virginia’s assessment
of children’s readiness skills, but it’s not
comprehensive even in its measures of
children’s early learning. For example,
VKRP doesn’t measure such crucial areas of
learning as language and critical thinking.
We had to make tradeoffs between breadth
(measuring all areas of early learning) and
depth (providing enough precision to guide
instruction) while prioritizing feasibility and
practicality. But this decision comes with the
risk that any unmeasured readiness skills may
be perceived as less important.
The question of how to report the results also
presents challenges. Like many assessments,
VKRP scores children on a scale to capture
the variability in math, literacy, social, and
self-regulation skills. A natural question,
then, is what point on the scale indicates
that a child is ready to take advantage of
the learning opportunities presented by
kindergarten. This issue involves myriad
technical measurement questions, many of
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which can only be answered after repeated
use of the assessment with many children
over time. But one of the most pressing
needs of practitioners, education leaders,
and advocates is to use VKRP data to
identify which children are least ready for
kindergarten, and thus to guide investments
in those children so that more of them enter
kindergarten with the foundational skills
they need. It’s common practice to establish
benchmarks (often called thresholds or cut
points) to determine where students fall
in comparison to a standard, and VKRP
has done so based on a combination of
data and theory. Benchmarks are a quick
way to interpret a student’s standing. For
instance, a student who scores well above
the benchmark likely possesses a high level
of skills in that area. And teachers should be
concerned about a student whose scores fall
well below the benchmark in an area. Yet
a benchmark is an imprecise estimate, and
this can be problematic for students who fall
just above or below it. Thus, the VKRP team
has been careful to tell teachers that being
above or below the benchmark on a VKRP
assessment shouldn’t be the sole criterion
for understanding a child’s readiness when
it comes to that skill. Continual progress
monitoring plays a critical role, because
students develop skills at different rates
and respond differently to instruction and
support.
Another challenge, for VDOE, CASTL, and
E3 alike, is to make sure that VKRP data are
understood in a broader context, not simply
as a set of scores that represent skills internal
to a child or group of children. This means
developing careful reports that aggregate
VKRP readiness data up to classroom, school,
and division levels to represent how well
communities are preparing children for
school. We’ve also held fast to the notion that

these data must be actionable, not just for
decision-making at the state and local levels,
but also for teachers who must individualize
their instruction because children enter
school with varied skills and experiences.
Family reports have been carefully crafted so
that teachers convey children’s strengths as
well as the challenges they face.
All the partners have identified myriad
challenges inherent to developing an
assessment system that can be used for
multiple purposes—for teachers in their
classrooms; for divisions making professional
development decisions; and for monitoring
progress at the school, division, or state
level.27 It’s appropriate and prudent to
use VKRP data (and other sources of
ECE information) for these purposes, as
well as to identify readiness gaps, track
system-level trends, and effectively allocate
education resources. But VKRP data could
be misused, particularly for punitive, highstakes purposes. Although the VKRP can
provide reliable estimates of readiness across
a variety of contexts, it wasn’t designed for a
high-stakes accountability environment, and
it wouldn’t be appropriate for determining
consequences for students, teachers, or
programs. Rather, the data are primed to
help key players in classrooms, schools,
divisions, and government make data-driven
decisions about how to best meet the needs
of Virginia’s youngest students and invest
strategically in early childhood initiatives.
Many school division leaders were hesitant
to be among the first to participate, as they
worried that publishing their division’s data
might lead to unfavorable comparisons.
They were also concerned that the data
would be used for accountability purposes.
So CASTL, VDOE, and E3 worked to
communicate the limits to using VKRP data
for accountability purposes, and they’ve
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continued to encourage policy makers to see
this information as evidence of students’ and
educators’ needs—not of the shortcomings
of individual students, teachers, schools, or
programs.

VKRP’s Successes
Alongside the challenges, the VKRP
partnership has seen important successes
that likely wouldn’t have occurred if CASTL,
E3, and VDOE hadn’t taken risks and
built a relationship. First, the crosscutting
partnership has brought increased attention
to improving early childhood education in
Virginia, especially preschool. Beyond the
kindergarten classroom, VKRP can help
Virginia connect individual readiness to
longer-term outcomes, such as third-grade
test results and high school graduation rates.
Demonstrating the relationship between
kindergarten readiness and longer-term
outcomes helps emphasize the importance
of early investments, and paints a clearer
picture of student achievement over time.
Without a consistent statewide assessment
at school entry that measures more than just
literacy, it’s difficult to analyze how schools
can best promote student growth, especially
in the early elementary grades.

By identifying school
readiness gaps, VKRP sheds
light on inequities in quality
or access, helping policy
makers and practitioners
deploy resources strategically.
VKRP can help guide improvement across
the early childhood system—that is, the
48

T H E F U T UR E OF C HI L DRE N

diverse set of programs where children are
cared for and educated before kindergarten.
Virginia children currently lack equitable
access to high-quality early childhood care
and education. Seventy percent of children
from birth to five years of age don’t have
access to affordable childcare.28 Thirty
percent participate in public programs
whose quality varies because it’s not
measured consistently. VKRP can help
create a sense of urgency that will compel
policymakers and practitioners to work
together to unify and strengthen the early
childhood system so that more Virginia
children can enter kindergarten ready for
school. Specifically, VKRP can show where
quality early childhood programming is
associated with better child outcomes, thus
highlighting the return on these investments.
By identifying school readiness gaps, VKRP
sheds light on inequities in quality or access,
helping policy makers and practitioners
deploy resources strategically. Along with
other important sources of data about the
early childhood system, VKRP also promotes
continuous quality improvement at the
community level.
This data-driven approach to understanding
children’s readiness at school entry has
secured largely bipartisan support, resulting
in recent state investments to improve
Virginia’s early childhood programs. In
2017 Virginia released a legislative report
titled Improving Virginia’s Early Childhood
Development Programs. In response to some
of the report’s findings, E3, alongside policy
makers and CASTL, developed a Virginia
state House-led 2018 budget package that
was designed to advance high-quality early
education, with $6 million in targeted funds.
This investment represents a shift in focus
from expanding access to ensuring high
quality. The legislative results included:

Developing Decision-Making Tools through Partnerships

•

A mandate that the VKRP be
implemented in all kindergarten
classrooms, and expanded to assess
students in both fall and spring of
the kindergarten year.

•

Professional development for
teachers and school divisions to
help them use the data effectively
to improve teaching and learning in
the classroom.

•

Increases in per-pupil funding
for the state-funded preschool
program.

•

Funding to observe the quality of
teacher-child interactions in each
state-funded preschool classroom,
and to provide professional
development to improve that
quality.

•

Ensuring that every statefunded preschool program uses a
comprehensive, evidence-based
curriculum package.

Beyond the benefits to the state and its
young children who are preparing for
school, the VKRP partnership has been a
positive learning experience for CASTL, as
a university-based research center with a
mission of bridging the gap between science
and practice. We’ve made tremendous
gains in understanding how to bring
science and data to conversations with early
childhood advocates such as E3, and with
policy makers such as the state legislators
in the joint House and Senate preschool
subcommittee. By participating in these
conversations in the state capitol, CASTL’s
scientists had a rare opportunity to share
evidence-based practices from the field of
early childhood education; this approach

has ensured that state policy makers are
basing their ECE decisions on sound,
developmentally appropriate data about
readiness skills.
Through these interactions with advocates
and legislators, we’ve been learning how to
disseminate the science in easily digestible
ways so that it will be heard, understood,
and acted on. A 15-minute presentation to
a legislative subcommittee meeting sounds
nothing like its counterpart at a national
research conference. It must be brief, clear,
and expressed in nontechnical language,
with graphs and figures that a wide audience
can understand. We’ve leaned heavily on
CASTL’s instructional technology and design
team to hone our messaging through the
best data visualization strategies.29 The same
can be said for legislative reports; these must
be concise and to the point, responding
to the key questions of policy makers who
are deciding about future investments.
The science and evidence must be precise
and thorough; in other words, take-home
messages must be straightforward, easy to
follow, and organized in easily digestible
chunks, but they must be backed by
extensive tables and supporting materials in
appendices to substantiate the rigor of the
effort.
VKRP has also had an enormous impact on
CASTL’s relationship with school districts
across the state. None of the VKRP work
would be possible if teachers and school
leaders hadn’t been willing to embark on
a joint mission to improve how we assess
school readiness and use the data. Fostering
relationships with more than 130 school
divisions has been both daunting and
energizing. Access to the varied experiences
and contexts of districts statewide—urban,
rural, linguistically and racially diverse,
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and more—has helped us understand
the concerns of frontline educators in
unprecedented ways.
CASTL aims to bring science to problems
that matter to educators and policy makers,
and the VKRP partnership has created
additional opportunities to identify shared
research agendas whose findings can
guide future state policies and investment
decisions. For example, we learned quickly
that teachers and administrators vary
considerably in their ability to interpret
assessment data across school divisions—
that is, to make sense of VKRP’s school
readiness data and then use it for decisionmaking. We viewed this as an opportunity
to develop and pilot data-use training with
embedded feedback loops from our district
partners. From a scientific standpoint, we
saw a chance to conduct several small,
low-cost experiments when we piloted
these interventions, giving us evidence of
what worked and what didn’t. The first of
these experiments, conducted in a single
school division, investigated the effects of
one-on-one data consultations between
teachers and trained research staff, relative
to no additional supports, on teachers’
perceptions and use of the VKRP data.30
Though the results suggested that these oneshot data conversations improved teachers’
understanding of the VKRP assessments, it
wouldn’t be feasible to provide such oneon-one help at scale. The following year, we
tested other formats and delivery methods
to see if the consultations could be just as
effective when conducted remotely and/or
with groups of teachers from all participating
divisions. This second experiment gave us
two useful pieces of information: that not
all schools and divisions were interested in
or capable of using such services, and that
one-on-one, remote consultations akin to
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hotlines could deliver results similar to those
produced by in-person sessions.31
These experiences also enhanced our own
approach to research. We’ve learned how
to involve practice partners and how to
ask ourselves difficult questions about the
feasibility of the work at scale. After all, a
proof of concept with a stellar evidence base
does little good if it ultimately has no chance
of being successfully implemented in the
field. That may seem obvious, but researchers
can find it easy to rest on the principles of the
scientific method and ignore issues of scope
and practicality. Successful public-university
partnerships can pave the way for universities
to value more highly the kind of scholarship
where scientists work alongside others to
infuse research evidence into public policy
decision-making.

Recommendations for Researchers
and Policy Makers
In developing Virginia’s statewide tool to
measure young children’s readiness skills, all
members of the partnership learned how to
collaborate effectively to achieve common
and distinct goals. Many of the lessons
learned have broader implications for using
RPPs to develop and implement assessment
tools that can guide decision-making.
One lesson is that project goals must be
transparent within and across the partners.
It’s also crucial that all parties understand the
benefits they can expect and the challenges
they’ll face. For example, when CASTL and
E3 began working together, it was made
clear that even though E3 was seeking help
from CASTL because of its measurement
expertise, this wasn’t a research project.
E3’s goal was to answer a specific question
to advance its advocacy agenda: How many
Virginia children enter kindergarten “not
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ready”? E3 was also straightforward in
conveying that CASTL would be entrusted
with designing and implementing a pilot
study to provide the most reliable and valid
answer with the funds available. We at
CASTL found the VKRP project appealing
because it allowed us to examine the science,
determine a set of procedures, pilot those
procedures, examine the data, and revise
based on what the data told us. Transparent
goals also helped us develop relationships
with Virginia’s school divisions. As VKRP
grew, CASTL clearly described to each
school division how the data would be used.
We explained that we would use the data
collected through VKRP both to understand
how to improve the system and to conduct
related research; as such, the procedures
employed in these endeavors might include
additional surveys and randomization into
piloting of procedures and interventions that
go beyond business as usual for schools and
educators.
In hindsight, it’s easy to describe the VKRP
partnership as smooth and successful. But
anyone considering joining an RPP should
be prepared to face a multiyear roller coaster
ride. Each partner’s staff, leadership, and
resources must be aligned and committed to
supporting the partnership for the long haul.
Funding for VKRP is a good example of this
up-and-down ride. E3, a strong advocate for
the initiative, assertively articulated a fiveyear plan to decision makers in the Virginia
legislature and VDOE, and it secured state
and private funding to get VKRP off the
ground. If E3 hadn’t successfully argued
for continuous funding, VKRP would never
have moved to scale statewide. Even now,
sustained funding isn’t a given, and all
parties must be prepared for what the next
phase requires. CASTL secured its own
funding to support VKRP. Anticipating

that VKRP would be expanded to include
spring assessments, CASTL lined up internal
funding to pilot more than 200 math items
with 900 students in preschool through first
grade. This allowed us to select a diverse
subset of items with strong evidence of
reliability and validity as we expanded to
assess in the spring and in additional grades.
We continue to apply for foundation and
federal funding to support research activities
that aren’t part of VKRP but still complement
the state’s agenda.
Relatedly, VDOE’s investment in VKRP
increased as state funding became more
stable and as VKRP moved from a
voluntary pilot into mandatory statewide
implementation. As a result, the partnership
between CASTL and VDOE has become
stronger. So far, CASTL has been responsible
for VKRP’s implementation. But with VKRP
going statewide, VDOE will likely take more
ownership over time, and CASTL’s role may
shift. Thus a successful partnership doesn’t
develop in a linear way, and participants must
maintain their commitment in the face of
instability and be open to role changes.

[People’s] aversion to change
creates all sorts of risk for
partners, and it makes robust
communication essential.
Partners also need to be clear-eyed about
risk. VKRP now has wide but certainly not
universal support. In its early phases, some
decision makers strongly opposed the idea of
a statewide, more comprehensive assessment
at the start of kindergarten. CASTL’s key
role in developing and implementing the
assessment meant that the University of
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Virginia School of Education and Human
Development, of which CASTL is a part,
would be associated with an initiative that
might be unpopular among the state’s ECE
decision makers. Thus CASTL needed
the education school’s support for this
high-profile, high-stakes, and potentially
controversial initiative. Without the dean’s
support, CASTL faculty wouldn’t have taken
on the partnership.
Implementing something new or
fundamentally changing an existing
process is difficult; often, people (and the
organizations they belong to) don’t like
change. This aversion to change creates
all sorts of risk for partners, and it makes
robust communication essential. In VKRP,
VDOE and E3 help CASTL present the
data—tables, figures, and text—in ways
that are clear and easily digestible, so that
teachers, school leaders, and decision
makers will understand the information
and be more likely to use it. E3 helps frame
the conversation to ensure that the data
can ultimately be used to make strategic
investments in early education that focus on
improving programs for young children. This
often involves careful planning about who
needs access to the data and how to ensure
that VKRP remains focused on data-driven
decision-making without taking on a highstakes or punitive component. As we’ve
already mentioned, VDOE has worked to
make sure that VKRP data is valuable to
everyone in the pre-K–12 system.
It’s also critical to stay connected to the
front line, which in our case means early
childhood classrooms and especially the
interactions between teachers and young
children. Infants, toddlers, preschoolers, and
kindergartners learn through relationships in
which they feel supported, encouraged, and
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challenged to be curious, take on new tasks,
and think critically.32 Working at the state
level allows academics to influence policy
making and the distribution of resources.
But like academia itself, state-level work
is a step removed from the classroom and
day-to-day interactions between adults
and young children. Similarly, assessments
can sometimes be implemented in a way
that leads to an overly academic focus,
pushing teachers, school leaders, and
families to emphasize rote skills rather than
robust learning and development. When
assessments prioritize certain skills over
others, we can fail to grasp the importance of
teaching the whole child in a comprehensive
and integrated way.
Our efforts to connect to teachers, children,
and the classroom experience have no
doubt helped us gain support from decision
makers for the implementation of VKRP.
CASTL provided in-person training to all
kindergarten teachers whenever a new
school district adopted VKRP. CASTL also
gave teachers all the technical assistance
they needed, conducted professional
development workshops, undertook
classroom observations during assessment
windows, and gathered direct feedback
from teachers via satisfaction surveys and
focus groups. E3 also implements VKRP
assessments in its own model demonstration
early childhood program; it then presents
the data to teachers and parents, and gives
teachers training and feedback to improve
their practice. VDOE works to ensure that
the assessments are tied to what’s happening
in kindergarten classrooms and beyond. The
department has helped to clearly articulate
how the assessments are aligned with
Virginia’s preschool development framework
and kindergarten standards of development
and learning.
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Conclusions
The VKRP partnership seeks to ensure that
Virginia’s youngest children, from birth
through preschool, get the support they need
to reach their potential as they enter the
state’s public school system. VDOE, CASTL,
E3, and others used each organization’s
expertise to develop a kindergarten entry
assessment system that’s practical, scalable,
and evidence-based. Beyond this shared goal,
the partnership also produced individual
benefits for each party: for policy makers, a
statewide snapshot of children’s readiness;
for CASTL, on-the-ground feedback from
teachers to guide revisions to the assessment
interface; and for VDOE, joint review and

interpretation of data patterns to aid
decision-making. Of course, to maximize
the impact of the partnership, each
organization had to be willing to adapt, but
never to the point of undermining its own
fundamental mission. This underscores an
important point: an organization must be
prepared to operate out of its comfort zone
when joining a partnership that’s focused
on local, state, or national data-based
decision-making and assessment initiatives
in early childhood. But the combined
strengths of researchers, practitioners,
advocates, and policy makers can produce
a technically sound approach that’s feasible
to implement and that targets the needs of
a variety of end users.
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M

any early childhood
interventions show
great potential in early
testing but then fail
to scale effectively.1
Likewise, school districts and other public
systems may introduce evidence-based
interventions (EBIs) to improve the quality
of their programs and promote better
child and family outcomes, but without
adequate support for implementation and
continuous improvement, such interventions
often remain underused or fail to achieve
their aims.2 According to the Society for
Prevention Research’s Mapping Advances
in Prevention Science (SPR MAPS) IV
Translational Research Task Force, achieving
scaled impact “remains one of the most
vexing challenges facing prevention science.”3
Researchers have argued that traditional
models of moving from efficacy trials to
effectiveness trials to scaling haven’t worked,
in part due to a failure to consider key
aspects of the system (such as policies and
practices) in which the EBI is being scaled.4
Scholars describe the “pipeline paradox”
as based on faulty assumptions about the
development and scaling of interventions
being a linear process.5 Specifically, there’s
a common belief that once an intervention
is tested, refined, and shown to work (and
considered to be an EBI), the only step
remaining is for people and systems to use it.
In this linear model, the EBI developer’s role
is quite limited, since the EBI is considered
complete as tested; the researchers serve
only as independent evaluators of the
scaled EBI’s effectiveness.6 Importantly,
such accountability evaluations, which
*

intentionally restrict the relationships among
researchers, policy makers, and practitioners,
often provide minimal benefits to the system
or little information that can be used to
improve systems-level policies and practices.
Many recent reviews about scaling EBIs in
public education systems have concluded that
researchers, practitioners, and policy makers
must work together in new ways.7
In this article, we describe a researchpractice partnership (RPP) developed to
support the scaling of an early childhood EBI,
ParentCorps, as part of New York City’s Pre-K
for All. Key partners who have contributed
to the RPP over the past five years include
ParentCorps developers; implementation
leaders and researchers from the Center for
Early Childhood Health and Development
at New York University’s Grossman School
of Medicine; and policy makers, program
leaders, and researchers from the Division
of Early Childhood Education (DECE) of
the New York City Department of Education
(DOE). By bringing together researchers,
practitioners, and policy makers in new
ways, this RPP aims to support ParentCorps
implementation in prekindergarten (pre-K)
programs; strengthen impact at scale; and
produce sustainable improvements to
ParentCorps and DOE policies, practices,
and programs.*

Background
In 1998, the first author of this article,
Laurie Brotman, along with Esther Calzada,
developed ParentCorps as a preventive
intervention for culturally diverse families
(with respect to race, ethnicity, immigrant

The RPP includes leaders from the New York City DOE’s Research and Policy Support Group and the DECE Mental Health & Wellness,
Teaching & Learning, Data & Analytics, and Performance teams. Principal research partners from the NYU Grossman School of
Medicine’s Department of Population Health who are not authors on this article include Alexandra Ursache, Samrachana Adhikari,
and Andrea Troxel.
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status, nationality, religion, and more) living
in historically disinvested neighborhoods.
As clinical psychologists and prevention
scientists, they brought both research
and practice perspectives to their
work. Their vision for ParentCorps was
influenced by cultural adaptation efforts
that sought to ameliorate the pervasive
and persistent patterns of limited access
to culturally relevant mental health
services for communities of color. Cultural
adaptation aims to enhance engagement
and effectiveness through a process of
“systematic modification of an EBI to
consider culture and context in such a
way that it is compatible with the client’s
cultural patterns, meanings and values.”8
Ideally, cultural adaptation follows a
series of steps that are guided by a deep
familiarity with the research evidence
and its limitations; by a commitment to
preserving core components of fruitful
interventions alongside a critical analysis
of the extent to which interventions are
aligned with white middle-class values (or
consider white culture as normative); and
by partnership with community members,
extensive pilot work, and tests of efficacy.9
Meta-analyses generally show that cultural
adaptation can successfully meet the needs
of people of color.10
In the spirit of cultural adaptation,
Brotman and Calzada reviewed the
research on parenting interventions
for young children to identify core
components: that is, a set of behavioral
parenting strategies and adult behaviorchange techniques (such as role play or
home practice). As they developed the
content and delivery model, they partnered
with a respected Black-led communitybased organization to center family voices
and to engage community stakeholders and

cultural informants, including Black and
Latino parents, educators, and mental health
professionals.11
Looking ahead to implementation at scale,
the developers saw the need to design a
program that addressed the complexities
of city life. Many urban centers are highly
segregated, with tremendous variation
throughout nonwhite areas, ranging from
racial/ethnic enclaves to multicultural
neighborhoods.12 The characteristics of
urban populations also shift over time due
to changing patterns of marriage, fertility,
and immigration (for example, from 2000
to 2010, 6 percent of New York City’s
approximate 29,000 census blocks changed
from predominantly white to predominantly
Latino or Asian American). In these
ever-evolving communities, individual
experiences of culture also change—the
acculturation of each adult in a family
follows a unique path, adding further nuance
to the family’s cultural characteristics.13
ParentCorps is not for one particular
cultural group; instead, it embraces a broad
definition of culture. In the parenting
program and professional development,
parents and teachers are asked to reflect on
their own values and beliefs and to consider
how these are influenced by their cultural
identity—for example, a Puerto Rican
mother with pronounced familistic values;
an African-American father with strong
racial identity; a Jamaican grandfather
who immigrated as an adult; or a thirdgeneration, English-speaking Dominican
parent.
ParentCorps includes three components that
help parents and pre-K teachers create safe,
nurturing, and predictable environments for
children:
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•

professional development for pre-K
teachers and leaders on culturally
responsive family engagement and
social-emotional learning;

•

a parenting program for families of
pre-K students; and

•

a social-emotional learning program
in pre-K classrooms.

ParentCorps aims to place culture at the
center of each program component by
honoring every family’s culture as important
and adaptive.14 Discussions and activities
elicit cultural and contextual themes as they
relate to parenting and child development.
At the start of the 14-session parenting
program, for example, parents share their
cultural values and beliefs and contemplate
what has influenced their own parenting
choices. Parents then set goals for their
children, grounded in a “whole child” view
of development (that is, social, emotional,
behavioral, physical, and cognitive) and
in the context of their cultural values and
beliefs. For example, a mother who values
respect and obedience may want to help her
children feel confident and work hard in
school, even when they’re frustrated. These
culturally informed goals are a focal point of
later sessions where parents assess the fit and
relevance of each parenting strategy.
The process is collaborative, allowing for
the mutual transfer of expertise; parents
examine their cultural values and beliefs
in response to strategies introduced by the
group’s facilitator. Driven by the unique
characteristics of their children, families,
and contexts, parents make their own
decisions about whether and how to use
“the science of parenting” (that is, crossculturally robust strategies linked to positive
child outcomes). The facilitator supports the
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parents’ autonomy to do so. Each strategy
session is introduced through a consistent
structure, including evocative questions such
as, What might your grandmother say about
praising children for good behavior? Did
your parents or other important adults play
with you when you were a child? What would
they think now if they saw you down on the
floor playing? Facilitators invite parents
to express skepticism, but also encourage
them to consider whether each new strategy
could help them meet any of their goals or
handle certain situations. This approach can
lead parents to open up to a strategy they’d
perceived as being at odds with a prominent
value. The developers hypothesized that
placing culture at the center would support
parents’ participation in further sessions and
skill practice at home, and increase the extent
to which parents find the sessions relevant
and respectful—and see the strategies as
helpful in reaching their goals.15
For 10 years, Brotman and colleagues
implemented, tested, and improved the
original version of ParentCorps for families
of pre-K students living in historically
disinvested New York City neighborhoods.
Studies involved a pilot with 40 families
in partnership with leaders, practitioners,
and community members from the Harlem
Children’s Zone; a randomized controlled
trial involving 171 families in eight
elementary schools in a Brooklyn community
school district, with a short-term follow-up;
and a randomized controlled trial with 1,050
pre-K families in 10 elementary schools from
two community school districts in Brooklyn,
with follow-up studies through the transition
to middle school.16
These studies found that ParentCorps
worked as intended: it promoted
self-regulation in early childhood by
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strengthening parents’ and teachers’ capacity
to support children’s skill development.17
Specifically, ParentCorps improved
important aspects of the home and classroom
environments, leading to increased
knowledge and use of effective practices
(such as positive reinforcement and setting
clear expectations) and more nurturing
adult-child interactions. It also strengthened
family engagement as perceived by both
parents and teachers.18 Through its impact
on social-emotional development in pre-K,
the ParentCorps program helped prevent
mental health problems, including both
emotional and behavioral problems at
school, through second grade.19 It also led
to improved academic achievement by
the end of kindergarten, an impact that
lasted at least through second grade.20 In
addition, among children who entered
pre-K without strong behavior-regulation
skills, ParentCorps reduced early behavior
problems and prevented the development
of obesity and unhealthy behaviors through
second grade.21 Long-term follow-up showed
that ParentCorps even reduced chronic
absenteeism from third through sixth grades.
Based on implementation costs and outcomes
from the two randomized controlled trials,
a study found that in high-poverty, urban
schools, compared to standard pre-K
programming, ParentCorps saved $4,387
per student and substantially increased each
individual’s quality-adjusted life expectancy.22

that the revised program had the same
positive impacts on parenting practices and
child behavior found in previous studies,
and the study also suggested new areas
of impact: on child nutrition and physical
activity knowledge, preferences, and
health behaviors, including sleep health.23
By 2014, ParentCorps implementation
leaders had developed a portfolio of userfriendly, culturally relevant materials to
support fidelity and efficiency and to shift
responsibility for facilitating the ParentCorps
programs to teams based in schools (mental
health professionals, teachers, and parent
support staff).

In 2009, Spring Dawson-McClure, a clinical
psychologist and prevention scientist,
partnered with Brotman and Calzada to
incorporate into ParentCorps new basic
science findings in the areas of children’s
eating habits, physical activity, and sleep.
The revised program was piloted in six
high-poverty elementary schools with pre-K
programs. A study with 91 families found

Context for Scaling

Many factors—including impact on parent
and child outcomes, evidence of cost
effectiveness, and a strong history of working
collaboratively to help pre-K programs
implement ParentCorps—provided a
convincing rationale to invest in scaling
ParentCorps to enhance pre-K programs in
historically disinvested neighborhoods. In
2015, the New York State Office of Mental
Health and several family foundations with
a deep interest in scaling early childhood
EBIs committed to fund the scaling of
ParentCorps in New York City’s newly
expanded universal pre-K programs. The
ParentCorps team hoped that the approach
to scaling ParentCorps would serve as a
model for other cities in the state and across
the country.

New York City’s DOE is the largest school
district in the country, serving more than 1.1
million students. About three-fourths of these
students are economically disadvantaged,
and more than 80 percent are children of
color. Twenty percent are students with
disabilities, and 14 percent are multilingual
VOL. 31 / NO. 1 / S PR ING 2021
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learners or English language learners. The
DECE launched Pre-K for All in 2014,
relying on research showing that high-quality
early childhood education helps children get
a strong start in school and in life. Since then,
the city has more than tripled the number
of children in free, full-day pre-K; Pre-K for
All now serves nearly 70,000 four-year-olds
annually. About 40 percent of the 1,800-plus
pre-K programs that make up Pre-K for All
are in elementary schools, with the rest in
community-based organizations (CBOs).
DECE sets policy and quality standards for all
pre-K programs, whether they’re in schools or
CBOs, and uses a centralized data system and
procedures for enrollment and assessment
of program quality. In addition, DECE
supports the pre-K programs with a large,
centralized workforce of early childhood
social workers and instructional coordinators,
and a comprehensive system of professional
development for teachers, principals, and
program directors.

The DOE’s large investment in universal
pre-K, and its commitment to using data
to guide policies and practices, created an
ideal context for RPPs to drive high-quality
programming for children and their families.
In 2015, the Mayor’s Office established
ThriveNYC, a citywide mental health
initiative across 12 city agencies, including
the DOE. Consistent with ThriveNYC’s
key focus on early childhood and EBIs,
the DECE received multiyear funding to
procure a vendor to provide evidence-based
services and resources that would promote
family engagement and social-emotional
learning in Pre-K for All. Brotman and
her colleagues proposed using an RPP to
study the implementation and impact of
scaled services, and to improve policies and
practices systemwide.
Responding to DECE’s urgent need to
increase support for family engagement
and social-emotional learning in pre-K,
the ParentCorps team designed a tiered

Figure 1. ParentCorps Three-Tier Nested Model
PRE-K THRIVE TIERED
SERVICES IN 1,800-PLUS
PRE-K PROGRAMS

1,800-PLUS
UNIVERSAL SUPPORTS
DOE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

350
PARENTCORPS/THRIVE
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

50
PRE-K PROGRAMS

ParentCorps

•••••
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service delivery model that was grounded
in ParentCorps’s evidence and its approach
to behavioral change. Over three years, the
three-tier nested model (see figure 1) would
unfold as follows: tier 1, “fun with feelings”
products to support social-emotional
learning for all 70,000 families of pre-K
students and professional development
for DECE social workers, implemented in
all 1,800-plus pre-K programs; tier 2, an
aligned professional development series
for early childhood teachers and leaders,
implemented in 350 pre-K programs in
high-poverty areas; and tier 3, the full
ParentCorps model, implemented in 50
pre-K programs (selected from the 350 in
tier 2). In 2016, Brotman and her colleagues
were awarded the contract.

The Research-Practice Partnership
Approach
The Pre-K Thrive contract provided three
years of public funding to scale ParentCorps
(the contract was later extended for three
more years, through 2022). This funding
was necessary, but not enough to ensure
ParentCorps’s successful and sustainable
implementation across the school district.
As described in a recent report by the SPR
MAPS Task Force, other critical factors
included the degree to which:
•

the public system enacts policies
(that is, statutes, regulations,
and guidance) requiring or
recommending EBIs;

•

leadership and community
stakeholders support EBIs;

•

EBIs are ready for scale-up;

•

there is a skilled workforce capable
of delivering EBIs; and

•

the system and/or partners
have capacity to support
implementation, data monitoring,
and evaluation.24

The RPP focused on each of these factors at
different phases.
The first six months of the contract involved
establishing the RPP and collaborative
planning for scaling. This meant ensuring
alignment with DECE policies, establishing
buy-in from DECE leadership at all
levels, and understanding the logistics
and nuances of the education system that
might impact delivery and adoption. The
RPP created work groups with members
from ParentCorps and DECE (and
sometimes from the DOE’s Research and
Policy Support Group) to establish shared
understanding of implementation activities
and develop ways to measure accountability.
The work groups would also design and
plan a series of evidence-building activities,
including three randomized controlled
trials that included more than 175 pre-K
programs in schools and early education
centers (EECs) (see figure 2).
Drawing from two decades of collaboration
among researchers, practitioners, and
community members, the ParentCorps
team relied on a set of five principles to
guide its involvement in the RPP work
with the DECE (see table 1). Below, we
illustrate how we applied these guiding
principles in a set of interrelated projects
that all took place in EECs in CBOs.

The Challenge
Brotman and colleagues rigorously
tested ParentCorps in pre-K programs in
public elementary schools in historically
disinvested neighborhoods. We have strong
VOL. 31 / NO. 1 / S PR ING 2021
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Table 1. ParentCorps’s Five Principles for RPP Work
1. ParentCorps is
committed to racial
equity.

As an organization, we take a population health perspective and strive to interrupt
internalized and systemic racism in all aspects of our work. We are committed to
investing in our team’s own professional and personal development so that all
team members are equipped to be effective racial equity leaders and population
health advocates. We commit to taking an anti-racist approach with all aspects of
ParentCorps planning, implementation, and research, in order to advance racial
equity as well as population health.

2. ParentCorps is
committed to centering
parent voices,
especially the voices of
parents of color.

We recognize the importance of engaging parents as key stakeholders in all aspects
of our growth, including the initial planning phase with new partners. The centering
of parent voices is essential for a culturally responsive, family-centered program that
seeks to reach and support parents experiencing adversity related to poverty, racism,
and discrimination—both to achieve scaled impact on child outcomes and to begin
addressing structural inequity.

3. ParentCorps is
committed to
continuous learning,
improvement, and
innovation.

To achieve scaled impact at the population level, we must create opportunities for
measuring implementation and impact, fully digest and process what we learn, and
improve ParentCorps programs, strategies, products, and processes. In addition, we
are uniquely positioned to advance the field by describing the inputs of successful
RPPs and disseminating our key findings.

4. ParentCorps is
committed to
understanding the needs
and priorities of school
leaders, teachers, mental
health professionals, and
other school staff.

We believe that principals are experts on their schools and teachers are experts on
their classrooms, just as parents are experts on their children. We recognize that
educators bring their whole selves to their interactions with children and families,
and have their own social and emotional needs. We are committed to honoring the
voices of these professionals and supporting them as needed to forge meaningful
relationships with families.

5. In advancing new
scaling relationships,
ParentCorps is
committed to value
alignment and careful
systems thinking.

In considering whether to engage with a new public system, we will carefully consider
our values and lessons learned from past scaling efforts. For example, are the key
elements for success (such as an established mental health workforce) in place, or is
there willingness to build capacity? To what extent is the system committed to racial
equity, family voices, and continuous learning? Lastly, we will critically consider how
to embed ParentCorps in the larger ecosystem of policies, quality standards, and
budgets, and we will focus on providing programs with a real potential for sustainable
implementation at scale.

evidence for ParentCorps’s impact in schoolbased pre-K programs, and the ParentCorps
team has extensive experience in designing,
testing, and improving implementation
supports for elementary schools. Before
submitting our proposal for scaling the
full ParentCorps program in schools, the
ParentCorps team made sure that all its
components (professional development,
parenting program, and social-emotional
learning program) aligned with the schools’
contexts, including staffing, finances,
technologies, policies, and practices. For
64

T H E F U T UR E OF C HI L DRE N

instance, all the schools employed a fulltime parent coordinator to engage families,
and the vast majority of high-poverty
elementary schools employed at least one
full-time mental health professional. These
individuals, who participate in multiyear
professional development (including one-onone coaching) along with pre-K teachers, are
responsible for key aspects of ParentCorps’s
implementation.
Though ParentCorps was designed and
tested in schools, in the early planning phase
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Figure 2. ParentCorps Randomized Controlled Trials
1,800-PLUS

THREE RANDOMIZED
CONTROLLED TRIALS
IN NEARLY 180
PRE-K PROGRAMS

UNIVERSAL SUPPORTS
DOE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

350
PARENTCORPS
EFFECTIVENESS IN
DISTRICT SCHOOLS
THRIVE
PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT

PARENTCORPS/THRIVE
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
1

2

3

50

PRE-K PROGRAMS
1

PARENTCORPS
EFFECTIVENESS IN
EARLY EDUCATION
CENTERS

of the RPP, DECE leaders required that
ParentCorps also be offered in EECs in
CBOs, which served nearly 60 percent of the
families in pre-K programs. Early discussions
about resource allocation were guided by
principle 1, commitment to racial equity. This
was especially important as the ParentCorps
team grappled with strongly held values
for both equity and evidence. On the one
hand, it was an opportunity to expand our
reach to families in CBOs. And given that
children in CBOs are more likely to be from
immigrant families, and that teachers are
more likely to be women of color who are
paid less than their counterparts in schools,
it was also a potential opportunity to counter
systemic racism and the marginalization of
educators and families. On the other hand,
considering the intervention’s theory of
change, it wasn’t a straightforward process to
apply ParentCorps’s evidentiary foundations,
developed in elementary schools, to CBOs.
Specifically, the theory of change says that
long-term impacts on children’s mental

2

ParentCorps
2

3

•••••

health and academic achievement are
expected to result from sustained changes in
children’s social-emotional skill development
and self-regulation, parents’ involvement
in children’s learning, and parenting
more generally. The question of whether
changes during pre-K are robust enough
to be sustained through the transition into
kindergarten could have a different answer
for families entering kindergarten from a
CBO, as compared to families continuing
in the same elementary school building,
with trusted pre-K teachers down the hall
and a group of supportive parents who
had developed relationships during the
previous year. Indeed, the potential for
sustained relationships is one reason that
ParentCorps focused on schools. Similarly,
the loss of supports at the transition to
kindergarten has been suggested as an
explanation for the fadeout of gains made in
pre-K, seen by researchers in several early
childhood intervention trials.25 ParentCorps
researchers wanted DOE partners to have a
VOL. 31 / NO. 1 / S PR ING 2021
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realistic appraisal of this possibility, and to
then collaboratively consider a full range of
evidence-building options.
The decision to scale ParentCorps in
EECs raised some critical questions for
the RPP: What additional adaptations or
implementation supports might be needed
to build staff capacity in CBOs, especially
related to facilitating the parenting
program (typically done by a mental health
professional based in a school) and outreach
to parents (typically done by the school’s
parent coordinator)? Does ParentCorps
produce meaningful family and child
outcomes beyond the pre-K year after
children transition to kindergarten in a
different building?

RPP Solutions
Guided by our fourth principle, commitment
to understanding the needs and priorities
of school leaders, teachers, mental health
professionals, and other school-based
staff, the ParentCorps team honored the
needs and priorities of DECE leadership.
In collaboration with DECE, we set out
to more fully understand how to support
evidence-based policies and practices in the
context of EECs in historically disinvested
neighborhoods. Over four years, the RPP:
1. adapted the delivery model to fit
the EEC context;
2. created and tested new
implementation supports, including
testing new parent outreach
strategies;
3. conducted a qualitative study of
EEC pre-K teachers to better
understand their own social and
emotional needs; and
66
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4. designed and carried out a hybrid
implementation-effectiveness
randomized controlled trial in 23
EECs, with follow-up of children
and families through the end of
kindergarten.
Adapting the delivery model to fit the EEC
context. Because mental health professionals
were needed to facilitate the ParentCorps
parenting program in EECs, DECE
committed to allocating social workers from
its centralized workforce. Previously, DECE
social workers had facilitated the program
only in the rare cases when school-based
mental health professionals weren’t available.
Allocating social workers to the parenting
program not only solved a critical problem,
it also held promise for a sustainable solution
and further institutionalization of ParentCorps
throughout Pre-K for All. At the same time,
it raised a new set of challenges for the RPP.
Reallocating a subset of social workers meant
that DECE was burdened with managing a
new role for mental health professionals who
must shift between multiple responsibilities to
support the entire pre-K system. In addition,
using a centralized workforce required a
host of new processes for communication
and decision-making to ensure that pre-K
programs had the right facilitator, at the
right time, who was fluent in the languages
that met the needs of most parents. All
this required system-level adjustments to
training, supervision, and monitoring among
ParentCorps coaches, DECE supervisors of
social workers, and pre-K program leaders.
To conduct the role assumed in schools
by parent coordinators, the RPP created
the functional position of “ParentCorps
champion,” which could be carried out by a
range of people working in EECs (such as
pre-K teachers, administrative staff, or family
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service workers in Head Start programs).
Among the ParentCorps champion’s
responsibilities were coordinating logistics
for the parenting program (determining
the best time and the primary language for
families), ordering food from local vendors,
and managing reimbursement for program
expenses paid by DECE. The champions
also led outreach efforts, inviting parents to
participate in the program.
These adaptations were complicated and
time-consuming, but they produced a more
comprehensive and inclusive model for
ParentCorps delivery that can be applied
to a range of settings in New York City and
elsewhere.
Creating and testing a package of
parent outreach strategies. Studies of
ParentCorps have shown that participation
in the parenting program is intricately
tied to achieving positive parent and child
outcomes.26 Therefore, the success of
ParentCorps in settings like EECs required
parent outreach strategies that were effective
and culturally relevant. To improve these
strategies and ensure that they fit with
EEC settings and could be easily used by
a range of ParentCorps champions, the
ParentCorps research and implementation
leaders partnered with three experts in
behavioral economics (BE) at NYU: Lisa
Gennetian, Zoelene Hill, and Michelle
Spiegel. Guided by principle 2, commitment
to centering parent voices, the RPP team
valued the BE framework because it does
center family voices, and it helped us
understand the experiences of families of
color who are facing stress from poverty,
racism, and discrimination. Specifically, the
BE framework considers parents’ in-themoment decision-making in the context of
their lived experiences. The RPP anticipated

that BE might also offer insights on low-cost
strategies to increase participation in the
parenting program.
With principle 3 in mind (commitment to
continuous learning, improvement, and
innovation), the RPP used an iterative
process to translate BE concepts into
outreach materials that incorporated
input from parents and practitioners.27
For example, new materials, including
a “Real Talk” brochure insert and a new
tagline—“Together We: Parent. Share.
Learn. Grow.”—were designed to reduce
stigma that parents may perceive related to
accepting parenting support. ParentCorps’s
commitments to racial equity and centering
parent voices (principles 1 and 2) were
important themes in the design and testing
of the BE-infused outreach materials. The
RPP conducted a randomized experiment
to test the feasibility of the new outreach
package and to estimate its impact relative
to ParentCorps outreach materials and
strategies.28
Centering the voices of EEC teachers of color.
To better understand the social-emotional
needs of teachers in EECs, the RPP, led by
Vanessa Rodriguez of NYU (a former NYC
school teacher and qualitative researcher),
carried out in-depth cognitive interviews with
18 pre-K teachers—most of them women
of color—from 10 EECs.29 The interviews
explored the teachers’ social-emotional
awareness through a developmental
perspective. Data analysis used Rodriguez’s
“Five Awarenesses of Teaching Framework”
and identified three key themes.30 First, the
cognitive capacities relevant to teachers in
EECs were highly consistent with those
of other teacher populations. Second,
we found an underlying conflict between
teachers’ keen awareness of their students’
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social-emotional development and active
suppression of their own social and emotional
wellness. Third, most of the teachers believed
that their own race and ethnicity weren’t as
important as those of their students; nearly
half denied that their race or ethnicity had
any influence on their teaching process.
To enhance professional development
and other resources for teachers, our RPP
continues to explore the findings that
teachers suppress their own emotional needs
for the perceived benefit of their students’
social-emotional learning, and that they fail
to acknowledge how their own racial/ethnic
identity and racialized lived experiences
influence their teaching practice.
Conduct a hybrid implementationeffectiveness randomized controlled trial
in EECs. To answer critical questions
about ParentCorps’s implementation
and impact in EECs, the RPP designed
a hybrid implementation-effectiveness
RCT that we carried out in 23 centers.
As in previous RCTs and implementation
experiences, the ParentCorps team expected
to achieve replication of impacts for parents
and children by the second year, after a
year of coaching to support high-quality
implementation and integration within the
centers and classrooms.31 Therefore, in the
first year the study focused on documenting
and monitoring implementation and testing
aspects of the outreach model for engaging
families in the parenting program, given the
new setting and roles for outreach detailed
above. In the second year, we continued
to assess implementation and conducted
the qualitative study of teachers described
above. We also enrolled a cohort of children
and families to follow over time so we could
assess the impact of ParentCorps on these
factors: children’s learning and development,
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the use of evidence-based parenting
practices, the quality of parent-teacher
relationships, parents’ involvement in their
children’s learning, and parents’ wellbeing.
This study followed 323 families across
19 centers (originally 23 centers, but one
closed in the first year of implementation,
and the leaders of three others declined to
participate). We tracked the children from
pre-K through kindergarten, and continued
to collect administrative data through fifth
grade.
The design and conduct of this study
required the RPP members to work together
to solve a range of challenges, including:
1. randomization design within the
context of the services contract;
2. engagement of EECs from a pool of
leaders participating in professional
development (tier 2) and joint
communication from the RPP;
3. commitment from the DECE
to prioritize study centers for
systematic classroom observations
repeated at meaningful intervals,
given the service provision and study
time lines;
4. development of culturally responsive
recruitment materials and strategies
that represented the RPP and
study purpose in a transparent and
autonomy-supporting manner; and
5. development of a culturally relevant,
strengths-based assessment battery
for teachers, parents, and children
that was feasible and sensitive to
intervention.
Here, too, the guiding principles of
commitment to racial equity and centering
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parent voices were particularly important as
the RPP team sought solutions for each of
these challenges.
Applying the experiences gained and lessons
learned from this collaborative RCT, the
RPP designed and executed a three-arm
RCT in 80 elementary schools in historically
disinvested neighborhoods (comparing the
three nested tiers of the service delivery
model; see figure 2). A primary aim of
this ongoing study is to test variation of
implementation and impact on pre-K
teachers, classrooms, families, and children
(from pre-K through fifth grade) when
implemented at scale and in more diverse
populations.

The RPP and COVID-19
When the COVID-19 pandemic began in
early 2020, the RPP was well established
after four years of collaborating, shared
decision making, compromising, and
navigating big and small challenges.
Grounded in our guiding principles, we’d
already had many conversations about race,
including personal and institutional racism,
and were experienced at working toward
centering the voices of families of color in
resource allocation, program improvements,
and evidence-building. The RPP work groups
and leadership had learned to adapt nimbly
in the context of a large, complex system. We
were able to use the partnership to extend
ParentCorps to support children, families,
and school staff during the pandemic, and
to gather data to support the ongoing crisis
response.
Facing tremendous uncertainty in the first
US epicenter of the pandemic, our RPP
focused on the most immediate and critical
needs of families and educators leading up
to and through the abrupt, unprecedented

school closures. We moved rapidly to virtual
delivery of professional development for
pre-K teachers (tier 2) and the parenting
program (tier 3, operating in more than 50
pre-K programs), and we did our best to
foster connection, community, and support
when it was most needed. The ParentCorps
team expanded the portfolio of culturally
responsive social-emotional learning and
family engagement products, including new
tools to help families and teachers discuss the
pandemic together.
To plan for the new school year, we
adapted ParentCorps to the many
challenges and traumatic experiences
faced by families of color in historically
disinvested neighborhoods. For example, the
ParentCorps team drew on the core elements
of our rigorously tested parenting program to
create a virtual program, Parenting through
the Pandemic, with four sessions that focused
on grief, loss, and cultivating predictability
for children in an unpredictable world. The
RPP developed a plan for the ParentCorps
team to train and support the DECE’s early
childhood social workers to deliver this
virtual program to families in pre-K programs
in the hardest-hit neighborhoods. We’re now
working on evidence-building strategies to
assess the value of these responsive programs
and approaches.
When the pandemic hit, the RPP was
collecting research data from teachers and
parents as part of two RCTs. After an initial
pause, we opted to keep collecting data by
phone and online surveys, with modifications
to express care and offer support. Thoughtful
engagement produced three major advances.
First, our standing RPP meetings gave us the
opportunity to share themes from parents’
spontaneous descriptions of their experiences
with remote learning, job loss, and illness—
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giving the DECE insights to guide its myriad
decisions through the early months of the
pandemic. Second, collecting data remotely
allowed us to contribute to the science on
early childhood adversity and the pandemic’s
enormous physical, emotional, and
educational impacts on children, families,
and educators. Third, the RPP is poised
to offer policy and practice implications to
school leaders across the country who are
striving to address children’s social-emotional
learning needs and family engagement.
This work is more important than ever, as
communities of color face disproportionate
illness, death, stress, and trauma from the
pandemic, and as the country reckons with
centuries of state-sanctioned anti-Black
violence.

Next Steps
The ParentCorps team is made up of
intervention developers, implementers,
and researchers who have participated in
different types of partnerships. As such, we
recognize the many advantages, challenges,
and compromises of scaling within an RPP.
Through this multiyear process, which
managed to unite interested parties who are
usually disconnected from one another, we
at ParentCorps individually and collectively
strengthened our commitment and skills
necessary to center the voices of people of
color and promote equity. At the same time,
we built an authentic understanding of the
constraints under which our public partners
operate in large, complex systems that by
design are slow to change. Looking ahead,

Table 2. Learning Agenda Themes and Sample Questions
Themes of Inquiry

High-Level Questions

Replication of
impact at scale

Are impacts on children’s achievement, mental health, and physical health achieved
when ParentCorps is implemented independently by schools and pre-K programs at
scale?

Unique impacts
at scale

With ParentCorps’s demonstrated impacts on child development, parenting, and
teaching practices, what are its cascading benefits for parents’ and teachers’ mental
health?

For whom?

Consistent with prior evidence, is ParentCorps meeting the needs of children who
enter pre-K at the highest risk for difficulties in school? Are families and teachers
participating and benefiting comparably across racial and ethnic groups?

How?

What core pathways does ParentCorps use to promote young children’s health
and development (mapping links from the refined theory of action, which specifies
essential program elements and aspects of adult capacity that promote child
outcomes)?

In what settings?

What unique strengths and challenges across different pre-K settings may require
adaptations to help ParentCorps fit into the context?

Optimizing reach
and impact

As ParentCorps offers a portfolio of tools, unbundled program elements, and digital
adaptations to meet social-emotional and family engagement needs, what is the
uptake, use, and perceived benefit? What innovations are needed?

Ensuring fidelity
and quality at scale

What empirical thresholds for implementation fidelity and quality are sufficient for
ParentCorps to produce meaningful benefits for children?
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we’ll strive to build upon our foundational
RPP experience: we’ll engage in new
partnerships in new cities in the United
States and globally, and we’ll share critical
knowledge to help more EBIs successfully
scale in large public systems, in the service
of children and families. To guide this work,
we established a learning agenda with a
series of questions, many of which can be
answered from the RPP-led activities in
NYC and can contribute to advances in
implementation and dissemination science
in education (see table 2).
In 2020, the ParentCorps team completed
a strategic growth plan for scaling
ParentCorps nationally. This planning
process built on the many lessons we
learned through our RPP in New York City,
including the nuts and bolts needed to work
toward transformative scale in large urban
school districts, the importance of engaging
key community partners to advance the
learning and the need for value-aligned
partners throughout the public system,
especially in terms of equity, evidence and
excellence.

Final Thoughts
A strategic plan is a critical step in RPPdriven scaling. After developing the
initial plan together, the partners need to
keep thinking strategically throughout its
implementation. This means paying attention
to the many factors that affect scaling, and
adjusting the strategy as necessary. The
first version of the RPP scaling strategy can
quickly become obsolete as circumstances
change, or because of the emergence of
factors you didn't adequately consider in
the planning process. But the initial plan,
with its shared set of understandings and
guiding principles, is the foundation for the
adjustments to be made intentionally by the
partnership as scaling proceeds.
The RPP scaling of ParentCorps, conducted
in this country’s largest school district and
early childhood education system even
during an unprecendented pandemic,
provides an example of how this approach
can advance opportunities and outcomes
for children and families of color from
historically disinvested neighborhoods.
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Research-practice partnerships often face a fundamental tension: well-designed, high-quality
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soon as possible.
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longer timelines of researchers who are pursuing rigorous analyses. They tell us how, in
a partnership between researchers and the Boston Public Schools Department of Early
Childhood, they’ve worked to make fast-turnaround research as rigorous as they can, while also
conducting longer-term causal studies.
Because policy makers and practitioners typically aren’t highly trained in study design and
causal inference, a key responsibility for researchers is communicating the strengths and
limitations of fast-turnaround work in ways that can be easily understood by their partners—
and making it clear that fast-response analyses should be viewed as only one piece of evidence
for guiding a decision.
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W

ell-executed researchpractice partnerships
can have many benefits.
For the practitioner,
partnering with
researchers can provide data and analysis
to guide important decisions within oftenshort windows of policy attention; create a
narrative of challenges and successes that
can bring new district leaders up to speed
quickly; and bring in scarce resources and
expertise for research. For the researcher,
partnering with practitioners can lead
to more relevant research questions;
access to and buy-in from key groups,
such as principals, teachers, and parents;
opportunities to assess classroom practice
and child development in a way that balances
theory and implications for real-world
practice; and the ability to conduct studies
with generalizable samples that would not
be available otherwise. However, as this
issue of Future of Children illustrates, such
partnerships share common tensions, such as
navigating the different needs and cultural
worlds of researchers and practitioners or
balancing the slow pace of rigorous (that is,
well-designed and high-quality) research
against practitioners’ desire for timely
information.1
In 14 years and counting, our partnership has
enjoyed many benefits while managing most
of the inevitable tensions. The partnership
comprises a continuous relationship between
Jason Sachs and the Boston Public Schools
Department of Early Childhood, on the one
hand, and Christina Weiland (formerly at the
Harvard Graduate School of Education and
now at the University of Michigan), on the
other; project-specific relationships with the
Wellesley Centers for Women and research
and consulting firm Abt Associates; and,
in its latest form, an expansion to include
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nonprofit research organization MDRC and
the Harvard Graduate School of Education.
In this article, we describe the history of
our partnership and then focus on our most
difficult challenge—balancing rigor against
timeliness in a large public school district.
Balancing rigor and timeliness has been
our central challenge in large part because
of the complexity of large educational
systems. The Department of Early
Childhood manages programs for thousands
of prekindergarteners through secondgraders in Boston and oversees professional
development and other support for
hundreds of teachers each year. Its oversight
responsibilities include deciding where
new prekindergarten classrooms will open,
what curricula to use, what professional
development model to use, and how teachers
will assess student learning. Each program
element has many possible directions and
could be the subject of a careful, years-long
academic study.
But the district lacks the luxury of time. Most
of these decisions have to be made within a
few months and then quickly acted on and
communicated. Thus the district often has
to make decisions based on imperfect but
quickly accessible evidence or no evidence
at all. At the same time, rigor still matters.
As education research has shown time and
again, correlation is not causation.2 Moreover,
districts need measurement approaches that
generate reliable and valid data, and research
samples that can be generalized to a study’s
population of interest. With less rigorous
studies, we risk getting the answer wrong
because of the limitations posed by research
design, measurement approaches, and
sampling constraints. Further, Boston—and
early education researchers and practitioners
more broadly—have benefitted from lengthy,
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careful studies that have guided policy and
practice. We illustrate here how we balance
competing demands for rigor and timeliness
by trying to make our fast-turnaround work
as rigorous as we can; by communicating the
strengths and limitations of that work clearly
and loudly to policy makers and practitioners;
and by mixing fast-turnaround work with
longer-term causal studies so that we get the
right answers to our most pressing questions.

Background
The BPS Prekindergarten Program
The Boston Public Schools (BPS) created the
Department of Early Childhood (DEC) in
2005 to oversee the City of Boston’s public
prekindergarten programs for three- and
four-year-olds. Then-mayor Thomas Menino
and then-BPS superintendent Tom Payzant
pushed for a city-funded prekindergarten
program because they believed it could
better prepare children for school and could
help attract families to the Boston Public
Schools who might otherwise choose other
options. Jason Sachs (a co-author of this
article) has led the DEC since its inception.
Sachs came from a research background. He
held a doctorate from the Harvard Graduate
School of Education and, as the director of
research at the Massachusetts Department of
Early Care and Education, he had used data
and research extensively.
From a national perspective, the program
was unusual. It was based entirely in the
public schools, paid teachers on the same
scale as K–12 teachers, subjected teachers to
the same educational requirements as K–12
teachers (for example, achieving a master’s
degree within five years of being hired), and
was open to any child in the city, regardless
of income. The program grew quickly in its
early years, from 750 students in 2005 to

1,206 in 2006, 1,467 in 2007, and 1,900 in
2008.3 In recent years, the DEC’s work has
grown to cover curriculum and instruction
through second grade. The city has also
continued to expand the program, which
doesn’t yet have enough seats for all children
in the district who apply.

Early Use of Research
From its first years under Sachs’s leadership,
data and research were a key part of the
DEC’s strategic planning and decision
making. Most notably, in the program’s first
year, the DEC hired the Wellesley Centers
for Women, a research institute at Wellesley
College, to measure quality in a random
sample of its classrooms. The study was
meant to be a needs assessment—that is, it
was meant to provide baseline data to guide
the DEC’s efforts to increase quality. The
Boston Globe displayed the study’s findings
prominently on its front page under the
headline “Boston preschools falling far short
of goals, study says: Teacher quality, site
safety faulted,” followed by “Boston’s public
preschool and kindergarten programs are
hobbled by mediocre instruction, unsanitary
classrooms, and dangerous schoolyards,
according to a first-ever study of the
programs.”4
The very public nature of those findings
spurred the district to sharpen its focus
on improving quality. DEC leaders asked
experts to review the evidence on preschool
curricula broadly, determine which curricula
were being used around the district, and
find out how teachers and principals viewed
these curricula.5 Based on their findings, the
DEC decided to use Opening the World of
Learning in its prekindergarten classrooms.
This curriculum targets children’s early
language and literacy skills; each unit also
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embeds a social-skills component, in which
teachers discuss social-emotional issues
and introduce emotion-related vocabulary
words.6 The DEC also chose Building
Blocks, an early mathematics curriculum
that covers both numeracy and geometry,
with a heavy focus on verbal mathematical
reasoning.7 In other studies, both curricula
have shown positive effects on children’s
outcomes, though the evidence for Building
Blocks is stronger than that for Opening
the World of Learning.8 Teachers received
training in both curricula, as well as biweekly to monthly coaching focused on
helping them troubleshoot problems with
classroom management, differentiating
instruction for children with special
needs and dual language learners, and
implementing the curricula. Importantly,
this professional development model
matches the science of adult learning and
the existing evidence on helping teachers
improve.9 Coaches prepared detailed guides
that showed teachers how to implement the
two curricula in tandem and also made sure
classrooms were well stocked with the many
materials and supplies necessary to carry out
the curricula as intended by the developers.10
To improve quality in both prekindergarten
and kindergarten and to ensure classrooms
had adequate start-up funding, the district
also sought accreditation from the National
Association for the Education of Young
Children (NAEYC).
More than a decade since the program’s
founding, Boston’s structural and
programmatic choices remain exceptional
among the nation’s public programs, which
tend not to require that teachers have
master’s degrees, not to pay prekindergarten
teachers on the same scale as K–12 teachers,
not to use a proven, consistent curriculum,
and not to provide coaching.11
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Partnership History
Our research-practice partnership (RPP)
began in the summer of 2007, following the
decisions to implement the new curricula
and coaching model and pursue NAEYC
accreditation. Our partnership was sparked
by an internship. Christina Weiland, the first
author of this article, had just completed
one year of doctoral studies at the Harvard
Graduate School of Education and was
interested in quantitative methods and
early childhood education, particularly in
the universal prekindergarten movement.
When she approached Sachs about spending
the summer working for the DEC, he
decided the price was right (Weiland had
outside funding that made her work free).
Sachs saw value in having someone map
out available data and create a research
plan. Weiland spent that first summer on
two tasks: developing relationships with
district staff and coaches, and learning which
BPS departments held administrative data
relevant to the prekindergarten program, the
quirks of the available data, the program’s
components, and the DEC’s goals and
questions. Weiland was supported by her
adviser, Professor Hirokazu Yoshikawa, who
provided guidance and expertise as she
learned the ropes (and who continues to
contribute to research in Boston).
At the end of that first summer, Weiland
and Yoshikawa prepared a memo listing
all the data collected by the district that
were relevant to the DEC.12 They also
highlighted study designs that could be
appropriate for answering different kinds
of questions that the DEC wanted to ask.
This memo helped create a blueprint and
timeline for the questions that our research
partnership would address. Some questions
were centered on monitoring progress
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and improving quality and others on
determining how the program affected
instruction and children’s learning. Some
could be answered by reviewing previous
research, but others required new data and
analysis.

were right at the age cutoff. Provided that all
statistical requirements of the design were
met, the difference in outcomes between
children just at or just below the cutoff would
represent the program’s causal impact on
children’s school readiness.

One key early issue was whether the
program was ready for an impact study
and, if so, how to fund it. The district
wanted to identify the program’s strengths
and find out where it could be improved.
The research team wanted to learn about
how the impacts of a program that was not
typical in the national landscape matched
or differed from those of other programs.
From other studies, we determined that
two years of full program implementation
was generally considered enough time
to determine whether the new model
was working. We identified a potential
funding opportunity from the Institute of
Education Sciences. Because the district
wouldn’t allow random assignment of
students to the program, we looked for an
approximation of experimental conditions
in the real world (known to researchers
as a natural experiment) and found one
in the program’s age cutoff. As in many
districts, a child had to turn four by a
given date (on or before September 1 in
Boston) to attend the prekindergarten
program that year. This created a natural
experiment, one previously used in
several other contexts, for estimating the
causal effect of attending the program.13
Children just one day apart on either
side of the age cutoff for enrollment in
prekindergarten are equivalent in their
background characteristics. Yet the cutoff
assigned children born on September 1 to
be eligible for prekindergarten one year
earlier than children born on September 2.
This effectively randomized children who

Writing the grant was Weiland’s course
project in Richard Murnane and John
Willett’s spring 2008 causal inference
class at Harvard. These two respected
methodologists agreed to be part of the
research team for the grant submission,
as did Nonie Lesaux, an expert on dual
language learners who is also a Harvard
professor; Yoshikawa was the lead researcher.
We applied in summer 2008 and received
funding to start in spring 2009. The study we
conducted included 2,018 children enrolled
in 238 classrooms at 67 schools. We found
that the BPS model had meaningful impacts
on language, literacy, math, and socioemotional skills—precisely the kindergarten
readiness outcomes that were directly
targeted by the program. It also had positive
impacts on children’s executive function
skills—that is, their working memory, flexible
thinking, and response inhibition skills.
The Boston program didn’t directly target
executive function, but it is developmentally
linked to growth in other domains,
particularly math.14 These impacts are shown
in figure 1.
RPPs necessarily evolve over time. Today,
our partnership has broadened to include
the DEC, the University of Michigan,
MDRC, and the Harvard Graduate School of
Education. The work has extended to include
the full prekindergarten-to-third-grade (P–3)
span in the Boston Public Schools. As our
research aims expanded, we needed to be
able to collect and analyze more detailed
data.
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Figure 1. Boston Prekindergarten Impacts on Children’s School Readiness
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Source: Christina Weiland and Hirokazu Yoshikawa, “Impacts of a Prekindergarten Program on Children’s Mathematics,
Language, Literacy, Executive Function, and Emotional Skills,” Child Development 84 (2013): 2112–30, https://doi.
org/10.1111/cdev.12099.

Partnership Principles
Our partnership today has largely the same
goals and philosophy as it did in its early
days, even as the DEC’s reach within BPS
has extended through second grade and as
the research team has added institutions.
Our goal is simple: we use data and research
to improve educational experiences and
outcomes for young children. Our principles
reflect how we do so:
1. District questions are the priority.
The research team and the DEC work
together to identify priority areas for
research. Over the years, the DEC
has resisted investigating questions it
considered “too academic,” that is, likely
to answer questions that interest scholars
but at a cost of too high a burden on the
district without direct benefit. We’ve
learned to select research topics at the
intersection of the DEC’s practical
challenges and unanswered questions
among researchers.
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2. The DEC is in the driver’s seat
in designing its programs. In our
partnership, the research partner’s role
is not to design interventions or tell the
DEC what to do programmatically. We
view the practitioners as the experts on
implementation and the BPS context.
The researcher’s role is to support the
DEC’s agenda by offering insights
from the broader scholarship when
appropriate, while designing studies
to guide quality improvement and key
decisions in the BPS context.
3. Coaches’ and teachers’ voices matter.
We share research findings first with
coaches and then with teachers. We ask
for their input on whether the findings
seem right to them and on the story
behind the findings. For example, why
is a given aspect of quality lower than
other aspects? How could supports for
teachers be changed to improve quality
in a given area? From our experience,
sharing data and findings also improves

Fast-Response Research to Answer Practice and Policy Questions

buy-in for research and reinforces a
quality-improvement culture.
4. What you don’t do is as important as
what you do. The DEC philosophy is
that teachers should focus on teaching.
The DEC doesn’t ask teachers to
rate children’s skills the way most US
prekindergarten programs do. As part
of our partnership work, we reviewed
research on such rating systems and
found scant rigorous evidence that they
provide reliable, valid data or that they
change teachers’ practices.15 But they
do require a lot of time from teachers.
Instead, for research, we largely rely on
outside assessors who collect data on a
sample of children and classrooms. To
guide instruction, teachers do collect
short direct assessments of children’s
language and literacy on well-validated,
reliable measures. Because formal
assessments don’t measure skills like
critical thinking and problem solving,
the DEC also encourages and supports
teachers to regularly collect data on
student work and learning processes so
they have authentic artifacts of learning
to shape both their reflections on their
practice (alone and with others) and
their teaching strategies in real time.
5. Trust is fundamental. Our relationship’s
longevity has allowed us to develop
trust. The DEC trusts that the research
team understands the BPS context
and the history of the program, won’t
misrepresent the findings, and will
prioritize accurate and balanced
dissemination of results. The DEC also
trusts that when it would like research
guidance for new issues or to guide
decision-making, the research team
will respond quickly. The research

team trusts that the DEC will grapple
with the findings and take seriously any
implications about changing course.

Overview of Our Work Together
Following these principles, we’ve collected
and used data in a variety of ways.16 Table 1
offers an overview of the types of data we’ve
used, how frequently and why we collect
them, and how we’ve used them to drive
change. The table broadly summarizes these
factors so as not to overwhelm readers with
every data type and wave of data collection.
Funding and funders’ agendas have also
influenced our data collection; grants to
support programs often require evaluation
as well. We’ve also won several large-scale
federal evaluation grants that have funded
additional data collection, including work
to create and use measures in district
classrooms that assess the degree to which
curricula are implemented as intended
(known as fidelity) and to expand child
outcome data to important domains beyond
language and literacy, such as mathematics
and executive function. Our only constant
has been administrative data collected
routinely by the district, such as child
demographics, who enrolls where, teacher
characteristics, and children’s basic literacy
skills.
Our collective knowledge of the BPS data,
schools, context, and DEC staff, gained
over more than a decade of work, allows us
to consolidate different data sources and
different findings and to identify what’s
new. Without an RPP, the district would
have had to do more work to launch each
new research effort, and less research
would have been done. For example, the
partnership means that our researchers
already know about the district’s structure,
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Table 1. Types of Data Collected, Frequency of Collection, and Use (Summary)
Data source

When collected

Purpose

Use

Classroom quality
and curriculum
fidelity
observational
scores

About every
two years

Changes as program
evolves; in 2012, for
example, data collection
focused on K–2 due to
concerns about quality of
education after
prekindergarten

Determine program gaps,
needs, and strengths; guide
professional development
and programmatic decisions

Administrative data

Continuously

Tracking important
programmatic data like
child attendance,
enrollment, demographics,
teacher education,
certification, and experience

Answer questions about
program use and take-up;
describe population and
how it changes over time; use as
control variables in analyses
to limit participant burden

Teacher survey

About every
two years

Gathering richer data on
teacher background,
experience of professional
development, and
opinions/desires related to
current offerings

Understand teacher
population in more depth;
guide professional
development and program
decisions

Early reading skills
and
prekindergarten
vocabulary

Three times
per year by
teachers

Monitor children’s early
literacy and language skill
development; identify
supports as needed

Describe BPS population;
useful as outcomes in
evaluation studies

Broader set of
child outcomes

When external
funding is
available or
when a
research study
requires them

Examine children’s levels
and growth on a broader
set of important outcomes,
like math, executive
function, and socioemotional skills

Describe BPS population;
used as outcomes in
evaluation studies

Note: A version of this table appears in Betty Bardige, Megina Baker, and Ben Mardell, Children at the Center:
Transforming Early Childhood Education in the Boston Public Schools (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press,
2018).

what data it collects, and its core model. Sachs
has also had five superintendents and eight
immediate supervisors in 13 years. Strong
research on the program quickly brought
these bosses up to speed, showcased the
DEC’s strengths, and helped persuade BPS
leaders to continue the DEC’s direction rather
than instituting new reforms and risk “reform
weariness” among the district’s early childhood
teachers. For the researchers, the buy-in and
support from the district has been invaluable.
Launching large-scale, complex studies would
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have been harder without a close working
relationship with district staff. Also, our
research questions have been more relevant
to practice and policy because we frequently
hear from administrators and practitioners
who touch the program daily and we set our
research agenda together with the DEC.

Navigating Tension between Rigor
and Timeliness
Across projects funded by three large federal
grants from the Institute of Education

Fast-Response Research to Answer Practice and Policy Questions

Science, by small local grants, and by
donated time from researchers, we’ve always
had to navigate the natural tension between
rigor and timeliness. Rigorous work tends to
be painstakingly slow; policy decisions can
be head-spinningly fast. The three examples
that follow—covering decisions about
summer learning, NAEYC accreditation,
and professional development for teachers—
illustrate how we navigated this tension.

Summer Learning
Research shows that among children from
low-income families, growth in academic
skills stagnates in the summer, leading to
increases in income-based achievement
gaps during the summer months.17 Highquality summer enrichment programs
can help stem this problem.18 Well aware
of this research, the BPS offered its own
summer reading program for kindergarten
and first-grade students. In fall 2010, facing
a tight budget, the district considered
whether to continue offering this program
and, if so, whether to extend it to incoming
prekindergarten students. Designing an
experimental study for summer 2011 was
not an option; the decision had to be made
quickly, based on data the district already
had. Weiland and Sachs identified data from
the 2009 district summer program that
could influence the decision (specifically,
data on which families chose to send their
children to the program, attendance, and
student outcomes) and framed the key
research questions. Weiland began analyses
in mid-November 2010 and worked with
Sachs to summarize results by mid-January
2011—a much tighter turnaround than the
prekindergarten impact study displayed in
figure 1, which took five years from grant
writing to publication.

Without an experimental design, we had
to solve a central “rigor” challenge caused
by student selection into the program. In
trying to estimate the effects of the summer
program, the risk was that any results,
whether positive or negative, could have had
to do with characteristics of the students
themselves and not those of the program
(that is, selection bias). For example, imagine
that only students who were already strong
in reading attended the program—students
who might have spent much of their summer
choosing skill-building reading experiences
on their own, even without the program.
Now imagine that we compared their
summer gains to those of their peers with
weaker reading skills who didn’t attend the
program. We would find that the stronger
students made larger gains than their peers.
We would therefore risk concluding that
the program was effective, when in fact the
stronger students might have shown the same
growth even without it.
To help overcome this potential problem,
we compared the students who attended
the summer program to two other groups
of students: 1) students who applied to
the program but did not attend; and 2) all
other students in the same regular-schoolyear schools as those who attended the
summer program. The students in the first
control group were more similar to those
who attended summer school, as they were
drawn from a pool of those interested in the
summer program. The second control group
allowed us to compare children who attended
the same schools and therefore might have
shared background characteristics and
classroom reading experiences with students
who attended the summer program. Both
of these comparison groups were imperfect;
because students were not randomly assigned
to attend the program or not, we couldn’t
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definitively conclude that the program itself,
rather than other factors, caused any student
gains. But having two control groups allowed
us to examine whether our answer about the
program’s effectiveness depended on our
choice of the control group. If so, our results
would have been less trustworthy. If not, we
would have greater confidence in our answers
to the district.

kindergarteners as well (particularly those
who had not attended preschool). As
the summer program has continued and
matured, it has become an important place
for the DEC to pilot new curricula and has
been expanded through second grade. The
program has served over 3,000 students and
is now part of the district’s core summer
programming.

We found that program attendance was
strong. Eighty percent of students had
attendance rates of 73 percent or higher,
indicating that if it were offered, many
district families would send their young
children to the program. We also found that
the program reached children who needed it
more; before the program began, participants
had lower literacy skills than their peers,
and they were statistically significantly more
likely to have repeated a grade. Controlling
for their end-of-year literacy scores and
background characteristics, students who
attended the program showed stronger
summer gains in literacy skills than did their
peers in either of the two control groups (on
one of four measures when compared to
appliers and on three out of four measures
when compared to all other students in the
same schools).

And our evaluation work on summer has
continued. In summer 2019, members of
our RPP evaluated the program’s effects
on kindergarteners and first-graders using
a more rigorous randomized trial. We were
able to do so because more families applied
for slots in the program than there were seats
available. Within our relatively small samples
(157 kindergarteners and 114 first-graders),
we found benefits in reading skills for those
who attended the program, particularly in
phonics for kindergarteners.19 We expect
that as the district and the nation chart a way
forward after COVID-19, our results point to
a concrete and proven approach to address
summer learning loss.

Sachs presented this evidence in district
meetings. We were careful to communicate
its limitations and also to emphasize other
data relevant to the decision, such as
feedback from teachers in the program, to
ensure that the student-level analysis would
be seen as just one piece of evidence and not
as decisive by itself. Though it was imperfect,
in our view the student-level analysis helped
the district make a more informed decision
than it could have otherwise. Ultimately,
the district decided to continue offering
the program and to begin serving entering
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NAEYC Accreditation
Another critical decision the district faced
was whether to pursue accreditation from
the National Association for the Education
of Young Children (NAEYC) for all
district elementary schools. In the early
childhood field, NAEYC accreditation is
widely considered to be a marker of quality.
The accreditation process is intended to
improve program quality by ensuring that
participating programs meet 10 standards
covering four domains: children, teachers
and staff, management and administration,
and family and community relations.
To become accredited, a program must
complete four steps. First, staff members
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evaluate whether their program meets
NAEYC’s 10 standards and then make
changes where they deem necessary. In
the second and third steps, the program
gathers and submits evidence to prove that
it meets the standards. In the final step,
an NAEYC assessor observes the program
and recommends whether it should be
accredited. To retain accredited status,
a program must submit yearly reports
documenting that it is maintaining quality.
Program accreditation must be renewed
every five years.20
Meeting the 10 standards and going through
the four-step process is hypothesized to
increase classroom quality and thereby
improve the developmental outcomes of
enrolled children.21 Yet when we reviewed
the research, we found limited empirical
evidence that NAEYC accreditation affects
classroom quality and child outcomes.
Several studies found that NAEYCaccredited programs were of higher overall
quality as measured by a commonly used
classroom quality measure, the Early
Childhood Environment Rating Scale–
Revised (ECERS–R), than were programs
not seeking NAEYC accreditation. Compared
to unaccredited centers, NAEYC accredited
centers have a greater proportion of collegeeducated teachers and staff with degrees or
certifications in early childhood education
and lower staff turnover rates. Compared
to staff in unaccredited programs, staff in
NAEYC-accredited programs have also been
found to have interactions with children
that are more positive.22 But these studies
weren’t experimental, meaning that the
results may be subject to selection bias—that
is, they may be due to some other factor
than the NAEYC accreditation process.
Further, in some studies, being accredited
didn’t necessarily ensure high quality; some

accredited programs had mediocre scores
on an observational measure of quality.23
Only one prior study had examined the
relationship between NAEYC accreditation
and child outcomes, and that study was not
experimental.24
The DEC had two primary reasons to pursue
accreditation for its public elementary
schools: to improve programs’ structural
elements so that they would be ready for
deeper curriculum and instruction work
and to have a tool to begin improving
kindergarten. Supporting schools to
help them achieve and sustain NAEYC
accreditation costs BPS roughly $5,000 per
classroom per year in coaching, materials,
and facility work and takes three years to
complete, on average. This is a considerable
investment to make without clear-cut
evidence that those resources would best be
spent on NAEYC accreditation rather than
another need in the district.
Using district data, we examined whether
undertaking NAEYC accreditation was
associated with higher classroom quality and
with larger gains in children’s vocabulary
skills, comparing early adopters of the
approach in the district to other district
classrooms. Importantly, schools chose
whether to seek accreditation, posing a major
threat to rigor via selection bias. It could have
been the case that the strongest schools or
the schools most motivated to change had
chosen to be early adopters. Students in
these schools might have shown more growth
across time due to factors other than NAEYC
accreditation. But an experimental study was
out of reach, because of time constraints,
cost, and other practicalities. Even so, we
aimed to maintain rigor by using reliable and
valid classroom measures and including a
sample of classrooms large enough to make
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some generalizations about the district more
broadly. Ultimately, we used data collected
by the Wellesley Centers for Women in 2008
as part of the district’s biannual progress
monitoring program.
From a sample of 119 prekindergarten
and kindergarten classrooms, the results
overall were positive. For example, on the
language and reasoning subscale of the
ECERS–R (a commonly used observational
measure of quality), classrooms in accredited
schools scored 0.55 points higher than
non-accredited schools (about half of a
standard deviation, which is a relatively large
difference in quality). However, we found no
association between NAEYC accreditation
and another measure of classroom quality,
the Classroom Assessment Scoring System
(CLASS).
We also found that preschool and
kindergarten children in BPS schools that
were involved in the NAEYC accreditation
process had statistically significantly higher
vocabulary score gains from fall to spring
than did their peers in other BPS schools.
This link remained after controlling for
children’s vocabulary scores in the fall
and characteristics such as race/ethnicity,
eligibility for the free/reduced-price lunch
program, and language spoken at home.
When we controlled for the global quality
of the classroom as measured by the
ECERS–R, preschool and kindergarten
children in BPS classrooms undertaking the
NAEYC accreditation process significantly
outscored children in other classrooms.
Along with feedback from coaches,
principals, and teachers, the district used our
analysis as one piece of evidence in making
the decision to expand NAEYC accreditation
to more district schools. We were careful to
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explain that our research couldn’t identify
causal effects and that factors other than
NAEYC accreditation might have led
to the gains we saw in classrooms that
undertook the accreditation process. We
did examine whether schools with NAEYCaccredited preschool and kindergarten
classroom programs differed from those
with unaccredited programs when it came to
school-level factors such as third-grade test
scores, school size, availability of wraparound
services (such as before- and after-school
care), principals’ participation in an early
childhood fellowship program, and the
proportion of early childhood teachers with
master’s degrees. We found no statistically
significant differences, though we always
underscore that selection bias is a possible
explanation for the results of a study like this
one. Ultimately, despite the limitations of the
research, the district had to make a decision
about NAEYC accreditation. Our imperfect
evidence was better than none at all.
We’ve since repeated our NAEYC analyses
using data collected in 2010 and 2015 as
part of the district’s biannual progress
monitoring. The analyses using 2010 data
largely replicated our 2008 findings. In
2015, however, we found little association
between NAEYC accreditation and three
separate measures of classroom quality
(though we didn’t use the ECERS–R in
2015). We discussed these findings with
our coaching team, which had expanded
considerably since 2008. We found that they
were spending much of their time meeting
NAEYC requirements and not enough time
on instructional quality specifically. These
findings led to a shift in the DEC’s approach
to the NAEYC process; coaches have
since placed a high priority on cognitively
demanding instruction and tasks for
students. Specifically, coaches were asked
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to spend at least 50 percent of their NAEYC
coaching time on instruction, particularly
on supporting teachers’ use of cognitively
demanding tasks.
The district now has 47 NAEYC-accredited
schools (of 80 elementary schools) and has
invested $8 million in accreditation. We are
once again examining associations between
NAEYC accreditation and student gains
using data collected in 2017 and 2018. This
analysis will be used to make decisions about
further NAEYC work in the district.

Professional Development
BPS is part of the IES Early Learning
Network, an effort across five states to
identify malleable factors at home, in the
classroom, and in schools that can increase
children’s success from prekindergarten
through third grade.25 Like others in the IES
network, we’ve focused on three research
questions:
1) What are the district’s goals and
outcomes for P–3, and which state,
local, and district policies either
facilitate or hinder this vision?
2) What malleable classroom-level
features, processes, and practices can
predict within-year gains in students’
outcomes?
3) How do students’ cumulative
experiences in their classrooms,
homes, after school, and during
the summer influence their P–3
developmental skill trajectories?
Beginning in fall 2016, we recruited a cohort
of prekindergarten children to follow through
the end of third grade. In the same cohort,
we also added a group of children who didn’t
attend prekindergarten, to be followed

beginning in their kindergarten year.
We’re assessing the children’s language,
literacy, mathematics, social-emotional,
and executive function skills across time.
We’re also measuring students’ classroom
experiences each year using CLASS, the
Individualizing Student Instruction (ISI)
measure, and curriculum fidelity measures;
conducting surveys of parents and teachers;
attending teacher training; interviewing key
district leaders; conducting teacher focus
groups; and reviewing relevant district
and state documents. Finally, we’re using
administrative data on students, families,
teachers, and schools, both from the district
and, for students who leave BPS, from other
districts in Massachusetts. Because of the
COVID-19 pandemic, we were unable to
assess children in second and third grade
and now plan to follow them into fourth
grade and possibly beyond.
As we conduct rigorous work to answer
our primary research questions, we’re
also aiming to respond quickly to the
DEC’s need to identify the strengths and
shortcomings of its curriculum reforms that
aim to align instruction within and across
prekindergarten to second grade, and to
help teachers improve their practice. These
added goals answer two needs. First, while
measures like CLASS have helped the
DEC improve overall quality, the feedback
they offer teachers is somewhat broad
and have not been predictive of children’s
gains. For example, a teacher might be told
that language modeling isn’t one of his or
her strengths. But this guidance doesn’t
identify a specific weakness (for example:
Too many closed-ended questions? Too
little elaborative talk? And if so, when? In
small groups? In the whole group?). We
wanted to pinpoint more specific feedback
that teachers could act on. Second, the
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research we reviewed offers few specific
recommendations for instruction, including
how to allocate instructional time.27 BPS
coaches and teachers report that after
subtracting transitions, bathroom breaks,
lunch, recess, and special activities like
music and art, about 3.5 hours are available
for instruction out of a 6.5-hour school day.
Administrators and teachers alike feel the
need to make sure they use this precious
instructional time judiciously. How much
small group time should teachers have? How
long should students be in centers? How
long should we focus on a content-specific
area to teach skills, and how much time
should we allot for integration and synthesis?
Furthermore, should our calculations and
practices change for children who have
experienced poverty and/or students whose
first language isn’t English? More detailed
data on classroom practices could help with
these hard choices.

IES study could help the DEC with these
revisions.

Finally, for about five years the DEC has
been working on creating and implementing
its own aligned, play-based, interdisciplinary
P–2 curriculum supported by districtdeveloped training and coaching. The DEC
undertook this work for three reasons: no
P–3 curriculum models have been proven
by experimental evaluation to improve
students’ third-grade outcomes; internal data
showed that Boston’s kindergarten through
third-grade classrooms were of lower
quality than its prekindergarten classes; and
growing evidence suggests that exposure
to high-quality learning environments
after prekindergarten can help prevent
fadeout of the boost children get from
attending preschool.28 The BPS curriculum,
professional development, and coaching
models are being revised based on lessons
learned during their implementation (that is,
via an iterative process), and data from the

In August 2017—about a year after data
collection began, about three months after
fidelity data were collected, and just before
our cohort was to start kindergarten—we
sent our first results memos to the district.
These were essentially a set of means
and frequencies of the prekindergarten
curriculum fidelity data, and they came
with the caveat that the work was very
preliminary. To make the data comparable
across classrooms and usable to teachers
and the district, we undertook an iterative
process to identify key constructs for
assessing fidelity and to examine the
measurement properties of those constructs.
We also discussed extensively how to
give data back to teachers. Ultimately,
for each curriculum component, our
measure captured dosage (whether a
given component was observed and how
long teachers engaged in a component),
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But progress has been slow in meeting
our fast-response goals of identifying
the strengths and shortcomings of the
P–2 curriculum reforms in real time and
giving teachers guidance to help improve
their practice. It took time to put our data
infrastructure and analysis systems in place.
It also took time to build cohesion and
understanding among the DEC staff about
expectations for curriculum adherence
and fidelity and for them to agree on an
acceptable level of implementation. Our
fidelity measure combined measures
created by the curriculum developers,
fidelity measures from past research in BPS,
and new or revised items for the current
project.29 To maximize accuracy, we aimed
to collect at least two two-hour observations
per classroom.
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adherence (the degree to which teachers
implemented the curriculum as intended),
and quality (how well the curriculum was
implemented); these were also averaged
across components.30 We also looked for
measures that cut across components,
grouping items into four constructs that were
easy to talk about with coaches and teachers,
and for which we found some support in our
data analysis: use of rich vocabulary, making
connections, scaffolding and differentiation,
and building and extending children’s
thinking.

After an initial analysis of the fidelity data,
we first shared key results with coaches.
Next, we worked with coaches in large and
small groups to figure out the right venue
and format for sharing data with teachers.
Coaches were worried that teachers with
less-than-stellar scores might become more
difficult to enlist in improvement efforts.
Together, we planned to share the data
in September 2018, when our cohort was
entering first grade. Sachs would present key
study findings to an audience of about 500
prekindergarten and kindergarten teachers
at a district-wide training session to start

Box 1. Vocabulary Items from Fidelity Measure Used to Guide Professional Development
• Teacher uses vocabulary words as related to the unit book(s) and/or small group activity.
• Teacher embeds vocabulary in language (from Centers, Intro to Centers, Read Aloud components)
• Teacher defines vocabulary words (from Centers, Intro to Centers, Read Aloud components)
• Teacher uses a variety of vocabulary words that are sophisticated or advanced (from Centers, Intro to
Centers, Read Aloud components)
• Teacher is intentional in which vocabulary words are used and how they are defined (from Intro to Centers,
Centers, Small Group Read Aloud components)

Box 2. Professional Development Session Descriptions Shared with Teachers
Explicit & Embedded Vocabulary Instruction in Kindergarten Classrooms
In this session, attendees will briefly discuss early childhood vocabulary acquisition before delving into specific
opportunities for vocabulary instruction within the K1 and K2 curricula. Through watching classroom videos
of successful vocabulary instruction, attendees will become more familiar with best practices for explicit and
embedded vocabulary instruction. Finally, attendees will analyze texts and select vocabulary most appropriate
for instruction, and conclude the session by drafting preliminary plans for vocabulary instruction during the
coming school year.
Making Connections
“Integrated curricula,” “holistic approach,” and “interdisciplinary learning” describe the instructional practice
of making connections. This practice, implemented with quality, consistency, and as part of a classroom’s
discourse, is correlated with positive outcomes for children’s gains in executive function and flexible thinking.
Scaffolding & Differentiating for High Quality Instruction
In this session, teachers will learn and share useful differentiation strategies that address the range of learning
needs in the classroom. Teachers will learn appropriate scaffolds for a variety of learners. The session will hone
in on scaffolding and differentiating during three key components of the Focus Curricula: Centers, Literacy Small
Group and Math Small Group.
Building & Extending Children’s Thinking Through Conversations, Questions, and Interactions
This session looks at the teacher’s role in helping children think more deeply about their ideas and
understanding of the world through the use of conversations and questioning.
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the school year. To keep teachers who had
weaker reports engaged in this work, we
framed the presentation as highlighting
strengths and weaknesses for all of BPS,
district administrators included. We also
worked together to develop individual data
reports for teachers, to be shared only with
the teachers themselves, consistent with
the consent forms teachers had signed.
Coaches also worried that teachers might
learn their weaknesses without clear advice
about how to improve. Accordingly, they
developed professional development
sessions guided by our study findings and
details of the four constructs (see box 1 for
examples of vocabulary items and see box 2
for descriptions of the sessions shared with
teachers to guide their selections).
In his presentation to teachers, Sachs
started with the good news, particularly
that students generally improved from
fall to spring and that their gains on many
tests averaged above the national norm.
Despite these gains, we still saw large
differences between white and nonwhite
students and between children from lowincome and better-off families. He then
shared the CLASS findings, which showed
teachers’ scores for instructional support
were substantially lower than for emotional
support and classroom organization. This
finding is typical nationally, but the data
also showed that kindergarten teachers
scored lower than prekindergarten teachers
on conceptual development and language
modeling.31 Then, Sachs introduced the
four cross-cutting fidelity constructs and
went over key findings from the fidelity
study. He explained that teachers could
pick up their individual data reports and
discuss them with study team members
one on one. He also explained that teachers
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should use their reports as just one piece
of information for guiding their practice
in the classroom. And most immediately,
they could use it to choose professional
development sessions on the following
day, where activities would focus on the
four fidelity constructs. He invited them to
speak with district administrators about the
patterns in the data and what steps could
be taken to change them.
Our work on the fidelity measure
continues. We have analyzed the
kindergarten data collected in 2018 and
used them to create measures that assess
the extent to which children’s instruction
was aligned across prekindergarten and
kindergarten. We also adapted the fidelity
tool for use in first and second grade,
incorporating adjustments to the curricular
components made for older students. In
doing so, we aimed to collect a consistent
set of measures across grades while also
working collaboratively with DEC staff
to make the tools relevant to the district’s
ongoing need for classroom observation
and coaching, in addition to using the data
for research purposes. We collected the
first-grade data in 2018–19 and a subset
of second-grade classrooms in 2019–20
before the start of the pandemic. We aim
to be as rigorous as possible—careful
about sampling and the quality of the
measurement—while also being able
to share descriptive findings of interest
to the district as soon as they become
available. Rather than waiting until the
end of the project to use the data to guide
instruction, we’re applying lessons from
the prekindergarten and kindergarten
years to improve Boston’s Focus on Early
Learning curriculum now. (The realworld tension in this work—localities
need decisions quickly, but building valid,
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reliable measures takes a great deal of time—
is also reflected in the article in this issue by
Amanda Willford and Jason Downer.)

Takeaways
The three vignettes above offer several broad
lessons. First, when it comes to tradeoffs
between timeliness and rigor, the potential
cost for researchers is underappreciated.
Meeting a practice partner’s needs will
almost certainly result in some work that, on
its own, isn’t publishable in peer-reviewed
journals. Yet such publications are essential
for academic researchers’ careers. As an
example, none of the work we discussed
in the vignettes has appeared in a peerreviewed journal. The summer-school
study, for example, used an identification
strategy that was too weak for economicsoriented journals, and we had too little
valid, descriptive observational data on the
components and quality of delivery of the
program to satisfy educational research
journals. The 2008 results of the NAEYC
work were published in NAEYC’s non-peerreviewed publication for practitioners.32 We
tried to include the 2010 work in a paper on
quality measures in BPS prekindergarten,
but peer reviewers told us to cut the NAEYC
work from the paper due to concerns that it
wasn’t sufficiently rigorous.

When it comes to tradeoffs
between timeliness
and rigor, the potential
cost for researchers is
underappreciated.
To be sure, the RPP model also can facilitate
scholarship. For example, between 2012 and

2020, members of our RPP team published
19 peer-reviewed articles that used Boston
data, and four others are currently under
review. Our unpublished work for the
district helped us by building trust, giving
us important insights into how the district
makes decisions, and developing good
will that supported some of our slower,
more rigorous research. But early career
researchers in particular need to carefully
balance fast-turnaround RPP work with
more publishable, slower work. Early
career faculty members may not yet have
PhD students who can help with data and
analysis (and who in turn can benefit from
being trained to apply research methods in
real-world contexts). Such students require
supervision and training, but they can
greatly reduce the amount of time faculty
spend analyzing RPP data.
Ultimately, fast-turnaround work—which
can have some of the largest impacts on
partners and programs—carries a time cost
no matter how it’s managed. Academic/
researcher incentive systems generally
don’t recognize this cost, discouraging
researchers from investing in fastturnaround work. To encourage more
scholars to get involved in RPPs, many
academic institutions would need to change
their evaluation systems to give such work
additional weight, particularly for early
career researchers for whom the stakes
of producing peer-reviewed publications
quickly are particularly high. This is even
more true for researchers who work with
smaller school districts, where there may
not be enough classrooms and children for
the kind of large-scale randomized trials
that are generally easier to find funding
for and publish about. We need research
on programs and contexts beyond large
cities like Boston and New York to better
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guide policy and practice, yet too little such
work has been done, particularly on rural
prekindergarten programs.
Second, funding structures can exacerbate
the tension between rigor and timeliness.
Most funders want to support either
research or programming, but not both.
We’ve cobbled together funding as best we
can, sometimes combining several smaller
grants into a common evaluation effort.
When a program is funded but research
isn’t, it’s much more difficult to design
a carefully planned research study that
produces rigorous, usable knowledge. To
ensure stronger studies and greater learning,
programmatic and research funding need
to be better intertwined. (See article in this
issue by Jacqueline Jones for a perspective on
how funders are thinking through the role of
philanthropy in supporting RPPs.)
Third, fast-response approaches are better
suited for some research questions than for
others. Once we decided that the Boston
prekindergarten program was ready for
an impact evaluation, for example, we
rejected a fast-response approach. The
impact evaluation and associated extension
studies took five years.33 In that case, we
were evaluating the program as a whole,
not just a single component. Less intensive
fast-response approaches, in our view, are
best for guiding decisions about specific
model components or policies. Not every
element of a program or program policy
can be investigated separately via a rigorous
randomized trial; programs and children’s
and family’s needs are simply too complex.
Moreover, the whole can be greater than
the sum of the parts. Investigating each
component separately may not lead to the
best answers about building the strongest
program.
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Fourth, in building RPPs with capacity for
both fast-turnaround and longer-term work,
we advise starting simple. Faster work on
questions like “Is NAEYC Accreditation
associated with stronger classroom quality
and strong child language gains?” helped
build trust in our RPP, helped establish how
the members of the partnership would get
work done, and trained the researcher in
using the district’s data systems. Many of
the questions asked and answered by RPPs
may yield unflattering or null findings, and
these can lead to adaptations to improve
the program as well as revised research
questions. It takes time going back and forth
to get to the more nuanced questions that
are directly relevant to the challenges faced
by the school district. We’re now asking
questions such as: Under what conditions
does the prekindergarten boost last?34 How
does quality vary across children in P–2
classrooms? How do we define and measure
alignment from prekindergarten to second
grade? Simple analysis of basic data helps
build the foundation for a strong RPP. The
trust developed through the RPP then allows
researchers to disseminate their findings
regardless of the results, which is imperative
for building actionable knowledge and
generating broader learning about early
childhood education.
Finally, a core goal of fast-response work
is to balance speed with the most rigorous
approach to generating results. Accordingly,
it’s important to keep the limitations of
fast-response studies front and center and
to combine such quantitative analyses
with other data, including interviews with
teachers and program administrators. Policy
makers typically aren’t highly trained in study
design and causal inference. The researcher
bears the responsibility of making clear that
quantitative fast-response analyses should
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be viewed as only one piece of evidence for
guiding a decision.

The Path Forward
Most of the eventual achievement gap
between wealthier and poorer children is
in place by the first day of kindergarten.35
Closing the gap requires our collective best
thinking on how to create high-quality early

educational programs and improve existing
ones.36 For Boston, our path forward has
included a strong RPP that has helped shape
teacher practice and district policies while
contributing to the broader scholarship. After
13 years of our relationship and counting, we
believe deeply that despite their inevitable
challenges, RPPs in early childhood are
essential to chart the way forward.
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In this article, Rachel Abenavoli, Natalia Rojas, Rebecca Unterman, Elise Cappella, Josh
Wallack, and Pamela Morris argue that research-practice partnerships make it possible to
rigorously study relevant policy questions in ways that would otherwise be infeasible.
Randomized controlled trials of small-scale programs have shown us that early childhood
interventions can yield sizable benefits. But when we move from relatively small, tightly
controlled studies to scaled-up initiatives, the results are often disappointing. Here the authors
describe how their partnership with New York City’s Department of Education, as the city
rapidly rolled out its universal pre-K initiative, gave them opportunities to collect experimental
and quasi-experimental evidence while placing a minimal burden on educators.
They argue that this type of research can answer the most pressing ECE questions, which are
less about whether ECE can make a difference and more about the conditions under which
early interventions are effective at scale. They offer three recommendations for researchers,
policy makers, and practitioners who are considering partnership work: build a foundation of
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research designs that may already be embedded in early childhood education systems.
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D

espite decades of research
and substantial public
investment in early
childhood education (ECE),
there is still a wide gap
between education research and education
practice. What happens in classrooms and
school districts isn’t always based on the
latest research evidence, and research studies
aren’t always designed to solve key problems
of practice or yield information with direct
implications for practitioners or policy
makers. Although tightly controlled research
studies such as randomized controlled trials
produce the strongest evidence of programs’
efficacy, findings from these studies—though
methodologically rigorous—aren’t always
relevant to fully scaled local systems with
broader priorities, unique constraints,
and large, diverse populations to serve.1
Research-practice partnerships (RPPs) are
a promising approach to make education
research more relevant because they help
align the focus of research and the needs and
priorities of practitioners and policy makers.2
They also provide unique opportunities to
rigorously evaluate program models at scale
and draw clear, causal conclusions about
programs’ effectiveness in local contexts.

expansion of Pre-K for All, as the program
is called. NYU brought existing research
evidence and descriptive data to bear on
the city’s important policy questions, and
the DOE shaped the emerging research
agenda by identifying priorities, sharing
information and data, and building internal
capacity for collecting and using data.
Building on this critical early work, regular
communication across our teams, and a
foundation of trust established in the early
years of the partnership, we’ve developed a
research agenda to test a core component
of the system: the Pre-K for All professional
learning (PL) model for supporting program
quality. Our jointly designed research studies
focus on the city’s high-priority questions
using a range of rigorous methods that yield
causal, actionable evidence about PL and
its effects on classroom processes and child
outcomes. By working together to rigorously
answer questions of high practical relevance
as the programs are being implemented
at scale, our partnership aims to generate
the kind of information that is useful to
policymakers and researchers in the city
and beyond to best support the learning
and development of young children through
prekindergarten at scale.

This article describes the development of codesigned studies conducted in the context of
a multiyear partnership between researchers
at the Steinhardt School of Culture,
Education, and Human Development at New
York University (NYU) and early education
leaders in New York City’s Department of
Education (DOE) after the city began an
ambitious reform: an effort in just two short
years to turn a preschool system that served
about 19,000 children into one that served
about 70,000. In the initial phase of our
partnership, our teams developed capacity
and infrastructure to monitor the rapid
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Prekindergarten, on average, can improve
children’s academic and social outcomes,
at least in the short term.3 But its effects
vary as a function of program quality.
Developmentally appropriate classroom
curricula and teacher PL are hallmarks of
high-quality prekindergarten programs,
and program quality is associated with gains
in children’s school readiness skills.4 As in
other disciplines, randomized controlled
trials meet the highest standards of scientific
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rigor and provide the strongest evidence
of effective approaches. Several tightly
controlled evaluations have shown that
specific curricula targeting math, literacy, or
social-emotional skills, together with aligned
support for teachers, lead to changes in
teaching practice and children’s skills in the
targeted domains.5 Using randomized trials to
document programs’ efficacy is a critical step
in translating research to practice, but there’s
a large discrepancy between the magnitude
of impacts produced by programs tested in
relatively small, tightly-controlled studies
and those produced by national, state, or
district-wide programs implemented at scale
in the real world.6 This discrepancy may be
due in large part to differences in program
implementation and support (for example,
less frequent or less intense coaching, more
variable implementation in the classroom),
either because programs are too costly for
districts to fully implement across an entire
system or because the initial developers
lack the capacity to support large-scale
dissemination of programs in their original
form.7 The gap between impacts produced
in efficacy trials and those achieved at scale
could also be due to differences in population
(for example, differences among the children
served, the teachers doing the implementing,
or the coaches supporting them) or even
to unintended negative consequences (for
example, program quality that is poor or
inequitably distributed at scale), especially
if rapid scale-up outpaces the capacity to
support dissemination.8
Given the disconnect between impacts
documented in smaller efficacy trials and
impacts produced at scale, we need research
that can provide clear, causal, and actionable
answers about how to create high-quality,
large-scale prekindergarten programs.
Randomization is the gold standard for

evaluating program impacts, but when
evaluating fully scaled programs already in
operation, the advantages associated with
randomization must be balanced against
practical considerations.9 Experimental
research designs are challenging to embed in
large, complex systems, and randomization
may be difficult for a number of reasons,
including infeasibility, competing priorities,
or concern about withholding potentially
effective approaches from sites or children
who need them. For example, certain
research designs may not be possible or
ethical in districts committed to offering
prekindergarten to all children or PL
opportunities to all teachers, or when
program implementation is already well
under way. Or districts may decide to target
services to specific subgroups or allow
individuals to opt in to programs when
capacity and resources are limited, rather
than mandate policies or specific curricula
across a large and diverse system. These
choices may represent the best decisions
from a policy perspective, but they may
limit research opportunities and preclude
traditional randomized designs.
An RPP offers a unique opportunity to
navigate the challenges of evaluating large
prekindergarten systems, embed rigorous
research designs at scale, and answer
policy-relevant questions.10 Factors that
characterize RPPs—such as frequent and
regular communication, a foundation of
trust, and commitment to a shared vision
and long-term collaboration—pave the way
for research and policy partners to find
research solutions that align with district
priorities and constraints while maximizing
the rigor with which research studies are
designed and conducted.11 In contrast to
university-led research projects, where
practice and policy partners may have only
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a small role in planning, research-practice
partnerships are well-positioned to recognize
hidden opportunities for research that
may otherwise be missed, to make small
adjustments to existing processes that may
be neutral for policy but beneficial from a
research perspective, and to quickly identify
challenges and their solutions.
Our multiyear partnership between NYU
researchers and DOE leaders overseeing
Pre-K for All shows how RPPs can maximize
methodological rigor when evaluating
programs and policies at scale. We’ve worked
in a large, complex system with unique
priorities and constraints to take advantage
of existing opportunities for research (such as
capitalizing on randomization that has already
occurred) and embed new opportunities
that increase our ability to draw clear, causal
conclusions about program impacts (for
example, by making slight adjustments to
assignment processes). Our recent work
seeks to answer policy-relevant causal
questions about PL, a key component of the
system expected to support program quality
and therefore child outcomes. To generate
useful information to advance practice
and policy, we’ve sought methodological
approaches that could answer our highpriority questions, were feasible to embed
in the existing system, and met standards
of scientific rigor that would permit causal
inferences and contribute to early childhood
education science.

History and Evolution of the
Partnership
New York City’s is the largest school district
in the nation, serving 1.1 million students
from prekindergarten through 12th grade.
Pre-K for All represents a commitment
to providing free, full-day, high-quality
1 00
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prekindergarten to every four-year-old in
the city, and it is arguably one of the most
swiftly and broadly deployed educational
policy initiatives in the nation. In just two
years, the DOE hired thousands of new
teachers and more than tripled the number
of children in preschool, from 19,000
students in 560 programs before the 2014
rollout to about 70,000 children per year
in over 1,800 sites starting in 2015–16. To
expand as rapidly as it did, Pre-K for All built
on an existing (though decentralized) public
and private early childhood system. Today,
Pre-K for All serves about 60 percent of its
students through programs in communitybased organizations (called New York City
Early Childhood Centers or NYCEECs)
that contract with the DOE; the remaining
programs are in district schools and DOEcreated prekindergarten centers. All are held
to the same quality standards, are integrated
across data platforms for functions such as
child enrollment and screening, are assessed
similarly for program quality, and are offered
the same PL opportunities and onsite
coaching.
The NYU-DOE partnership began in the
spring of 2014 when the city announced
the Pre-K for All expansion. Soon after the
announcement, NYU faculty gave a briefing
on the state of ECE research to the city,
and they were invited to collaborate with
the DOE and the mayor’s office. NYU
then raised resources to capitalize on the
first 12 months of implementation as an
opportunity to monitor the expansion (for
example, through descriptive analyses and
data visualization; see below) and build a
foundation for data collection, data-based
decision-making, and research. At all phases,
the NYU team provided technical assistance
to the DOE—for example, by supporting
the use and interpretation of data and
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bringing prior research to bear on issues
of policy and practice. At the same time,
the DOE involved NYU in developing key
decision-making processes and discussing
the possibilities and constraints in bringing
prekindergarten to scale. Over time, NYU’s
role shifted from key resource for the city’s
expansion to partner in conducting research.
In 2014–15, the first year of the partnership,
the NYU team supported the DOE’s efforts
to launch Pre-K for All, helping the city
take the pulse of the rapidly developing
system. The DOE opened and licensed
centers, hired teachers, and reached out to
families to tell them about and help them
sign up for Pre-K for All. Simultaneously, the
DOE expanded its use of data for decisionmaking, built its own data team internally,
and created a system of data collection and
review that could support prekindergarten
quality. The city also invested in a large-scale
study of the program, led by the private
research firm Westat, to learn from parents,
administrators, DOE staff, and others about
how the program was perceived and to get
an early read on how children were faring
across the city in the new system. NYU
worked closely with Westat in this first year,
helping to develop and administer tabletbased assessments of children’s school
readiness. The NYU team also created
maps that combined key neighborhood
characteristics, the location of Pre-K for
All expansion sites, and child assessment
data. Presenting this information visually
allowed us to identify “hot spots,” such as
neighborhoods where children were most
academically at risk. It also supported quality
assurance and helped the DOE deploy its
resources strategically. And the city was
able to answer such questions as “Do Pre-K
for All classrooms and sites vary widely in
the extent to which they serve children at

greatest socio-demographic, academic, and
behavioral risk?” and “Are the gains made
by children during their Pre-K for All school
year similar to or different from other large
urban school systems?” This work together
laid the foundation for the partnership.
In the partnership’s second year, 2015–16,
we made a coordinated effort to align Pre-K
for All’s quality infrastructure with researchbased practice, using methods appropriate
for a large and diverse system. NYU reviewed
the research to help the DOE develop
research-based quality standards and select
evidence-based PL tracks or program models
that were aligned to those quality standards
(we discuss this process in more detail
below). We also worked together to construct
a data-based decision-making process to
assign the sites to tracks and to allocate onsite
coaching support (for example, how often
sites would receive support and whether the
coach would be an instructional coordinator,
a social worker, or both). Our two teams
communicated regularly via weekly phone
calls, periodic in-person meetings, and
frequent emails, and our partnership grew
stronger.
In 2016–17, the partnership’s third year,
the NYU and DOE teams worked closely
to develop observational and survey-based
measures of teacher practice to guide
implementation of the PL tracks. The
NYU team also received funding from the
Foundation for Child Development to
provide information on the teacher workforce
(see the article in this issue by Jacqueline
Jones). As part of this work, NYU examined
how teachers with different training and
experience were distributed across the city
and collected data on teachers’ formal PL
(training and coaching), informal PL (advice
networks), and work climate (satisfaction,
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support, and stress) to identify barriers and
opportunities for bringing PL to classrooms.
Technical assistance, descriptive
information, and data visualization
were critical in the initial phase of the
partnership, when the city’s priorities
included monitoring the Pre-K for All
expansion and deciding how best to allocate
support and resources. But as the city’s
chief concerns shifted from understanding
the Pre-K for All landscape toward testing
and strengthening components of the
system, our research questions shifted from
descriptive to causal. Given that PL is one
of DOE’s key supports to help Pre-K for All
sites improve program quality, we jointly
developed a set of research questions that
focused on how PL affects teachers and
children. We turn now to that work and our
efforts to embed rigorous evaluations of PL
in the system.

Embedding Rigor to Evaluate
Professional Learning
As we said above, in its early phase the
partnership developed a differentiated PL
system that supports all prekindergarten
teachers and leaders. Because needs vary
among leaders and teachers and from site
to site, the city decided to offer multiple
PL options, called “tracks,” each year. This
approach better meets the needs of a large
and diverse population and increases buy-in
among program leaders and teachers, who
have disparate training, experience, and
interests. Each year, each site is assigned
to one of several tracks, each with its
own theme or focus. The first track to be
introduced, in 2015–16, was NYC Pre-K
Explore, which integrates the evidencebased math curriculum Building Blocks
with interdisciplinary Units of Study that
1 02
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the DOE developed to support children’s
higher-order thinking and problemsolving.12 It evolved from discussions in
the early phase of the partnership, when
the DOE and NYU together reviewed
evidence-based models to support
children’s learning. Three other tracks were
introduced in 2016–17:
•

NYC Pre-K Thrive, in which sites
learn evidence-based strategies
to support children’s socialemotional development, grounded
in research on the evidence-based
family engagement intervention
ParentCorps;13

•

NYC Pre-K Create, an arts-based
approach that integrates visual
art, dance, theater, and music into
instruction to promote learning and
engagement; and

•

NYC Pre-K Inspire, now called
Teaching Team Learning
Communities, which focuses on
topics aligned to the district’s
quality standards (for example,
creating a positive classroom
culture, engaging children in
meaningful activity) that support
instructional goals for early
childhood education.

Each year, Pre-K for All program leaders
and teachers attend three to four full-day
PL sessions tied to their tracks. All sites also
get onsite support from an instructional
coordinator and/or a social worker; the
frequency of visits and the makeup of the
support personnel (that is, instructional
coordinator, social worker, or both)
depends on the site’s needs. Explore sites
also receive coaching designed to support
implementation of Building Blocks and
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its integration with the Units of Study, and
Create sites work with a teaching artist to
support implementation in the classroom.
Today, much of the partnership’s work
focuses on which approaches are effective
and for which outcomes. We’re not trying
to find out whether prekindergarten
“works” relative to no prekindergarten.
Research along those lines wouldn’t tell
the DOE what it needs to know to operate
a system in which all four-year-olds are
guaranteed a prekindergarten seat and all
teachers participate in some form of PL.
Instead, we’re working to understand the
implementation and impacts of different
PL approaches with distinct theories of
change and targeted outcomes for teachers
and children. This focus can not only help
the DOE refine and strengthen its system
in New York, but also contribute to early
childhood education more broadly.
In an ideal world, we might randomize
prekindergarten sites to different models
of PL, which would give us useful causal
evidence about how the models affect the
desired outcomes. But with the system
already fully scaled and well under way,
simple randomization of children or
sites to PL tracks isn’t always feasible or
consistent with the DOE’s other principles
or priorities. The DOE has prioritized
choice in Pre-K for All as a way to meet the
needs of its large and diverse population
of about 70,000 prekindergarten children
in over 1,800 sites. To increase access and
equity for all children, families can apply
to prekindergarten anywhere in the city,
no matter where they live. At the same
time, site leaders’ preferences are strongly
weighted in the algorithm the DOE uses
to place sites in PL tracks; this aligns with
the DOE’s stance that differentiating PL

by both needs and interests will maximize
the benefits for teachers, and that having
a choice in the PL assignment process will
increase buy-in and implementation quality
on the part of leaders and teachers. This is a
sensible approach from a policy standpoint,
but given the possibility of selection bias,
it makes it harder to conduct research
that permits strong causal inference. The
strongest test of a program model is one
that compares individuals who receive
the program with individuals who don’t
receive the program who are equivalent
before the program begins (and this is what
randomization ensures); if different kinds
of sites or families make different kinds of
choices about what PL to receive or what
prekindergarten program to attend, the
assumption that teachers and children are
equivalent from the start may not hold.
Because traditional randomized designs are
at odds with the city’s commitment to choice,
we’ve worked together to identify and/or
embed randomization in the existing Pre-K
for All choice processes, rather than impose a
separate research design.

A Natural Experiment: The Explore
Evaluation
As the DOE shifted in 2016 from expanding
to strengthening the system, we had a series
of conversations to map out new research
efforts. Together, we decided to focus on
how Pre-K for All’s PL system affected
outcomes at the setting level (for example,
what changes do we see in teacher practices
and classroom quality?) and to focus on the
Explore PL track, the first track launched
by the DOE. As we planned this work, we
explored potential experimental and quasiexperimental designs (that is, designs in
which researchers simulate a randomized
controlled trial by identifying treatment
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and control groups, even though true
randomization didn’t occur) that would meet
our dual goals of using rigorous methods and
honoring the city’s emphasis on choice. This
emphasis on choice was (and continues to be)
reflected in the DOE’s PL track assignment
process: before the 2016–17 school year, the
DOE developed a systematic method for
assigning prekindergarten sites to the four
PL tracks based on criteria that included the
tracks’ limited capacity (that is, for certain
tracks, there is a maximum number of sites
that can be served each year), program
leaders’ preferences among the PL tracks,
and the sites’ needs. Sites’ needs were
determined by factors such as the proportion
of children at the site who were from highpoverty neighborhoods or living in temporary
housing. Given the selection factors
(preference and need) that could contribute
to track assignment, it was critical to carefully
shape our evaluation to circumvent these
factors at the design stage or address them
through our sampling or analytic approach.
We first considered the gold standard for
causal research—random assignment of
sites to PL tracks. Because only a limited
number of slots were available in three
of the PL tracks (Explore, Create, and
Thrive), the DOE’s assignment algorithm
was designed to randomly assign sites to
tracks if certain conditions were met (for
example, if the number of sites wanting to
participate in a given track and meeting
other criteria exceeded the number of slots
remaining). We considered whether we
could capitalize on this randomization for
the Explore evaluation but determined that
doing so wouldn’t be possible in the 2016–17
school year. Although some randomization
occurred, too few sites were randomized for
this approach to give us an adequate sample
size. In addition, although the process for
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assigning sites to tracks was data-based and
systematic, it was also multidimensional and
complex. Thus it didn’t easily lend itself to
a research design used successfully in other
evaluations where children above a clear
cutoff receive an intervention (for example,
children born before a certain date can
enroll in prekindergarten) and are compared
to similar children just below the cutoff who
don’t receive the intervention (this is called a
regression discontinuity design).
Although these options weren’t feasible, in
the process of working closely together to
develop our research plans, we discovered
a hidden natural experiment of the sort
frequently used in educational, economic,
public health, and policy research. Natural
experiment refers to an instance when two
otherwise identical groups are affected
differently by an event that is unrelated to
either the treatment or the outcome and is
outside of the researchers’ control. Because
a natural experiment mimics random
assignment, it can answer casual questions
while avoiding some of the practical and
ethical challenges inherent in experimental
research at scale.
The natural experiment we uncovered was
the lucky result of a delay in decisions about
funding the Explore PL track; the delay
occurred due to factors outside the strict
control of the DOE, NYU, and the programs
themselves. When it came time to assign
sites to PL tracks, the DOE didn’t know
whether funding for a new cohort of Explore
sites would be available. So the department
ran the site assignment process under two
scenarios. Scenario A assumed funding
for Explore was available, and sites could
be assigned to Explore, Create, Thrive, or
Inspire. Scenario B assumed no funding for
Explore was available, and sites could be
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Figure 1. Explore Natural Experiment as a Result of Funding
Delay

Figure 1. Explore Natural Experiment as a Result of Funding Delay
DOE developed two scenarios

Explore funding secured

Scenario A
Explore funding

Final assignment
with natural experiment

Scenario B
No Explore funding
Thrive sites stay in track

Thrive

Create sites stay in track

Create

Inspire sites given option

Inspire

Explore

to s
Sites were assigned & notified
according to Scenario B, while
assumption was no funding.

assigned only to Create, Thrive, or Inspire
(see figure 1). Because funding for Explore
seemed unlikely to materialize, the DOE
notified sites of their track assignment under
scenario B; that is, under the assumption
that the Explore track wouldn’t serve a new
cohort of sites. Shortly thereafter, though,
the DOE secured funding for an additional
Explore cohort. Sites that had been assigned
to Inspire under scenario B but would have
been assigned to Explore in scenario A were
offered the opportunity to switch to Explore;
sites that had been assigned to the Create
and Thrive tracks under scenario B weren’t
given the choice to switch because the DOE
had committed to serve a certain number
of program leaders and teachers in those
tracks.
As figure 1 shows, the Explore track
ultimately comprised sites that both had
and hadn’t been assigned to Explore under
scenario A. We selected a subset of Explore
sites as our study sample. The treatment
group in our natural experiment included
sites that would have been assigned to
Explore in scenario A and, in the end,
were assigned to receive it after all. Our
comparison group comprised sites that

w i tc

h to

E xp

Natural
experiment
sample

lore

would have been assigned to Explore
according to scenario A but were placed in
a different track. This comparison group
allowed us to examine what might have
happened to sites in our Explore (treatment)
group, on average, if they had been assigned
to the other tracks. In our research, we use
these inadvertent treatment and control
groups to estimate the effects of Explore
training and coaching on classroom quality
and teachers’ math instructional practices.
We were able to identify and take advantage
of this natural experiment only because of the
relationship we had established across our
teams, which included open communication
and frequent contact. Had the NYU team
members been external researchers, we
probably wouldn’t have learned about
the chain of events that led to the natural
experiment; had the DOE not been willing
to partner on this research and share details
about the process—some of which may not
have seemed relevant at first—we wouldn’t
have recognized the opportunity that the
funding delay gave us to learn about Explore
implementation and impacts. We expect
that this is the case in other contexts as well.
Natural experiments may not be as rare as
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we might think, but they may go unnoticed
when external researchers aren’t in the know
about such events and policymakers aren’t
on the lookout for such opportunities. RPPs
are a way to avoid missed opportunities to
rigorously estimate effects in the absence of a
traditional randomized controlled trial.
Before our main analyses testing Explore’s
effects on program quality and teacher
practice, we conducted preliminary analyses
to ensure that the natural experiment was a
valid approach for evaluating Explore. First,
we examined whether treatment and control
sites were equivalent at the beginning of
the school year, as would be expected in a
randomized controlled trial. Documenting
equivalence would give us confidence that
any differences we observed at the end of
the year were due to the treatment (that
is, to Explore PL) and not to pre-existing
differences between sites. This was important
to investigate because factors other than
the natural experiment (for example, site
leaders’ second choice among the PL tracks)
contributed to the final track assignments,
given the way sites were reassigned after
the DOE secured Explore funding. We
tested differences between our treatment
and control groups across a range of childand site-level characteristics and found a
few significant and/or marginal differences
between Explore and non-Explore sites;
for example, control group sites had higher
classroom quality scores on a widely used
rating scale. In all cases, the differences we
observed had the potential to bias estimates
of treatment impact downward rather than
upward. But they still raised the possibility
that observed differences in teachers’
practices in the spring could reflect preexisting differences rather than participation
in Explore.
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Following our primary analyses testing
Explore’s effects, we also ran supplemental
analyses to examine whether our findings
were consistent across different subsamples
and under different analytic assumptions.
For example, we tested whether our findings
were similar across the full sample, among
district schools only, and among sites with
the same PL preferences (for example, sites
that listed Explore as their first choice and
Create as their second choice) since this
ultimately influenced their track assignment.
Restricting the sample in these ways allowed
us to estimate impacts among treatment and
control sites we knew to be equivalent on key
characteristics at the start of the year. This
strengthened our confidence that any positive
impacts we observed at the end of the year
were due to participation in Explore and
not pre-existing differences, especially when
different analytic approaches produced results
that were similar in pattern, magnitude, and
significance.

Using Existing Randomization:
Application Lotteries
We’ve just seen that the close partnership and
regular communication between NYU and the
DOE let us capitalize on a natural experiment
to answer a policy-relevant question when the
opportunity presented itself and to generate
critical information about the Explore PL
track. But new research questions emerged
as the Pre-K for All system continued to
expand and evolve over time. As an RPP with
the mission of using data and research to
strengthen the system broadly, we were wellpositioned to expand our focus and answer
new questions. For example, how do the other
PL tracks affect children’s outcomes? What
are the effects among new cohorts of sites and
children?
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Figure
2. Lotteries
Three
Hypothetical
Sites
Figure
2. Lotteries
in in
Three
Hypothetical
Sites
SITE A:
36 Seats Available

SITE B:
54 Seats Available

SITE C:
18 Seats Available

Priority Group 1:
70 children
want seats

Priority Group 1:
30 children
want seats

Priority Group 1:
7 children
want seats

70 children enter lottery
- 36 lottery “winners” placed at site
- 34 lottery “losers” placed elsewhere

Priority Group 2:
20 children
want seats
No remaining seats
All 20 children placed elsewhere
(no lottery)

Priority Group 3:
10 children
want seats
No remaining seats
All 10 children placed elsewhere
(no lottery)

All 30 children placed at site
(no lottery)

All 7 children placed at site
(no lottery)

Priority Group 2:
5 children
want seats

Priority Group 2:
30 children
want seats
30 children enter lottery
-24 lottery “winners” placed at site
-6 lottery “losers” placed elsewhere

Priority Group 3:
3 children
want seats

Priority Group 3:
20 children
want seats
No remaining seats
All 20 children placed elsewhere
(no lottery)

In the absence of natural experiments that
could help us answer these new questions,
we have considered other designs for
understanding how PL affects teacher
practice and child outcomes. One approach
that’s been used in New York at the high
school level and increasingly in other settings
at the prekindergarten level takes advantage
of the fact that children are randomized
to sites via lotteries that occur when a site
receives more applications than seats; we call
these sites oversubscribed.14 In such cases,
some children are randomly assigned to the
oversubscribed site (“lottery winners”) and
other children are assigned to a site lower
on their preference list (“lottery losers”).
This lets researchers estimate both the effect
of winning a lottery in and of itself (known
as intent-to-treat effect) and the effect of
winning a lottery and then enrolling in a
given site (known as local average treatment
effect).15

All 5 children placed at site
(no lottery)

All 3 children placed at site
(no lottery)

In New York, parents can apply to up to
12 Pre-K for All sites for their children,
in order of preference. At the same time,
the DOE places each child in a “priority
group” for each site, which is based on
criteria such as living in a certain zone or
district, whether the student has a sibling
at the site, and whether the child was a
student at that site as a three-year-old
(see figure 2). To understand whether
we could use Pre-K for All application
lotteries to answer our research questions
about PL, we used a prior year of Pre-K
for All application and enrollment data
to examine issues of internal validity (the
extent to which the child-level lottery
design would allow us to establish the
causal effect of PL) and generalizability (the
extent to which our findings would apply
to Pre-K for All children and sites outside
our lottery sample). First, we identified
the number and distribution of lotteries
that occurred through the Pre-K for All
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application process. Building on previous
work that used lotteries to estimate the
impacts of the city’s Small High Schools
of Choice, we developed an algorithm to
identify sites where lotteries occurred, as
well as the individual children who won
or lost those lotteries.16 To ensure that we
accurately identified lotteries and lottery
participants during this process, NYU
researchers met several times with DOE
partners to discuss the application process
and nuances in the data. We then confirmed
that the assignment process produced
enough lotteries for each PL track to give
us adequate sample size to test the PL
tracks. We found that the lotteries were
well distributed across the city and across
different types of sites, indicating that
lottery sites represented the full range of
geographic and setting type diversity within
the Pre-K for All system.
We also examined whether lotteries
produced treatment and control groups
(lottery winners and lottery losers,
respectively) that were similar at the
start of the school year. Because only
limited demographic data were available
on prekindergarten children and their
families at the time of application, we used
information about children’s application
choices themselves (for example, the
number of choices listed, the proportion
of choices in children’s home districts,
and the type and quality of children’s top
choices) as baseline characteristics, as well
as demographic data that were available
once children enrolled in Pre-K for All (but
that weren’t available for those who didn’t
enroll). Across these analyses, we found
that the choice patterns and demographic
characteristics of lottery winners and losers
were generally well-balanced. This indicates
that the lottery process did in fact create
groups of treatment children and control
1 08

T HE F UT UR E OF C HI LDRE N

children who were similar at the start of
prekindergarten, a necessary condition for
drawing causal inferences about the effects
of PL.
To better understand the treatment contrast
(that is, the difference between what
treatment children experience and control
children experience), we also examined the
extent to which lottery winners and losers
complied with their lottery assignments
and the effect of winning a lottery on
children’s prekindergarten experiences.
As expected, we found that winning a
lottery for a site in a given track was indeed
associated with greater exposure to that
track during the prekindergarten year (for
example, winning a lottery for an Explore
site increased children’s exposure to
Explore). However, analyses also revealed
that winning a lottery was associated with
exposure to site characteristics other than
PL (for example, higher program quality),
making it difficult to isolate the effects of
PL under this design. NYU, the DOE,
and a team of methodological experts then
considered multiple options for addressing
the fact that lottery winners and lottery
losers attended sites that differed in ways
other than PL. For example, we considered
using complementary quasi-experimental
methods to test each track relative to a
matched (but non-randomized) control
group comprising only children in Inspire
sites, and using secondary, descriptive
analyses to examine how much of the
treatment effect was attributable to PL
versus other site characteristics. We also
considered and ultimately switched to a
different design altogether—a site-level
randomized design—when we learned that
sites would be assigned to PL track via the
DOE’s track assignment process. In our
case, this design turned out to be better
than the child-level lottery design because

Embedding Causal Research Designs in Pre-K Systems at Scale

it allowed us to experimentally isolate
the effects of PL (our primary research
question) and produce the clearest and most
relevant evidence for NYC DOE.

Creating Randomization in Track
Assignment
We’ve described two examples of how
events or processes occurring in the
education system can be used to conduct
rigorous evaluations at scale: a natural
experiment involving site-level assignment
that occurred at a single point in time,
and child-level randomization that occurs
each year during the application process.
In both examples, the existing system is
taken as a given; that is, we capitalized on
randomization that occurs as a by-product of
the system and didn’t manipulate the system
for research purposes. In contrast, a third
approach we’ve explored involves tweaking
the system to create new opportunities for
rigorous research.
Recall that Pre-K for All sites are assigned
to PL tracks through a complex algorithm.
Although the algorithm is revisited each
year, assignment has always relied on
program leaders’ rank-ordered preferences
among the PL tracks, site need, and each
track’s capacity. Our NYU and DOE teams
have worked together to explore whether
and how this PL assignment process might
be adjusted to ensure more randomization
to enable rigorous research in the future.
In our discussions, we considered
the advantages of randomization for
understanding the causal impacts of the
different tracks and producing clear,
actionable findings the city could use to
strengthen and refine its PL model. The
DOE is interested in carrying out more
research on PL tracks, and it recognizes the

value of maximizing the rigor of that research.
But it has also underscored a rationale for
prioritizing program leaders’ preferences in
track assignment—they see this approach as
critical both for meeting the sites’ individual
needs and interests and for building buy-in
among leaders and teachers. Indeed, the
DOE’s early data on teachers’ attendance
at PL sessions indicated high attendance
among programs that received their first or
second choice, with a notable drop-off in
attendance for programs who received their
third-choice track. Keeping in mind the two
goals of honoring program leader preference
and conducting high-quality research as our
starting points, our partnership has searched
for ways to embed randomization in the
DOE’s process for assigning sites to PL tracks
in a way that still prioritizes choice.
Figure 3 illustrates one approach we came
up with, simplified for illustration purposes
(for example, we haven’t included various
preceding steps or exclusion criteria). Briefly,
we jointly developed a process in which
subsets of sites could be stratified by similar
first and second preferences among tracks
and then randomized. For example, sites that
listed Explore and Inspire as first and second
choices (in either order) would be grouped
together and then randomized to either
Explore or Inspire. Through this process,
all the sites would receive either their first
or second choice. At the same time, sitelevel randomization would make it possible
to evaluate the causal effects of one track
relative to another among sites with similar
preferences (and other characteristics). Thus
we can embed rigor and opportunities for
research while still honoring program leaders’
preferences.
As in the Explore evaluation we described
above, we wouldn’t have thought of this
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Figure 2. Randomizing Hypothetical Sites Based on Preference Subgroups
Figure 3. Randomizing Hypothetical Sites Based on Preference Subgroups
Track Rank-Ordered Preference
Site

Inspire

Explore

Thrive

Create

Site A

1

2

3

4

Site B

2

1

3

4

Site C

2

1

4

3

Site D

1

2

4

3

Site E

1

3

4

2

Site F

1

4

3

2

Site G

2

4

3

1

Site H

2

3

4

1

approach outside the context of an RPP built
on a history of joint efforts and a foundation
of trust and mutual respect for each other’s
perspectives, expertise, and commitment.
Finding this potential solution required
flexibility on the part of both researchers and
policy partners as we worked together toward
the shared goal of embedding research
that generates the strongest evidence for
understanding and strengthening the PL
system.

Challenges
We’ve shown how the NYU-DOE partnership
navigated a complex system to find or
create opportunities to conduct rigorous
and relevant research. But these examples
also reveal challenges. Any research project
involves tradeoffs, and the designs we’ve used
in our work have limitations. In the case of
the Explore natural experiment, we found
that despite randomness in track assignment
due to funding delays, the treatment and
control groups weren’t fully equivalent on
all site-level characteristics. In our broader
evaluation of the Pre-K for All PL system,
we’ve faced other challenges. For example,
although the lotteries that are created during
1 10
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Randomly assign sites that
ranked Explore & Inspire
#1 & #2 (in either order)

Explore

Randomly assign sites that
ranked Create & Inspire
#1 & #2 (in either order)

Create

Inspire

Inspire

the application process ensure that children
who win lotteries (treatment participants)
and lose lotteries (control participants)
are equivalent in expectation, the sites
they attend are not. This means that the
treatment contrast we can estimate using
this experimental approach isn’t as precise
as we might like, given that the sites that
lottery winners attend differ from the sites
that lottery losers attend with regard not
only to PL tracks but to other characteristics
as well. These differences may contribute
to differences in children’s experiences and
outcomes, which required us to consider
complementary methods and alternative
designs to isolate the effect of PL.
The methodological issues we’ve
encountered underscore a few important
points. For one thing, conducting rigorous
research in fully scaled systems is messy.
We’ve found that the advantages of
capitalizing on rigor that already exists in
such a system outweigh the disadvantages.
But it’s not always a perfect solution. It’s
critical to conduct an extensive set of analyses
to examine the validity and limitations of the
intended research designs, and then to revisit
and revise the designs or analytic approach
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on the basis of these findings. Using multiple
analytic approaches to answer the same
research question may also be a useful way to
allay some of the methodological challenges
of evaluating fully scaled programs.
Another problem is that the research process
may be slower than the evolution of the
system, program, or population we seek
to study, a challenge other partnerships
have also experienced (for example, see the
article in this issue by Christina Weiland and
Jason Sachs). The delay between planning
a study and executing it can challenge both
researchers and their practice and policy
partners. Because local education programs
or initiatives are constantly evolving, research
designs and measurement protocols that
may be perfectly appropriate at a given
time may not be appropriate a year later
because components of the system have
changed. Indeed, these sorts of changes are
expected and desired by leaders who work to
improve the system’s implementation. From
the policy partners’ perspective, multiyear
research projects may cause district leaders
to feel locked in to certain decisions or
restricted in the programmatic changes they
could make to strengthen the system.
We’ve encountered some of these challenges
of studying an evolving system in New York
City, where the DOE invests significant
time and resources to improve the quality of
Pre-K for All—including efforts to modify
and refine the PL model that is a focus of
our joint research. On one hand, this means
that the system is continually improving and
innovating, which ideally leads to better
outcomes for children. On the other hand,
our research may be too slow at times to
contribute to these changes, and the right
time to freeze and evaluate a constantly
evolving system isn’t always clear. The

communication structures in our RPP and
a foundation of trust built over the years
have made it possible for the DOE to raise
these kinds of concerns with NYU early and
work toward mutually agreeable solutions.
Flexibility has been key in this process: thanks
to flexibility in our funding and flexibility in
our partnership, we’ve adjusted aspects of our
research plans while staying true to the key
aim of evaluating the impacts of different PL
models on teachers and children.
Another challenge of partnership work at
scale is navigating a large district central
office and a large university. To ensure shared
understanding and alignment across partners,
we’ve relied on frequent communication
through multiple channels with the many
people who have a stake in our work. We’ve
also thought about how and when to loop in
researchers and/or policy partners during
meetings and planning processes versus when
to move the work forward internally in our
respective organizations. For example, both
NYU and DOE need to be involved when
developing research questions or discussing
possible research approaches. But examining
the validity or limitations of particular
methodological approaches likely doesn’t
require as much DOE involvement. Likewise,
rather than involve NYU researchers in every
planning meeting before a new initiative is
rolled out, in some cases the DOE brings
in researchers only at key decision points,
toward the end of a planning process, or when
there may be implications for research.

Successes
Our partnership’s work has a number of
implications for practice and policy in New
York City, for early childhood education
more broadly, and for the way we use and
conduct research within and outside our
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partnership. Most importantly, our work
supports the DOE’s efforts to refine and
strengthen Pre-K for All. Over the course of
our partnership, NYU has helped the DOE
by sharing emerging trends in research,
lending expertise about methods and
measurement tools, and telling the DOE
about other districts undertaking similar
efforts or facing similar problems. The
DOE has identified priorities, shaped our
research agenda, provided opportunities for
rigorous research, and navigated potential
barriers to our joint work. By thinking and
planning together, particularly around
PL and program quality standards, we
developed the framework for monitoring
and supporting quality in prekindergarten
sites across the city. As findings emerge from
our evaluations of the PL system, these too
will guide further adaptations of the Pre-K
for All system—including both incremental
improvements such as strengthening onsite
implementation support and larger changes
such as discontinuing tracks that aren’t shown
to be effective.18 By identifying components
of the system that are working well, as
well as areas that could be improved, our
co-conducted research provides concrete
information for decision-making and helps
the DOE secure additional funding to
support effective program models. Indeed,
promising findings from the first year of the
Explore natural experiment provided initial
support for continuing to invest in that track.
Understanding whether certain approaches
are more effective for different types of sites
or children will be especially important as the
DOE seeks to refine differentiation of PL
within the system, including the ways that PL
might be sequenced over multiple years.
Our partnership’s work has also strengthened
the quality and relevance of our research,
and therefore enhanced our contributions
1 12
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to education science broadly. New York
is unique in some important ways, but
findings from our work are generalizable
to other large urban districts. We expect
our work to advance the scholarship on
PL in early child education by focusing on
implementation and impacts in fully scaled
real-world systems. As we’ve said, most of
the rigorous evidence about whether PL
models or curricula are effective comes
from smaller, tightly controlled trials where
program developers typically had a hand in
program implementation and/or evaluation.
By identifying programs that are effective
at scale under real-world conditions across
a diverse population, our work will produce
evidence that’s more relevant to the realities
faced by cities, states, and districts and thus
more likely to support practice and policy.
Our work has also increased the capacity
of NYU and the DOE to sustain researchpractice partnerships. By developing
structures for regular communication and
feedback, engaging partners at different
levels of the organization, and establishing
a successful track record, we’ve developed
a culture and shared language around
rigorous research, evidence, and data. That’s
allowed us to jointly identify new research
opportunities and new ways to use data or
prior research to guide decision-making.
Our experiences in the partnership have
influenced our work outside the partnership
as well. As policy makers, we’ve increasingly
emphasized data and research in other
areas of decision-making. As researchers,
we’ve become more flexible and creative
with the research tools at our disposal and
learned to find opportunities for rigor even
when we don’t have strict control over
randomization. In addition, in the examples
we’ve described here, we examined the
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extent to which the research designs were
appropriate for answering our questions of
interest. We also identified limitations in our
designs and came up with ways to overcome
them. These issues are particularly salient
in our work evaluating Pre-K for All, where
we as researchers have less control over
the assignment processes underlying our
research designs. But carefully testing the
assumptions and validity of a given approach
is no less important in other research.
The same can be said about whether a
sample is representative of the population
being studied and whether results can be
generalized to other contexts. Given that
the DOE needs to understand how PL is
working across the system, we’ve had to
carefully consider how findings from the
Explore natural experiment sample and the
lottery subsample might or might not be
applicable to other Pre-K for All sites and
children. Paying more attention to these
issues has carried over into our work outside
the partnership.

Recommendations for Researchers
and Policymakers
RPPs are uniquely positioned to capitalize on
existing opportunities and/or negotiate small
tweaks in existing systems to strengthen the
rigor of research designs. In our experience,
this is made possible by a sense of trust
built over the years that characterizes
effective and sustained partnerships. Open
communication channels and flexibility
on the part of both researchers and policy
partners have also been critical. Below we
offer three recommendations for researchers,
policymakers, and practitioners who are
considering partnership work to advance
the science and practice of early childhood
education.

Build a Foundation of Trust and
Openness to Research.
The current phase of our research is possible
only because of the joint work that preceded
it and the relationships we cultivated
through years of close collaboration. In our
partnership, NYU has remained committed to
supporting the DOE’s efforts across a range of
initiatives, and the DOE has remained open
to and invested in high-quality research as a
means to strengthen Pre-K for All. From its
earliest stages, NYU and the DOE made this
partnership a high priority, followed through
with timely and high-quality work, and
dedicated staff and funding to support the
effort. We’ve found that shared understanding
of—and responsiveness to—each partner’s
goals, concerns, and expertise are critical
to the partnership’s health. A foundation
of trust allows partners to be open and
candid, which helps in building a relevant
and rigorous research agenda. Identifying
mutually agreeable research aims and designs
comes more easily when policymakers are
transparent about their goals and priorities
beyond research and when researchers are
honest about the advantages, limitations, and
potential burdens on the system of different
designs.
We encourage anyone looking to establish
or sustain an RPP to engage members
at multiple levels of each institution,
communicate regularly, and find opportunities
to meet in person. Engaging a range of people
with varied roles and expertise helps to
build a culture of using research to improve
practice, helps sustain the partnership as
people transition in and out, and brings new
opportunities to light that might be missed
if collaboration were confined to a select
few. Establishing project-specific meetings
has helped us focus on a particular task or
VOL. 31 / NO. 1 / S PR ING 2021

113

Rachel Abenavoli, Natalia Rojas, Rebecca Unterman, Elise Cappella, Josh Wallack, and Pamela Morris

issue, while standing check-ins allow partners
to share general updates, raise issues or
questions, or tee up new ideas. This structure
ensures that we make steady progress on
planned work while also letting new research
opportunities come to light as we keep each
other in the loop about other efforts outside
the partnership. These factors helped us
uncover and understand the Explore natural
experiment, for example, and identify ways
to embed randomization in the process for
assigning prekindergarten sites to tracks.
Regular check-ins, with many members of our
partnership at the table, have let us identify
and capitalize on new opportunities for
research or research-based decision-making
as they emerge, or shape our research agenda
in ways that better align with new priorities or
upcoming initiatives.

Consider the Right Time for Causal
versus Descriptive Research
Although rigorous evaluation is often
critical to guide practice and advance ECE
scholarship, descriptive research can also
be useful for RPPs. As we said earlier, our
partnership’s initial research efforts were
primarily descriptive, and we shifted to causal
methods only when our jointly developed
research agenda changed its focus to the PL
system and its impacts. Our perspective is
that trustworthy, well-sampled descriptive
data are invaluable to senior leaders as a
foundation to evaluate whether new policy
initiatives are on the right track. Moreover,
we expect that senior leaders benefit from
gaining fluency with quantitative data about
children’s school readiness and program
quality as a necessary first step toward more
complex questions that might involve more
sophisticated analytic approaches.
A few factors contributed to our shift from
descriptive to causal research. First, the city’s
1 14
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priorities changed from monitoring the
system during a period of rapid expansion
to strengthening quality within it. Second,
after a few years of Pre-K for All, the DOE
and NYU agreed that certain components
of the system were ready for evaluation.
We first focused on impacts on program
quality and then expanded our focus to
child outcomes once the system stabilized
to some degree after a period of rapid
expansion and development. Third, by this
point, our partnership was strong enough—
thanks to trust built during the first phase—
to engage in evaluations with higher stakes
than the descriptive work we first took on.
Other factors might come into play in other
settings, such as program scale, resource
or other constraints, the speed with which
results are needed to make decisions, the
structure of the system or program under
investigation, or the nature of the process
being studied. It should be clear that we
don’t recommend maximizing rigor at all
costs. Researchers and policy makers should
carefully consider when and where causal
versus quasi-experimental versus descriptive
research is most appropriate given the
research questions and context.

Be Flexible
With the examples in this article, our
intention is to encourage research and
policy partners to think creatively together
about:
1. whether rigor that can be used for
research purposes may already exist
in a system and;
2. whether there are ways to add rigor
while staying true to other priorities
and operating within existing
constraints.
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Indeed, certain programmatic constraints
such as limited funding or capacity present
unique opportunities for rigor, and these
can be used to the advantage of research
and policy partners rather than being seen
as barriers. In this article, we discussed
three approaches to rigorous research that
fit our needs and constraints in New York
City—capitalizing on a natural experiment,
using existing randomization of children to
oversubscribed prekindergarten programs,
and creating new opportunities for rigorous
research by incorporating randomization
into the way sites are assigned to PL tracks.
We encourage research and policy partners
to consider these types of designs, as well
as other approaches. For example, waitlist
designs (when an intervention is withheld
from a control group for a certain period of
time but is offered to that group once the
research is complete) may be suitable when
a new program or initiative can’t be rolled
out instantly; randomization may be possible
when an intervention has limited capacity to
serve prekindergarten teachers or students;
regression discontinuity designs may work
well when clear cutoffs are used to make
decisions about how to allocate resources
or assign children or sites to interventions.
And as we’ve said, descriptive work may be
preferable depending on the focus of the
research question, the stage of the program
being studied, or the stage and strength of
the partnership itself. Finding the optimal
design requires researchers to be willing to
deviate when necessary from randomized
controlled trials and explore other, more
feasible approaches that still maintain
high standards of rigor, including quasiexperimental designs when randomization
isn’t possible in any form.
It is also worth noting that our partnership
was established to support the monitoring

and strengthening of the Pre-K for All
system broadly, rather than to answer a
specific question or evaluate a specific
component of the system. That has given us
the flexibility to revisit and revise research
aims and successfully adapt to evolving
priorities and emerging questions, setting
our approach apart from more traditional
university-driven research. For example,
we shifted from descriptive work to
evaluation of the PL system when the city
needed answers about how to improve
quality, and we adapted our early plans
to evaluate impacts on child outcomes to
evaluate impacts on program quality after
recognizing that program-level results would
be more helpful to the DOE in the first few
years of the PL system’s implementation.
The guiding principle for our multiyear
collaboration thus far has been to put science
to work, and our process has supported our
broad goal of a sustained partnership that
facilitates bidirectional influence of rigorous
research and policy/practice in ways that
are useful to the city first and to education
science generally second.
Our work shows that it’s possible through
partnerships to build studies that can provide
strong causal evidence that’s directly relevant
to policymakers and meets the standards of
rigor that are necessary for scholarship, even
when constraints or competing priorities
in large systems make it impractical or
impossible to use randomized controlled
trials. With flexibility and persistence,
researchers and policy partners are well
positioned to produce the kind of evidence
that advances understanding of key issues
in ECE, directly supports programming
and decision-making on the ground, and
maximizes benefits for prekindergarten
leaders, teachers, and children.
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Summary
Building a research-practice partnership that spans two or more organizations can be
challenging. University researchers, for instance, may find themselves in schools or
departments where the incentives and culture favor more individualistic, single-discipline
research projects. Practitioners and policy makers may not see the value of investing in
research and evaluation, or they may hesitate to prioritize this work above more pressing
operational and strategic aims.
In this article, Maia Connors, Debra M. Pacchiano, Amanda G. Stein, and Mallary I. Swartz
show how an “embedded partnership” between the program implementation and research
teams within a single nonprofit organization (Start Early, formerly the Ounce of Prevention
Fund) can help overcome such challenges and build important capacities that researchpractice partnerships need in order to be effective: an organizational culture that values
research evidence, sound measurement, and continuous learning; interdisciplinary expertise;
and sustainable infrastructure, including administrative support, technology, and financial
resources.
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I

ncreasingly, people who work in
early childhood care and education
(ECCE) are emphasizing that
research evidence and data
should guide the development,
implementation, and improvement of
programs, as well as decision-making at
multiple levels. Yet the capacities needed to
effectively achieve this ideal are substantial,
and they’re rarely achieved by researchers
or practitioners alone.1 In recent years,
research-practice partnerships (RPPs) have
garnered support as a promising solution
to improving ECCE programs, outcomes,
services, policies, and systems.2 In a seminal
report, Cynthia Coburn, William Penuel,
and Kimberly Geil define five key aspects of
successful RPPs: mutualism, commitment to
long-term collaboration, a focus on problems
of practice, the use of intentional partnership
strategies, and trusting relationships.3 In this
article, we argue that RPPs can’t reliably
develop these qualities without intentionally
building and fully integrating partnership
capacities—including organizational
structure and culture, interdisciplinary
expertise, and sustainable infrastructure—
among both researchers and practitioners.
Yet it’s a substantial challenge to build and
integrate these capacities for both partners
following a traditional RPP model, in
which researchers and practitioners are in
separate organizations, each with its own
discipline-specific capacities and focus. An
alternative approach is to embed researchers
and practitioners in a single organization.
Such an embedded RPP may help partners
more successfully develop organizational
capacities that support strong partnerships
and make use of them in sustainable ways.
Here we discuss the unique advantages
that embedded RPPs confer as well as
the challenges they pose. We also offer
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recommendations for how to build capacity
to support any successful RPP, including how
to establish and foster research capacity in
practice organizations to create embedded
RPPs, as well as how nonembedded, crossorganizational RPPs can cultivate similar
capacities when an embedded structure isn’t
desirable or feasible.
The lessons we share here derive from
our experience conducting research and
evaluation as part of embedded RPPs at Start
Early (formerly the Ounce of Prevention
Fund), a large early childhood nonprofit
organization. Throughout the article, we
draw examples from two RPPs: one focused
on improving and scaling the Essential
Fellowship (formerly Lead Learn Excel),
a professional development program for
ECCE leaders, and a second focused on
implementing and improving outcomes of
Educare Chicago, Start Early’s local Early
Head Start/Head Start school for children
from birth through age five and their families.

Moving toward an Embedded RPP
Recently, practitioners, policy makers,
and researchers have been calling for
changes in the way intervention research is
conducted. RPPs may be, in part, an answer
to this call. Conducting research as part
of an RPP is fundamentally different from
conducting research with practitioners. In
an RPP, instead of first defining a research
question and then recruiting practitioners
who are willing to participate in that
research, researchers enter a partnership
with practitioners to define the research
questions that they’ll pursue together.4
This approach requires researchers and
practitioners to seek a balance among
their different needs and perspectives. For
example, the need for causal evidence at key
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points must be balanced against the need
for a wealth of descriptive information about
implementation to guide development and
improvement of the program or practice
(see the article in in this issue by Rachel
Abenavoli and colleagues). Yet many
research and practice organizations lack the
capacity to effectively engage in this kind
of partnership. For RPPs to succeed as a
new way to conduct intervention research,
both research and practice organizations
must strengthen their capacity to do this
work. In our experience, an embedded
RPP structure that fully integrates research
within practice and practice within research,
so that the capacities of the partners are
inextricably entwined, shows great promise as
a sustainable and effective approach.

Embedding Researchers in Practice
Organizations
The very existence of our roles as researchers
in a practice-oriented nonprofit organization
is a testament to the capacity our organization
has built to support the work of RPPs. As an
interdisciplinary organization, Start Early
has always valued research and inquiry,
but it has taken many years to realize the
structures and capability needed to support
these values internally. Our embedded
RPP approach first took shape decades ago
when the organization needed to report to
various public and private funders on the
implementation of our ECCE programs
and grant activities. As funder groups
began asking for more rigorous evidence of
outcomes and quality, our role as Start Early
researchers expanded to include selecting
assessments, advising on measurement
concepts (for example, reliability, validity,
and standard scores), synthesizing program
data, translating research findings, and
generating questions of interest for grant

applications. As a result, practitioners now
had more information about their programs,
and they started seeking assistance not only
with collecting data but also with interpreting
and using it to understand how to improve
practice and outcomes and to translate
those discoveries into policy. In response,
Start Early researchers and program staff
instituted new RPP routines (such as monthly
meetings) to advance these shared aims.
Working within embedded RPPs in this way
has helped us integrate rigorous research and
evaluation studies into continuous quality
improvement processes. As a result, practice
as usual can support our research activities,
and our ongoing research activities in turn
bolster implementation, improvement,
and decision-making among practitioners.
This means, for example, that building
sustainable data collection capacity and
developing data use routines have become
integral parts of both the RPP and the
program model, rather than add-ons or
tasks that take away from the “real” work of
implementing the program or conducting
research studies. This structure also helps
us build long-term, trusting relationships
that allow us, as research partners, to stick
with our practice partners throughout the
life of the program, reminding them of
important data sources or relevant research
findings as the program evolves, translating
and reinterpreting findings as practitioners
continue to draw from them in new ways,
and tailoring future research to questions
that arise when implementation challenges
come up. We believe that as embedded
researchers who don’t work, for example, as
tenure-track faculty in a university and thus
aren’t subject to the pressure to produce
peer-reviewed publications, or at a research
firm in which we’d be required to bill our
time to contracted projects, we’re particularly
VOL. 31 / NO. 1 / S PR ING 2021
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well positioned to invest time and effort in
this work.

Roles in an Embedded RPP
The hallmark of any RPP, and of our
embedded RPPs in particular, is the joint
management of the partnership by the
research and practice partners, who make
equal yet role-specific contributions to
the work. In the sections that follow, we
describe how partner roles are defined and
differentiated in our embedded RPPs and
also consider the important contributions that
external researchers can make when added
to embedded partnerships—an approach we
have frequently taken.

The Research Partner
In our RPPs, the research partner has four
functions:
•

to design and build the infrastructure
to support regular collection of
reliable data on implementation
and outcomes as an integral part of
program implementation;

•

to conduct evaluations to guide
program implementation,
improvements, and expansion;

•

to conduct applied research to
generate novel and generalizable
findings; and

•

The Practice Partner
In addition to developing and implementing
an intervention or program, practice partners
focus on identifying goals for data collection
and research and on using findings to
improve their practice. Specifically, practice
partners
•

specify key inputs, activities, and
expected short- and long-term
program outcomes and help
determine what information needs to
be collected about each;

•

independently monitor data
regarding basic program
implementation (for example,
number of participants or
attendance);

•

collaborate with research partners
frequently to review, interpret,
and reflect on data and use that
information to identify small changes
that can be made to increase fidelity

to help program implementers
interpret findings to guide their
decisions.

Traditional RPPs primarily fill the second
and third functions. But it’s the first and
fourth functions that create opportunities for
research to be most useful to practitioners.
For example, researchers can support strong
1 22

and sustainable data collection infrastructure
by leading survey development, helping to
integrate survey data into existing program
databases and reporting, and creating tools
for program staff that remind them of the
data collection timeline, measures, and
purpose. Similarly, researchers can develop
protocols to support practice partners’
interpretation and use of the data. These
functions require that research partners work
closely with practice partners from the very
beginning of a new program and continue
doing so beyond the conclusion of any one
study. To a degree that is relatively unusual in
our field, this approach to sharing the journey
from the start makes it easier to collect data,
use that data to improve programs, and
produce novel, actionable evidence.
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of implementation and effectiveness
of model core components; and
•

collaborate with research partners to
use research findings to determine
and design content additions or
refinements to the program model
itself.

For example, our practice partners
often take the lead on documenting the
supports they provide to families or ECCE
professionals. Insights from their qualitative
data are often especially useful in providing
context for interpreting program evaluation
findings in ways that can help programs
improve.

External Research Partners in
Embedded RPPs
Even when embedded research and
practice partners both successfully fill their
roles, expanding an embedded RPP to
include external research partners can help
overcome some key obstacles. For example,
although embedded researchers may be
best positioned to foresee and plan for the
key points at which conducting a summative
impact study is necessary and appropriate
to assess the program’s effectiveness in
achieving its intended outcomes, they may
lack the expertise or capacity to conduct a
rigorous evaluation alone. In these cases,
partnerships with external evaluators can be
invaluable.
Specifically, because practice organizations
typically have small research teams,
embedded researchers can’t possibly have
expertise in all the topics and methods of
inquiry that a long-term RPP may eventually
require. Partnering with other researchers
can bring distinct perspectives and
specialized, complementary expertise to an

embedded RPP just when it’s needed most.
External research partners are also valuable
simply for what they represent or have
access to. Researchers working in practiceoriented organizations may, for example,
face challenges in meeting research funding
requirements, building institutional review
boards, developing information technology
infrastructure, gaining academic library
access, and obtaining staffing support from
student research assistants or data analysts.
Typically, these critical research supports
are most well developed in universities
and large research firms. Partnering
with researchers who work in more
traditional research institutions can help
embedded RPPs access such resources.
And embedded RPPs would also benefit
from future work focused on understanding
how to better provide these resources to
researchers operating outside of traditional
research institutions.
Working with outside researchers has
one more advantage. Because embedded
researchers are so deeply integrated with
the practice partners who develop and
implement the program they’re studying,
funders, for example, may express concerns
about real or perceived biases. Outside
researcher partners may alleviate these
concerns by serving as neutral third-party
evaluators. Indeed, each of the embedded
RPPs we discuss in this article either
grew out of or was supported by external
evaluators who were instrumental in
helping to build their initial capacity.

Our Embedded RPPs
Two of our embedded RPPs illustrate the
capacities and partnership processes that
help researchers work side by side with
practitioners at Start Early. The primary
VOL. 31 / NO. 1 / S PR ING 2021
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aim of both RPPs is to undertake formative
evaluation of program implementation
and short-term outcomes to guide
improvement as the program develops
and evolves. Through this work, we hope
not only to provide our current partners
with information they need to improve
their practice in the short term but also to
generate research findings in the longer term
that are both relevant and generalizable to
practitioners elsewhere.

The Essential Fellowship RPP
The Essential Fellowship is a professional
development program designed to help
ECCE leaders improve the quality of
classroom instruction through instructional
leadership and job-embedded professional
learning routines for teachers in both schools
and community-based ECCE programs.
The program offers training, coaching,
and peer learning, as well as practical
tools and resources for local professional
development providers and site-level ECCE
leaders. The Essential Fellowship RPP has
been at the core of this initiative since its
inception: our research and evaluation team
codesigned and co-constructed a robust data
collection and research infrastructure that
is embedded in the program model and that
enables implementation, improvements,
sustainability, and expansion.
In phase 1 of the project (2011–14), a
team of researchers and practitioners
at Start Early, supported by a federal
Investing in Innovation development grant,
developed and implemented the model,
which was piloted with 15 administrators
and 60 teachers serving a diverse group of
approximately 600 infants, toddlers, and
preschoolers in four community-based
ECCE programs in Chicago serving low1 24
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income families. It also funded external
researchers from the University of Illinois
at Chicago (UIC) to study the program’s
effects. In phase 2 (2014–17), with Race
to the Top-Early Learning Challenge
funds from the state of Illinois, Start Early
implementation and research teams refined
key professional learning supports, tools, and
strategies and implemented the Essential
Fellowship statewide to help schools and
community-based centers improve preschool
instruction; UIC researchers also conducted
external evaluations of the refined model.
In this phase, the evaluators focused on
implementation and outcomes (for example,
changes in participants’ mindset, knowledge,
and practices over the course of the Essential
Fellowship) rather than impact (causal
estimates of differences in practice change
between Essential Fellowship participants
and a control group who didn’t participate in
the program).
The UIC partners were initially brought
in because of funder-defined evaluation
requirements. But as the first two phases
of the work progressed, the long-term,
cross-institution RPP that emerged
among the Essential Fellowship program
implementation and research and evaluation
teams at Start Early and UIC became
invaluable. In this partnership, Start Early
researchers at the master’s and doctoral
level functioned as liaisons between the
program implementers and UIC evaluators
by promoting mutual understanding and
improvement. The processes, methods,
and measures used by UIC served as an
important model for the Start Early research
team because once the formal relationship
with the external evaluation partners ended,
we continued to formatively evaluate the
program internally via our embedded RPP.
Currently, the Essential Fellowship RPP
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is working to answer program evaluation
questions such as “How frequently do
ECCE leaders participating in the Essential
Fellowship use data when coaching their
teachers?” as well as broader research
questions such as “How do communitybased versus school-based ECCE leaders
use data in ways that are similar or
different?”

The Educare Chicago RPP
Educare Chicago, directly operated by
Start Early, is a high-quality ECCE center
on the South Side of Chicago serving over
140 low-income or otherwise disadvantaged
children from six weeks to five years old, as
well as their families. Educare Chicago is
the flagship school in a network of over 20
similar schools across the nation. Each fullday, full-year Educare school is a publicprivate partnership between a Head Start
or Early Head Start provider, a local school
district, and one or more philanthropic
organizations. The schools subscribe to
the Educare model, which includes four
core practice domains: data use, embedded
professional development, high-quality
teaching practices, and intensive family
engagement. To guide continuous practice
improvement, Educare school leaders form
RPPs with local evaluation partners (LEPs).
Start Early’s research and evaluation
division serves as an embedded LEP for
Educare Chicago to support the school’s
staff and leaders. The division gathers
direct assessment, survey, and observational
data each year, providing considerably
more information than Head Start centers
typically collect. These data are then
integrated with data gathered by program
staff and used as part of existing, embedded
routines (for example, management and

grade-level meetings, lesson planning,
and coaching) that focus on setting goals,
planning for implementation, evaluating
progress, and improving practice, staff
professional development, and student and
family outcomes. Together, Educare Chicago
leaders and the LEP team identify priority
areas of inquiry and generate questions that
can be studied to help improve program
quality.
The Educare Chicago RPP dates back to
2005, when there were only three Educare
schools. Together, the schools developed a
research design and approach to gathering
common data that would help them better
understand children’s and families’ progress
in the program and illuminate the links
between child and family outcomes and
implementation of the Educare model.
Since then, though both the design and
implementation of the Educare Chicago
RPP have evolved, the group has held
steadfast in its commitment to using priority
problems of practice identified by program
leaders and staff to drive data analysis and
to focus on the multilayered routines of
continuous quality improvement.
Within the network, Educare Chicago
has always been unique in that the school
staff and LEPs are employed by the same
organization; at most Educare schools,
LEPs are university based. We believe
that researchers who are embedded rather
than based in a university have greater
flexibility to spend time and effort building
a sustainable infrastructure for research.
For example, because the Educare Chicago
LEPs and school staff work for the same
organization, we don’t have to negotiate a
contract (and be limited to its terms) in order
to work together. LEPs access the school’s
data directly by logging in to their various
VOL. 31 / NO. 1 / S PR ING 2021
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data systems (such as ChildPlus or Teaching
Strategies GOLD), and are acutely aware
of practice requirements and constraints
because we can see the terms of the school’s
funding agreements and contracts.

Building Capacity to Support the
Work of RPPs
We’ve found that three types of capacity are
essential to organizing and operating our
embedded RPPs effectively and sustainably:
•

an organizational structure and
culture that values research
evidence and sound measurement
and that encourages professionals
to engage in interdisciplinary
collaboration and continuous
learning;

•

an adequate number of
interdisciplinary staff who
possess key knowledge, skills, and
dispositions, and sufficient time to
engage in these partnerships; and

•

an infrastructure that enables this
work to be done successfully and
sustainably.

These three capacities may have made
possible the lasting, dynamic relationship
between our research and practice partners.5
Cultivating these capacities to support both
research and practice partners is necessary
for any RPP to become the standard “way
of working,” whether the RPP is embedded
or not. But we’ve found that building these
capacities to support both partners in a
single organization has made traditional
boundaries between research and practice
professionals and activities more permeable
than they are in RPPs that are organized
across two or more organizations.6
1 26
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Organizational Structure and Culture
RPPs may thrive most readily in
organizations that cultivate shared values
and commitments and that facilitate
processes and methods conducive to
translating new knowledge into new
practices and behaviors.7 In particular,
we expect that RPPs are likely to be most
successful when partners work in one or
more organizations that embody certain
learning-oriented characteristics.
For example, strong organizational
leadership that is committed to teamwork
and continuous learning has been essential
to our RPPs. Such leadership crafts the
organizational structure and allocates staff
time in ways that prioritize collaboration
among diverse professionals. Specifically,
we believe research and practice partners
work together most efficiently when
leaders structure their organizations to
be inherently interdisciplinary by making
it easier to work across teams and with
external partners. At Start Early, teams
of professionals with different kinds of
expertise—including in policy, research,
and practice related to both home
visiting and center-based ECCE and in
the development of professionals and
systems—routinely work together on
projects that cut across these categories.
Executive leaders at Start Early have
supported this way of working by making
investments in strengthening both research
and practice teams’ ability to collaborate
with one another. For example, the
research team has grown to include more
doctoral- and master’s-level researchers
whose jobs focus on working directly with
Start Early program teams, and program
teams now include staff who concentrate
on strengthening program implementation
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and operations through collecting, managing,
using, and reporting data with support from
their research partners.
We also expect that RPPs will be more
successful when the organizations that
employ both practice and research partners
strongly value answering critical research
questions or solving problems of practice
or policy and are intentionally structured
to do so. This focus is more likely to yield
novel findings that are relevant to a broader
audience and to help partners work together
to translate and apply this new knowledge
to ECCE policy and practice. Although a
focus on inquiry is likely common in the
organizations where research partners work,
it may not be as common in practice partner
organizations, and it takes time to develop.

RPP’s may thrive most
readily in organizations
that cultivate shared values
and commitments and
that facilitate processes
and methods conducive to
translating new knowledge
into new practices and
behaviors.
Finally, both research and practice partners
need to work in organizations that value
their shared pragmatic goals: to support
effective design and implementation of
high-quality programming, practices, and
policies; continuous quality improvement;
and strong child and family outcomes. These
organizational characteristics are likely to
be central to the organizations in which

practice partners work, but the same may
not be true of most research organizations.
In fact, one of the primary advantages of
embedding research partners in the same
organization as the practice partners is that
it allows researchers to center so much of
their attention on these pragmatic goals.
For example, Start Early’s research and
evaluation division is explicitly charged
with partnering with practice and policy
colleagues to identify and study critical
unanswered questions and problems of
practice and then to translate findings
about those questions into actionable
interventions, policies, or improvements. In
contrast, most research organizations tend
to have narrower objectives—concentrating
primarily on original research, program
evaluation, and testing interventions, and
focusing less on dissemination to broad
audiences, translation of evidence, and
program improvement.

Interdisciplinary Human Capital
Whether researchers and practitioners are
embedded in a single organization or work
across multiple organizations, a successful
RPP functions as an interdisciplinary
group that makes better decisions
together because of the members’ diverse
knowledge, expertise, and perspectives. At
Start Early, staff members are hired both
for their discipline-specific competencies
and their interdisciplinary experience. This
approach has helped not only to build the
organization’s human capital in multiple
disciplines (including child development,
social work, public policy, psychology,
ECCE, K–12 education, knowledge sharing
and technology, program evaluation, and
applied research) but also to support
collaborative work across these areas of
expertise.
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RPPs must also cultivate social capital; that
is, they must establish trusting relationships
among partners, engage in active listening,
and demonstrate respect for others’
discipline-specific standards and priorities.
Partners’ different priorities (for example,
the research partner’s need for high response
rates to implementation surveys versus the
practitioners’ concerns about burdening
their staff with documentation requests)
inevitably lead to tensions. Placing both
partners in a single organization doesn’t
eliminate this problem. But when researchers
and practitioners are equally committed
to the organizational mission and to each
other as colleagues, the resulting climate
can help bolster motivation, flexibility, and
even creativity in navigating these inevitable
tensions.
Finally, organizations must also think about
human capital in terms of the composition,
depth, and breadth of capabilities across their
entire workforce. At a basic level, having
adequate staff with dedicated time is critical
to RPPs’ success.

Sustainable Infrastructure
A fully integrated RPP requires solid
infrastructure that bridges disciplinary gaps,
thereby encouraging sustainable researcherpractitioner collaboration, program
implementation and improvement, and
research activity.8 Four primary components
of our RPPs’ infrastructure have been key to
accomplishing these goals.
First, our embedded RPPs rely on systems
for planning, scheduling, and agenda
setting that help coordinate and advance
the work across the entire cycle of program
development, piloting, refinement, and
evaluation. With these systems in place,
researchers and practitioners come together
1 28
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routinely to collaborate on activities such as
determining research questions; developing
or selecting appropriate measures; collecting,
managing, and analyzing data, and preparing
data for interpretation; and using data
for reporting, knowledge building, and
program improvement. Without this kind of
infrastructure, these activities either don’t
happen or aren’t accomplished collaboratively
in ways that support relationship building,
reflection, and planning. A typical RPP at
Start Early meets formally once a month,
but informal discussions and quick check-ins
occur weekly or even daily.
Tools that structure the work of the RPP
and supply a scaffold for members as they
collaboratively plan, reflect, and decide
together are also critical. These include
protocols, learning agendas, and logic
models. For example, collaboration protocols,
or step-by-step instructions that often include
guiding questions, are used to structure
RPP activities such as generating research
questions, reviewing and interpreting data,
determining the implications of findings, and
prioritizing among options.
A third component of our RPP infrastructure
is technology. Effective RPPs need
specialized platforms and software for
developing measures, collecting data, and
managing, analyzing, and visualizing. Such
specialized platforms are generally available
to researchers (at least those in traditional
research organizations), but they’re not
commonly used by practitioners or by most
organizations that employ them. Thus,
these platforms often need to be integrated
with other systems being used to manage
and implement the ECCE program itself,
such as a management information system
for programs directly serving children and
families (such as ChildPlus, for example) or a
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learning management system for professional
development programs (such as CornerStone
on Demand). Integrating these technologies
so that they can be used by staff to support
the work of an RPP typically requires a
skilled information technology team.
Finally, funding has also been critical to
building capacity for our RPPs. Without
sufficient funding for the required
infrastructure, the time needed to carry out
the work, and an interdisciplinary work force,
fully integrated RPPs wouldn’t be possible.
Unfortunately, grant requirements and
funding structures don’t always make it easy
to use funds for this sort of capacity building
and partnership. At Start Early, we’re still
working to determine the best approach
to fundraising and fiscal management for
conducting research and evaluation through
embedded RPPs. But an advantage of having
research and practice partners embedded
in a single organization is that we can create
efficiencies across our multiple RPPs. For
example, research and evaluation functions
and team members can be positioned
as a shared service, akin to information
technology or communications in some
organizations. In our RPPs, this structure
helps us access funding, such as philanthropic
and private donations, to support our RPPs’
general operating costs. These types of
funds may be harder to get in an RPP made
up of partners working across two or more
organizations.
Overall, these four infrastructure
components—and the ways they’re
integrated with one another—give RPPs the
flexibility to use the data they generate for
multiple purposes and to answer a variety
of questions, many of which have not been
defined in advance. At the same time, the
infrastructure should also be durable enough

to sustain the partnership and RPP activities
over time and across individual projects. Start
Early aims to achieve this goal by building
every component of our RPP infrastructure
in such a way that they first and foremost
support the design, implementation, and
improvement of programs and interventions;
the fact that doing so ensures robust data
collection that meets research standards is a
bonus of program implementation as usual.

Challenges and Successes of Our
Embedded Partnerships
Our embedded RPPs have benefited
greatly from these three capacities; they
have allowed both practice and research
partners in our RPPs to achieve meaningful
successes. Yet building these capacities in
a practice-oriented organization has also
involved several challenges along the way.
Next, we discuss some of the capacitybuilding challenges and successes that we’ve
encountered in our Essential Fellowship and
Educare Chicago RPPs.

Demand and Efficiencies
Overall, our embedded RPPs have inspired
positive attitudes (and less fear) about
evaluation, data, and translating research
evidence among our practice partners,
as well as new mindsets of continuous
learning and improvement that guide their
day-to-day work. As a result, we are seeing
more demand among Start Early program
implementers for evaluation evidence and
robust data and a stronger appetite for
participating in RPPs. This is a success, but
it has also presented a significant capacity
challenge for our research and evaluation
team, which is now engaged in multiple
embedded RPPs simultaneously with
programs in different phases of development,
implementation, or scaling. To address this
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challenge, we’re working to standardize our
approach to research and evaluation across
RPPs by systematizing core evaluation
procedures, methods, definitions, data
use processes, and even some metrics and
measures. In this way, embedded researchers
may be in some ways better positioned to
learn across programs than they would be in
a more traditional structure that involves only
one program.

It isn’t always obvious who
should take the lead.
Roles and Responsibilities
In our embedded RPPs, we can work in an
integrated, interdisciplinary way. However,
this means we need to be especially
intentional and transparent about the division
of labor and ensure a balance in assigning
partners to lead various phases and functions
of the work. It isn’t always obvious who
should take the lead on tasks such as setting
the research or learning agenda, developing
data collection tools, monitoring data
collection and response rates, establishing
and implementing data use routines, and
writing reports to oversight agencies and
funders. For example, Educare Chicago
leaders and staff wanted to explore the
relationships between students’ attendance
and daily arrival pickup times with learning
and development outcomes. To answer these
questions, their LEPs conducted analyses,
found positive associations of attendance
and student outcomes, and presented those
findings to the school leadership team, who
helped them to contextualize and interpret
the findings. From that point, the research
partners took the lead on integrating these
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findings into annual program reflection and
goal-setting routines and developing graphics
and brief data-based messages for families.
Program partners took on the responsibility
to communicate this information to staff
and families as part of their larger efforts to
improve attendance rates.
These roles are further complicated by the
fact that Start Early’s organizational structure
includes multiple shared services, including
marketing, information technology and
knowledge sharing, instructional design,
project management, and development.
Because we’re all employed by the same
organization, all members of our embedded
RPPs frequently interact closely with
colleagues in these other disciplines.
Although our ability to engage these various
colleagues has undoubtedly improved the
quality of our work, it can be challenging to
assign roles, make decisions, and come to
consensus on goals, priorities, and approach.

Communications and Dissemination
Effectively summarizing, communicating,
and disseminating research findings to
diverse audiences is a longtime challenge
for our embedded RPPs. Many groups
are invested in understanding and using
information generated from direct
assessments of Educare Chicago children,
including program leaders, teachers and staff
who work with families, parents and family
members, our governing board and policy
council, and program funders. Each group
has distinct requirements for using the same
data and findings as well as different interests
and capacities. In response, LEPs have
generated reports and routines that present
and explore child assessment data separately
for each group. Although this approach has
been largely successful, it is also extremely
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time consuming and has often tested the
limits of our communication capacities.
Other RPPs likely face similar challenges:
Successfully communicating research and
evaluation findings requires skills such
as writing for different audiences, data
visualization, graphic design, and marketing.
Yet researchers’ academic training often
prepares them mostly for communicating
research results to other researchers. And
practitioners may not have the skills, interest,
or time to take on this role. The embedded
nature of our RPPs has let us address this
challenge head on: our organization has
worked to build communications capacity—
including both human capital and funding—
to better support RPPs in dissemination
activities.

Data Systems
Many RPPs face challenges in establishing
an infrastructure—which includes selecting
and implementing technology platforms—
that will enable them to collect, analyze, and
report data. This is particularly hard when
the RPP intends to use data for more than
one purpose. In the Essential Fellowship, for
example, we’ve struggled to link individual
participant records from their initial
registration to their responses to surveys that
generate data for evaluation and continuous
improvement—a data infrastructure capacity
that we need to support both program
implementation and research.
Despite these challenges, we’ve partnered
with our information technology team to
create sustainable, integrated systems of
data collection and sharing that our practice
partners now rely on for robust information
about their programs. For example, our
Essential Fellowship practice partners can
now access real-time online data dashboards,

automated emails that send completed online
surveys back to participants immediately,
and job aids for coaches that support inthe-moment reflection and data-informed
practice in a way that also captures reliable
progress and interim outcomes. As a result,
they can now use these data independently,
as well as in monthly “research-to-practice”
meetings with their research partners.
These data systems have also given
research partners access to large, often
longitudinal administrative data sets with
relevant and rigorous implementation
and outcome data. Importantly, because
research partners in our embedded RPPs
are so deeply integrated with the program
teams and collaborate on designing the
infrastructure for administrative data, they
are able to contribute to decisions about
that data, including what is measured and
when and how it is collected. For example,
Educare Chicago participated in an initiative
that addressed alignment between early
childhood and K–12 schools. From this
initiative, it concluded that a common data
source about students’ learning and outcomes
could be an important alignment support.
To help create this support, LEPs trained
preschool teachers to administer, score, and
use data from a formative assessment of early
literacy knowledge and skill that was also
being used in K–5 schools; as a result, we
were then able to confidently use that data as
an indicator of children’s learning.

Recommendations for Researchers
and Practitioners
Embedded RPPs aren’t typical in the early
childhood field. Most often, researchers and
practitioners in an RPP are employed by
separate organizations and operate relatively
independently, even as they form trusting
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and mutually beneficial collaborations in
the context of research projects and grants.
Organizations, researchers, and practitioners
interested in organizing an RPP for the
purpose of long-term mutual learning,
continually improving implementation,
and generating innovative evidence and
practice must work to build and integrate
the capacities to support their work together.
But doing so requires all parties to operate
differently than they otherwise would. Here
we offer reflections and recommendations
for building the capacities to support these
ways of working—for RPPs embedded in
the same organization and for nonembedded
partnerships as well—that are based on our
own experiences. We recognize that we
also need more research to investigate the
benefits, drawbacks, and ideal mechanisms
for building these capacities in research and
practice organizations.
First, in any successful RPP, researchers
and practitioners will need to spend a large
portion of their time functioning at the
boundaries of their discipline. In embedded
RPPs, this expectation is clear to partners
by virtue of the fact that they work for an
interdisciplinary organization; indeed, both
research and practice partners in embedded
RPPs have likely knowingly self-selected
into such boundary-spanning organizations
and roles. Such an expectation may be less
clear to partners in nonembedded RPPs.
Key strategies for success in any RPP include
aligning around a diverse set of aims and
goals, respecting all perspectives, showing
understanding for the discipline-specific
issues partners face, and allowing partners
time to assimilate and accommodate new
understandings, methods, and skills. But
researchers in particular aren’t typically
trained to work in these ways, and they’re
often employed by institutions with
1 32
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incentive structures that privilege scholarly
publications over such partnership-building
activities. Thus even as RPPs gain popularity,
working as part of an RPP remains, in many
ways, peripheral. To support the success
of RPPs—and perhaps encourage more
researchers to choose to work in practice
organizations—more graduate education
programs will need to include training and
experiences that expose junior scholars to
embedded partnership work and applied
research. This is already standard practice
in several doctoral training programs as
well as the Institute for Education Sciences’
Predoctoral Interdisciplinary Research
Training Programs.

In any successful RPP,
researchers and practitioners
will need to spend a large
portion of their time
functioning at the boundaries
of their discipline.
Second, we have found the most success and
sustainability when research and practice
partners construct the RPP together in
ways that produce co-ownership of the
processes and results. In an embedded
RPP, this kind of co-ownership may occur
more readily, because partners working in
the same organization may be primed to
think of themselves as on the same team.
In nonembedded RPPs, achieving true
co-ownership of processes and results may
take more effort. Indeed, in many traditional
RPPs, the research partners drive or own
much of the data collection and monitoring.
We recommend instead that researchers—
whether within or outside of practice
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organizations—help practitioners develop
the capacity to take over some of the data
gathering and processing responsibilities so
that they can use this capacity independently
or with minimal support from researchers
to monitor their implementation and use
data to make decisions. Data gathering
and processing may represent a new skill
set for program leaders and staff and may
not be how practitioners are accustomed
to working with research partners. Clearly
defining and revisiting capacity, roles, and
processes within and between the research
and practice partners can help support RPPs
with a division of labor that draws on each
partner’s strengths and areas of expertise
while also preserving partners’ time and
independent decision-making authority.
Third, although there are strong examples
of RPPs with research and practice partners
in different organizations and locations
(for example, see the article in this issue
by Christina Weiland and Jason Sachs),
we’ve found that having partners who
share organizational routines, systems, and
culture—indeed, often work in the same
office—can facilitate an RPP’s success.
In embedded RPPs, with research and
practice partners working side by side
in a single organization, impromptu
conversations occur frequently. At Start
Early, these informal conversations have
led to new insights, raised questions that
might not otherwise have been asked,
shaped our research and evaluation
design, and helped with interpretation
of research findings and data. Moreover,
conversations about day-to-day program
implementation have often revealed
program aspects that need to be codified
or better specified or ways that metrics,
measurement tools, and data sourcing could
be improved. For example, Lead Learn

Excel’s implementation is measured and
tracked through a data collection tool that
program implementers complete regularly.
The extent and magnitude of adaptations
made to the program model in practice were
only revealed to the embedded research
partners through informal, impromptu
conversations that took place around the
office. We were then able to take this “found”
information back to both our practice and
to UIC evaluation partners and use it to
revise the tool so that it more effectively
captured critical implementation details. We
thus recommend that research and practice
partners make every effort to engage with
one another as frequently as possible outside
of formal RPP meetings and routines.
Finally, establishing a fully integrated RPP
is likely to require a long startup period in
which each partner and the partnership
together must focus on capacity -building
if either partner is to realize many of the
benefits. In this way, researchers and
practitioners who take this approach must be
both patient and generous. But in the long
run, taking this approach simultaneously
builds an integrated capacity and
infrastructure that meets the needs of both
practitioners and researchers (rather than just
one or the other). Therefore, we recommend
that both research and practice leaders take
a more active role in obtaining funding that
can provide access to the organizational
structures, human capital, and infrastructural
resources that enable this work. Researchers
and practitioners working in an RPP must
then plan how to enact RPP processes and
collaboratively design, build, implement,
and refine the infrastructure to make the
RPP successful and sustainable. This may
be easier to achieve with an embedded RPP,
in which all resources are going to the same
organization.
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Conclusions
In this article, we’ve argued that fully
integrating research within practice and
practice within research shows great
promise as a sustainable and effective
approach to organizing the capacities
needed to support RPPs. Based on our
experience, RPPs can more readily develop
the qualities Coburn and colleagues argue
define the successful RPP (mutualism,
commitment to long-term collaboration,
a focus on problems of practice, the use
of intentional partnership strategies, and
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trusting relationships) when research
and practice capacities are inextricably
entwined. We have accomplished this
by embedding both partners in a single
organization; this structure offers distinct
benefits that make embedded partnerships
an especially promising approach to
generating knowledge and improving the
quality of early childhood interventions.
We hope that the necessary capacities
will become increasingly more common
in both research- and practice-oriented
organizations, paving the way for new
embedded RPPs in years to come.
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Philanthropic Support for a ResearchPractice Partnership
Jacqueline Jones
Summary
Many if not most research-practice partnerships depend to at least some degree on funding
from philanthropic organizations. In this article, Jacqueline Jones discusses how and why the
Foundation for Child Development decided to invest in such a partnership, the New York
City Early Childhood Research Network, as the city was building its universal prekindergarten
program. She also explains why the foundation chose the type of partnership known as a
research alliance—a long-term, mutually beneficial collaboration that promotes the production
and use of rigorous research about problems of practice.
Funders, Jones writes, are primarily concerned with the impact of the work they support.
Yet traditional research activities may take years to be complete, and it may take even longer
to determine whether the research had any impact on policy or practice. In a place-based
research-practice partnership, collaborative construction of research questions ensures
that the work is relevant, and rapid response research models mean that policy makers and
practitioners begin to get answers to their questions—and funders begin to see the impact
of their investment—much sooner. In this way, Jones writes, research-practice partnerships
provide context-relevant data that can lead to quick policy changes, making them rewarding
investments for funders.
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Jacqueline Jones is president and CEO of the Foundation for Child Development.
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R

esearch-practice partnerships
(RPPs) can be compelling
experiments in connecting
research and practice. But RPPs
need financial support, which
often comes from philanthropy. How can the
philanthropic community help RPPs initiate,
expand, and sustain their work?
Every philanthropic entity hopes that its
investments will have a significant impact on
the populations important to the organization,
and local events can serve as the catalyst for
funding opportunities. The Foundation for
Child Development’s mission is to build better
lives for young children by bringing research
to bear on matters related to improving policy
and practice. We’re based in New York City,
where a push to make preschool available
to all the city’s four-year-olds inspired the
development of an RPP, the New York City
Early Childhood Research Network (ECRN).

The Context
September 2014 marked the beginning of
the city’s Pre-K for All initiative, spearheaded
by the mayor. At about the same time, the
Foundation hired me as its new president
and CEO, and we began to rethink our
programmatic goals and strategies. Fulfilling
the Foundation’s mission was guided by three
overarching responsibilities:
•

•
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filling gaps in knowledge by
identifying important areas of
policy and practice that need more
empirical evidence and by building
new knowledge in those areas,
influencing policy by providing policy
makers with the research evidence
necessary to make informed decisions
about young children’s learning and
development, and

T HE F UT UR E OF C HI LDRE N

•

exercising good stewardship of the
Foundation’s financial, human and
reputational assets.

In this context, the board and I were
also aware of growing national attention
to the training and compensation of and
support for the early childhood workforce:
teachers, center directors, elementary
school principals, and other early childhood
professionals who work directly with young
children and their families to provide highquality early learning experiences.1 Although
the number of early childhood programs
had significantly increased over several
decades and a robust body of knowledge had
developed, child outcomes remained modest
and inconsistent.2 The Foundation wished
to examine the growing suspicion among
researchers that the wide variation in early
childhood teacher preparation programs
and requirements for teacher certification
and licensing were primary factors in the
continuing disparities in early childhood
program quality and child outcomes across
a variety of settings. Our board and staff
believed that if early childhood educators
are to offer young children the kind of
high-quality learning experiences that
can make a significant contribution to
closing opportunity and achievement gaps,
those educators must be well prepared,
appropriately compensated, and regularly
exposed to meaningful professional learning
experiences.3
The theory of change was straightforward:
Enhancing the knowledge, improving the
skills, and increasing the compensation
of early childhood professionals had
significant potential to improve program
quality and lead to stronger outcomes for
young children. The Foundation divided its
programmatic focus on the early childhood
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workforce into three areas. One was
improving the quality of early childhood
practice through implementation research,
which isn’t just a matter of studying a
program’s impact but also, as the research
firm MDRC puts it, “investigat[ing] how
the program produces those impacts,” using
“both quantitative and qualitative data to
assess the programs and policies that are the
subject of an evaluation.”4 The Foundation’s
goal was to promote implementation
research to provide a deeper understanding
of what works, for whom, and under what
conditions in early childhood education
programs. New York City’s implementation
of Pre-K for All offered the Foundation an
opportunity to pursue this goal.
The Foundation’s involvement in Pre-K for
All began after the Obama administration
launched its Invest in US initiative in
December 2014. Invest in US was intended
to catalyze an increase in private sector
funding for early learning initiatives across
the country. Though the Foundation was
founded and based in New York City, it
had become national in scope and hadn’t
made significant investments in its home
city for some time. Several board members
felt strongly that Pre-K for All presented
an opportunity to support a New York
City initiative that was aligned with our
emerging program focus on the early
childhood workforce. Through Invest in US,
the Foundation committed $2 million to
support the city’s universal preschool effort.
Evaluating the program in the standard
way—through a randomized controlled
trial—could highlight differences between
children who attended Pre-K for All and
those who didn’t. But we thought that the
city might benefit from a more nuanced
understanding: what components of Pre-K

for All were being received by and having
an impact on specific subgroups of children
and under what conditions? This type of
information might better guide the city’s
efforts at continuous quality improvement.
Since the Foundation is also interested in
enhancing the early childhood workforce,
we were particularly interested in the
role that lead teachers, assistant teachers,
coaches, and others play in providing highquality experiences for children.

Why Invest in an RPP?
Beginning in the winter of 2014–15,
our challenge was to develop spending
guidelines for producing results that, from
a research perspective, were aligned with
the Foundation’s mission and programmatic
areas and, from a public policy perspective,
were useful to the city in executing Pre-K
for All.
From a research perspective, four factors
prompted our interest in RPPs. The
first factor was the potential of RPPs to
build strong and meaningful connections
between research and policy, a need
that’s been recognized for some time.
The second factor was the potential to
foster scholarship, especially to support
early career young scholars. By 2014, the
Foundation’s Young Scholars Program,
in operation since 2003, had already
funded over 50 early career scholars to
conduct empirical studies related to young
children’s wellbeing, and continuing that
tradition was essential to the Foundation’s
board of directors. The third factor was
the Foundation’s emerging interest in
implementation research. Few studies had
been conducted on using implementation
research in early childhood education, and
our board and staff believed that supporting
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an RPP could advance the Foundation’s
long-term goal of using implementation
research to deepen the body of knowledge
on early childhood programs.5 The fourth
factor was the role that other philanthropic
organizations, such as the William T. Grant
Foundation and the Spencer Foundation,
had taken in supporting RPPs.
Thus we began to seriously contemplate
supporting some type of RPP that would
resonate with the Foundation’s history
of funding research that connects to
policy and practice. Historically, most
philanthropic funding for such partnerships
had been directed either to existing RPPs
or to organizations that had decided to
collaborate on their own. With these
considerations in mind, we decided to
proceed.
The Foundation approached this initiative in
a learning mode. We hoped that developing
and supporting a rather complex RPP
could produce useful research information
and offer the philanthropic community
insight into the roles that funders might
assume in connecting research to policy and
practice. By the summer of 2015, a plan was
emerging.6

Building an RPP Network
Though there are many types of RPPs, a
research alliance—typically defined as a
long-term, mutually beneficial collaboration
that promotes the production and use
of rigorous research about problems of
practice—seemed the best fit for the
Foundation’s support.7 Such long-term
partnerships between school districts
and research organizations seek to solve
specific problems of practice or policy.
In these place-based RPPs, scholars and
school districts construct research questions
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together and continue to collaborate as the
partnership matures. The RPP generally
conducts the research and communicates
its findings back to the district and other
interested parties with the intent to guide
policy making and improve practice in the
district.

Engaging Multiple City Agencies
Working within a complex multiagency
system, the New York City Department
of Education (DOE) took the lead in
developing Pre-K for All, but three
other agencies were also involved: the
Administration for Children’s Services,
the Department of Health and Mental
Hygiene, and the Center for Economic
Opportunity. To expand existing services to
make full-day preschool programs available
to all four-year-olds in the city, Pre-K for
All was delivered not only in schools but
also in private child care and federally
funded Head Start centers.
As the federal grantee for several Head
Start programs and as the administrative
entity for the federal child care subsidy
system, the Administration for Children’s
Services had programmatic authority
over many community-based Head Start
and child care centers. The Department
of Health and Mental Hygiene held
licensing authority over such sites. In
addition, the mayor had been the chief
advocate for Pre-K for All, and the Center
for Economic Opportunity, within the
mayor’s office, was deeply involved in the
program’s planning and implementation,
which occurred in a highly political context.
Though it would have been easier if only
the DOE had partnered with researchers,
the Foundation believed that the RPP it
was funding needed representatives from
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all four city agencies. This would allow a
more complete picture by including voices
that represented multiple aspects of the
program’s implementation. The Foundation
was also interested in learning whether the
RPP’s research findings could be useful for
other city agencies beyond DOE.

Engaging Multiple Research Partners
The New York City school district—the
largest in the country—is no stranger to
research studies. The city houses almost
120 higher education institutions and a
school district of approximately one million
children and thus offers many opportunities
to explore the nature of teaching and
learning. The Foundation knew that
researchers from multiple institutions of
higher education had established longstanding relationships with city agencies—
for example, the collaboration between the
DOE and New York University described
by Rachel Abenavoli and colleagues
elsewhere in this issue. However, we
wondered if it was possible to enhance the
district’s research capacity by coordinating
a group of researchers from multiple
universities, all of whom had an interest
in studying the implementation of early
childhood programs in the city. We were
particularly intrigued by the idea of a
research alliance RPP with a network of
university researchers from across the
New York metropolitan area who could
work together to collect and share data
on the early implementation of Pre-K for
All through a series of small-scale studies.
Not only would this give the city access to
richer data and facilitate cross-institutional
collaborations, but it might also lead to
the development of a larger birth-to-thirdgrade research agenda.

An Organizing Entity
It became clear early on that a backbone
organization would be needed to develop
the group’s infrastructure and manage
logistical tasks such as organizing convenings
and setting agendas for meetings. The
Foundation engaged the New York
Professional Development Institute (PDI),
an established and respected organization
that understood the city’s early childhood
landscape and was capable of working with
both the research community and with city
agency personnel.

Research Parameters
The Foundation needed to be very
clear about the purposes and potential
consequences of the research to be funded.
Before convening researchers and city
agency representatives, we set important
parameters for the types of research we
would fund and the manner in which the
work was to be conducted. These were
communicated clearly and directly to
researchers and policy makers alike.

Implementation, not Evaluation
The project didn’t aim to evaluate Pre-K
for All’s effectiveness. We explicitly
assured representatives of city agencies
and researchers that studies funded by the
Foundation wouldn’t constitute a program
evaluation. Rather, the project’s primary
intent was to give city agencies useful
information to continuously improve the
quality of Pre-K for All as it was being
implemented. Researchers also understood
that their studies were intended to give
policy makers deeper information about how
specific components of the program were
operating. The Foundation worked to build
an atmosphere of trust by strengthening
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prior relationships with researchers and city
officials as well as establishing new ones.

Constructing Research Questions
Collaboratively
Because research findings needed to be
meaningful to city agency representatives, it
was critical that the research questions were
important to policy makers and could be
examined through empirical studies. Thus we
aimed to form an RPP in which researchers
and policy makers would work together to
create the research questions.

Early Childhood Workforce
We made clear to both researchers and city
agency representatives that a focal point
of the studies was to be the role of various
members of the early childhood workforce.
Considering the broad nature of the early care
and education workforce, the Foundation
requested that the studies focus on the
workforce from three broad perspectives:
instructional practice, workforce status, and
professional development.

Place-Based Strategy
Given the size and diversity of New York City,
it was important to define the geographic
areas in which the research was to be
conducted. The Foundation was interested
in understanding how Pre-K for All was
implemented in high-, medium-, and lowincome areas of the city. With assistance
from New York University and the Center
for Economic Opportunity, three community
districts were identified at each income level,
for a total of nine. All of the studies funded by
the Foundation would be conducted in these
nine districts.
Once the research parameters were set,
representatives from the four city agencies
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were told of the nature and intent of the
work and asked to commit to attending
regularly scheduled meetings with
researchers. Everyone agreed, and PDI staff
began the work.

Convening and Proposals
During the summer of 2015, 17 researchers
representing eight universities in the New
York/New Jersey metropolitan area met
with Foundation staff and the city officials
representing the four agencies responsible
for implementation of Pre-K for All in New
York City. The Foundation’s goals were
explained, and the scope of work expected
from the group was outlined. In August,
we released a request for proposals from
researchers.
After reviewing all the proposals but before
making any awards, the Foundation’s
staff met again with the city agency
representatives to review the proposals that
we had targeted for funding and make sure
the work was aligned with policy makers’
needs and goals. The first three grants were
awarded in November 2015. Another five
were awarded over the next year, for a total
of eight.
As proposals were being reviewed and the
first set of grants were awarded, it also
became clear that conducting multiple
studies in nine community districts would
require significant coordination to ensure
that researchers didn’t overwhelm educators
with requests for access and jeopardize
data collection. The Foundation decided to
engage an external research firm, MDRC,
to develop a coordinated sampling strategy
for the eight research projects across the
nine districts. MDRC researchers met with
each research team, designed a sampling
protocol for all the studies, and assigned sites
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to each research project. City agencies then
wrote letters of introduction and support
to the assigned sites for the research teams.
This approach ensured that the researchers
were able to gain access to the number of
participants they needed and that the burden
to programs was minimized.
In line with the Foundation’s goals, the
studies concentrated on taking a close
look at the initial aspects of the program’s
implementation. The nature of the questions
developed in the very early stages of Pre-K
for All reflected what policy makers needed
to understand as the program took shape.
From the Foundation’s perspective, the
initial studies set the stage for a more
complete story that could be told about the
development of New York City’s universal
preschool initiative. Study topics included
practices to support dual language learners,
men in early childhood education, and
the use of formative assessments to guide
instruction. After funding the eight studies
and engaging PDI and MDRC for logistical
and sampling tasks, the Foundation ended up
committing approximately $2 million more.

What Would Success Look Like?
The Foundation’s decision to develop an
RPP with multiple universities and multiple
public agencies meant that the definition
of success would comprise many elements
and that understanding the RPP’s successes
and challenges would take some time. We
turned to the five dimensions of effectiveness
for RPPs developed by Erin Hendrick
and colleagues for the William T. Grant
Foundation to help philanthropic entities
gauge the success of their investment in such
partnerships.8 They include:
1. Building trust and cultivating
partnership relationships.

2. Conducting rigorous research to
guide action.
3. Supporting the partner practice
organization in achieving its goals.
4. Producing knowledge that can guide
educational improvement efforts
more broadly.
5. Building the capacity of participating
researchers, practitioners, practice
organizations, and research
organizations to engage in
partnership work.
Table 1 shows progress to date in each of
these dimensions.
The Foundation has also gauged progress
with respect to important programmatic
considerations. One of these was the
intent to foster scholarship among its
research members and support early career
young scholars, which so far appears to
be succeeding. It was important to the
Foundation to support research by faculty
in New York City’s own higher education
system, the City University of New York.
These faculty typically have higher teaching
loads than their colleagues in private
institutions, limiting their ability to conduct
primary research. So far, at least two tenure
decisions and one promotion have likely
been enabled by the Foundation’s research
funding. ECRN has also been able to launch
an early career scholars program, which
has supported one doctoral candidate and
two postdoctoral researchers in their work
in applied research that has implications
for improving early childhood policy and
practice.9
Another measure of success is the ability
to attract support from other funders.
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Table 1. Understanding the Foundation’s Investment: Five Dimensions
Dimension 1: Building
trust and cultivating
partnership
relationships

After five years of work, researchers and policy makers continue to meet regularly.
Each New York City agency has seen key personnel changes, and the policy makers
who helped create and signed on to the original research questions in 2015 often
weren’t the same ones who received the initial study results in 2018. Incoming policy
makers had to be brought up to speed on the history of the RPP and the rationale
for the research questions. Thus building trusting relationships has been an ongoing
process.
DOE policy staff report that attending the research network meetings, hearing about
the studies before results were publicly released, and collaborating on press releases
reassured them that their work would be based on the latest research.

Dimension 2:
Conducting rigorous
research to guide
action

Initial studies were primarily qualitative in nature, in line with the questions
developed with city agencies. Though all studies were of good quality, more
experienced researchers brought a higher degree of rigor to their work. However,
junior researchers were able to hone their research skills and learn from exchanges
with their more experienced colleagues.

Dimension 3:
Supporting the partner
practice organization
in achieving its goals

The DOE used ECRN findings from Beverly Falk and Marianna Souto-Manning’s study
Quality UPK Teaching in Diverse Settings and input from the researchers to help
create their Early Childhood Framework for Quality.

Dimension 4:
Producing knowledge
that can guide
educational
improvement efforts
more broadly

Dimension 5: Building
the capacity of
participating
researchers,
practitioners, practice
organizations, and
research organizations
to engage in
partnership work

The descriptive findings of the collaboration between NYU and the DOE (see
Rachel Abenavoli and colleagues in this issue) on the key role of leaders in the early
childhood education centers’ advice networks (for example, in fostering professional
development and informally modeling good practices) helped persuade the DOE
that its leadership training initiatives were on target and should be continued
and expanded. Descriptive findings regarding social and professional connections
and teacher wellness confirmed the importance of the department’s interest in
understanding and supporting teachers’ wellbeing, a critical focus during the COVID19 pandemic.
DOE’s director of data and analytics for early childhood has consulted with ECRN
members on research and resources related to costs associated with implementing
high-quality prekindergarten programs in community-based sites.
The work of the network is being disseminated to three audiences: New York City
policy makers, the broader research community, and the philanthropic community.
For example, presentations on the network’s development and progress have
been made at meetings of the American Educational Research Association and the
Association for Public Policy and Management
The work of ECRN is still in its infancy, and whether its members value engagement
in long-term collaborative inquiry enough to develop the capacity to support such
engagement is still to be determined. The foundation is eager to learn whether city
agencies will develop a solid culture around the use of research and evidence and
whether they will continue to document any impact on public policy resulting from
the partnership.

Source: Erin Henrick et al., Assessing Research-Practice Partnerships: Five Dimensions of Effectiveness (New York:
William T. Grant Foundation, 2017).
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We understood from the beginning that
sustaining and expanding ECRN would
require investments from other members
of the philanthropic community. After the
Foundation alerted other early childhood
education funders to the RPP’s work,
the Heising-Simons Foundation made a
$400,000 grant to support three research
studies on infant and toddler development
and to continue PDI’s infrastructure
work, and Early Childhood Partners
NYC provided $100,000 for PDI. The W.
Clement and Jessie V. Stone Foundation and
the Spencer Foundation have also provided
funding.

Implications for Philanthropy
Although the Foundation used a somewhat
unorthodox strategy for developing an
RPP, our process has implications for
other philanthropic organizations. What
follows are several insights we’ve gained in
developing ECRN that may be useful to
others in the philanthropic community.10
Whether they’re providing resources for
direct services or for research studies,
funders are primarily concerned with the
impact of the work they support. Funders
who support research activities must
often wait several years for the research
to be completed—and even longer to
determine whether the research had any
impact on policy or practice. The placebased nature of RPPs offers the potential
to fund research that investigates realworld problems of policy and practice
and is focused on a specific context. The
collaborative construction of research
questions ensures that the work is relevant.
In an RPP, researchers can work to design
studies that are aligned with policy makers’
timelines. The use of rapid response

research models and continuous dialogue
among researchers, policy makers, and
practitioners as the research is being
conducted can reduce the time needed
for policy makers to begin to get answers
to their questions. Funders are exploring
strategies that can shorten the time to
bring relevant empirical evidence to
policy makers and practitioners. During
the COVID-19 pandemic, policy makers
couldn’t wait several years to develop
research-based policies to slow the spread.
As researchers worked on rapid response
models, many funders expedited their
proposal review protocols and were able to
distribute funds faster than usual, thereby
allowing researchers to tackle policy and
practice questions as quickly as possible.

Conclusions
Based on the ECRN experience, we at
the Foundation have come to understand
that RPPs require cultural shifts for
both researchers and policy makers. The
researchers appear to be most successful
when they view the primary goal of these
partnerships as the search for empirical
evidence that will assist policy makers as
they struggle with difficult program- and
policy-related decisions. Thus researchers
would do well to gain an understanding
of the issues that their key policy partners
face and the scope and limitations of
their authority. Those with the ability to
implement researchers’ recommendations
may be several rungs up the hierarchy
from the policy partners with whom the
researchers meet. Recommendations that
fall outside the parameters of a policy
maker’s authority can be more frustrating
than helpful. However, the research results
may provide powerful arguments that
lower-level policy makers can draw on to
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advocate to those at higher decision-making
levels.
In addition, policy makers can support
the effectiveness of an RPP when they are
able to see the utility of using evidence as
a basis for their decisions and when their
participation is based on the conviction that
the researchers are genuinely trying to help
improve the quality of programs. These
partnerships take time and require long-term
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commitment, perseverance in the face of
changing political landscapes, and ongoing
external support. Yet RPPs clearly have
potential to be rewarding investments for
funders for the context-relevant data they
can provide, the potential for quick policy
changes, and the opportunity to build
trusting relationships between researchers
and agency representatives. They are well
worth the investment.

Philanthropic Support for a Research-Practice Partnership
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A Dean’s Perspective

A Dean’s Perspective
Robert C. Pianta
I write this commentary from two
perspectives: that of an academic researcher
who for several decades has relied on
partnerships with practitioners and agencies
in the field, and that of a dean of a school
of education. From both perspectives, it’s
clear that research-practice partnerships
are essential if research in the social and
educational sciences is to be both strong
and relevant—that is, if research is to
have impact. I come to this belief from
experience in a wide array of researchpractice partnerships, most of which,
fortunately, have been constructive. Here
I reflect on the benefits and challenges
of these experiences and the types of
support that higher education institutions
must provide to sustain these essential
components of research infrastructure and
career development. Research-practice
partnerships are also critical to a university’s
service mission and to advancing practice
and professional education. Three themes
frame my comments: that partnerships
are strategically important for strong
and relevant social science, that effective
partnerships require explicit investment
and development strategies, and that
partnerships are developmental contexts for
scholars.

An Essential Tool
The value of scholarship in social and
educational science is most often described in
terms of the metrics employed in academia—
journal impact factors, citations, peer review.
Although these factors clearly help determine
the value or strength of research from the
perspective of the scientific community, they
don’t fully indicate the value of scientific
research for parents, community leaders,
policy makers, and the public at large. At
times, people outside academia criticize
social and educational science research for
not yielding results that can help them in
their work and for the ways that scholars
communicate their results. Thus it’s not
surprising that we’re paying closer attention
to increasing our research’s relevance.
Scholarship is relevant to the extent that it
can answer questions that are important to
interested people outside academia, can be
understood and used by those people, or
can influence the decisions and actions of
practitioners and policy makers. Because
partnerships across the research-practice
boundary enable the exchange of experience,
information, and perspectives among
academics and stakeholders, they are an
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indispensable resource for individual scholars
and institutions under pressure to produce
social science that is both strong and relevant.

Stronger Science
From the point of view of the traditional
metrics of academia, effective partnerships
with practitioners (either individuals or
organizations) add value in a number of
ways. First, partnerships provide insights
into questions, processes, mechanisms, and
variables of interest to investigators—insights
we can’t get without the information and
perspectives of field partners. These insights
and this information help scholars create
more refined measurement tools, develop
data collection plans and protocols that are
more likely to capture the phenomena we
want to study, and advance a much more
informed and comprehensive interpretation
of the results we obtain. Second, partnerships
can help researchers take advantage of
scale. For many research questions in the
social sciences and particularly in education,
sample size is a critical factor in designing
and interpreting research. Many of our
research questions involve malleable factors
in education systems that fall into the
framework of “what works for whom under
what conditions.” By their very nature, such
questions require a sample that draws from
populations larger and more diverse than, say,
the set of local fourth-grade math classrooms.
To make the science strong enough to
yield interpretable results, it’s essential
to investigate processes and mechanisms
across cultural, racial, economic, or other
background characteristics of students or
across assorted school or classroom features.
The power of our statistical analyses,
our ability to understand mediating and
moderating processes, and our ability to
follow a sample over time are all enhanced
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by increased scale. Scientific work that takes
place at the level of school divisions (or
districts, as they’re called in many states),
or that is representative of regions or
populations of interest, is crucial to building
knowledge that reflects reality. Researchpractice partnerships that allow access to
scale and to variation can thus strengthen
a program of research and dramatically
enhance the scientific value of a single study.

Relevant Science
Partnerships also enhance the relevance
of scientific work. Again, relevance is
important for both the research program of
an individual investigator and for academic
institutions. For example, in my present role
in a public institution of higher education, I
am reminded often of our mission to serve
the public. To live up to that responsibility,
we are obliged to produce scholarship that
benefits practice. Our university regularly
reports to state legislators and agencies
on our work with state and local partners
in the Commonwealth of Virginia, and
research in education science is particularly
meaningful to those policy makers and to
the university’s public mission. In this way,
research-practice partnerships can build
social and political capital for the value of
education science. Partnerships also make
research more relevant to practitioners
and decision makers in their function as a
feedback loop for scholars; working with
partners in the field (for example, working
together to design programs of research
and data collection) helps investigators
synchronize their research aims and
methods with the needs and perspectives
of the organizations and individuals they
intend to serve. For individual investigators,
partnerships in which we collect and use
data from the field and pose questions of
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interest to our practitioner partners make
our work useful to those professionals and
settings. For faculty, such partnerships
are important because they expose
them to the complicated nature of the
questions they study, underscore the need
for interdisciplinary teams, and guard
against oversimplified recommendations
from researchers. And interactions with
practitioners sharpen scholars’ engagement
and presentation skills—fostering
perspective taking, leadership and team
building, and the use of clear, succinct, and
jargon-free language—in ways that can’t
be replicated elsewhere. These skills also
have downstream benefits for faculty in
their roles as academics—they make them
better teachers, enhance their scholarly
presentations, and help them engage with
the media and with funders.

Partnerships Need Investment and
Development
Partnerships that link scholarship and
practice often feature a faculty member
or research team and an organization such
as a school division or state agency who
together focus on a question of mutual
strategic interest. In most cases, these
partnerships are initiated when one of the
parties seeks the other out and begins a
process of articulating interests and aims
and establishing an operational working
relationship. Partnerships always take time
and effort and are often costly to initiate,
develop, and maintain. My experience as a
researcher over many years in dozens of such
partnerships—and now more than a decade
as an academic administrator interested in
building effective partnerships that benefit
both researchers and their partners in the
field—has taught me that we need to be
far more strategic about developing and

maintaining a set of strong partnerships at
both the individual and institutional level.
Partnerships between organizations can
support the work of individual faculty
members or programmatic research by teams
of faculty, and they can help a university
contribute to the public good. By fostering
such partnerships, leaders can greatly
enhance the value of their institutions’
scholarly work and increase the likelihood of
receiving sponsored support. Indeed, for the
social, behavioral, and educational scientists
who make up a considerable proportion of
the faculty at a research university, the field
is their laboratory. Thus effective researchpractice partnerships are as important to
the university’s goals and mission as wet
labs in the biosciences, imaging equipment
in neuroscience, or servers for computer
and data science. Investments for researchpractice partnerships in the social and
educational sciences conceived of as research
infrastructure might include:
•

dedicated funds in faculty start-up
packages for activities and assets that
support partnering, such as stipends
for teachers, travel to sites, and so
forth;

•

funding for staff at the university
and unit levels dedicated to
identifying, managing, and sustaining
partnerships, and;

•

funds for communications and
materials that help practitioners both
participate in research and consume
and use the research they help
produce.

Budgeting for these forms of support should
be a focus of an institutional research
infrastructure plan that specifies the
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parameters of effective research-practice
partnerships.
But most universities’ research
infrastructure budgets have no dedicated
funding stream for partnerships. Most of the
cost of developing and maintaining effective
partnerships is borne by schools and faculty,
and thus it’s not easily captured in financial
accounting. Yet these assets are every bit
as essential as the on-campus buildings
and equipment that house and support
the biomedical sciences and engineering
and material sciences, and the work of
scholars in related fields. Robust and
sustained partnerships require dedicated
personnel to maintain communication
and relationships; they require subsidies
for travel and meetings; and they require
systems and personnel to manage data and
interpretation. Universities would do well to
recognize research-practice partnerships as
core elements of research infrastructure and
find dedicated financial support to develop
and sustain them.
Such investments offer financial returns.
Strong partnerships enhance the likelihood
of securing sponsored support; for example,
grant programs at the National Science
Foundation and Institute of Education
Sciences require documentation of
partnerships. Sponsored grants supported
by such partnerships often require fewer
university resources and less overhead, and
thus they may provide a greater return on
investment than sponsored awards that rely
on the expensive infrastructure needed in
other areas of scientific work.
At the University of Virginia School of
Education and Human Development, we’ve
supported research-practice partnerships by
investing in a long-term relationship with a
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group of school division superintendents
whose schools represent 75 percent of
the school-age population in the state.
This relationship gives our academic and
research programs and faculty access to
a very large and diverse group of school
leaders and the populations they serve,
and it has led to numerous grants, pilot
research studies, and dissemination
activities aligned with faculty members’
and research teams’ interests. We’ve also
invested in several research centers that
have formed partnerships with practitioner
organizations, state agencies, and school
divisions in Virginia and nationally (indeed,
most of these partnerships are with groups
outside of the state). One of our research
centers, working closely with school
divisions and the Virginia Department
of Education, has secured funding from
the university to further enhance the
partnership’s capability to focus research
on questions of mutual interest. This
has required investments in personnel
whose job it is to communicate across the
university and with agency partners and to
manage partnership processes and tasks. In
another instance, a research center focused
on adolescent development is partnering
with dozens of practitioner organizations
nationally to focus on redesigning
middle school. Much of that partnership
involves translating developmental and
education science so that it’s accessible to
nonspecialists and building opportunities
for experiments and replication.
Still other partnerships focus on the work
of individual faculty and their research
teams. Examples include one that works
with local school divisions with which we
share very close connections as training and
research sites, one that works with a dozen
large urban school divisions in and outside
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of the state, one that works with government
agencies in almost a half dozen states, one
that works with large clusters of community
colleges, and one that works with several
multistate organizations that serve state
agencies or practitioner groups (for example,
the Southern Regional Education Board), to
name a few. The need to keep track of these
partnerships has prompted us to consider
opening an office of partnerships through
which we might manage these essential
resources more strategically. In moving to
a more strategic approach, one challenge
we face is simply accounting for the hidden
costs of this work and the tradeoffs between
central supports and individual faculty-driven
needs.

Partnerships Help Scholars Grow
As a young scholar, my primary aim was to
establish a research program to examine how
various indicators of school readiness, as well
as children’s relationships with parents and
teachers, might forecast their later success in
school. I was fortunate to be in a community
where the school division leaders were
interested in related questions and open to
working with me. I started down the path of
partnership as we planned the work, although
I suspect I was more focused on preserving a
functional relationship and a data collection
protocol that would yield publishable results
than I was on forming a partnership per
se. The planning process was long. During
more than a year of meetings with school
division leaders, we made plans to undertake
a large-scale assessment of children as they
entered kindergarten, the results of which
we hoped to quickly supply in a form that
teachers could use; to identify questions
that interested school leaders with regard
to policies; and to write articles for peerreviewed journals.

A team of doctoral students assisted
me, but by and large I led these efforts
without much institutional support beyond
introductions. Our work was successful
in many ways. The school division found
the information useful. Teachers were
eager to use the assessment time to
interview parents, and they used the
protocols we designed to assess students
entering the prekindergarten program
that was introduced a couple of years
later. Familiarity with this information also
helped division leaders make the case for
the importance of preschool to the wider
community. Doctoral students completed
dissertations, I was awarded tenure, and
our team contributed to research about the
role of adult-child relationships in school
success. And I learned a lot about forming
and maintaining a research-practice
partnership that served me well as my
research program developed and expanded.
Partnerships with practitioners support
scholars’ own professional and personal
development. Effective partnerships
help faculty develop their perspectivetaking and communication skills, which
are extraordinarily valuable should they
go on to assume leadership roles in
their own institutions or be called on to
consult with government or industry.
Partnerships help faculty build networks
that further enhance their careers. For
example, a state agency that’s had a
positive experience with a faculty member
may refer an agency in another state to
that faculty member for consultation.
In a very real sense, partnerships can
multiply a scholar’s capacity. The fact that
partnerships enhance the connections
between career development and research
is one reason that in our school’s Office
of the Associate Dean for Research and
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Faculty Development, we link research
administration and support infrastructure
with faculty development such as mentoring
and seed investments.
Still, these benefits come with costs
or present risks that are important to
understand and mitigate. Partnerships are
especially demanding for junior faculty, even
more so when they’re responsible for leading
or initiating them. When such opportunities
arise, then, junior faculty require strong
mentoring and explicit support. Partnerships
involve political, sociocultural, historical, and
other contextual knowledge that most junior
faculty haven’t yet acquired. In fact, the lack
of such knowledge can pose a risk to faculty
and institutions if junior faculty are thrust
or enticed into these roles. Thus, to the
extent that junior faculty need to build and
develop partnerships as a core component
of a strong and relevant research program,
the institution must ensure that they’re
supported. One form of support, as I have
noted, is access to partners such as school
divisions. Another may be seed funds for
travel or stipends. But the most important
one is mentoring.
Most partnership work simply requires a
mentor who has experience in successful
partnerships. Let me quickly offer an
example of what such mentoring might
look like. I received a call from a former
postdoctoral student, now a productive
tenure-track assistant professor working
in a state university, who was approached
by an organization interested in forming a
partnership. She was awash in questions:
“I have no idea how to navigate this
relationship, . . . whether it makes sense for
tenure, . . . [or] how to go about this.” This
very promising early-career investigator was
facing a consequential decision, and she
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was able to draw on my experience to help
guide her choice. But in many cases too few
mentors are available.
If research-practice partnerships are to
function effectively to develop junior
scholars’ careers (and support their strong
and relevant scholarship), institutions
need to take a programmatic approach
to building their partnership skills. First,
institutions need to provide information
and resources, such as sessions that
identify available partners and explain
how to get access to them, or workshops
on communicating with partners in a way
that promotes engagement and research
participation. Second, institutional leaders
(such as associate deans) need to model
engagement and facilitate introductions by
bringing in leaders from partnership groups
(such as school or division leaders or agency
staff members) who can present and discuss
questions of interest with early-career
faculty. Third, early career faculty should
receive programmatic mentoring in which
they are assigned to mentors with specific
partnership capabilities and relationships
that can advance that faculty member’s
research program. These mentoring
relationships should be reviewed annually
to assess their quality and their support for
early-career faculty’s needs.
Research-practice partnerships are
essential infrastructure for research in the
educational and social sciences. Rigorous
science that’s relevant to an array of people,
including both practitioners and scholars, is
simply not possible without them. Research
universities would do well to strategically
develop and sustain the infrastructure such
partnerships require and to train scientists
to work in them in constructive and
effective ways.
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A Unique Opportunity for Education Policy
Makers
Jenna Conway
When it comes to solving problems and
measuring impact, public education
organizations primarily rely on two
approaches—using civil service to hire
personnel directly or using competitive
procurement to hire outside experts on
contract. These two approaches can limit
such organizations’ efforts to gain insights,
to incorporate cutting-edge research into
policy and practice, and to develop innovative
solutions quickly, nimbly and affordably.
In this commentary, I discuss how public
education organizations can use researchpractice partnerships (RPPs), especially
partnerships with public higher education
institutions, to tackle new, unique, and
complicated education problems and thereby
help children.
Consider how traditional approaches
can inadvertently limit public education
organizations. In civil service, most jobs
are full-time, classified positions with very
specific descriptions that are subject to a
range of restrictions to protect the rights
of employees. It can be hard to gain new
insights without procuring outside experts
whose rates are significantly higher than most

government pay scales. Similarly, public
education organizations may have a research
director or team, but they usually don’t
have the capacity to analyze all the available
data or measure the impact of everything
the organization does. For new initiatives
or pilot programs, public education
organizations rarely have the internal
research or analytical capacity to conduct
rigorous, real-time research on interventions
as they are implementing them. Instead,
they typically rely on outside research.
Doing so entails a lengthy grant application
or procurement process and requires an
extended time period to collect and analyze
data and produce findings. Finally, with
procurement, a public organization must
specify both the problem and proposed
solution up front, establish constraints, and
require bidders to define precisely what
they will do and provide and how much
it will cost. This can inhibit an iterative
design process where prototypes can be
tested and improved. To top it off, the
procurement process itself can take a year
or more. Procurement may work well for
well-established projects and services, but
it proves more challenging when a state is
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designing a new service, intervention, or tool,
especially one that will be used by a large and
diverse set of users.
In contrast, RPPs, particularly those involving
public higher education institutions, offer
a unique opportunity for policy makers
to expediently and cost-effectively gain
expertise, integrate real-time research into
their policies and practices, and design and
build innovative solutions in an iterative
manner that better meets their needs.
First, RPPs allow public education
organizations to gain cutting-edge expertise
without having to hire full-time staff or
procure expensive consultants, which may
not be economically feasible. When I was
assistant superintendent of early childhood
for the Louisiana Department of Education,
we established a multi-year partnership
with Daphna Bassok at the University
of Virginia School of Education. In an
ambitious transformation of its birth-to-five
early childhood system, Louisiana unified
its child care, Head Start, and school-based
prekindergarten systems. Specifically, over
five years, Louisiana established uniform
expectations across programs, supported
local networks in every community, measured
interactions in every classroom, offered
incentives for quality improvement at the
classroom level, and coordinated enrollment
locally to make it easier for families to choose
the best option for their children. Louisiana’s
approach, which was different from that
of most other states, entailed significant
change for early childhood educators and
for the department. Operating from the
hypothesis that teacher-child interactions
are what matters most for child outcomes,
Louisiana rapidly gathered classroom data
from thousands of child care, Head Start, and
school sites across the state.
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It would have been hard to hire staff or craft
a contract with specific targets when we were
unsure what the data would reveal and when
no other state or entity had done what we
were doing. In exchange for our collaborating
on research projects (and the grant proposals
that preceded them), helping them safely and
securely access appropriate data, and offering
their graduate students valuable internship
opportunities, UVA helped Louisiana make
sense of large volumes of new classroom
data, offered insights on how to encourage
improvement, designed new approaches to
engage families through enrollment, and
helped the state produce better policy. As a
result, since 2015 Louisiana has measured
quality, surveyed families, and seen continual
improvements in classroom quality across all
settings.
Second, public education organizations can
use RPPs to evaluate impact in real time,
thus strengthening the effectiveness of
interventions while building credibility with
stakeholders. As the article “Fast-Response
Research to Answer Practice and Policy
Questions” shows, the Boston Public Schools
(BPS) have developed a long-lived RPP
with Christina Weiland (and the universities
with which she’s been associated) that allows
BPS early childhood education leaders to
quickly identify and study research problems.
Whether they needed to determine whether
to sustain a summer program, pursue outside
accreditation for early childhood programs,
or figure out how to best strengthen
professional development, the BPS leaders
have been able to use meaningful research on
their own data rather than generic national
research to guide policy making and practice.
Again, it would have been much more
difficult for Boston to hire staff or procure
consultants to perform all of this work. And
if the work were done only by employees or
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consultants hired by BPS, there would be
a risk that even though Boston data were
used the public would dismiss the findings,
believing that the experts had been “bought.”
Through its RPP, BPS could expediently
make strategic decisions in a variety of
areas, including several that were potentially
controversial, while also building credibility
with stakeholders by demonstrating that the
decisions were based on thoughtful analysis
of Boston data.
Third, RPPs allow public education
organizations to engage in a more nimble
and iterative design and build process.
These partnerships attract top academic
talent, often a set of innovative thinkers
who are curious, who are willing to gather
and use data differently, and who take a
hands-on, iterative approach to problem
solving. Hiring this type of talent full-time
and creating the organizational climate
that promotes experimentation (with the
risk of failure) can be difficult for public
education organizations. Similarly, it is
harder to procure services in which specific
targets aren’t known because they’re to
be determined through the process itself.
For example, in Virginia, lawmakers
wanted to better understand children’s
level of preparedness at kindergarten
entry. Yet school divisions were supplied
only with a statewide literacy tool. And
while policymakers, educators, and parents
all acknowledged that school readiness
was more than knowing ABCs and letter
sounds, there was no agreed upon readiness
measure. Rather than procure an existing
product that would not be likely to meet
all Virginia’s needs, the state established an
RPP between the Virginia Department of
Education and the University of Virginia.
As Amanda Williford and colleagues show
elsewhere in this issue, this partnership

allowed Virginia to design an innovative
and individualized solution, the Virginia
Kindergarten Readiness Program (VKRP),
that built on existing tools and practices,
provided a comprehensive baseline without
overwhelming the system, and was gradually
implemented over five years, allowing for
iterations as needed to meet the needs of the
field. The VKRP partnership positioned the
Virginia Department of Education to support
all school divisions in using the tool and its
aligned supports, to collaborate with UVA to
make sense of the data, and to use the results
to better inform its board and lawmakers in
order to shape policies that can help increase
kindergarten readiness in the state.
Though RPPs can benefit public education
organizations, they are not without
challenges. First, as the name researchpractice partnership indicates, the perception
may arise that research is the top priority.
Accordingly, public education leaders may
think that an RPP is just one more thing
taking attention away from their real jobs. It’s
imperative that education leaders understand
the value of an RPP and believe that it’s a
strategic priority for the public education
organization, not just the university. If leaders
believe they’re getting top talent and cuttingedge insights (and not just being asked to
“participate in another research project”),
they can help enable buy-in at every level.
Still, partners must get permissions, obtain
secure data, ensure that decision-makers
are well positioned to use findings, and
coordinate implementation in the field.
Successful partnerships require strong
leaders on both sides who are adept at
managing their internal systems so that
they can fulfill all the obligations of the
partnership.
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Public organization leaders must also build
systems of support behind the scenes so
that they’re prepared for negative research
findings or serious implementation challenges
in the field. This is especially important
because partners are subject to different
social and political contexts and timelines.
Public education organizations typically
operate on faster timelines, meaning they
have to make policy or practice decisions that
align with school calendars, or with political
events such as the election of a new mayor or
governor. Although public education leaders
appreciate rigorous research, they often
have to make decisions without it. Rather
than let the perfect become the enemy of
the good, RPPs can run more limited, rapid
response research projects while candidly
acknowledging the limitations of the findings.
Finally, different internal and external
contexts can produce differences of opinion
between partners. In Louisiana, some
early childhood scholars, including our
research partners, initially disagreed with
aspects of the state’s approach to classroom
observations. Without any damage to the
relationship, the partners acknowledged
the disagreement, and Louisiana policy
makers selected an approach that best met
the needs of the state but also required
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measurement of results along the way. The
partners then used this ongoing research to
strengthen policy and practice as well as to
measure the impact on children. Ultimately,
Louisiana was able to establish an approach
to statewide early childhood accountability
that has helped drive continual improvement
in classroom quality in child care, Head Start,
and prekindergarten since 2015.
This issue of the Future of Children provides
multiple insights about the opportunities
and challenges of RPPs. It highlights how
these relationships can benefit both public
education organizations and higher education
institutions. Though these partnerships
take time and resources to form and
sustain, require committed leadership, and
necessitate acknowledgment of differences,
they offer an array of benefits that outweigh
the challenges. Research partners get to
do meaningful work, see the impact of that
work, and make a mark that transcends
academia. Public education partners gain
insights, incorporate timely and relevant
research into their policy and practice work,
and implement innovative solutions. Working
together, practitioners and academics can
maximize their impact, producing positive
outcomes for those who matter most:
children.
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Researchers, as well as school districts
and other providers, all share the goal of
ensuring that early childhood education
positively affects young children’s social,
emotional, and academic development.
Because they align practice with the best
knowledge available, research-practice
partnerships (RPPs) are one of the strongest
hopes for bringing the varied perspectives
and expertise of these players together
and thus maximizing potential benefits for
children.1
Many RPPs bring together talented
university-based researchers with school
districts and providers. Yet they can be
challenging to sustain, and some last longer
than others. RPPs, as the articles in this
issue demonstrate, can vary widely in terms
of their initial lines of inquiry, goals, and
the kinds of researchers, practitioners,
and policy makers who constitute them.
Indeed, to meet the needs, interests, and
circumstances of districts and providers,

relationships in an RPP need to be flexible.
Researchers can find it quite challenging
to adjust as real-world contexts and
circumstances change. An RPP in which
an independent, nonpartisan, nonprofit
organization like MDRC is the research
partner serves as an example of one RPP
model, and in this commentary, we describe
our experiences and how we’ve been
able to use our infrastructure and diverse
expertise to meet the changing scope and
needs of different phases of long-standing
partnerships. In doing so, we aim to
illuminate key principles and offer potential
strategies that other researchers can adopt
to establish long-standing, collaborative
partnerships of their own.

Partnering with a Research
Organization
What does a partner like MDRC bring to
RPPs? MDRC is a mission-driven social
policy research organization with a 47-
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year history of developing and evaluating
policies and programs that seek to
improve the lives of low-income families,
children, and communities. Supported
by a blend of philanthropic grants and
public funding, our work is informed by
a deep institutional history of integrating
impact and implementation research and of
providing technical assistance and feedback
to our partners, including school districts,
government agencies, and nonprofits. We
focus on supporting the use of data in
decision making to strengthen program
operations and implementation and to guide
continuous program improvement.
Historically, MDRC has been best known
for large-scale demonstrations and
program evaluations that often employ
random assignment. Usually, our projects
involve years of research, during which we
work closely with government agencies,
schools, and program providers. In these
partnerships, we’ve not only conducted
research but also advised partners on
their programming or provided technical
assistance to them, thus both generating
new knowledge and helping to apply it
in practice. In fact, a significant portion
of MDRC researchers have experience
as program administrators, teachers, and
frontline staff, meaning we have a strong
understanding of how programs operate in
the real world. We’re also trained in multiple
disciplines, including developmental and
implementation science, applied behavioral
sciences, and predictive analytics.
School districts and providers join RPPs
because they want to be sure their programs
are making a difference. As an organization
known for assessing the impacts that
programs achieve, MDRC focuses on
understanding the value that an intervention
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produces compared with the businessas-usual approach. Thus we start from
a philosophy of wanting to create value
beyond the status quo.
To establish mutually beneficial RPPs in
early childhood education, the members
of each group that makes up an RPP must
play a variety of research roles to supply
information needed by their partners. Our
work as an intermediary, in which we draw
on evidence-based insights to ground and
support program implementation with
practice partners, has spanned multiple
partnerships with public school districts,
Head Start, and community-based childcare
centers. One sustained partnership has been
with the New York City’s Department of
Education (DOE), which has been eager to
learn through interactive evidence-building
and program improvement. Relying on
both public and private funding raised
collaboratively, this partnership has sought
to generate insights that can guide the
DOE’s early childhood and early elementary
school programming in a variety of ways.
In concert with the DOE, a consortium
of philanthropies, and several academic
partners, we started this partnership by
testing enhanced math instruction with
aligned curricula in preschool classrooms
and in supplemental small-group math
enrichment clubs outside of regular
classroom instruction in kindergarten.
Building on lessons learned from that
demonstration, we’re currently working with
the DOE to develop an in-classroom model
of the small-group kindergarten math clubs.
As part of a group of organizations
participating in the city’s continuing
expansion of universal prekindergarten,
we and a network of researchers have
partnered with the district to conduct
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a series of qualitative and quantitative
studies so that we can better understand
the effects and implementation of new
program components and supports, such
as professional development, that are
being rolled out for teachers. Talented
academic partners also contribute to
MDRC’s RPP with the DOE, including
Pamela Morris at New York University,
Robin Jacob at the University of Michigan,
Douglas Clements and Julie Sarama at the
University of Denver, Katherine Baldwin
at the Bank Street Education Center, and
the Foundation for Child Development’s
New York City Early Childhood Research
Network. Academic partners like these add
targeted expertise to the partnership beyond
our own, enabling the partnership to better
respond to practitioners’ changing needs.
In our work with the DOE (as with most
of our partnerships), we aim to meet our
partners’ needs by looking both inward
and outward. When we look inward, we
examine a program’s theory of change, the
strength of the components of its model,
and its implementation processes. When
we look outward, we study the external
systems in which a program is embedded,
the organizations that support it, and the
external conditions that affect it, and we
compare the program with alternatives
that might already be available to potential
participants. As a result, the research
activities are varied.
Early on, a partnership may focus on
the strength of the program model, the
coherence of its critical components, and
the clarity of its design as represented in
a theory of change and a logic model. Are
the program model’s critical components
theoretically sound, logically connected to
desired outcomes, and evidence based?

The first stage of our work with partners
is often refining or even developing the
theory of change. In this way, we help
connect the expertise of program developers
with the operational realities of programs
as understood and experienced by the
practitioners with whom we work. To build
enhanced math instruction in New York
City’s pre-K and kindergarten classrooms,
for example, we outlined a theory of change
whose goal was to foster alignment of the
curricular models across grades (Building
Blocks and High 5s, respectively) where none
had previously existed.
In the early stages of our RPPs, it’s often
important to ensure that the intended
program model is put into practice correctly
and that the targeted participation level
is achieved. How are critical components
or activities of the program model
implemented? Are they delivered as
designed in terms of duration, intensity,
and quality? Do critical components reach
the targeted population? To improve the
implementation process, we help programs
define how they’ll answer these questions.
The criteria they develop make it possible
to regularly measure implementation
progress and program performance. For
instance, in the case of the enhanced
pre-K math instruction, we helped develop
ways to characterize how often curricular
components were delivered, the quality of
teachers’ delivery of the components, and
the overall quality of implementation by
lead and assistant teachers. These tools were
shared with the DOE and served as the basis
for monitoring how well the program was
being implemented when the district began
scaling the program as one of its professional
development and curricular tracks in
prekindergarten classrooms across the city.
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To support program implementation, we
focus on service contrast, which refers to
how the opportunities and experiences that
the program offers contrast with those that
might otherwise be available to the targeted
population of participants. This value-added
perspective is often not well understood.
If a program doesn’t offer an experience
that’s substantially better than what’s already
available, it won’t benefit its participants:
that is, it won’t have an impact. Even an
informal understanding of service contrast
can help identify features of a program that
can be strengthened to improve outcomes for
young children. For example, findings from
the early phases of our partnership with the
DOE suggested that high-quality learning
opportunities consisting of small-group,
hands-on instruction—among the practices
that are most promising for supporting early
learning—weren’t common in kindergarten
classrooms, particularly in under-resourced
schools. Observations we conducted showed
that math instruction in schools was primarily
didactic in nature and that it was delivered
almost exclusively in a large group or with
students working individually at their seats.
Math instruction in these classrooms lacked
both the differentiation and the hands-on
activities that support children’s development
of knowledge and skills—activities that are
emphasized in the High 5s math clubs we
were testing. These features of High 5s
method may be a key reason for its positive
impacts; when stacked on top of enhanced
math instruction in pre-K, High 5s effectively
closed 29 percent of the math achievement
gap between low-income and higher-income
children.2
In these partnerships, we often help
programs by assessing their need to build
rigorous evidence of their impacts, and their
readiness to do so; then we work with them
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to build it. A program may need time to
mature to the point that its components are
sufficiently implemented before it’s ready
for an evaluation assessing its effectiveness.
Likewise, programs may need to experiment
with adaptations and innovations to assess
feasibility and strengthen implementation,
before it’s possible to determine whether
such initiatives are producing the desired
effects. The current phase of our work with
the DOE on math enhancements in pre-K
and kindergarten illustrates such adaptation
and innovation.
The kindergarten intervention, High
5s, was meant to test whether aligning
enriched math instruction in kindergarten
with enriched preschool math instruction
could produce sustained benefits for young
children. The High 5s math clubs offered
small-group instruction of key mathematical
learning milestones in a fun, engaging, and
developmentally appropriate format. Clubs
met outside instructional time for three
30-minute sessions per week, and each club
typically included four children and one
facilitator. Outside facilitators administered
the program to more than 300 children in 24
public elementary schools during the 2015–
16 school year. The original High 5s math
clubs were designed as an add-on activity
offered outside of the typical school day and
not explicitly as a model that could be readily
scaled.
Excited by the positive impacts of the
combined pre-K intervention and High 5s,
some superintendents and principals in the
city expressed interest in strengthening the
quality of math instruction in kindergarten
in scalable, cost-conscious ways—including
by transforming the original High 5s club
format into a classroom version that could
be integrated into the kindergarten daily
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schedule without having to eliminate other
academic or enrichment content. To this end,
we adapted materials so that teachers could
rotate through High 5s while the rest of the
class participated in center-type, small-group
activities. During the 2019–20 school year,
we piloted the in-class version of High 5s in
a small number of schools in New York City,
and we collected feedback from teachers to
assess the feasibility of implementation. In
response to the COVID-19 public health
crisis, we also adapted these materials
to support High 5s activities for remote
classroom instruction in collaboration with
the district.
We also seek to help our partners build their
own capacity for data-driven decision making
so they can strengthen their programming in
the future through the collection, monitoring,
and interpretation of measures that track
the delivery and implementation of critical
components and practices. The DOE already
has a strong data collection system in place,
so we have helped it use the research data
and findings to continue to identify areas for
improvement of the existing pre-K to third
grade pipeline.
A program’s reach is a key factor in its
effectiveness, particularly as the program is
scaled up. For example, because the DOE
recognized that some families face obstacles
in applying to and enrolling in school, we
explored barriers families face when they
select, apply to, and enroll in kindergarten
in New York City’s choice-based system.
We found that about 28 percent of families
who enrolled in the city’s kindergarten
didn’t participate in the formal selection and
application process, and that this rate was
higher among families living in temporary
housing and those who didn’t speak English
at home.3 Interviews and observations found

that families were confused and frustrated
by the multistep application process. MDRC
and the DOE used these insights in our
collaborative effort to design and test a set of
behaviorally centered support strategies to
improve families’ experiences when applying
for kindergarten. We are currently building
on this project, extending the partnership by
applying insights from behavioral science to
design and test interventions for other grade
levels.4 For example, with funding from
the Michael and Susan Dell Foundation,
we’ve been helping the DOE make use of
behavioral insights to support equitable
access to school application and enrollment
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

A Need to Be Flexible
Building long-lasting RPPs requires taking
on different activities over time. As our
partnership with the DOE illustrates, longstanding partnerships can build directly from
the on-the-ground expertise and insights
of programs and practitioners, draw on
different funding sources, and engage other
researchers over time. Yet the range of
activities we’ve undertaken with the DOE is
coherent. Tying these activities together and
drawing on knowledge accumulated across
different lines of inquiry over time can be
quite powerful. By doing so, we are able to
develop a set of complementary evidencebuilding activities that integrate impact and
implementation research with program
adaptation and improvement and that can
be used to guide continued improvement
and strengthening of programming and
practice at scale. This broad range of
activities is critical to realizing the full
potential of mutually beneficial partnerships
that align research and practice to support
programming that can yield benefits for the
populations served.
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Long-term partnerships can face challenges,
particularly in securing the time and
resources to cover a broad scope of
collaborative research endeavors, as well
as ensuring that they have the flexibility
to make midcourse corrections. We offer
several observations from our experience
that we hope will be useful to others.
First, a strong understanding of operational
realities is important for making research
relevant to practitioners. To provide useful
technical assistance and support, we need
on-the-ground knowledge of the challenges
that our partners face in complex social and
education service systems. As we offered
teachers technical assistance and monitored
their implementation of Building Blocks
in pre-K classrooms, for example, we saw
that center directors and school principals
played an instrumental role in translating
and providing implementation support
of district-wide instructional initiatives in
the classrooms. This is true in most state
and local pre-K programs, but the scale
of New York City’s school district makes
ensuring that an intended program model is
implemented correctly a unique challenge.
The sheer size of the district can lead to
substantial variability in the messaging and
climate around new initiatives, which in
turn contributes to variation in teachers’
buy-in and implementation. Our team
helped the developers and the DOE
identify opportunities for strengthening
teachers’ understanding of the intent
of key instructional practices supported
by a curricular model and of how these
practices fit with other district-wide
requirements. This work included making
recommendations about how to reinforce
teacher training and coaching as the district
began to scale Building Blocks more
widely. Close collaboration with our district
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program office partners also plays a critical
role in ensuring that our work responds to
operational realities. For example, in our
design and evaluation of an intervention
to support families in the kindergarten
application process, we work closely with the
DOE Office of Student Enrollment, taking
advantage of our partner’s on-the-ground
operational insights to design interventions
they will be able sustain over time and to
set a learning agenda that can guide broader
continuous improvement efforts.
Second, bringing new resources to
RPPs helps ensure their adaptability
and longevity. An essential aspect of our
success in establishing long-term RPPs
is our organization’s diversity of expertise
and infrastructure, which is designed to
foster interdisciplinary collaboration and
information sharing across teams. This
infrastructure complements our efforts to
generate resources across multiple research
engagements with our partners. We’re often
able to braid funding streams in different
applied areas of research to support the
needs and priorities of our partners. In
New York City, for example, our testing of
aligned math curricular models in pre-K and
kindergarten began as a collaboration with
the anti-poverty foundation Robin Hood that
was later expanded with additional funding
from the Heising-Simons Foundation, the
Overdeck Family Foundation, and the
Richard W. Goldman Family Foundation.
Funding was identified and secured after
the research agenda and activities for a
particular phase of the partnership were
carved out. Elsewhere, in other RPPs,
we’ve secured funding for particular types
of research, such as applying predictive
analytics to the problems that face social and
educational policy and program systems,
before a specific district and program
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partner for the research had been identified.
We’re thus able to bring a set of funds to our
partners to build their capacity and to engage
in activities that align with their interests
by taking advantage of related research in
our organization. In these cases, we refine
a set of research activities with our partners
after funding is in place. Capitalizing on
existing resources or integrating different
philanthropic and public funding sources is
only possible when we deeply understand the
needs of a district or program partner. Thus
MDRC’s interdisciplinary structure allows us
to think flexibly about how to apply a range of
philanthropic and public resources to support
sustained RPPs over time.
Third, balancing the complementary goals
of the partners regarding research, practice,
and policy is best achieved with both varied
expertise and an array of services and
capabilities. Our interdisciplinary areas of
expertise and investments in infrastructure
allow us to respond to the changing needs
and priorities of our partners, and in so
doing, we learn from our partners how
to generate evidence for the field more
broadly, particularly around scaling in realworld contexts. As more university-based
researchers try to build long-standing RPPs,
critical investments in infrastructure and
institutional change may similarly be needed

to bring together researchers with different
but complementary disciplinary expertise.
Over the years, MDRC has invested in
staff development to ensure that technical
assistance and operational insights are
integrated with implementation science,
predictive analytics, and applied behavioral
research so that operational challenges across
complex social and education policy systems
can be addressed. In our partnership with
the DOE, these investments have helped
us link implementation and impact research
with technical assistance and feedback in a
way that can guide program improvement;
in this way, we can better realize the longterm potential of RPPs and support the
innovations our practice partners have
developed to benefit the populations they
serve.
In sum, RPPs inevitably see shifts in the
breadth and scope of inquiry over time
as real-world contexts and circumstances
change. Successfully meeting these demands
requires carefully integrating a range of
expertise and building an infrastructure
that can evolve with the needs, interests,
and capacities of districts, providers,
and researchers into mutually beneficial
relationships that productively support cycles
of evidence building for all.
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