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Overview

Educators and researchers increasingly recognize that high-quality early childhood programs are an
important way to prepare disadvantaged children for later school success. One critical (and often
overlooked) aspect of quality is addressing children’s ability to engage positively with peers and
teachers and to focus their attention and behavior during classroom activities. Evidence suggests that
improving young children’s emotional and behavioral adjustment is both an important outcome in its
own right and can be a pathway to improved academic achievement for low- and high-risk children
alike. In addition, challenging behavior may divert teachers’ attention from instructional time for all
children in the classroom. This is not a peripheral problem in preschool classrooms, where a sizable
minority of children have behavioral challenges. Preschool teachers often discuss the need for additional
training in how to address these issues.

This report presents results from the Newark, New Jersey, site of the Foundations of Learning (FOL)
Demonstration — an intervention and random assignment evaluation of a program aimed at equipping
teachers with the skills and strategies they need to help guide children’s behavior and emotional
development. The FOL intervention was tested in two cities — Newark and Chicago — and it com-
bined teacher training in effective classroom management with weekly classroom consultation. In the
Newark site, 51 preschool classrooms (one per center) serving primarily 4-year-old children were
selected to participate in the study; 26 classrooms were randomly assigned to implement the FOL
intervention, and 25 were assigned to conduct preschool as usual. Differences between the two groups
were analyzed at the end of the intervention year and the following year to assess the added value of
FOL over and above standard practice in preschool classrooms.

Key Findings

The evidence emerging from the Newark site shows that investments in teachers’ professional devel-
opment improve children’s preschool experiences, although the long-term effects on children remain
uncertain.

e FOL improved teachers’ ability to address children’s behavior and to provide a positive emotional
climate in the classroom. It also improved teachers’ management of classroom time, their use of
engaging teaching methods, and the amount of instructional time that children experienced in their
classrooms.

e Based on ratings by independent trained observers, FOL reduced children’s conflicts with teachers
and peers and increased their levels of engagement in the learning tasks of preschool, but it did not
otherwise change the quality of teacher-child or peer interactions.

e Based on limited data for the year following the intervention, very few of the intervention’s effects
on children were sustained as they entered kindergarten classrooms. However, teachers who were
trained in the intervention appear to continue to engage in the positive practices they learned.

Additional publications on this intervention will be released in the coming years. This will complement
information emerging on other promising social-emotional interventions currently being tested in
preschool classrooms, providing extensive information to policymakers and practitioners about where to
put their attention in efforts to improve preschool quality.
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Preface

The Foundations of Learning (FOL) project comes at a particularly important time in
the field of early education and child care. Public support for preschool programming is high
and, in its wake, has brought a marked increase in the number of children served by early
childhood programs. With these programs comes the promise of solving one of the nation’s
most persistent social problems: the growing achievement gap between poor children and their
more affluent peers. Yet, without good information about how to boost the quality of preschool
programs, delivering on that promise is a challenge.

FOL is also important because of its explicit focus on children’s social-emotional de-
velopment as a primary target of the intervention model. Driven in part by the passage of the No
Child Left Behind Act of 2001, program administrators’ attention has been increasingly focused
on building children’s academic readiness before their entry into formal education. At the same
time, teachers repeatedly express a need for effective strategies to address children’s emotional
and behavioral problems, which they feel ill equipped to address. Such findings suggest that
strategies to improve children’s behavioral adjustment are a necessary complement to the
ongoing work on strategies to improve children’s literacy.

This report shares impact results of MDRC’s Foundations of Learning Demonstration
in Newark, New Jersey. The program model that was tested in this site provides intensive
training in classroom management skills for lead and assistant teachers, supported by weekly in-
class support from a master’s-level clinician to reinforce the lessons from the training and to
provide direct services to children. The goal of the FOL evaluation is to test the effectiveness of
this model of professional development and clinical consultation in order to provide the under-
pinning for high-quality preschool education and child care.

The positive but still short-lived results presented here are part of a larger body of work
to help understand ways to maintain and improve a quality preschool experience for children. In
coming years, MDRC will publish further work on the Chicago site of the FOL demonstration,
including a benefit-cost analysis. In addition, MDRC is conducting a large-scale trial of three
different social-emotional enhancements in the context of Head Start programs nationally, as
part of the Head Start CARES project conducted by the Administration for Children and
Families. These studies, along with similar evaluations by other researchers, will continue to
build the body of evidence on the most effective ways that preschool programs can support
children’s social-emotional development as part of an effort to improve their school readiness.

Gordon Berlin
President
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Executive Summary

Even as policymakers embrace greater investments in early childhood programs, ques-
tions remain about how to ensure that preschools are of high enough quality to promote chil-
dren’s development. One critical (and often overlooked) aspect of quality is the capacity to
address children’s emotional and behavioral adjustment — that is, their ability to engage
positively with peers and teachers and to focus their attention and behavior during classroom
activities.

Evidence suggests that improving young children’s emotional and behavioral adjust-
ment is both an important outcome in its own right and can be a pathway to improved academic
achievement for low- and high-risk children alike. Not only are preschoolers who have be-
havioral challenges more likely to face long-term difficulties throughout their school careers,
but their behavior may divert teachers’ attention from instructional time for all children in the
classroom. Studies have shown that as many as 3 to 4 children in every preschool class of 15 to
20 present behavioral challenges. Unfortunately, preschool teachers generally receive very little
training about how to address these issues.

This report presents results from the Newark, New Jersey, site of the Foundations of
Learning (FOL) Demonstration, an intervention and random assignment evaluation of a
curriculum designed to target children’s behavior and emotional adjustment through the training
of preschool teachers. The demonstration adopted the model used by CSRP (formerly the
Chicago School Readiness Project) and adapted it slightly to fit a new policy context.' The
remainder of this report refers to the model as “FOL.” The FOL intervention was tested in two
citiecs — Newark and Chicago — and it combined teacher training in effective classroom
management with weekly classroom consultation. Consultants coached and mentored the
teachers in the new strategies learned in the training workshops, and they provided individu-
alized support to the highest-risk children in each FOL classroom. MDRC evaluated the results
of this intervention. The findings for the preschool year indicate that FOL had promising effects
on classroom quality, teachers’ productive use of classroom time, and some outcomes for
children. Yet these effects were not sustained, particularly for high-risk children, as they
transitioned to kindergarten.

'CSRP is not associated with The Chicago School®, which is a trademark of The Chicago School of Pro-
fessional Psychology.



The Foundations of Learning Model

The FOL intervention addresses children’s challenging behavior by training preschool
teachers to proactively support children’s positive behavior while more effectively limiting
and redirecting their aggressive and disruptive behavior.> The model was initially developed
in the context of an earlier trial led by Dr. Cybele Raver,’ who is now a member of the FOL

research team.

The intervention includes four components delivered across the school year:

Teacher training. Lead and assistant teachers are invited to attend five Sat-
urday training sessions. The workshops are an adapted version of The Incred-
ible Years curriculum developed by Dr. Carolyn Webster-Stratton.* The
workshops provide instruction on how to develop positive relationships with
children; present classroom strategies that teachers can use, such as setting
clear rules; and provide teachers with techniques to develop children’s social
skills, anger management, and problem-solving ability.

Classroom-level consultation. To complement the training, teachers are as-
signed a master’s-level Clinical Classroom Consultant (CCC) to work with
them in the classroom one day per week throughout the school year. The
CCCs model and reinforce the content of the training sessions.

Stress management. In winter, teachers participate in a 90-minute stress
management workshop at their program site. CCCs also help support the
teachers’ use of stress management skills and techniques.

Individualized child-centered consultations. Beginning in the spring, the
CCCs provide one-on-one clinical services for a small number of children
who have not responded sufficiently to teachers’ improved classroom man-
agement. By design, the individualized clinical consultation is delivered only
after children have had ample time to react to the new teaching strategies.

*Barrera et al. (2002); Brotman et al. (2005); Dumas, Prinz, Smith, and Laughlin (1999); Gorman-Smith et

al. (2006); Webster-Stratton, Reid, and Hammond (2001).
3Raver et al. (2008); Raver et al. (2009a); Raver et al. (2009b).
*For more information, see the Web site: http://www.incredibleyears.com.



The Design of Foundations of Learning and the Implementation
Context

The findings discussed in this report focus on the Newark FOL site, which included 51
preschools serving primarily 4-year-old children. FOL operated in each of the three primary
preschool venues in Newark — Head Start centers, community-based child care centers, and
public schools — and was conducted in collaboration with the Newark Public Schools, Newark
Preschool Council, and Family Connections (a community-based counseling and family
services agency). In each preschool, one classroom was selected for participation in the study.
Of the 51 preschools, 26 were randomly assigned to receive the FOL intervention (the “pro-
gram” group), and 25 were assigned to the control group, where they experienced their school
year as any other preschool classroom in Newark. This experimental design represents the gold
standard of evaluation research. In short, with this design, the study reliably assesses the added
value of FOL over and above standard practice in preschool classrooms.

FOL was implemented in the context of preschool classrooms that were subject to the
requirements of a series of New Jersey Supreme Court decisions in the Abbott v. Burke class
action case, which required the state to increase education funding for disadvantaged districts.
Abbott mandates include smaller class sizes (limited to 15 students), lower teacher-student
ratios (two teachers per classroom), higher teacher salaries, and stricter teacher credentialing,
among other features. In this context, it is important to note that the “bar” in Newark was set
relatively high for improvements in center quality, compared with more typical urban districts.

As described in detail in a 2009 implementation report, the FOL intervention was im-
plemented with fidelity and quality in the FOL preschools.” Most teachers received the training
in the new strategies, reported that this training was of high quality, and received consultation to
support implementation, generally as the model intended — suggesting that the demonstration
is a fair test of FOL.

Impacts of Foundations of Learning on Classroom Context

Did the components of the FOL intervention lead to measurable improvements in
teachers’ behavior in their classrooms? To address this question, observers were sent to observe
classrooms (blind to whether they were in the program group or control group classroom),
where they used a standardized observational tool. Findings are summarized in Table ES.1,
which compares these observer ratings across the two groups of classrooms. Each measure in
the table is reported on a scale from 1 to 7, with 1 and 2 indicating low levels, 3 to 5 indicating
moderate levels, and 6 and 7 indicating high levels. Stars (asterisks) indicate the differences that

>Lloyd and Bangser (2009).



The Foundations of Learning Demonstration
Table ES.1

Program Impacts on Observed Ratings of Teacher Behavior in the Classroom,
Preschool Year

Program  Control

Group Group Difference Standard  Effect

Variable Mean Mean  (Impact) Error Size

Positive classroom management

Composite® 5.8 5.2 0.6 ** 0.3 0.75
Positive climate 5.6 5.0 0.6 0.4 0.60
Negative climate 1.1 1.8 -0.6 *** 0.2 -0.90
Teacher sensitivity 5.2 4.8 0.4 0.3 0.46
Behavior management 54 4.7 0.8 ** 0.4 0.72

Use of classroom time

Management of classroom time 54 4.9 0.5 * 0.3 0.63

Amount of instructional time (minutes) 35.6 25.1 10.6 ** 4.4 0.96

Quality of language instruction

Composite 4.3 3.8 0.5 0.3 0.56
Regard for student perspectives 5.1 4.9 0.2 0.3 0.28
Use of engaging teaching methods 42 3.5 0.6 * 0.3 0.61
Promoting understanding through conversation 3.5 3.0 0.4 0.4 0.44
Encouragement of students' language use 4.3 3.6 0.7 0.5 0.54

Sample size 26 25

SOURCES: MDRC calculations using classroom observations in September-October 2007 and April-May 2008.

NOTES: Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** =1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * = 10 percent.

The table presents adjusted means that control for random assignment blocks and baseline (fall) CLASS
dimension scores. For each dimension, observers rated classrooms on a scale from 1 to 7, with 1 representing "low"
and 7 representing "high."

The effect size equals the impact divided by the standard deviation of the outcome measure for the control

group.
a"Negative climate" is reverse-coded for the composite score.

are statistically significant and, therefore, are unlikely to be due to chance. The effect size
(shown as a percentage of a change in standard deviation) allows a comparison of impacts for
measures that are assessed on different scales.

e The FOL intervention improved teachers’ ability to address children’s
behavior and to provide a positive emotional climate in the classroom.
Program group teachers used more positive affect (positive climate), dis-
played less sarcasm and anger (negative climate), and showed a greater abili-
ty to comfort children (teacher sensitivity) and prevent misbehavior (be-
havior management) by setting clear expectations and using effective praise



than did their counterparts in the control group. Therefore, the first hurdle for
the intervention was cleared — showing benefits in those aspects of class-
room management that teachers were trained in during the FOL training ses-
sions.

e The FOL intervention also improved the management of classroom
time, the use of engaging teaching methods, and the amount of instruc-
tional time. In particular, instructional time was significantly higher in the
FOL classrooms than in the control classrooms, by an average of 10 minutes
out of a 120-minute observation period. This would translate to 50 minutes
more instruction a week, or an entire week’s more instruction over a school
year. These improvements are consistent with the governing hypothesis be-
hind the demonstration: that addressing teachers’ classroom management
skills may reduce nonproductive time in preschool classrooms.

e While FOL improved the management of classroom time, it did not af-
fect the quality of language instruction that children received. Although
not a primary outcome of the intervention model, the study sought to deter-
mine whether FOL enabled teachers to engage in higher-quality language in-
teractions with children during instructional activities or whether, on the oth-
er hand, focusing on emotional and behavioral adjustment interfered with
instructional support for children (which would result in reductions in the
quality of instruction in FOL classrooms). Neither appears to be true, as there
are no consistent statistically significant differences between FOL and con-
trol classrooms on measures of the quality of language used in the classroom.

Impacts of Foundations of Learning on Children

A second observation team rated a subset of children on their conflict and positive in-
teractions with teachers and peers as well as on the extent to which the children were engaged in
classroom activities, using the same 1-to-7 scale that was used for the classroom observations.
In addition, teachers completed surveys on all children to rate their perceptions of children’s
problem behavior and positive social behavior.

The findings on both these sets of data are presented in Table ES.2.

¢ FOL led to reductions in conflicts with teachers and peers, but the inter-
vention did not otherwise change the quality of teacher-child or peer in-
teractions. Children in FOL classrooms were observed to have statistically
lower levels of conflict, on average, than were children in control classrooms.



The Foundations of Learning Demonstration

Table ES.2

Program Impacts on Observed and Teacher Ratings of Child Outcomes, Preschool Year

Program  Control
Group Group Difference Standard  Effect
Outcome Mean Mean  (Impact) Error Size
Observations
Problem behavior
Teacher conflict 1.2 1.5 -0, *E 0.1 -0.40
Peer conflict 1.4 1.6 0.2 * 0.1 -0.27
Positive social behavior
Teacher communication 2.2 2.4 -0.2 0.1 -0.20
Teacher positive engagement 3.2 34 -0.2 02 -0.27
Peer communication 2.5 2.6 -0.1 0.2 -0.14
Peer sociability 34 3.5 -0.1 0.1 -0.11
Peer assertiveness 2.1 2.3 -0.2 0.2 -0.21
Approach to learning
Task engagement 4.9 4.6 02 * 0.1 0.31
Task self-reliance 3.1 3.1 -0.1 0.2 -0.07
Task behavior control 5.4 5.1 03 * 0.2 0.34
Overall classroom student engagement 5.7 5.2 0.6 * 0.3 0.60
Teacher reports
Problem behavior
Internalizing problems 2.7 23 0.4 0.6 0.11
Externalizing problems 4.1 3.7 0.4 0.7 0.08
Teacher-student conflict 12.4 12.3 0.1 0.9 0.02
Positive social behavior
Social competence 4.0 4.0 0.0 0.1 0.06
Teacher-student closeness 34.5 35.8 -1.3 0.9 -0.24
Approach to learning
Work-related skills 4.8 4.8 0.1 0.1 0.08
Preacademic skills
Language and literacy skills 35.1 32.6 2.5 1.7 0.27
Math knowledge 25.8 25.4 0.4 1.7 0.05
Sample size - observations of students 130 121
Sample size - teacher reports on students 283 248
Sample size - classrooms 26 25
(continued)



Table ES.2 (continued)

SOURCES: Based on MDRC calculations of classroom observations and a teacher survey.

NOTES: Statistical significance levels are indicated as: *** = 1 percent; ** = 5 percent; * = 10 percent.

Regression-adjusted means control for random assignment status and blocking, baseline Classroom Assessment
Scoring System (CLASS) measures, and baseline child characteristics.

The observed outcomes "Problem behavior," "Positive social behavior," and "Approach to learning" come from
the inCLASS observations. "Overall classroom student engagement" comes from the CLASS. For each dimension,
observers rated children and classrooms on a scale from 1 to 7, with 1 representing "low" and 7 representing "high."

The effect size equals the impact divided by the standard deviation of the outcome measure for the control
group.

Teacher-reported outcomes control for the child's baseline score on a given measure, when available. These
include baseline measures for the Cooper-Farran Behavioral Rating Scales, the Behavior Problems Index (BPI), and
the Positive Behavior Scale.

These effects were most pronounced for children who entered preschool with
the highest levels of behavior problems. However, there were no effects on
positive aspects of teacher-child and peer interactions — a disappointing
finding, given that an aim of the intervention was not only to reduce conflict
but also to improve children’s relationships.

e Children in the program group demonstrated greater levels of engage-
ment in the classroom than did children in the control group. Children in
FOL classrooms were also rated higher on their ability to regulate behavior
during tasks than were children in control classrooms. If children are able to
spend more time on task, they may be able to take greater advantage of the
formal and informal learning opportunities in the preschool classroom.

o Surprisingly, teachers did not report differences in children’s behavior
between the program and control groups. As shown in the bottom panel
of Table ES.2, even though the independent research team saw FOL children
as having fewer behavior problems and being more engaged, there are no sta-
tistically significant differences between the two groups of children in teach-
er ratings of children’s problem behavior, positive social behavior, and ap-
proach to learning. Researchers found no differences among those at low and
high levels of behavior problems at preschool entry. The findings for the
teacher-reported outcomes are somewhat surprising; one hypothesis is that
the training that teachers received primed them to see challenging behaviors,
even as it increased their capacity to effectively manage these behaviors
when they occurred.



The Year Following Foundations of Learning

Limited information is available about the year following the delivery of the FOL inter-
vention in preschool classrooms. The children were dispersed to a large number of schools
(about 100) for their kindergarten year, and FOL and control children were together in a large
number of the kindergarten classrooms. Conclusions are based solely on kindergarten teacher
reports, which presents some advantages and disadvantages. On the one hand, kindergarten
teachers were largely blind to children’s FOL program-group status, which makes them less
biased reporters. On the other hand, teachers’ reports are somewhat less reliable than informa-
tion that would be collected from trained observers.

The effects of FOL on kindergarten teachers’ ratings of child outcomes are presented in
Table ES.3. Unlike the preceding tables, this one presents only the control group level and the
impact of FOL for each of the measures collected. These are shown for the full sample and for
two groups of children defined by their level of behavior problems (low or high) when they
entered preschool.

e Based on kindergarten teacher reports, overall FOL had very few sus-
tained effects on children the year after they received the intervention.
Surprisingly, the only significant effects were observed in the negative direc-
tion: Teachers reported higher levels of behavior problems among children
from the FOL classrooms than among children from the control classrooms.
It is possible that sustained effects might require kindergarten teachers who
employ similar skills and strategies to redirect behavior.

e Impacts in kindergarten differed somewhat, depending on children’s in-
itial level of behavior problems. For children with the lowest levels of be-
havior problems, FOL had no ongoing effects on problem behavior or posi-
tive social behavior. However, significant positive effects were found on
these children’s learning-related skills (a measure of student engagement)
and on their language and literacy skills — showing sustained effects for
these lowest-risk children. For children with elevated behavior problem
scores in the fall of preschool, the kindergarten follow-up found evidence of
increased withdrawn and sad behavior. No other statistically significant dif-
ferences were found among children who received FOL in preschool and
those who did not.

Did the intensive investment in preschool teachers’ professional development — sub-
stantial training plus one day per week of in-person consulting — result in changes in their
ongoing practice in the following school year, when they were no longer receiving that support?
Findings are presented in Figure ES.1.
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The Foundations of Learning Demonstration
Figure ES.1

Observed Ratings of Teachers’ Positive Classroom Management During
Intervention and Following Year
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SOURCES: MDRC calculations using Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) observations in
September-October 2007, April-May 2008, and April-May 2009.

NOTES: Scores represent adjusted means that control for random assignment block. Spring 2008 and spring
2009 control for baseline fall CLASS dimensions as well.

Spring 2008 scores for the program group and the control group are statistically different (p-value = less
than 5 percent).

e When observed in the year following the FOL intervention, teachers
who were assigned to the intervention appeared to have continued to
engage in the positive practices that they had learned. When compar-
ing the teachers’ scores on positive classroom management from the
spring of the intervention year and from the following spring, scores
were largely maintained. Concern that teachers might not continue to use
the skills and strategies they had learned in the prior year without the di-
rect support of the intervention was unfounded.
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Conclusion

The evidence emerging from the Newark site of the FOL demonstration is encouraging
on some measures, showing that investments in teachers’ professional development can make a
difference in children’s experience in preschool. In short, the intervention changed not only the
primary outcome that was targeted — teachers’ positive classroom management — but also the
productive use of classroom time. Benefits to children were observed during preschool on some
but not all aspects of their behavior in the classroom. Yet those benefits were not sustained as
the children moved to their kindergarten classrooms. Understanding how to sustain effects
beyond preschool is critical to addressing the long-term needs of low-income children, especial-
ly those at highest risk of emotional and behavioral challenges.

If training in classroom management can have benefits for the provision of preschool
instruction, the next question is how are preschool teachers using that increased productive time
— that is, do teachers use the time to teach the kinds of skills that preschool children need to
transition successfully into kindergarten? The fact that these early investments in teachers’
professional development are sustained beyond the one year of intensive intervention efforts
suggests that pairing this intervention with a cognitively focused curriculum in a second year
might be a promising approach for enhancing the school readiness of preschool children.

Additional findings on this intervention are forthcoming, including from the Chicago
site of the FOL demonstration. The FOL study will add to the research emerging on other
promising social-emotional interventions in preschool classrooms, including the Head Start
Classroom-based Approaches and Resources for Emotion and Social skill promotion (CARES)
project, sponsored by the Administration for Children and Families in the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, which is testing several different social-emotional curriculum
enhancements across Head Start centers as part of a national demonstration.
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About MDRC

MDRC is a nonprofit, nonpartisan social and education policy research organization dedicated
to learning what works to improve the well-being of low-income people. Through its research
and the active communication of its findings, MDRC seeks to enhance the effectiveness of so-
cial and education policies and programs.

Founded in 1974 and located in New York City and Oakland, California, MDRC is best known
for mounting rigorous, large-scale, real-world tests of new and existing policies and programs.
Its projects are a mix of demonstrations (field tests of promising new program approaches) and
evaluations of ongoing government and community initiatives. MDRC’s staff bring an unusual
combination of research and organizational experience to their work, providing expertise on the
latest in qualitative and quantitative methods and on program design, development, implementa-
tion, and management. MDRC seeks to learn not just whether a program is effective but also
how and why the program’s effects occur. In addition, it tries to place each project’s findings in
the broader context of related research — in order to build knowledge about what works across
the social and education policy fields. MDRC’s findings, lessons, and best practices are proac-
tively shared with a broad audience in the policy and practitioner community as well as with the
general public and the media.

Over the years, MDRC has brought its unique approach to an ever-growing range of policy
areas and target populations. Once known primarily for evaluations of state welfare-to-work
programs, today MDRC is also studying public school reforms, employment programs for ex-
offenders and people with disabilities, and programs to help low-income students succeed in
college. MDRC’s projects are organized into five areas:

e Promoting Family Well-Being and Children’s Development

e Improving Public Education

o Raising Academic Achievement and Persistence in College

e Supporting Low-Wage Workers and Communities

e Overcoming Barriers to Employment

Working in almost every state, all of the nation’s largest cities, and Canada and the United
Kingdom, MDRC conducts its projects in partnership with national, state, and local govern-
ments, public school systems, community organizations, and numerous private philanthropies.
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