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Institute of Education Sciences


National Center for Education Research
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February 17, 2004

Tom Roderick

Executive Director

Educators for Social Responsibility Metropolitan Area

475 Riverside Drive, Room 554

New York, New York 10115

Dear Mr. Roderick,

Thank you for taking the time to review the multi-site assessment protocol for the Social and Character Development Research Program and for your comment submission. We would like to take this opportunity to inform you about our continuous work and progress on the assessment protocol, and hope that our most recent modifications to the protocol will help to allay some of your concerns. We appreciate the collaborative aspect of this project and the importance of maintaining mutually beneficial relationships between curriculum developers, researchers, and schools. Our intent is not to jeopardize these relationships, but to build them on the basis of trust and mutual understanding. 

Below, we provide some background on the goals of the multi-site evaluation and detail the steps we are taking to ensure participants’ confidentiality and appropriateness of the assessments for our teachers, parents, and children in the research schools. We provide a rationale for our assessment selection, outline each of the measures we are taking to achieve our research goals, and indicate how we have worked to address each of your concerns.

Goals of the Multi-Site Evaluation

The Social and Character Development Research Program began in response to increased concern over the prevalence of antisocial behaviors and the development of social skills and positive character traits among our nation’s children. For example, in 2003, the National Center for Education Statistics estimated that some 1.5 million violent incidents occur in schools each year. Although support services, intervention curricula, and discipline management strategies are commonly employed in schools to promote social and character development and prevent problem behavior, evidence of the effectiveness of these strategies is limited. Thus, the primary goal of the multi-site evaluation is to examine the efficacy of school-based interventions in promoting positive social and character development and school climate, increasing positive behaviors, and reducing negative behaviors among elementary school children. 

Specifically, we are interested in understanding how these interventions affect children’s responsible, prosocial, and cooperative behavior, self-regulation, and academic achievement. Yet it is also critical to determine the effects of the interventions on negative behaviors, such as aggression and disruptive problem behaviors. It is therefore important that we obtain measures of both students’ positive and negative behaviors. Only by assessing both types of behaviors will we understand how the interventions are effective.

Our second question of interest is, “What works, for whom, and under what conditions?” The social and character development interventions are being implemented and evaluated in ten counties with diverse populations of students, from multiple ethnic groups, in middle-class, suburban areas to impoverished urban neighborhoods to struggling rural communities in between. Even within research sites, there is great variation in the student sample. It is important that we understand how the effects of the interventions might vary across student populations, and in different ecological contexts. The assessment of risk of at the community- and family level is a critical component in efforts to accurately understand and positively intervene in the lives of young people and their families. Our goal is to promote the development of positive life skills and behaviors, yet a limitation of the prevention and health promotion literature is that such efforts have historically taken a deficit approach as a means of understanding family and community context.  Our efforts to identify valid and reliable measures of family and community context reflect the paucity of measures that take a balanced approach in their assessment of resources and ecological challenges. We concur with your assessment of the tone of the items regarding community risk, and have returned to the measurement literature to once again try and identify supplemental measures of protective community resources. As a result, we have included several items we believe assess the strengths within communities in addition to risk, as detailed later in this document.
Appropriateness of the Assessment Protocol

Given that we will be assessing young children in elementary school, and will be assessing a diverse sample of teachers, parents, and children, we have taken great care to ensure that our measures are both developmentally and culturally appropriate. Measures included in the assessment protocol have been validated in prior research with diverse populations and with children in the elementary school age group. For example, in a study funded by the William T. Grant Foundation, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, and the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, the community risk measure included in the assessment protocol was developed and used with African-American, single-parent families in both rural and urban communities (finding that community factors predicted children’s social competence and externalizing behaviors). As another example, the aggression and conduct problem scales in the assessment protocol are part of a standardized measure, the Behavioral Assessment System for Children, and has been developed with a diverse sample of thousands of children ages 6-11 across the country, in various community contexts. 

It has been our priority to only choose measures that tap the competencies, attitudes, and behaviors of children that we expect to be affected by each of the seven different interventions being evaluated in this research program. Further, we strive to ensure that the assessments used in the multi-site evaluation are ones that have been rigorously tested, and are known to reliably measure the outcomes of interest in a valid manner. We are hesitant to include questions in the assessment protocol that have not yet been rigorously tested, or to reword questions in the protocol that have been used with success in previous evaluations.

Although the interventions are predicted to influence a wide array of positive and negative outcomes, we are limited in our ability to measure all of these outcomes because of (a) the burden it would cause for teachers, parents, and students to report on each of the outcomes, and (b) the availability of reliable and valid measures to assess positive youth development constructs. Yet, we aim to measure a large number of positive outcomes in the evaluation (including self-efficacy, empathy, responsibility, altruism, self-regulation, and cooperation), and balance these positive outcomes with negative ones that are of equal interest to the educational community.

Note that an important task to be completed in this evaluation is field-testing the assessment protocol with a diverse sample of teachers, parents, and students. During this field-testing, if concerns are raised by participants about the wording or the content of the questions, we will revisit and revise the assessment protocol as needed to ensure that the protocol will be positively received by participants, and that the data obtained will be reliable and valid, without modifying the intent of the information collection or increasing the respondent burden.

Ensuring Confidentiality

All data collection activities will be conducted in full compliance with Department of Education regulations to maintain the confidentiality of data obtained on private individuals and to protect the rights and welfare of human research subjects as contained in the Department of Education regulations. In addition, all proposed procedures will be submitted to Institutional Review Boards at each of the sites and undergo human subjects review at participating universities, as well as local and state education agencies when necessary (including the New York Department of Education). No data will be collected until human subjects approval is obtained by all requisite Institutional Review Boards.

The national evaluator has a long history of protecting confidentiality and privacy of records, and considers such practice a critical aspect of the scientific and legal integrity of any survey. The integrity the national evaluator brings to protecting data confidentiality and privacy will extend to every aspect of the project. The national evaluator plans to use its ongoing, long-standing techniques that have proven in the past, and will ensure that all sites have similar protections in place. For example, parents will receive information about confidentiality protection when they sign their consent form authorizing their and their child’s participation in the study. Respondents will be reminded in instructions that they have a right to refuse to answer any questions to which they object. All data collectors and interviewers will be knowledgeable about confidentiality procedures. Every data collector will be required to sign a pledge to protect the confidentiality of respondent data. As you can see, we strongly believe that protecting confidentiality is critical when conducting research of this nature and magnitude.

Modifications to the Assessment Protocol

In addition to providing general responses to your concerns described above, we outline action steps that have been taken to address your concerns below. Know that we have continued to modify the multi-site assessment protocol over the last several weeks to ensure that participants’ confidentiality is ensured and the assessments provided to teachers, parents, and children are appropriate.

In general, there were concerns raised about the balance of the positive and negative items in the Teacher, Child, and Primary Caregiver assessments. Throughout each of these assessments, we have re-balanced the items so that each section of the assessment begins with a positively worded item, there is a greater balance in the positive and negative items, and there will no longer be long strings of negative (or positive) items grouped together.

In the primary caregiver report, caregivers are asked to respond to questions about their family and their neighborhood. First, concerns were raised about some of the language in the section that asks caregivers about aspects of their home environment, specifically the item, “Its a real zoo in our home.” In response, we have decided to drop this item from the measure (in addition to reordering the items to achieve balance in positive and negative tone). Second, concerns were raised about the number of questions related to negative aspects of the community compared to the number of questions related to positive aspects of the community. In response, we have revised the language of the items to reduce the negative tone, as was suggested in your memo. In addition, we have added several items to balance out the report that ask about positive aspects of the environment (e.g., parents in this neighborhood know their children’s friends, there are nearby libraries for children and families to go to, there are adults in the neighborhood that kids can look up to, there are safe outdoor parks for children to play in, there is a community center in the neighborhood where children and their families can join in activities, etc). We have also added a few positive items in the section that asks about whether adults in the neighborhood could be counted on to “do something” if particular situations occurred (e.g., take in a child that was hurt, help a neighbor that is in need). 

In the background information section of the primary caregiver report, caregivers are asked about the individuals who live with the child being assessed. Concerns were raised that the wording of the “mother’s boyfriend” and “father’s girlfriend” items were inappropriate for the sample of participants. Note that this background questionnaire has been previously used successfully in other multi-site research studies with diverse samples of primary caregivers. However, to allay some concern, we have reworded the items to read “Mother’s partner/significant other/boyfriend” and “Father’s partner/significant other/girlfriend.”

With regard to vocabulary issues, we prefer to wait until the measures are pilot tested in the field to determine if the language in the assessments is problematic. As indicated previously, we are hesitant to reword questions in the protocol that have been used with success in previous evaluations. If problems are encountered with the diverse sample of the respondents included in the field-testing, however, the assessments will be reformatted to ensure comprehension of the questions.

Finally, we agree that providing the child’s, teacher’s, or primary caregiver’s name on the assessments is contradictory to procedures that maintain confidentiality. Assessments will be constructed so that participants’ names will be removed from the forms and identification codes will be identified so that the child, primary caregiver, and teacher data can be adequately linked.

Once again, thank you for submitting your valuable feedback in this clearance process. We hope that by providing some background information about the selection of the measures in the assessment protocol, and by taking specific action steps in response to your comments we have addressed your concerns about the multi-site protocol. We hope these steps will be beneficial in enhancing our collaboration with schools and families participating in the program, and be better equipped to identify the teaching strategies best suited for enhancing students’ outcomes. 
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