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MDRC is the research partner in the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation’s Social Innovation Fund
project. The Social Innovation Fund (SIF) is an initiative of the federal Corporation for National and
Community Service that enlists private intermediaries to help expand innovative, transformative
programs proven to promote economic opportunity, healthy lives, and youth development. As the fund’s
largest intermediary, EMCF is helping 12 evidence-based youth programs reach more than 74,000
additional young people.

Since March, MDRC has released three reports from its evaluation of EMCEF’s SIF grantees:

e Mobilizing Volunteer Tutors to Improve Student Literacy: Implementation, Impacts, and
Costs of the Reading Partners Program: One-on-one tutoring by volunteers improves the
reading proficiency of struggling second- to fifth-graders, according to MDRC’s random
assignment study. As a program staffed mostly by volunteers, Reading Partners is
substantially less costly than other supplemental reading services typically offered to
struggling readers.

e An Analysis of the Effects of an Academic Summer Program for Middle School Students: This
report examines the implementation and effects of an academic summer program for middle
school students offered by Building Educated Leaders for Life (BELL). The findings suggest that
BELL students did not outperform non-BELL students in reading, but that the program may have
had a positive effect on students’ math achievement. BELL has used these findings to improve its
program for middle-schoolers.

e Case Management for Students at Risk of Dropping Out: Implementation and Interim Impact
Findings from the Communities In Schools Evaluation: Services to help students stay in
school are often fragmented. In this program, school-based coordinators identify students at
risk, work with them to assess their needs, connect them with school and community
supports, and monitor their progress. Case-managed students received more services than
others, but early impact findings are inconclusive. A more comprehensive evaluation of the
program’s overall effects will released later this year.

The enclosed findings from these studies have proven important to the grantees’ own efforts to improve
and expand their programs. As an example, I've enclosed a commentary by BELL CEO Tiffany Gueye
-about how her organization made use of the evaluation results. In addition, the positive impact findings
from the Reading Partners evaluation have influenced public discourse about the role tutors and
volunteers can play in helping educate children (see, for instance, the enclosed Washington Post article).
Stay tuned for additional reports from the EMCF Social Innovation Fund initiative.

As always, [ welcome your comments.
Sincerely,

AL

Gordon L. Berlin
President



EDUCATION WEEK

What Makes Summer Programs Work for Middle Schoolers?

By Tiffany Gueye on May 29, 2015

We know that summer learning can increase student achievement. But when it comes to

middle school students, the question is: How can we continuously improve our approach to

such programs and produce the greatest return on investment for children, families, and
schools?

Three years ago, the nonprofit organization that I head, BELL, or Building Educated Leaders
for Life, was given the opportunity to find answers to this question through a Social
Innovation Fund grant from the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation and the Corporation for
National and Community Service. For our investigation, we conducted a randomized
controlled trial to better understand how and why summer learning yields positive student
outcomes.

Our study was particularly important, we knew, because little evidence exists about
effective learning models for middle school students. MDRC, the research firm responsible
for conducting the evaluation, designed the research to learn more about how summer
learning programs can improve the academic achievement of middle school students, and to
better understand the context in which summer programs are implemented.

The findings were informative. First, they showed that the impact of summer learning may
be greater on students’ math achievement than on reading achievement. Data also showed,
moreover, that it is possible to deliver high-quality programming that middle school
students will voluntarily attend at a high rate.

"The summer is a great opportunity to cultivate a can-do mind-set, as teachers
have more time, space, and flexibility to support the individual needs of their
students.”

We plugged findings from the study into our continuous-assessment process, along with

data collected annually from pre- and post-program formative assessments, teacher and
parent surveys, attendance records, and high-quality metrics. Since beginning our trial in
2012, we have focused on enhancing three core program elements closely tied to strong

student outcomes: staff training, curriculum, and assessment.

When it comes to training, we have learned to build on the existing skills and priorities of
teachers and school leaders by taking the time necessary to tailor and adapt content. We
also have created a new instructional-coach role, identifying outstanding local teachers who
can share best practices and serve as mentors to their younger peers. By shifting to this
“train the trainer” model, we have increased the alignment between summer programs and
school culture and priorities, while also creating leadership and professional development
opportunities for teachers.




We transitioned to common-core-aligned reading and math curricula, which incorporate
more nonfiction texts in reading and algebraic reasoning in math. While it is tough to
measure the impact of contextual factors, creating extra time and space in the summer for
teachers to plan, collaborate, and experiment has yielded benefits in terms of increased
comfort and familiarity with the common-core standards and assessments, leading to
increased quality of instruction. Another advantage to the new curricula is that instruction is
fully consumable: Students can bring books and other materials home at the end of the
program to read and share with siblings and friends. The change to consumable curriculum
has reduced costs, eliminating the need to manage, transport, and store program materials
and supplies.

In the study we also learned more about—and made improvements to—the summer
assessment process, so that teachers and learners are in a position to succeed. We began
using computer-adaptive assessments aligned with common-core standards to help teachers
use time more strategically to teach the skills students need most. These assessments can
be administered quickly and easily by deploying iPads and laptops, minimizing the time
required for assessment, and improving the quality of insight into students’ learning needs.
This transition has required strong relationships, in order to utilize schools’ computer labs in
the summer and employ mobile solutions to connect schools that lack appropriate
technology.

Our experience in investigating summer learning for middle school students has sharpened
our sense of what else we need to learn. The study was conducted at schools implementing
BELL's model for the first time; now we need to learn more about the impact of well-
established programs. We need evidence from large-scale studies that can yield stronger
conclusions. And we have more to learn about how to measure student outcomes, because
academic achievement is only one piece of the puzzle when it comes to raising smart,
healthy, confident, and determined students.

We've increased our focus on social and emotional learning, in addition to our efforts to
build core reading and math skills. A big part of this is fostering a “"growth mind-set” that
helps students learn that, despite any challenges, they can improve, overcome adversity,
and take ownership of their success. That requires an emotional buy-in from middle school
students as a precondition for academic progress. So, setting a positive tone and culture
from Day 1 is a must. The summer is such a great opportunity to cultivate a can-do mind-
set, as teachers have more time, space, and flexibility to support the individual needs of
their students.

We encourage schools, community organizations, donors, and partners to continue
exploring these questions to gain a deeper understanding of how and why summer learning
boosts student achievement. Every question and every answer will help us better meet the
learning needs of adolescents.



The Washington Post

Can Volunteers Help Kids Read More Proficiently? New Research
Says Yes.

By Emma Brown on March 28, 2015

Public schools have long relied on volunteers to manage bake sales and to chaperone field
trips. But what if schools could harness and organize volunteers to do something bigger and
more difficult?

They can, according to new research that suggests that volunteers could be instrumental in
helping millions of American children to read proficiently.

There have been plenty of studies on small volunteer tutoring programs that reach a few
dozen children at a time in individual schools. But until now, there has not been evidence
that such programs can make a difference on a much larger scale, across many schools and
for thousands of students.

“Bringing volunteer programs to scale is often quite difficult, so that’s really the exciting
thing about the research coming out now,” said Robin Jacob, a research scientist at the
University of Michigan’s education school,

An independent evaluation of the Minnesota Reading Corps, which relies on AmeriCorps
service members to identify and tutor struggling students, showed that preschoolers in the
program were far more likely to gain the literacy skills they need to be ready for
kindergarten than other preschoolers.

A separate study of a different tutoring program, Oakland, Calif.-based Reading Partners,
found that it added about two months of additional growth in students’ reading proficiency.
And it made that difference despite depending on AmeriCorps members and community
volunteers, who had no special training in literacy education.

Both programs already have expanded into multiple states and have visions of growing
further, bolstered by the burgeoning evidence that, armed with the right training and
curriculum, volunteers can play an important role in closing the nation’s persistent
achievement gap in reading.

“Volunteers really can make a difference, and they’re a somewhat underutilized resource by
schools to improve things for kids,” Jacob said. “It's something that deserves wider
attention than it's gotten in recent years.”

Paid reading specialists have been tutoring children in school for decades, but experts say
that their roles have shifted over time, and specialists are now as likely to spend time
coaching classroom teachers as working one-on-one with children. At the same time,
schools are struggling to address the sharp rise in the number of students with intensive
literacy needs, including children who are poor and English-language learners.

Organized volunteers are stepping into that void, but the prospect of tapping an army of
untrained people to tackle students’ literacy problems doesn't sit well with everyone.

Richard Allington, a reading education expert at the University of Tennessee at Knoxuville,
said that although he appreciates volunteers’ goodwill, systemic change will come only when
teachers are trained to be reading specialists who know how to identify and address their
students’ struggles.



“Just having someone available to listen to you read or to read with you is always helpful,”
he said. "But if I was a parent and somebody wanted to send my kid out of class to a
reading program to work with a volunteer, I'd tell them, ‘I'll take you to court.””

But leaders of the Minnesota Reading Corps and Reading Partners are seeing interest in
their programs grow as more schools see what they can accomplish.

Michael Lombardo, chief executive of Reading Partners, said that about 18 million people
volunteer in U.S. schools. He hopes his organization can help persuade more people to
volunteer by giving them a chance to effect change.

“Easily it could be 50 million; it could be more,” he said. “Our tutoring force is virtually
unlimited.”

Giving it a test run

The Minnesota Reading Corps began as an experiment with 250 children in 2003, the year
after Alice Seagren, then a state legislator, visited a school that managed to do the
seemingly impossible: get every first-grader reading at their grade level by the year’s end.

“I was thrilled,” said Seagren, whose push to replicate the success in that school gave rise
to the Minnesota Reading Corps, which now serves 30,000 children in eight states and the
District.

The approach at that Minnesota school relied on materials developed by University of
Minnesota researchers. Teachers and aides were able to use tools to track students’ skills
and to intervene with targeted one-on-one help at the first sign of trouble, such as when a
child did not know the sounds that letters make or when a student could not assemble
letters to make words. ‘

Seagren determined that handing over all that tracking and tutoring to members of
AmeriCorps — often called the domestic Peace Corps — would bring down costs and make
the reading program easier to replicate.

For kindergarten through third grade, the AmeriCorps volunteers assess children three
times a year to determine who needs what kind of help. They pull struggling students out of
their classes every day for 20-minute one-on-one sessions, using scripted lessons to work
on literacy skills ranging from identifying letter sounds to reading fluency.

In preschool, the volunteers not only tutor children but also embed themselves in
classrooms all year long, working alongside teachers.

One recent morning at Aiton Elementary School in Northeast Washington, AmeriCorps
member Flori Kirkpatrick led her whole class in an alphabet song — “A, ah, alligator,” the
children chanted, opening their arms to mimic a toothy reptile — before she retreated to the
back of the classroom to work with a 4-year-old named Devonte Berry.

“Letters, letters, letters have names,” Kirkpatrick sang. “What is the name of this letter?”
she said, pointing at a lower-case E.

“That one has a hole in it,” said Devonte, who named the letter correctly after some patient
coaxing.

The volunteers get just a few days of training before they begin working in schools. But they
learn how to talk with children so that every moment of the day — from morning greetings



to lunchtime conversation — becomes an opportunity to encourage children Eo prac_tice
using language. And they receive ongoing guidance from an “internal coach,_ who is a
teacher at the school, and an “external coach,” who is an employee of the Minnesota

Reading Corps.
Leaders have been encouraged by the results.

A 2012 study found that Minnesota Reading Corps participants were three times less likely
to be referred to special education, saving the state an estimated $9 million a year.
Kindergartners and first-graders who received help from the Minnesota Reading Corp§ made
significantly more progress than other children, even after just one semester, accordln.g to
the study, which was conducted by researchers from the NORC at the University of Chicago
and paid for by the Corporation for National and Community Service, AmeriCorps’ parent
agency. The program had less of an effect for children in grades two and three.

The newest research, on the preschool program, suggests an even stronger effect.

By the end of the school year, children in Reading Corps classrooms on average met or
exceeded all five literacy targets for kindergarten readiness, which are based on predictors
identified by a panel of national reading experts and include knowledge of letter names and
sounds, rhyming, alliteration, and vocabulary. Children in comparison classrooms, on
average, met only one target by the end of the school year.

“We really want to close the gap in vocabulary and oral language, and we are closing that
gap,” said Kate Horst, the pre-kindergarten master coach and trainer, who developed much
of the curriculum that AmeriCorps members use. “We feel like we really are making
inroads.”

The Minnesota Reading Corps is trying to raise $10 million to continue growing, with the
goal of expanding into 10 additional states in the next five years. In Minnesota, the program
costs between $800 and $900 per child each year, with the federal government bearing
about 60 percent of the cost through its funding for AmeriCorps and with the state
government paying for most of the rest.

One-on-one time

Reading Partners is undergoing an expansion, too, and it also relies on a highly structured
curriculum. Volunteers, who range in age from teenagers to senior citizens, pick up a packet
of exercises to complete during the hour they spend with their students each week.

At each school, an AmeriCorps member serves as site coordinator, training and managing
all of the volunteers.

Children who work with a Reading Partners tutor make significantly more reading progress

than their counterparts who don't, according to a randomized, controlled study of the

program at 19 schools in three states. The study was conducted by the social science

;ese;rch firm MDRC and was funded by the Corporation for National and Community
ervice.

Jacob, the University of Michigan research scientist, was the lead author of the Reading
Partners study. She said that the students who benefited most from the tutoring were those
who entered the program furthest behind.

“Even ?f it's only an hour and a half a week, that individual time with somebody who's just
attending to that student’s particular needs can be really effective,” she said.




But even though the program makes a significant difference, she said, tutoring is not
enough to solve all children’s reading struggles. Reading Partners offers the equivalent of
two extra months of instruction per year, but some children are years behind.

“The model, as it currently runs, is not going to close the achievement gap for all the kids
who need it,” Jacob said.



