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Welcome to Our Summer Edition
By Paula Arce-Trigatti | NNERPP

We are excited to share with you the second issue of
Volume 2 of NNERPP Extra! This issue features four
new articles that we hope are timely in the research
they highlight and the approaches they introduce.

EXTRA Delivering fresh ideas from the intersection of ed research, policy &
practice
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When Students Experience Homelessness: Learning From 3 RPPs’ Work

 
By Nina Spitzley | NNERPP

This edition of the Research Insights series - which brings together related studies from NNERPP members to discover
connections across research and advance our collective understanding of these topics – focuses on students experiencing
homelessness [1]. Three research-practice partnerships (RPPs) within our network have examined this topic recently in an effort
to better understand this vulnerable population of students and support more equitable outcomes:

continued on the next page

In This “Research Insights” Edition

Research Alliance for New York City Schools,

Houston Education Research Consortium,

New York University and the New York City Department of
Education.

As we have examined in

Why This Article

Amid the current pandemic, growing concerns about students who experience homelessness and an already increasing
awareness of the challenges they face are amplified and especially top of mind for many education leaders. With this group of
students facing greater obstacles in the best of times, a disruption of this magnitude raises many concerns about their trauma
and learning loss in the wake of COVID-19. Even reaching these students now and once schools reopen in the fall is a
considerable challenge. In this article, we hope to offer a starting point for addressing such concerns by examining what we
already know through RPP-conducted research about students experiencing homelessness.

an RPP between

an RPP between Rice
University and a number of surrounding school districts. The
study examined here focuses on the Houston Independent
School District (HISD) and was conducted by Houston Education
Research Consortium external researchers at Southern
Methodist University.

John W. Gardner Center for Youth and Their Communities, which
has several partnerships with California school districts and
communities. The study examined here focuses on the San
Francisco Unified School District (SFUSD).

previous editions of this series, not all studies on similar research topics and around similar research 
questions lend themselves to direct comparison, due to differences in sample constructions, outcome variables chosen for study,
definitions of outcome variables, and so on. The three studies we examine here do ask similar questions around similar
outcomes for similar groups of students, but for the reasons outlined previously, we do not attempt to directly compare findings
across studies/districts. Rather, we highlight the contributions of each individual study and make broader observations about
similarities and differences in the themes of the study findings. As you read with your own context in mind, we encourage you to
think about how your own partnership or education agency might study student homelessness and which takeaways may be
applicable to your context.

https://research.steinhardt.nyu.edu/research_alliance/
https://research.steinhardt.nyu.edu/research_alliance/
https://kinder.rice.edu/houston-education-research-consortium
https://kinder.rice.edu/houston-education-research-consortium
https://gardnercenter.stanford.edu/
https://gardnercenter.stanford.edu/
http://nnerppextra.rice.edu/district-college-enrollment-rate/
http://nnerppextra.rice.edu/district-college-enrollment-rate/


Research Questions

We first share the individual research questions that were addressed in each report:
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TABLE 1. List of RPPs + Artifacts Included in This Article
PARTNERSHIP REPORT (YEAR)

The Research Alliance for New York
City Schools

John W. Gardner Center for Youth and
Their Communities

Homelessness in NYC Elementary Schools: Student Experiences and Educator Perspectives
(2019)

Examining Complexity in Student Homelessness: The Educational Outcomes of HISD’s
Homeless Students (2020)

The Educational Success of Homeless and Highly Mobile Students in San Francisco Unified
School District (2017)

Houston Education Research
Consortium

NEW YORK

HOUSTON

SAN FRANCISCO

1. Who experiences homelessness in New York City’s elementary aged population?
2. What are the different ways in which students experience homelessness?
3. How does homelessness disrupt students’ educational experiences?
4. How are schools supporting homeless students?

1. Who are HISD’s homeless students? 
2. What are the educational outcomes of HISD’s homeless students, in terms of attendance, discipline, achievement, and
attainment? 
3. How do the educational outcomes of HISD’s homeless students depend on their family context? 
4. How do the educational outcomes of HISD’s homeless students depend on their residential context?

1. What is the size and distribution of homeless and highly mobile (HHM) students in SFUSD across different grades, schools,
racial ethnicities, and language backgrounds? 
2. How heterogeneous is this student population in terms of chronicity of HHM status, instability of living arrangement,
placement in foster care, and number of siblings? 
3. What promotes resilience and positive outcomes for HHM students?

a) What are the implications of being HHM for students’ school attendance, graduation rates, and academic
achievement as indexed by GPA and standardized tests? 
b) What student assets help explain variability in HHM students’ academic outcomes? 
c) Do HHM students fare better in some schools than in others? Are there any shared attributes among these
schools?

Research Methods

Here we share a high-level overview of each report’s research methods for some more context around the studies and how they are
similar and different from each other. We encourage readers to explore each individual research artifact for more details.

http://steinhardt.nyu.edu/research_alliance/
https://gardnercenter.stanford.edu/
https://research.steinhardt.nyu.edu/scmsAdmin/media/users/ks191/STH/Research_Alliance_Homelessness_in_Elementary_Schools_Brief_final.pdf
https://kinder.rice.edu/sites/g/files/bxs1676/f/documents/Complexity%20in%20Student%20Homelessness_0.pdf
https://gardnercenter.stanford.edu/sites/g/files/sbiybj8191/f/HMM%20Students%20in%20SFUSD%20Report.pdf
https://kinder.rice.edu/houston-education-research-consortium
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I. DESCRIBING STUDENTS EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS

The New York study focuses on homelessness and homelessness supports among elementary school students, given the
foundational role the early grades play for long-term academic success. It follows the cohort of students who began kindergarten in
the fall of 2012 through the end of the 2016-17 school year, when they should have been completing 4th grade. In addition to the
system-wide administrative data used for this part of the analysis, the study also included interviews and focus groups with 18
school staff members, including principals, social workers, guidance counselors, and teachers, in five elementary schools with
unusually high proportions of students living in shelters, and where those students had outcomes that were similar to those of
housed students across the City. Researchers also interviewed four district officials in charge of supporting students experiencing
homelessness to gain additional insight into how schools are supporting these students and the challenges they face in doing so.

The Houston study examines homelessness in HISD in all grade levels
(Kindergarten through 12th grade) using district data from the 2012-13
school year to the 2016-17 school year to compare students who
experienced homelessness during that time to all non-homeless HISD
students and to a matched sample of non-homeless students with
otherwise similar characteristics in terms of grade level, school year,
race/ethnicity, gender, economic disadvantage, at-risk status, Limited-
English Proficiency, and Special Education Enrollment, and school mobility.

Finally, the San Francisco study examines homelessness in all
grade levels (Kindergarten through 12th grade) in SFUSD for the 2013-14 
through the 2015-16 school years using SFUSD administrative data as well as students’ self-reports on social and emotional
learning survey items. Where appropriate, the study compared students experiencing homelessness to the whole SFUSD student
population and/or to the population of students eligible for free lunch.

What Does the Research Show?

All three research artifacts provide descriptions of the students experiencing homelessness and all observe differences in the
homelessness experience in terms of type and duration. All of the studies additionally examine similar outcome variables, including
school mobility, attendance, suspensions, and academic achievement. The New York study takes a closer look at promising school
supports as well as the challenges schools face in providing these, and the San Francisco study uses insights from social emotional
learning questionnaires to examine what factors help students experiencing homelessness better overcome the obstacles they are
facing. Here, we highlight just some of the major findings along these dimensions.

To define students experiencing homelessness, all three studies use the federal McKinney-Vento Homeless Education
Assistance Act, which considers as homeless all students who live doubled up with other family, friends, or acquaintances,
who live in emergency or transitional shelters, those awaiting foster care placement, those living in hotels/motels, and those
living in temporary housing solutions such as trailer parks, campgrounds, cars, or public places (categorized as
“unsheltered” in the Houston and San Francisco reports). The San Francisco study uses the term “homeless or highly mobile
(HHM)” to refer to this population of students. The New York and San Francisco studies point out that the data might not
capture all students experiencing homelessness, since a student’s housing status is generally self-reported, and that it does
not capture all aspects of homelessness, such as the exact length of homelessness within a given school year or multiple
forms of homelessness during the same school year.

A. Definitions and Measures of Students Experiencing Homelessness
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In examining ethnicity/race of students experiencing homelessness in the respective samples the studies considered, all
three studies found that Black students were overrepresented. In New York, Latino students were also overrepresented, and
students experiencing homelessness disproportionately qualified for free or reduced price lunch every year between
kindergarten and 4th grade, and were disproportionately more likely to be identified as English Language Learners or
special education students. The study also found that students experiencing homelessness were heavily concentrated in
particular neighborhoods and schools. In Houston, White and Asian/Pacific Islander students were underrepresented
among the district’s homeless students and Hispanic students were slightly underrepresented. In San Francisco, Hispanic
students were overrepresented and Asian/Pacific Islander and White students were underrepresented. This study also
examined gender among students experiencing homelessness (distributed fairly evenly) and home language among
students experiencing homelessness (English and Spanish were the most common home languages).

B. Characteristics of Students Experiencing Homelessness

In New York, almost 13% of the examined cohort of students (those who began kindergarten in the fall of 2012 and were
then followed through the end of the 2016-17 school year) experienced homelessness at some point during that time. In
Houston, approximately 2.5 to 3.5% of HISD students were homeless each year over the course of the study period (2012-13
to 2016-17) and 7.5% of HISD students were ever homeless over the entire study period. In San Francisco, approximately 4%
of SFUSD students were reported homeless or highly mobile in the 2013-14, 2014-15, and 2015-16 school year.

In the New York study, which focused on elementary-aged learners, the students in the cohort who experienced
homelessness did so on average for just under three years. Almost 70% experienced homelessness for more than one year,
and over 25% experienced homelessness for all five years that were examined (2012-13 through 2016- 2017).

C. Duration of Homelessness

In the Houston study, which examined students across all grade levels from the 2012-13 through the 2016-17 school year,
about 89% of students who experienced homelessness did so only for one year and only 0.3% of students who experienced
homelessness did so for all five years of the study period.

Among students experiencing homelessness in San Francisco examined in the Gardner Center study (reminder: these
included students across all grade levels in the 2013-14 through the 2015-16 school years), more than half were reported
homeless in all three years, about 40% were reported homeless during one of the three years, and less than 30% were
reported homeless for two consecutive years.

Living doubled up and living in a shelter emerged as the two most common forms of homelessness in New York (58% and
30% of students who experienced homelessness, respectively -- these percentages refer to students who were only
doubled up or only in shelter). Students who were doubled up were disproportionately Asian or Latino, while students in
shelters were disproportionately Black. Additionally, results showed that 90% of homeless students in the cohort
experienced the same form of homelessness from year to year. Given these findings, the study then divided all students
who experienced homelessness into the following four groups to better understand the different experiences and their
implications: 1) Doubled Up - Fewer Than Three Years (28% of homeless students), 2) Doubled Up - Three Years or More
(30% of homeless students), 3) Shelter - Fewer Than Three Years (24% of homeless students), and 4) Shelter - Three Years
or More (19% of homeless students). The qualitative data from the interviews with school staff showed that students in
shelters were often described as the most vulnerable group.

D. Type of Homelessness
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II. OUTCOMES OF STUDENTS EXPERIENCING HOMELESSNESS

Similarly, the two biggest groups of students experiencing
homelessness in Houston were those living doubled up with family
and friends (82% of homeless students in 2012-13; 81.9% in 2016-17)
and those living in shelters (13.3% of homeless students in 2012-13;
10.2% in 2016-17). This study additionally examined the family
context of students experiencing homelessness, as defined by
students living unaccompanied (not living in the physical custody
of a parent guardian) versus accompanied (living in the physical
custody of a parent guardian). The share of students experiencing
homelessness that were unaccompanied increased from 9.2% in
2012-13 to 11.5% in 2016-17, and unaccompanied homeless students
were more than twice as likely to live in shelters (20.2% versus 

In San Francisco, 60% of students experiencing homelessness lived doubled up and 28% lived in shelters, where these two
types of homelessness emerged again as the two most common types. This varied by race/ethnicity: For example, living
doubled up was far more common among Hispanic homeless  students than other groups. Additionally, Hispanic and Asian
students were more likely than White and Black students to experience multiple years of homelessness.

8.9%) or to be unsheltered (8.0% versus 3.8%) as accompanied homeless students.

Not surprisingly, students experiencing homelessness were more likely than students not experiencing homelessness to
move schools in all three studies (for example, 49.0% versus 18.7% between school years and 20.4% vs. 7.7% within school
years in Houston and 12% of homeless students in SFUSD changing schools at least once during the school year versus 2%
of free lunch students). In New York, homeless students in shelters for three or more years changed schools most often
(with the average student changing schools at least once between kindergarten and 4th grade, and some changing schools
seven times). In the interviews, school staff highlighted the challenges of teaching highly mobile students.

A. School Mobility

In examining attendance, the three studies found that students experiencing homelessness did have lower attendance and
higher rates of chronic absenteeism than their non-homeless peers. Homeless students in the cohort examined in the New
York study had almost double the levels of chronic absenteeism (defined as missing 20 days or more in a given school year)
between kindergarten and 4th grade of never homeless students (almost 59% for homeless students and just above 32%
for never homeless students), with students living in shelters for three years or more having especially high levels of chronic
absenteeism (over 80% were chronically absent). These attendance issues were driven at least in part by transportation
challenges in getting to school and back, as was discussed by school staff in the study’s qualitative interviews.

B. Attendance and Attainment

Similarly, homelessness was associated with lower levels of attendance across all family and residential contexts in the
Houston study, compared to all students who were never homeless and to the matched group of non-homeless students
who had similar characteristics otherwise. For example, homeless students attended 5.5 fewer days of school than all non-
homeless students and 3.3 fewer days of school than matched non-homeless students. The Houston study additionally
examined dropout and on-time graduation, finding that students experiencing homelessness were substantially more likely
to drop out and substantially less likely to graduate on time than students not experiencing homelessness, even when
compared to the matched set of non-homeless students.
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The San Francisco study found that 25% of students experiencing homelessness were chronically absent, compared to 11%
of free lunch students. Homeless students attended school 92% of the time, compared to free lunch students’ average
attendance rate of 95%. Additionally, homeless 12th graders were less likely to complete the A-G course portfolio required
for graduation in California (32% of homeless 12th graders versus 52% of free lunch 12th graders completed the A-G course
portfolio in 2015-16), and less likely to graduate than their free lunch, reduced lunch, and non-homeless and non free or
reduced price lunch peers (71% of homeless 12th graders versus 88% of free lunch 12th graders graduated in 2015-16).

Two of the studies examined this dimension: The Houston study examined disciplinary infractions (defined as every
disciplinary action that results in removal of a student from any part of their program, including administrative interventions,
suspensions, expulsions, or removals to Disciplinary Alternative Education Programs), and the San Francisco study looked at
suspensions. The Houston study found that homeless students received more disciplinary infractions per year than their
non-homeless peers in general (.23 more infractions), but when compared to their matched group of non-homeless students
received slightly fewer infractions (0.1 fewer infractions). Homeless students’ disciplinary infractions varied significantly
depending on their family and residential contexts. The San Francisco study found that students experiencing homelessness
were 2.5 times more likely to be suspended out of school than free lunch students (4.4.% of homeless students were
suspended in 2015/16 versus 1.7% of free lunch students).

C. Discipline

In terms of academic achievement, the New York study examined students’ proficiency on state math and English tests in
4th grade, the Houston study examined rates of participation and pass rates on the  State of Texas Assessment of
Academic Readiness (STAAR) exams in reading and math for students in 3rd through 8th grade, and the San Francisco
study examined students’ GPAs and standardized test scores in English language arts, math, and science. Among the
students in the New York study, only about a quarter of students who experienced homelessness attained proficiency on
state math and English tests in 4th grade, compared to about 48% of non-homeless students in this cohort. Homeless
students who lived doubled up were more likely than homeless students in shelters to achieve proficiency. Students who
were in shelters for three years or more had the lowest scores (less than 20% attained proficiency on either test). Similarly,
homelessness was associated with lower academic achievement in Houston: Students experiencing homelessness in the
Houston study had substantially lower pass rates on the STAAR exams compared to non-homeless students; this varied by
residential and family context. Notably, when compared to the matched group of non-homeless students, homeless
students achieved slightly higher pass rates on the STAAR exams. Homelessness was also associated with lower rates of
participation on the STAAR exams across all family and residential contexts. The San Francisco study similarly found that
students experiencing homelessness scored lower on standardized tests in ELA, math, and science than their peers. In
math, being homeless was associated with a 0.05 point reduction in standardized scores even when controlling for gender,
race/ethnicity, grade level, and prior achievement. When examining students GPAs, SFUSD homeless students in middle and
high school had GPAs that were on average half a point lower compared to the GPAs of free lunch students (2.4 vs. 2.9), and
almost a full point below the GPA of their reduced price lunch peers (3.3).

D. Academic Achievement

III. SCHOOL SUPPORTS AND FACTORS PROMOTING POSITIVE OUTCOMES

The qualitative interviews with school staff undertaken as part of the New York study highlighted several challenges
schools face in supporting students experiencing homelessness, as well as promising practices. 

A. School Supports
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Generally, school staff reported that there were not enough staff to meet the needs of these students, especially given the
fact that helpful interventions and supports required significant personalized and time-intensive attention and care. For
example, school staff found themselves needing to advocate for homeless students and their families with other agencies
(such as social services) or to coordinate with other, similarly overburdened services (such as shelter-based services).
Additionally, identifying students experiencing homelessness was a challenge, as was addressing barriers to school
attendance. Finally, schools had limited funds that often were not sufficient to create the kinds of supportive programming
and services needed as well as to hire designated staff for homeless students and other groups of vulnerable students.
Deciding how to allocate those limited funds was a significant challenge. Practices that school staff identified as
contributing to the improvement of homeless students’ experiences were building trusting relationships with students and
their families, which helped identify and support them, setting aside time to analyze trends in attendance data (including
aspects like differentiating between morning and afternoon attendance), having additional non-instructional staff who could
focus specifically on supporting homeless students, and partnering with community-based organizations.

In examining the variability in homeless students’ outcomes and student assets
that might explain why some homeless students fare better than others, the San
Francisco study finds that many homeless students are able to thrive despite
their overall lower outcomes when compared to non-homeless students. For
example, three-quarters of SFUSD students who experienced homelessness had
an attendance rate of 90% or above in 2015-16 and 56% had an attendance rate
of 95% or above. 52% of students experiencing homelessness had a GPA of 2.5
or higher in 2015-16, 32% had a GPA of 3.0 or higher, and 15% had a GPA of 3.5 or
higher. Additionally, one-third of students experiencing homelessness scored at
or above the district mean on standardized state tests. The study tested multiple 

B. Factors Promoting Resilience and Positive Outcomes for Students Experiencing Homelessness

Implications for Policy and Practice

As these findings demonstrate, student homelessness is a diverse and varied experience, with type and length of homelessness and
students’ social and emotional learning skills being just some of the factors shaping students’ outcomes. Students experiencing
homelessness do face much adversity, but many are also able to overcome significant challenges and still thrive in school. Likewise,
although schools may face myriad challenges in trying to support homeless students, the New York study highlights school staff’s
willingness to go above and beyond to help. Overall, the studies put forth the following implications for policy and practice for better
understanding student homelessness and supporting students experiencing homelessness:

Improvements in identifying homeless students and capturing more information in their administrative records are needed. 
More insight into effective school-level strategies for supporting students experiencing homelessness is needed, while
being attentive to the unique and varied needs of different student groups by residential and family context. Specific areas
for support that emerged were school mobility, attendance, attainment, test participation, and discipline.
Non-instructional staff and partnerships with community-based organizations seem critical in supporting students
experiencing homelessness.
Targeting social and emotional skills seems promising for promoting better outcomes for students experiencing
homelessness.

domains of students’ self-reported social and emotional learning (including self-management, social awareness, growth
mindset, and self-efficacy) to better understand which factors promote such resilience and positive outcomes, finding that
student self-management and growth mindset positively predicted ELA and math achievement, controlling for
race/ethnicity and attendance.



page 09

When Students Experience Homelessness: Learning From 3 RPPs’ Work, continued

NNERPP | EXTRA Vol. 2, Issue 2

Current Efforts

As we conclude, we want to highlight ongoing current efforts that will be important additions to the work examined in this article: In
addition to the study featured above, the Gardner Center is also currently in the midst of another, larger study on housing instability
among San Mateo County students, with the first phase completed (we invite you to explore the associated research brief in greater 
detail here). This first phase examined the size, distribution, and heterogeneity of housing instability among youth enrolled in Sequoia
area public schools and investigated the relationships between each type of housing instability and several academic outcomes. Key
findings were that African American, Latinx, and English Learner students were overrepresented among students experiencing
housing instability, that the type of housing instability experienced by students varied greatly across all districts, and that
experiencing housing instability was associated with lower academic achievement and school attendance. Academic achievement
varied greatly by type of housing instability students experienced. Next, the Gardner Center will conduct similar analyses for the
remaining public school districts in the county and conclude the project with a comprehensive, county-wide report on housing
instability among students across all participating districts that will also include a comprehensive connection to the prevailing
literature in the field.

Finally, we hope the findings and implications featured here provide a helpful overview of what we know about students
experiencing homelessness and the policy and practice needs in this area during regular times -- and serve as a starting point for
determining homeless students’ needs and supports in these most unprecedented times, as well.

[1] “Students experiencing homelessness” is the preferred term and used whenever possible throughout this article. The term
“homeless students” is used at times for the sake of brevity.

Nina Spitzley is Marketing Specialist at the National Network of Education Research-Practice Partnerships (NNERPP).

https://nnerppextra.blogs.rice.edu/files/2018/11/Housing-Instability-Among-SMC-Students_Part-1.pdf
https://nnerppextra.blogs.rice.edu/files/2018/11/Housing-Instability-Among-SMC-Students_Part-1.pdf
https://comminfo.rutgers.edu/yanovitzky-itzhak
http://nnerpp.rice.edu/
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Evidence-informed policy and practice is often touted as a gold-standard in both scientific and popular discourse. For many
people, the idea that decisions made by policymakers and practitioners should be guided by the best available science,
whether to improve STEM education in schools or fight a global pandemic, is immediately intuitive. It is therefore only natural
for producers and funders of scientific research, as well as for research intermediaries such as NNERPP, to explore diverse
venues for connecting policymakers and practitioners with the most rigorous and relevant research evidence that is applicable
to problems they confront. Often, a primary focus of such efforts is the efficient translation and dissemination of useful
research evidence. However, with the recognition that users themselves play an active role in acquiring and interpreting
research evidence, there is a growing interest in implementing effective user engagement strategies.

Communication science has much to contribute in this regard
due to its audience-centered approach. Unlike an
information-centered approach which focuses on improving
the transmission of information between producers and users,
an audience-centered approach is focused on enabling
and/or motivating users to integrate research-based insights
into decisionmaking processes.

In this first part of a two-part series examining how principles
of communication science can help improve the use of
research evidence, we briefly introduce readers to key
principles of audience engagement from this perspective. Part 

Too often, programs and interventions that aim to improve use of research evidence in policy and practice measure their
success by tracking the scope and nature of the research evidence used in decisionmaking processes. However, this is not the
same as tracking use of research evidence. In fact, this common practice has a number of undesirable consequences.

First, it promotes an artificial dichotomization of use vs. non-use, whereas use in reality is far more diverse and complex, and
therefore appropriately defined as a continuum ranging from little or no engagement with research evidence to higher levels
of engagement (e.g., frequent, deliberate, systematic, and critical).

Second, it imposes researchers’ own normative conception of what counts as use, whereas use in practice is determined by
the goals, needs, capabilities, and circumstances of users.

Third, it disenfranchises the valid and important contributions of other forms of evidence to sound decisionmaking processes,
most notably, practice or experience-based evidence produced by users themselves.

2 in the next edition will offer the perspective of Communication leaders in research-practice partnerships (RPPs) on how to
implement these principles in an RPP setting.

Lastly, it does not fully track the cognitive and social processes underlying use of research evidence including seeking,
acquiring, filtering, interpreting, sharing, and deliberating the implications of research evidence.
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Identify the Right Problem

The bottom line is that defining and inferring use based on a priori assumptions or expectations is rarely useful. It is better and
more informative to map out users’ evidence use routines – who they typically seek or receive research evidence from, how
they evaluate and interpret research evidence, how and for what purpose they use research evidence, etc. – to be able to
adequately define and assess use relative to the unique context and circumstances of users.
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You can’t generate an effective solution to a problem if you get it wrong. Like any other behavior, use of research evidence is
enabled by the combination of users’ capacity, motivation, and opportunities to use research evidence.

The capacity-motivation-opportunity framework is an effective tool for diagnosing the real problem you need to address. Many
interventions that target improvements in use of research evidence in policy and practice tend to assume that the problem is
one of capacity or opportunity. But if the problem is essentially one of users lacking motivation to use research evidence,
investing in building capacity or expanding opportunities to acquire and use research evidence may not solve the problem (if
you build it, they may not come). So it is crucial to get the problem right before moving on to consider possible solutions.

The success of any strategy to improve use of research evidence crucially depends on the response from target audiences. For
this reason, communication science places the audience at the center of any strategy for promoting a specific behavior or
practice. This audience-orientation is formalized through audience analysis (sometimes referred to as audience insights). The
goal of audience analysis is to develop a better understanding of target audiences’ needs, goals, interests, predispositions, and
experiences as they relate to the behavior or practice you are promoting.

Capacity has to do with the degree to which intended users have the necessary skills, competencies, and/or tools for
seeking, acquiring, interpreting, and making an informed inference from research evidence. It is important to recognize
that users may vary in their capacity to use research evidence as a function of their training and preparation.

Motivation to use research evidence may be internal or and/or external. Users are internally motivated to use research
evidence if they perceive it to be valuable given their interests and goals compared to alternatives (i.e., relative benefits vs.
costs of using research evidence) and/or if they believe that this practice is normative (i.e., that most other members of the
group, particularly those who are important to them, use research themselves and expect them to do the same). External
incentives or disincentives for using research evidence (for example, economic incentives or formal mandates) can also
motivate use of research evidence, although they are generally less effective and more temporary source of motivation
than internal motivation.

Opportunity refers to any objective barriers or facilitators for research evidence. This includes ease of access to sources of
research evidence (e.g., scientific journals or experts), availability of technical assistance and other resources to support
use of research evidence, time constraints, etc. RPPs, for example, can be an effective mechanism for improving use of
research evidence because they create structured opportunities for researchers and practitioners to establish research-
based collaborations to identify and address problems of practice.

Know Your Audience
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The first is targeting (or audience segmentation). We already
know that a single fix will not universally solve the problem for
everyone. Educators with relevant research training and
experience require different types of support than educators who
are new to research use. Targeting improves the efficiency and
efficacy of behavioral interventions by identifying relatively
homogeneous sub-audiences who are likely to benefit from the
same intervention strategy. But this has to be done right.
Segmenting target audiences based on demographic
characteristics, for example, is customary but not very helpful
from an intervention perspective. The fact that a user is a male or
a female should make no difference regarding their use of
research evidence, unless gender is a proxy for something else
like differential access or training. Audience segmentation is more 

Approaching the problem from the perspective of audiences can inform your overall strategy in two important ways.

The second objective of audience analysis is to inform the tailoring (or customization) of the intervention to each target
audience segment. For example, it may be that a large segment of your target audience simply lacks the motivation to use
research evidence, but for different reasons. Perhaps there is one group of users that lack the self-efficacy to use research
evidence; they want to use research but don’t think they have the necessary skills to do this right or well. The other group of
users have the self-efficacy but fail to see what’s in it for them; they can do it but are concerned that doing so means an
additional burden on their time or work commitments. Each one of these groups will need a slightly different motivational
intervention: the first group needs something to build self-efficacy (e.g., a training or a tool) whereas the second group needs
to be persuaded or offered an incentive.

useful when it is based on dimensions that are directly relevant to the enactment of the behavior. For example, segmenting
audiences based on differences in capacity, motivation, and/or opportunity to use research evidence is particularly useful
because it gets you to consider how different sub-groups experience the problem and what they require to change.

Keep in mind that both targeting and tailoring requires you to collect information from your target audience regarding
capacity, motivation, and barriers and facilitators to use of research evidence (based on how use is defined). It is always a good
idea to ground data collection in behavior change theories such as the theory of planned behavior, social cognitive theory,
theories/instruments that are directly about research evidence use (see Gitomer, Crouse, and Allen, for example).

or

Match Communication Strategy to both the Problem and the Audience

A successful behavior change strategy is typically judged based on its ability to achieve its goals. You may have determined
that the real problem is one of capacity, or motivation, or opportunity, and you even have a good sense of what you need to do
to address the problem. You still need the buy-in from your audience to make this happen, which is where communication
enters. Now, we all have a natural tendency to believe that we are good communicators. Regardless of whether this is true or
not (call it optimism bias), the issue is that we end up crafting a message and then expect it to be well received by our target
audience. It should not surprise you to learn that this strategy almost never works. The reason for that is that your goal is to
expose your audience to the message instead of seeking to engage them.

http://sphweb.bumc.bu.edu/otlt/MPH-Modules/SB/BehavioralChangeTheories/BehavioralChangeTheories3.html
http://sphweb.bumc.bu.edu/otlt/MPH-Modules/SB/BehavioralChangeTheories/BehavioralChangeTheories5.html
http://sphweb.bumc.bu.edu/otlt/MPH-Modules/SB/BehavioralChangeTheories/BehavioralChangeTheories5.html
http://wtgrantfoundation.org/studying-use-research-evidence-methods-measures-complex-field
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One Last Cautionary Note

Exposure is at the lower end of the audience engagement continuum. It assumes that your audience is a passive consumer
of the information you provide and is very likely to find your message persuasive (again, because you are a good
communicator). This explains why providing information that is intended to educate potential users about the value of
using research evidence, which is the default approach, is also the least effective – you are asking people to do something
that is important to you, but not something that is important to them or that they believe they can do.

All interventions run the risk of unintended effects (positive or negative), regardless of how good your plan is. One
important lesson from communication science is that you should always strive to pretest your communication strategy with
an audience group before you go live so you can catch and correct any possible issues. The second important lesson is that
it is your responsibility to anticipate any unintended effects on your intended audience but also unintended audience
groups. Keep in mind that research, objective as it may appear to be, may introduce some bias into the way users think and
act. For example, if a valid research procedure such as a survey systematically underrepresents the thoughts and
experiences of a minority group, the evidence it produces is necessarily biased and users ought to be conscious of this bias.
So communicators also have responsibility to communicate about what inference or conclusions can – and cannot – be
drawn from research evidence to decrease the likelihood of misuse and disinformation. Research does not speak for itself;
we must speak for research.
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Engagement, in contrast, is about building your audience’s interest, motivation, perhaps even enthusiasm to use research
evidence. In other words, it’s about making them care. One communication strategy that can be useful in this respect is to
connect use of research evidence to something users already personally value and/or are familiar with – improve your own
performance, serve better those who benefit from your knowledge/expertise/advice, etc. – this is an example of how
knowing your audience can be helpful in tailoring the message to your audience. Another potentially effective strategy is to
suggest or provide cues that use of research evidence is desirable (valued by peers) and normative (prevalent, expected).
You can even use a bit of modeling – show an example of excellent use of research evidence and how it is rewarding (or
rewarded). A more evolved form of audience engagement involves coaching – don’t just tell them what you want them to
do and persuade them they care, also tell them how they can do this in a way that is easy, rewarding, and likely to result in
the desired outcomes. This is the same as your doctor telling you to lose weight but also offering some guidance or a plan
that will take you there. Without the plan, all you offer is prescription.

Still, the best strategy by far to engage your target audience with the change you are seeking is to partner with them on
the design of communication. After all, they are the real expert on the problem since they are the ones experiencing it.
This means that they have a wealth of insights to contribute regarding what should be communicated, how, when, and
where – which is the essence of a basic communication plan.
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partnership (RPP) to address issues of educational equity in school
application and enrollment. Called the Lab for Equity and
Engagement in School Enrollment (E3 Lab), the partnership
focuses on using insights from behavioral science and human-
centered design to co-develop and test solutions that address
operational challenges faced by the NYC DOE in efficiently
ensuring equity and engagement in application and enrollment
procedures. The work of the Lab builds on a long history of MDRC
collaborations with NYC DOE (see for example, Hsueh, Corrin and
Steimle, forthcoming[i]).

complete a cycle of problem identification, solution design, and
rigorous testing. The partnership allowed for mutual learning, where
the researchers gained more practical knowledge and the
practitioners were introduced to new evidence-based strategies.
Setting an upfront goal of testing was critical to this work and its
transformation into a longer partnership, because it supported a
focus on building and using evidence in a concrete process that
repeats each year—school application and enrollment.[ii]
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MDRC, a nonprofit social policy research organization, and the 
New York City’s Department of Office of Student Enrollment at

Education (NYC DOE), are currently building a research-practice 

five dimensions of effectiveness for 

In this article, we consider the ways in which the problem-solving
approach we are using to structure the activities of the Lab aligns
with Henrick and colleagues’
RPPs and what it suggests about potential new indicators to 
measure progress on innovation and solution design.

The E3 Lab began as a research-practice project called Improving 
Engagement in Elementary School Selection. Initially designed to  
barriers that families face with the kindergarten application
process, the project was motivated by NYC DOE’s particular
interest in focusing on barriers to application faced by families
living in temporary housing and families for whom English is not a
home language. The researchers (MDRC) and practitioners (Office
of Student Enrollment at NYC DOE) came together as a team to 

Building on this initial project, MDRC and NYC DOE began
collaboration on additional solution design, applying insights from
behavioral science to other issues. Most recently, the team is working
through rapid and iterative design cycles to pilot new messaging to
families regarding changes in the school registration process related
to COVID-19 school disruptions.

The E3 Lab features collaboration structures aligned to Dimension
1 of Henrick et al.’s framework —building trust and cultivating 
partnership relationships—that we hope will sustain and expand the
RPP’s utility and efficiency over time. The structures include: i)
Creating processes for NYC DOE and MDRC to jointly identify
problems that map to areas of greatest interest for NYC DOE to
ensure buy-in throughout the project lifecycle and sustainability
beyond individual team members’ tenure, ii) designating a key contact
at NYC DOE as a Co-Principal Investigator of individual projects, iii)
collaborating on the development of all analysis plans to ensure
analysis can be completed with available data (MDRC independently
conducts impact analyses to evaluate interventions), iv) collaborating
early in the intervention design process to build mutual capacity,
allowing the researchers to share and apply evidence-based insights
and the practitioners to apply critical practical knowledge, and vi)
having researchers and practitioners co-present the project at local
and national meetings and conferences.

Dimension 1      Building trust and cultivating partnership relationships

Dimension 2      Conducting rigorous research to inform action
Dimension 3      Supporting the partner practice organization in 

Dimension 4      Producing knowledge that can inform educational 

Dimension 5      Building the capacity of participating researchers, 

achieving its goals

improvement efforts more broadly

practitioners, practice organizations, and research
organizations to engage in partnership work

Table 1: The Five Dimensions of Effectiveness from the 
Henrick, et al. Framework

https://www.mdrc.org/
https://www.schools.nyc.gov/
https://www.schools.nyc.gov/
https://www.schools.nyc.gov/
https://wtgrantfoundation.org/library/uploads/2017/10/Assessing-Research-Practice-Partnerships.pdf
https://wtgrantfoundation.org/library/uploads/2017/10/Assessing-Research-Practice-Partnerships.pdf
https://wtgrantfoundation.org/library/uploads/2017/10/Assessing-Research-Practice-Partnerships.pdf
https://www.mdrc.org/project/improving-engagement-elementary-school-selection#overview
https://www.mdrc.org/project/improving-engagement-elementary-school-selection#overview
https://www.mdrc.org/project/improving-engagement-elementary-school-selection#overview
https://wtgrantfoundation.org/library/uploads/2017/10/Assessing-Research-Practice-Partnerships.pdf
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barriers families may face. The data collection and analysis from
these events not only helped the team clarify the process and
illuminate barriers, but also allowed the researchers to provide rapid
feedback for the practitioners to inform time-sensitive decisions. For
example, the researchers observed barriers to participation at
information sessions hosted in family shelters and shared lessons
from behavioral science about ways to improve outreach strategies.
The practitioners rapidly applied some of those strategies in
subsequent events by adjusting their promotional materials (e.g., fliers
and letters) to align with

identify the problem affecting the population of interest that the
project aims to solve. This first step ends with the creation of a
neutral and measurable problem statement that can anchor the
subsequent investigation into the causes of that problem and the
design of solutions. Aligned with Dimension 3, it is essential that a
problem statement be focused on a meaningful outcome that
supports the practitioner organization’s goals. The Define phase of
work also supports Dimension 1 by establishing a foundation of
communication and work routines between the research and
practitioner partners to carry through the remaining project phases.

The initial project and now the E3 Lab are using MDRC’s Center for
Applied Behavioral Science’s (CABS) six-step approach to problem-
solving.

In addition to the qualitative analysis, the researchers also conducted
quantitative analysis as part of the Clarify step to identify where in the
process families were dropping out or disengaging. Specifically, the
researchers analyzed early childhood and kindergarten application
and enrollment pathways of a prior cohort of students constructing
data visualizations to show the relationship between pre-kindergarten
and kindergarten application and enrollment behaviors. This analysis
helped the RPP team refine the problem statement by clarifying its
scope: “Among kindergarten enrollees in the 2016-2017 school-year
28% fell into the application gap, meaning they did not participate in
the application process.” This analysis approach also built conceptual
capacity for the practitioners by demonstrating new ways for them to
examine their data and highlighting new populations in need of
targeting. Consistent with Dimension 4, the researchers published a
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The CABS Approach is a systematic problem-solving framework
that MDRC has used in collaboration with 100 government
agencies, educational institutions, and nonprofits in 26 states to
uncover barriers, design creative solutions, and evaluate those
solutions using rigorous research methods. At its core, the CABS
Approach leverages principles of human-centered design and
evidence from behavioral science to solve for key problems
following six steps that may be sequential or cyclical: Define –
Clarify – Diagnose – Design – Develop – Test.

>> Step One: Define.The goal of the Define step is to clearly 

To help the researchers better understand the practitioners’ goals
and operational constraints, we brought together multiple district
stakeholders (e.g. Office of Student Enrollment program and
communications teams and staff from NYC DOE’s Research,
Policy and Strategy Group) for this phase of work on the project.
Our team co-created the following problem statement: “Many
kindergarten-eligible families do not submit a kindergarten
application by the January deadline.”

>> Step Two: Clarify. After we identify a problem statement, we
we clarify its context and scope using both qualitative and
quantitative data sources. The descriptive research activities that
anchor the Clarify step of the CABS Approach align
with Dimensions 2 and 4 of the framework.

For the project, the team’s first task in the Clarify step was to
develop a process map that visually represents all steps a
family should take to successfully engage in the kindergarten
application and enrollment process in NYC DOE. Next, the
researchers observed and interviewed kindergarten-eligible
families and NYC DOE staff who oversee and administer the
kindergarten application and enrollment process to identify 

best practices from behavioral science.

brief on the findings to contribute to research literature on challenges
ffamilies face in school application processes.[iii]

Understanding and framing the problem as an “application gap”—
people who potentially could apply but do not, despite ultimately
enrolling —allowed the RPP team to highlight to district leadership
and to other researchers why this problem was meaningful and had
equity implications. Specifically, families falling into the “application
gap” miss out on opportunities to fully exercise school choice for
kindergarten since high-demand schools can fill up during the
application period. The families may also miss out on opportunities to
connect with the school and engage in kindergarten activities before
the school year begins. The gap is also meaningful for the districts
and for schools because it creates uncertainty in planning activities
due to fluctuating rosters during the summer and early fall. The fact
that our analysis found that English Language Learners and children
living in temporary housing were over-represented in the application
gap further bolstered motivation from the RPP team and important
stakeholders to address this challenge.

continued on the next page

>> Step Three: Diagnose. During the Diagnose step, the team 
uses the qualitative and quantitative data collected during the 

https://www.mdrc.org/publication/getting-your-message-across-effective-communications-checklist
https://www.mdrc.org/publication/getting-your-message-across-effective-communications-checklist
https://www.mdrc.org/publication/missing-start
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Clarify step to identify barriers that may be causing the problem.
The team then draws on behavioral science research to develop
hypotheses about the behavioral reasons for the barriers, or drop-
off points, in the process map that was jointly created.
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For the project, our team leveraged the original data, insights from
behavioral science, and prior research literature on school choice to
co-create hypotheses about the barriers that families face in the NYC
kindergarten admissions process. This insight generation process
aligns with Dimension 4 of the framework as it can suggest
additional hypotheses that can be explored empirically in other
settings. The Diagnosis step is also integral to the development of
innovative context-specific solutions informed by behavioral science.

In alignment with NYC DOE’s priorities for the project, our team
focused particular attention on barriers faced by families living in
shelters and those for whom English is not a home language. For
example, we found that some families were overwhelmed by the
prospect of indicating twelve schools on their application and were
not familiar with schools available in the neighborhood where their
shelter was located. We know from behavioral science research
and the prior literature on school selection that barriers such as
information gaps and choice overload can impede action.[iv]

>> Step Four: Design. In the Design step, the team develops
solutions to address the barriers uncovered during Diagnosis. The
district’s operations, infrastructure, and preferences for certain
formats (e.g., paper vs. digital application; privacy rules about who
can be reached, how, and when; deadlines that cannot be changed
because of staff commitments to other grades’ application
timelines) created parameters for our joint design process.

Exhibit 1: Behavioral Barriers and Solutions from the E3 Lab’s Digital Intervention
(Kindergarten Application Helper)

For the project, our team drew on CABS tools for designing 
SIMPLER framework and communications checklist)

and prior school choice interventions[v], but recognized that this
intervention would be less about improving choice and more about
easing application. Thus the team co-designed a digital intervention
intended to address barriers that families face in the NYC DOE
kindergarten application process—an online “Kindergarten
Application Helper” (called “K Helper”) that simplified decision
making, and included an opt-in text message campaign offering
reminders about the application timeline. In all discussions with the
practitioners about the intervention design ideas, the researchers
highlighted the specific barriers being targeted and behavioral
principles underlying the solution ideas. In alignment
with Dimension 5, NYC DOE has independently applied many of the
design features of the RPP team’s intervention to other projects
outside of the partnership. For example, after implementation of the
“Kindergarten Application Helper” for the RPP project, NYC DOE
developed a similar feature in their broader application system to
support parents’ identification of early childhood programs for
which they have highest priority to attend, incorporating a set of
questions and search tools from the K Helper. This activity
demonstrates that the partnership supported the practitioner staff’s
capacity to apply principles of behavioral science on their own.

solutions (see

>> Step Five: Develop. The Develop step focuses on ensuring 
the proposed solutions are feasible to implement and sustain, if
found to be effective, and can be used by the target populations as
intended. To this end, the team gathers feedback from stakeholders
and uses that feedback to iterate and improve upon the solution.
Since the practice organization often must carry the burden of 

implementation of the solution at scale, the
Develop step requires the team pay careful
attention to buy-in from the practice organization
as well as feasibility and usability of the solution
when implemented at scale. Finally, in alignment
with Dimensions 2 and 4, the research team
needs to take care during the Develop step to
clearly communicate implications of intervention
design decisions for the research questions that
can be asked and answered in the subsequent
testing phase, and the appropriate research
design that can answer those questions and be
implemented well. Sometimes, priorities will need
to be set, and tradeoffs made.

continued on the next page
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Our experience in the Develop step of the project demonstrates
the importance of attending to Dimension 1 in this critical time of
problem-solving and testing. Our RPP team initially wanted to
focus implementation and testing of the “K Helper” solutions for
those families that the quantitative analysis suggested were most
at-risk of falling into the application gap for kindergarten (e.g.
previous non-applicants to pre-kindergarten). However, based on
early feedback from the practitioner partner organization, our team
learned that for a number of operational reasons, it would not be
feasible to target outreach to previous pre-kindergarten non-
appliers. As a result, we decided that it would be best to start
implementation with families for whom the practitioners already
had routines for digital outreach (subscribers to NYC DOE Office of
Student Enrollment digital updates and prior pre-kindergarten
applicants) and would be receiving standard NYC DOE notifications
in the absence of the intervention. With this change in the target
population for the implementation of the intervention, the research
team had to adjust elements of the theory of change for the
intervention and associated analysis plans before pre-
registering the plan at the Registry of Educational Effectiveness
Studies (REES).

For the project, the team randomly assigned potential kindergarten
applicants (subscribers to NYC DOE email updates and former pre-
kindergarten applicants) to receive NYC DOE’s standard email
notifications about the kindergarten admissions process or the RPP
team’s email that included behavioral messaging encouraging
families to visit the “Kindergarten Application Helper” webtool
where they could also sign up for text message reminders about
the application process. The researchers are now independently
conducting the impact analysis that will be shared with NYC DOE
and then the broader field.

Although this decision to shift the target population meant that the
study was less targeted and the intervention potentially less
impactful, the experience reflects the progress that the RPP has
made on Dimension 1. It was the strong communication structures
and tight relationships between the research and practitioner team
members of the RPP that enabled this issue to be raised early
enough for a change to be made early in the research plans and
for the RPP team to identify an alternate path that would still meet
the objectives of the practice organization to implement and test
the efficacy of the solutions.

Approach when the team deploys and monitors the
implementation of the new solutions and evaluates them to
determine effectiveness. In the Test step, the research partner not
only measures effectiveness of the intervention at achieving the
intended outcomes but also documents the experience of the
practitioners implementing the solutions including facilitators and
barriers. Consistent with MDRC’s mission, the Test step includes
dissemination of findings to practitioners and policymakers. The
Test step aligns with Dimensions 3 and 4 by building rigorous
evidence about the efficacy of solutions for the partner practice
organization and the broader field.

School districts can find themselves grappling with equity
challenges in many areas of their operations, and may look to
researchers to go beyond pointing out disparities and help them
design, pilot, test, and scale potential solutions. As decades of
research on education reforms and interventions have shown us,
designing solutions for challenges rooted in pervasive and
persistent inequalities is very difficult work. Getting to solutions will
require significant innovation from researchers and practitioners.
RPPs that align with Henrick and colleagues’ dimensions of
effectiveness are uniquely situated to take on this challenge. Based
on our reflections on how our approach in the E3 Lab aligns to the
Framework, we are hopeful that our growing partnership will help
achieve its lofty goals of improving equity in families’ experiences
with NYC DOE school enrollment. As we consider successes and
challenges of our first project of the E3 Lab, we wonder if the RPP
community might consider expanding the Framework to include
new indicators that focus on structures and routines to support
innovation via strong problem identification, solution design, and
testing. Using a systematic framework for collaborative problem
identification, intervention design, and testing (like the CABS
Approach) is one way that RPPs can infuse mutual learning via
innovation into their approach. Extending this collaboration to a
joint approach to testing can help advance evidence building and
evidence use.[vi]

Barbara Condliffe is Research Associate, K-12 Education Policy Area 
and Center for Applied Behavioral Science, at MDRC, Rekha Balu is Senior
Fellow and Director, Center for Applied Behavioral Science, and Margaret
Hennessy is also a Research Analyst, K-12 Education Policy Area. Rachel
Leopold is the Director of Enrollment Research & Policy at the New York  
City Department of Education Office of Student Enrollment.

>> Step Six: Test. The Test step is the final phase of the CABS
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Improving Improvement: Lessons Learned from Working with Partners During the
Covid-19 Crisis

on leveraging the power of research-practice
partnerships (RPPs) to build schools’, districts’
and states’ capacity to improve. As we’re sure
many of you have experienced in your work, the
Covid-19 school shutdowns drastically changed
our plans for supporting our partners’ efforts to
design, plan, pilot, and test evaluations in fall
2020. Our annual convening, the event during
which our nearly 60 partner districts and charter
management organizations (CMOs) come 

By David Hersh (Proving Ground) and Jennifer Ash (National Center for Rural Education Research Networks: NCRERN)

continued on the next page

The first direct contact we had with districts after the Covid-19 shutdowns were not about our work but rather to connect with
districts and listen. We had calls with every district to learn more about their response to the abrupt school shutdowns. While
interviewers followed a semi-structured protocol developed specifically for these calls, the conversations themselves were
informal, and interviewers took care to lead with curiosity about the district community as a whole and district team members
as individuals.

Acknowledge and learn more about how Covid-19 is impacting your partners.

From these calls, we learned about how our districts immediately sprang into action to devise creative solutions to provide
students with meals, electronic devices, and internet access, and what teaching and learning looked like in the first few weeks
following the shutdowns.
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This is the second installment of Improving 
our quarterly series focused on

These conversations helped us build trust with districts, which was critical. In taking a pause from our scheduled programming
and tasks that were already behind our original schedule, we demonstrated that we were not just focused on learning how
Covid-19 would impact our particular project with districts but that we cared about the larger context of the district.

together to make collective decisions and put in the bulk of the planning needed to achieve their goals, was scheduled for
March 18. States began closing schools the week before. In less than a week we needed not only to redesign how we planned
to support partners with the content intended for the convening, but to communicate changes clearly and reassuringly to an
audience experiencing chaos and uncertainty. Despite the disruption and our partners’ (understandably) changed priorities,
our network remains on track to meet its goals. It has not been perfect or easy, but we have been inspired by our partners’
work and commitment and have learned to adapt alongside them. Here, we share some lessons from this experience. We
hope that these lessons will be helpful as you continue to rethink your partnerships and research plans in light of the
unprecedented disruption that Covid-19 has brought and will continue to bring to schools.

Improvement,

Don't be afraid to reach out, but be flexible and understanding.

Shortly after our decision to cancel our in-person convening and switch to an on-demand virtual one, we had to consider how to
engage districts—how often was appropriate and with what tone? Nervous that our communications would seem tone deaf or get 

http://nnerppextra.rice.edu/extra-credit/
http://nnerppextra.rice.edu/extra-credit/
http://nnerppextra.rice.edu/extra-credit/
http://nnerppextra.rice.edu/extra-credit/


Improving Improvement: Lessons Learned from Working with Partners During the
Covid-19 Crisis, continued

In addition to considering how often to engage districts and with what tone, we had to consider whether to push them to meet
deadlines. Knowing they might be overwhelmed with new and challenging circumstances, we defaulted to providing near
complete flexibility. We removed deadlines from our materials and all communications framed tasks as optional. While districts
appreciated that we weren’t piling on, some asked for clear deadlines to keep them moving. As one district told us, while the
work was important to them, without deadlines, urgent items would always push the important ones further down the priority
list. So, we added deadlines back in while communicating that districts should let us know if/when they couldn’t meet a
deadline. We either extended the deadline or developed a workaround to accommodate them. The feedback, and the results,
were positive.

Provide deadlines to maintain urgency but offer extensions when requested.
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While they continued to work with us, districts retained a
justifiable concern about the relevance of the work and how we
would measure progress given the uncertainty around what
school will look like in the fall. We’ve been working with states
and others to offer some certainty, but we don’t yet know the
answers to some of these questions. Rather than delay or claim
certainty, we leaned into our uncertainty. We acknowledged that
we did not yet know exactly how the year would look or how we
would measure impact. As nice as it would have been to project 

Admit when you don’t have all the answers.

Again and again, we have come up against questions to which we do not know the answer. Our approach has been to encourage
districts to make a plan for our shared work based on the information they have about the fall and set the expectation that we
will need to revisit the plan once we know more about what school reopenings look like. We have assured partners that we will
be ready and available to support them when we have the information we need to move forward. While it may seem like a bold
promise to be ready to quickly change plans, it’s helpful to remember that as researchers working in the field, we often have to
adjust plans and have successfully done so.

Have and express confidence in your ability to adapt.

lost amidst the flood of new obligations, we started with less frequent communications that each contained more information.
Following some valuable feedback, we dramatically shortened our communications while settling on weekly reminders of next
steps. In practice, we are nudging districts fairly often, but always with an accommodating tone that recognizes their fluid
availability.

continued on the next page

omniscience, our candor built credibility and some solidarity (“this is as new for us as it is for you”). We were careful to match
the uncertainty with a plan for how we would address it and a promise to keep pushing for answers on their behalf, letting our
partners know we have their backs.

Though we switched to virtual tools out of necessity, using virtual tools may be allowing us to be more supportive of and
accessible to our districts than we would have been in our in-person event. Because it allows us to engage districts 

Embrace virtual tools to provide more flexible and cost-effective support to partners.



Improving Improvement: Lessons Learned from Working with Partners During the
Covid-19 Crisis, continued

Looking Ahead

By the time of our next installment of Improving Improvement, school will have started (likely in many different forms) and
our partners will have launched or be ready to launch another round of interventions. Stay tuned for more lessons learned
from the experience of helping them get there.

David Hersh (david_hersh@gse.harvard.edu) is Director of Proving Ground

National Center for Rural Education Research Networks (NCRERN).

and Jennifer Ash (jennifer_ash@gse.harvard.edu) is Director of the

We are also always open to additional suggestions for topics for future editions of Improving Improvement. Reach out to us
with any questions you have about our networks, continuous improvement process, or ideas you’d like to see us tackle.
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asynchronously over an extended period of time and without travel, we can provide one-to-one support to all nearly 60
partners. Our original plan was for a roughly 3-partner per support staff ratio. At the same time, we spared our partners the
time and expense of traveling. All it took was liberal use of some readily available tools and the modification of our content
for use by districts at home:

 A content management system (e.g. Canvas) to lay out all of our guiding materials
 Zoom for virtual meetings and to record presentations
 Google Docs to collaborate in documents in real time
 Slack to enable districts to engage directly with us and each other without endless email chains
 Asana, a project management software, to document and assign action steps

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

We also learned that it was important to walk our partners through how to use the tools, so they would feel comfortable with
the key features needed rather than overwhelmed. We provided technical support through user guides and live demos via
Zoom and noticed an uptick in use after providing these resources.

https://provingground.cepr.harvard.edu/home
https://cepr.harvard.edu/rural


Research Headlines From NNERPP Members: Last Quarter

EQUITY

HOUSTON EDUCATION RESEARCH CONSORTIUM
examines English Learners’ postsecondary attainment

COVID-19

provides overview on virtual and blended learning
RESEARCH ALLIANCE FOR NEW YORK CITY SCHOOLS

collaboratively produce resource collection in response to
COVID-19

REGIONAL EDUCATIONAL LABORATORIES

compiles answers to frequently asked COVID-19 questions
REL NORTHEAST & ISLANDS

OUT-OF-SCHOOL TIME LEARNING

EDUCATION NORTHWEST
examines out-of-school time STEM programs

STUDENTS

EDUCATION RESEARCH ALLIANCE FOR NEW ORLEANS
examines students’ perceptions of their schools and communities

TEACHERS

EDUCATION POLICY INNOVATION COLLABORATIVE
studies teacher hiring

ENGLISH LEARNERS

compiles online learning resources and exemplars
DIGITAL PROMISE

tracks states’ crisis responses

EDUCATION POLICY INNOVATION COLLABORATIVE

REL CENTRAL
compiles answers to frequently asked COVID-19 questions

HOUSTON EDUCATION RESEARCH CONSORTIUM
examines student homelessness

examines educators’ insights from teaching during COVID-19
school closures

TENNESSEE EDUCATION RESEARCH ALLIANCE

POST-SECONDARY

BALTIMORE EDUCATION RESEARCH CONSORTIUM
examines college access

SCHOOL CLIMATE

REL MID-ATLANTIC
examines development of a school climate survey and index

DETROIT EDUCATION RESEARCH PARTNERSHIP
examines seasonal patterns in attendance

ATTENDANCE

SCHOOL CHOICE

EDUCATION POLICY INNOVATION COLLABORATIVE
studies access to school choice
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https://rice.us14.list-manage.com/track/click?u=ac4a754c9238f9ab8ee57f4de&id=935b0cda69&e=5579eacd89
https://kinder.rice.edu/research/inequalities-postsecondary-attainment-english-learner-status-role-college-level-course
https://research.steinhardt.nyu.edu/news/2020/5/21/Exploring_the_Evidence_on_Virtual_and_Blended_Learning
https://research.steinhardt.nyu.edu/research_alliance/
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/projects/covid-19/
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/northeast/Blog/Post/21
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/northeast
https://educationnorthwest.org/
https://educationnorthwest.org/events/scaling-out-school-time-stem-programming-national-scan
https://educationresearchalliancenola.org/
https://educationresearchalliancenola.org/publications/voices-of-new-orleans-youth-what-do-the-citys-young-people-think-about-their-schools-and-communities
http://www.epicedpolicy.org/
https://epicedpolicy.org/teacher-screening-and-hiring-lessons-from-the-los-angeles-unified-school-district/
https://digitalpromise.org/online-learning/
https://digitalpromise.org/
https://epicedpolicy.org/report-state-policies-to-address-covid-19-school-closure/
http://www.epicedpolicy.org/
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/central/
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/central/publications/
https://rice.us14.list-manage.com/track/click?u=ac4a754c9238f9ab8ee57f4de&id=935b0cda69&e=5579eacd89
https://kinder.rice.edu/research/examining-complexity-student-homelessness-educational-outcomes-hisd-homeless-students
https://peabody.vanderbilt.edu/TERA/files/TES2020_COVID_Brief_FINAL.pdf
https://rice.us14.list-manage.com/track/click?u=ac4a754c9238f9ab8ee57f4de&id=e22d915e1d&e=5579eacd89
https://baltimore-berc.org/
https://baltimore-berc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/BaltimoreCollegeFactBookJune2020.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/midatlantic/
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/midatlantic/pdf/Summary_Memo.pdf
https://coe.wayne.edu/kaplan-crue/student-exit-mobility-and-attendance-in-detroit.php?utm_source=go.wayne.edu&utm_medium=direct&utm_campaign=quick-access&utm_content=
https://coe.wayne.edu/kaplan-crue/detroit_ed_research/attendance_throughout_the_seasons_report.pdf
http://www.epicedpolicy.org/
https://epicedpolicy.org/schools-of-choice-access-to-non-resident-options/
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End Notes
NNERPP | Extra is a quarterly magazine produced by the National Network of Education Research-Practice Partnerships
(NNERPP), a professional learning community for education research-practice partnerships (RPPs) housed at the Kinder
Institute for Urban Research at Rice University. NNERPP's mission is to develop, support and connect RPPs in order to
improve the relationships between research, policy, and practice. 
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