
M any organizations are committed to learning: engaging in contin-
ual improvement and demonstrating that the services they pro-

vide make a meaningful difference for the people they serve. However, 
it may not be easy for them to focus on improving their use of data and 
research when their primary focus is understandably on serving clients 
and managing their day-to-day operations. Throughout its history, MDRC 
has helped organizations to identify when they are ready for rigorous eval-
uation—and to use “evaluation roadmaps” to move toward learning and 
program improvements, whether or not they engage in a rigorous evalua-
tion. This spotlight illustrates how MDRC partnered with one such organ-
ization to further its research readiness and, through that process, help it 
improve its program.

 The Opportunity

Recent data from the National Assessment of Education Progress show 
reading and math performance among twelfth-graders at historic lows, 
and gaps between low and high performers growing.1 In this context more 
than ever, educators, funders, and policymakers want to know whether the 
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educational programs they have been supporting are effective. MDRC works with organizations 
to travel along the road toward rigorous evaluations that can answer these questions. Some may 
be at a stage where it makes sense to refine their logic models (representations of their models 
that show the expected cause-and-effect relationships between their activities and expected out-
comes) and to align their data systems with those activities and outcomes so they can monitor their 
service delivery. Others further along in their learning process may be ready for a rigorous evalua-
tion. Ultimately, demonstrating that a program results in meaningful and positive change can lead 
to increased funding and allow an effective organization to expand its reach to more individuals and 
communities.

Cotaught classrooms—in which a general education teacher and special education teacher col-
laborate to meet the diverse learning needs of students in their classroom—are a promising model 
for effectively supporting all learners. However, coteaching well can be challenging. MDRC’s part-
ner Blue Engine helps schools realize coteaching’s potential by providing structured coaching to 
coteaching teams and administrators, focusing on shared planning, instructional coherence (the 
alignment of curriculum, teaching methods, and assessments), and the continual use of data to 
refine practice. Blue Engine also uses data to inform its own practice: it gathers data on class-
room collaboration and student outcomes systematically and uses the data to adapt its coaching 
approach, ensuring that schools implement coteaching practices as intended and effectively. MDRC 
has been collaborating with Blue Engine to build a learning agenda and prepare for an eventual 
impact evaluation of its model, and, along the way, MDRC and Blue Engine have been working on 
program improvement.

 MDRC’s Response: Building a Learning Agenda

MDRC and Blue Engine began their partnership by taking preliminary steps as described in the 
roadmap outlined below. Doing so meant identifying the core features of the program itself and 
the outcomes the program expected to affect, as well as how each would be measured, drawing 
on MDRC’s deep expertise in implementation research, which involves codifying how a program is 
expected to work and what it is trying to achieve. The process also allowed Blue Engine to calibrate 
expectations with its staff about which aspects of the model were fixed and which were flexible. 
With this information, MDRC and the Blue Engine team generated a logic model that laid out how 
program components linked to educator practices and mindsets, which in turn linked to short- and 
long-term outcomes for students.

Tracking program activities and their expected outcomes helps an organization determine how well 
a program is working, creating a system to monitor and refine its service delivery whether or not it 
ultimately initiates a formal evaluation. To that end, MDRC and Blue Engine developed a performance- 
measurement framework built on the logic model: a system for measuring success with standard 
metrics to track model implementation and potential outcomes. MDRC proposed metrics based on 
existing research, when available, and then the Blue Engine team reviewed those proposed metrics 
internally with its staff to ensure they felt achievable. Blue Engine and MDRC also reviewed the 
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organization’s existing data-collection and -reporting efforts, to gauge how well they would be able 
to monitor those metrics together. While Blue Engine had existing data to measure student and 
teacher outcomes, MDRC and Blue Engine discovered that together they needed to standardize 
metrics related to delivering coaching as well as school-level staff members’ engagement in coach-
ing activities. New data systems that track Blue Engine’s activities with school staff members have 
helped the organization monitor its delivery of services on a large scale, and will be essential for 
assessing implementation.

Making the Difference—MDRC’s Readiness for Evaluation Roadmap

MDRC guides organizations to be “research-ready” and, if the end goal is rigorous evaluation, 
ensures they are set up for the best tests of their program models. The Readiness for Evaluation 
Roadmap is intended to guide an organization past several milestones along the road to building 
evidence, helping them learn along the way. The elements of the roadmap can include:

Preliminary Steps

•	Identifying the core components of the model to help provide a definition of model fidelity—how 
the organization knows its model is being delivered as intended.

•	Helping an organization to understand and describe how the model differs from business as 
usual, to ensure the services add value.

•	Understanding the larger context and stakeholders’ perspectives, to incorporate their questions 
and outcomes of interest into the research.

Starting Down the Road

•	Supporting strong implementation of the model.

•	Developing a system to measure successful implementation: standardizing metrics to track the 
most important aspects of program implementation and clarifying what levels on those metrics 
count as “strong.”

•	Ensuring that data systems are in place and measuring the outcomes of interest, and that the 
data they produce are easy to access.

Moving Toward Measuring Effectiveness

•	Monitoring program fidelity to ensure the best version of the model is being implemented.

•	Finalizing research questions and determining a research design to set the program up for a 
successful evaluation.
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 Implications for the Field

The way MDRC helped Blue Engine move through steps in the Readiness for Evaluation Roadmap is 
an example of how MDRC can assist educational or social program providers to learn better, inform-
ing their own practices and preparing them to demonstrate their effectiveness whether through rig-
orous evaluation or ongoing program monitoring. MDRC knows how to guide organizations through 
the process of defining their models, identifying metrics for measuring implementation and out-
comes, and developing formalized systems for using their data to track program success. This type 
of effort helps organizations learn more about how their services make a difference for their partic-
ipants and how they can improve their programs, while serving as critical preparation for a strong 
test of a program’s effectiveness.

 Additional Resources

Reflections from a Research–Practice Partnership | MDRC

This spotlight is a part of a series that highlights MDRC’s Evidence to Practice: Creating Change 
Together. MDRC’s technical assistance draws on rigorous evidence, deep programmatic expertise, 
and creative collaboration. We can work with you to build new evidence, use existing evidence, 
and harness data to advance your goals—all of which will maximize the difference your services 
are making and lead to improved outcomes for the people and communities you serve. Interested 
in partnering with MDRC to assess, expand, and improve your organization’s work? Reach out at 
E2P@mdrc.org.

Thank you to Barbara Condliffe, Samantha Wulfsohn, William Corrin, and John Martinez for their sub-
stantive contributions to this spotlight.

 Notes and References
1.	 �National Center for Education Statistics, “NAEP Reading Grade 12: Reading Results” (website:  

https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reports/reading/2024/g12/).

https://www.mdrc.org/work/publications/reflections-researchpractice-partnership
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