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The key to improving student achievement, Dr. Comer asserts, is fo pay
attention to child and adolescent development. If this factor is overlooked,
new approaches to curriculum, instruction, and assessment will have little
chance of succeeding. But even troubled districts that have made
development a priority have seen remarkable success.

BY DR. JAMES P. COMER

BEGAN my work in schools
over 35 years ago, and it was clear
to me then thar the underlying
problem in the low-income, A&
rican American schools we were
serving was that the students
were underdeveloped in the ar-

field-testing and dissemination to in- districts to districtwide work in about
dividual schools and clusters within 1,000 schools across the country. At

eas thar could bring school suc- :

cess, and the staff members — through
no fault of their own — were not pre-
pared to help advance the students’
development. Gradually, we created
a framework that allowed the schools
and the adults in them to generate a
school culture that supported the de-
velopment of the students. And be-
cause development and academic learn-
ing are inextricably linked, student
achievement improved and behavior
problems decreased greatly.!

From just two pilot schools, our
Yale Child Study Center School De-

velopment Program moved through &
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cach step of the way, it became clearer
that both academic and behavioral suc-
cess were more likely in places where
teachers and administrators bought
into the value ot basing their work on
the principles of child and adolescent
development.

An incident from the early days of
our work first drew to my attention
the fact that schools were not focus-
ing on the development of the child.
Over a weekend, a relative plucked an
8-year-old student our of his school
and supportive home environment in
a distant state and — without orien-
tation or support — deposited him in
a classroom in one of our pilot schools.
Not surprisingly, the youngster pan-
icked, kicked the teacher in the leg,
and ran out of the room. Afterward,
while our mental health team was work-
ing with the school staff to think about
how to create a more child-friendly
transfer procedure that took account
of each child’s developmental needs,

I remarked, “That was an interesting

reaction; not just fight or flight, but
tight and flight!” The school staff
looked puzzled.

The fight-or-flight reaction is trig-
gered by the brain’s response to threat.
When an individual faces prolonged
and intense threat, thinking can be
severely impaired.” These connections
are basic knowledge among bio-behav-
ioral scientists. And yet teachers and
administrators, who routinely face these
and many other brain-regulated be-
haviors that influence student devel-
opment and learning, receive little in
the way of preparation that would en-
able them to acquire and use such
knowledge. The focus on child de-
velopment that is largely missing from
the preparation of educators probably
contributes more to creating dysfunc-
tional and underperforming schools
than anything else.

Many improved practices in edu-
cation that have been developed over
the past two decades have been less
successful than they might have been
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“Well, Alex, you don't eat homework for five vears without learning

something.”
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because they have focused primarily on
curriculum, instruction, assessment,
and modes of service delivery. Insuf-
ficient attention has been paid to child
and adolescent development. When
these matters are addressed at all, the
focus is often on the student — on a
problem behavior — and not on how
to create a school culture that pro-
motes good growth along the six crit-
ical developmental pathways: phys-
ical (including brain development),
social/interactive, psycho-emortional,
ethical, linguistic, and cognitive/in-
tellectual.?

Children grow along these devel-
opmental pathways, and they learn,
in large part, through interacting with
caretakers in reasonably good environ-
ments. In the process, they form emo-
tional attachments, and they identify
with, imitate, and internalize the at-
titudes, values, and ways of the adults
and institutions around them. Through
these relationships, students’ own un-
focused and potentially harmful ener-
gies and biological potentials are chan-
neled into the development of con-
structive attitudes and capacities that
can prepare them for academic learn-
ing. We often forget that, for many
children, academic learning is not a
primary, natural, or valued task. It is
the positive relationships and sense
of belonging that a good school cul-
ture provides that give these children
the comfort, confidence, competence,
and motivation to learn.*

Many school leaders do not appre-
ciate the fact that producing a good
school culture, fostering healthy child
and adolescent development, and pro-
moting sound academic learning are
interactive and mutually facilitating
processes. Indeed, a good school cul-
ture is not a given; it must be created.
And it’s a joB for everyone who cares
about schools and children. A student
in a graduate program at the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin asked permission



to be excused trom his re- |
quired child development
course because he was a |
principal and would ot
need it. But the central re-
sponsibility of a principal
is to help create a school
culture that facilitates good
development and academ-
ic learning.

In 1968 the rwo schools
in our Yale Child Study Cen-
ter pilot project were so dys-
functional that it was im-
possible to carry out an effec-
tive instructional program.
School operations were be-
ing carried out in piecemeal,
fragmented ways that ig-
nored child development
and contributed heavily to
the anger, conflict, apathy,
and hopelessness that char-
acterized these sites. While
we faced the usual resis-
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[n our pilot schools, or-
ganization and management,
curriculum, instruction and
assessment, and parent and
staff development were all
based on what helped the
- students develop and learn.
The insistent focus on un-
derstanding and supporting
good student growth reduced
blaming and fault-finding
and led to improved inter-
actions among the adulrs.
An improving school climate
enabled staff members to
better focus their attention
on assessing social and aca-
demicdataand to make pro-
gram changes that led to
improved student develop-
ment and learning. Small
successes from working in
this way gradually overcame
resistance, promoted broad-
er use of the principles of
child and adolescent devel-

tance to change, mostof the -
staff members in these schools want-
ed to succeed. But because learning
about student development had not
been a part of their professional prep-
aration, they did not have the skills
they needed to create a healthy school
culture. And because they didn’t un-
derstand the factors that contributed
to the dysfunction, most of the ac-
tions they took only made matters
WOTrSe.

Our five-person team from the
School Development Program (SDP),
working collaboratively with staff mem-
bers and parents, gradually identified
three conditions that were at the root
of the problems: 1) an authoritarian,
top-down approach to organization
and management; 2) the underdevel-
opment of students, staff members,
and parents; and 3) a focus on cur-
riculum, instruction, and assessment
that did not take developmental issues
into account. To create well-function-

ing schools, comprehensive planning
that focused squarely on child devel-
opment and good program coordina-
tion were needed.

To begin the improvement process,
we formed a governance and manage-
ment team that was representative of
all the adult stakeholders. This team
focused the schools on creating a cul-
ture that supported development and
learning among students. Pursuing
this goal gradually led our team ro de-
vise a nine-element framework for
change. The nine elements were three
mechanisms (changed governance and
management, a parent team, and a pro-
fessional support team); three opera-
tions (a comprehensive school plan that
included social and academic compo-
nents, staff development, and assess-
ment and modification); and three
guidelines (no-fault problem solving,
consensus decision making, and col-
laboration).’

opment in all aspects of practice, and
eventually led to schoolwide success.®

Once the SDP framework had been
learned and internalized by the school
stakeholders, it served as a platform
for a continuous process of school im-
provement. As a result, the two pilot
schools gradually moved from the two
lowest positions in achievement in New
Haven to a position near the top, with
the best attendance and no serious be-
havior problems.” The stakeholders
were energized and motivated because
they could influence change. A major
reason that young teachers leave the
profession — and a major source of
discontent among all teachers — is
the sense that they can’t influence
change.®

To our surprise, despite the im-
proved achievement and behavior in
the pilot schools, there was very lit-
tle interest in replicating the model
in other parts of or outside the city.
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Eventually we were able to field-rest
the model in 12 schools in different
regions of the country and found the
same partern of resistance — until suc-
cessful use of the SDP process grad-
ually reduced it. In a midwestern dis-
trict, one school using the model went
from 23rd ro first in achievement and
was accused of cheating, amid much
media attention. On a repeat of the
test, this ime administered by the cen-
tral office, the students achieved slight-
ly higher scores.” This fact was bare-
ly noted by the media. Subsequently,
the superintendent removed the prin-
cipal and made staff changes without
training the new people to use the
model. The school plummeted back
to its low-performing position.
Ower the years state education peo-
ple have rarely inquired about how
significant academic and social gains
were being made in places that had
not had such outcomes before they
started using SDP. And we gradual-
ly came to realize that there is strong
resistance to accepting child and ado-
lescent development as a central fo-
cus in school reform. Moreover, this
resistance is strong throughout every
level of the education enterprise — in
schools, districts, schools of education,
and state departments. Even docu-
mented evidence usually does not spark
significant interest in the full appli-
cation of principles of child and ado-
lescent development in school pro-
grams.'” Our response has been to
continue to “grow the evidence” un-
til the outcomes cannot be ignored.
External evaluation studies and our
own evaluations have demonstrated
that better implementation of the SDP
model is associated with better out-
comes.' We also found that schools
that “bought in” to the SDP theory
of change most thoroughly tended
to implement it best. Thus we began
to work for broad and deep buy-in.
We focused on working with clusters
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of schools with some district-level sup-
port. Finally, we sought entire districe-
wide buy-in, which means that dis-
rrict-level leaders, school board mem-
bers, and other policy makers approve
and support the SDP approach. A man-
agement team is created at the dis-
trict level that facilitates the work of
the building-level management teams.
[n this way, accountability, change,
and continuous improvement become
both bottom-up and top-down, inter-
nal and external to individual schools.

DISTRICTWIDE IMPLEMENTATIONS

Over the past five years we have
conducted districtwide work in four
communities: Community School
District 17 in New York City; West-
bury, New York; Hertford County,
North Carolina; and Asheville, North
Carolina. The districtwide work be-
gan with discussions about child and
adolescent development and learning
with school board members, super-
intendents, and other district-level
and community leaders. With berter
understanding and deep and broad
buy-in — from the policy makers to
classroom teachers — all of the dis-
tricts made outstanding academic and
social gains.

[ will discuss the Asheville case here
because we were able to document
the deepening of the buy-in process
most fully in this district, and the dis-
trict also had data on the racial achieve-
ment gap."* We decided to begin with
a pilot school that served students of
the lowest socioeconomic level, Hall
Fletcher Elementary School. We start-
ed working with this school in 1999-
2000. We included all the schools in
the district beginning in 2000-2001.
An assistant superintendent was se-
lecred as the local facilitaror, and our
Yale-based SDP coordinator served
as a consultant ro her. A candidate
who embraced the focus on develop-

ment was selected to be principal at
Hall Fletcher. Before and after the first
year of implementation, a team that
was representative of adule school and
community stakeholders attended one-
week academies. These training exer-
cises were designed to provide knowl-
edge and skills about the SDP con-
cept.

In 1999, as we started our work,
42% of Hall Fletcher students were
at or above grade level in both read-
ing and math on the North Carolina
State Test. Outcomes improved sig-
nificantly in each subsequent year.
At the end of the fourth year, with
the schoolwide figure at 78.6% pro-
ficiency, the principal was moved to
another school. She reassured her staff
that improvement would continue be-
cause they had internalized the process.
At the end of the fifth year, the Hall
Fletcher students were 98% proficient.
There was no major change in staff,
parents, students, or curriculum. At
that time, the school served nine fed-
eral housing projects, and the student
population was 85% low-income and
70% African American.

The other elementary schools we
worked with in Asheville also showed
significant improvement by the end
of the 2003-04 school year. Figure 1
compares each school’s 1998 and 2004
fifth-grade proficiency levels in read-
ing, and Figure 2 presents the same
comparisons for math.

The implementation of our pro-
gram also had a significant impact on
the district’s achievement gap. Figures
3 and 4 (page 762) chart the fifth-
grade proficiency levels in reading
and math for blacks and whites from
1999 to 2004. Note the rapid clos-
ing of the achievement gap between
blacks and whites from 2001 to 2004.
Although the percentage of students
receiving freeand reduced-price lunch
increased over the years, academic
achievement continued to rise.
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FIGURE 1.

Percentage of Asheville Students Proficient on N.C. State
Reading Test, Grade 5, 1998 and 2004
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FIGURE 2.
Percentage of Asheville Students Proficient on N.C. State

Math Test, Grade 5, 1998 and 2004

S0

80

70

Percentage Proficient
1
&

Vance

Hall Fletcher
School

In the third vear for Hall Fletcher
and in the second year for the other
Asheville schools, the Comer in the
Classroom approach was introduced.”
In this model, the nine elements of
the SDP framework, slightly modi-
fied, are used in a very intentional
way in individual classrooms to help
the students grow along the six devel-
opmental pathways mentioned earli-
er: physical, social/interactive, psycho-
emotional, ethical, linguistic, and cog-
nitive/intellectual. The classroom mod-
el helps the staff pull together and co-
ordinate the setting of developmen-
tal and academic objectives, the im-
plementation of strategies to achieve
them, and the administration of as-
sessments to track progress. Teachers
and parents use their creativity to turn
curriculum content and activities in-
to meaningful and memorable experi-
ences for the students.

The activities in these classrooms
are typical of those seen in many ex-
citing classrooms: mock television talk
shows and court trials, collaborative
collage-making, and so on. The dif-
ference is that the content thar fosters
growth along the developmental path-
ways is intentionally selected and em-
bedded in the academic content and
activities. Students and staff members
reflect on various social, emotional,
and ethical issues and behaviors as they
are expressed in the academic content.
In addition, in this culture of thought-
ful reflection, when problem behav-
iors flare up, teachers can ask students
to reflect on the developmental path-
ways and come up with more appro-
priate and effective ways that they
might manage a situation. Reflection
promotes better thinking, better man-
agement of feelings, and more desir-
able social behavior.

Some students keep journals on
their achievements and what they be-
lieve they need to work on. This prac-
tice breaks the cycle of teacher con-
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FIGURE 3.
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trol and punishment. Thus student re-
sentment and reactive behavior that
interferes with academic learning can
be minimized. In short, the staff helps
the students learn self-regulation and
take responsibility for their own growth.
As aresult of a focus on overall devel-
opment, the basis of recognition for
school performance is growth along
all the pathways — not just academ-
ic achievement as measured by test
scores. Because they are included in
the process, the children can use what
they are most interested in — their
own growth — to foster academic
learning.

Some have suggested that if Co-
mer in the Classroom had been used
from the beginning, the gains could
have been achieved more quickly. Based
on our experience, we believe that the
framework that improves the school
culture must be in place first, or the
relationships needed to engage stu-
dents in a powerful way won’t be cre-
ated. After the first year, some argued
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that the gains had to be due to more
than the adoption of the SDP ap-

proach. They are partially correct.
Again, the process is a tool. One prin-
cipal explained, “The process was the
overarching framework through which
we planned all those strategies and
nurtured all those relationships — not
just adult-to-adult, but adult-to-chil-
dren and children-to-children — that
turned the school around.”

The outcomes of the districtwide
implementation in particular suggest
that broad and deep buy-in of an ap-
proach that gives centrality to the prin-
ciples of child and adolescent devel-
opment can improve academic learn-
ing for all students and, at the same
time, encourage behavior that gives
students a better chance for success
in school and life.

Nonetheless, without a change in
the way teachers and administrators
are prepared, a successful program
based on child development cannot
be sustained for longer than the ten-
ure of the initial participants who can
and want to work in this way; nor
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can it be carried out on a nationwide
scale. Again, curricular, instruction-
al, and assessment acuvities are best
facilitated by good relational and de-
velopmental conditions, and these con-
didons can be achieved by joining de-
velopmental principles and pracrices
with pedagogy. All educators need to
use the principles of child and ado-
lescent development to create positive
interactions between students and
school staff members. And the prep-
aration of educators must be carried
out in a way that makes understand-
ing and using the principles of child
and adolescent development central
to the professional identity of all teach-
ers and administrators.

But generations of teachers, admin-
istrators, and policy makers have been
prepared in ways that do not enable
them to create a school culrure that
can support student development and
learning, to say nothing of their own
learning and that of a school’s other
stakeholders. The portion of the ed-
ucator work force that is already in-
clined and able to join development
and pedagogy is small. Trying to mod-
ify the understanding and practice of
others is difficult and exhausting and
is probably the reason that most in-
terventions have limited success. Con-
tinued school dysfunction contribures
greatly to staff “burnout” and turn-
over, which in turn makes organiza-
tional stability and growth difficule
to achieve.

A major underlying reason that
child and adolescent development is
a missing focus in education is the
widely held notion that performance
in school and in life is determined by
one’s genetically fixed intelligence. In-
stitutional inertia — and related eco-
nomic, political, and social forces —
hold this traditional perspective in place
in spite of an array of recent findings
suggesting that the expression of in-
telligence is an interactive and devel-

opmental outcome.

Several measures can help bring
about the necessary change. First, we
must continue to “grow the evidence,”
backed now by brain research, that
the capacity to learn is developmen-
ral. Second, we must work to inform
policy makers and influence them
to offer schools of education finan-
cial and other incentives to stress child
development. Third, the accreditation
of preparation programs must be based
on the demonstrated ability of their
students to use knowledge of child
development in practice, and the cer-
tification of teachers and administra-
tors must be based on their ability to
do so. And fourth, university-based
leadership is needed to help practic-
ing educators make use of the prin-
ciples of child and adolescent devel-
opment.

There are well over three million
teachers and administrators in the
U.S. Enabling this work force to help
all students develop well would go a
long way toward addressing many of
our most vexing and costly academic,
economic, and behavioral problems.
[f we are to reach this goal, we will
need to add the missing focus on child
and adolescent development to the
education of all educators.
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