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Abstract:



This paper discusses a theoretically important prerequisite for professional development programs: initial participant support or “Buy-In”.   Evidence from the process evaluation activities of the Missouri Reading Initiative, a professional development program in K-3 literacy, suggests that the widely accepted viewpoint about the necessity of Buy-In may need greater elaboration.
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Participant “”Buy-In” in Professional Development

There is a wide spread consensus in education about the proposition student achievement is inextricably linked to high-quality instruction (Darling-Hammond, 2003).  A critical corollary to this finding is the importance of implementing effective professional staff development programs (Borko, Elliott, & Uchiyama, 2002; Burrowes, 2003: Howley & Howley, 2005; NICHD, 2000).  A number of factors have been viewed as essential for the successful implementation of a professional development program amongst which is a high level of initial participant support or “Buy-In” (Wald & Castleberry, 2000). In this paper we use process evaluation data about the Missouri Reading Initiative, a professional development program in K-3 literacy, to elaborate on the importance of buy-in; specifically, to suggest that lack of initial support can be overcome by program dynamics.


The National Staff Development Council (2002) has maintained that participant involvement and support are key factors that lead to effective organizational change. Gerber, Leafstedt, and Stacey (2002) noted that: “Teacher ‘buy-in’ is consistently found to be one of the most important components of professional development” (p.4; see also Garrett, et. al. 2001).  A widespread precondition often predicated for comprehensive professional development programs is a large majority of staff have to agree to, or “buy-into”, a program before it can be implemented; most often 80% or more.


Some analysts have suggested there are important qualifications to the belief about the necessity of high levels of initial consensus or buy-in.  Reeves (2002) made an explicit argument in this regard by noting that change is by nature challenging for both organizations and individuals and that there will always be some resistance. As Reeves argued, “When an organization must change . . . its leaders must manage the tasks at hand, but they must also ensure that essential tasks are accomplished.” (p. 33). In other words, some outcomes are too important to be left to a consensus or buy-in process that, in turn, may or may not support those outcomes. 

The Missouri Reading Initiative (MRI)
The analysis which follows in this paper is based on data collected from the activities of  The Missouri Reading Initiative; a professional development network of experienced trainers delivering a comprehensive literacy program of research-based teaching techniques in early literacy to pre-K through third grade teachers in Missouri public schools.  It is a multi-year, on-site, or “embedded”, professional development activity.  Since 1999 MRI has worked in over 130 schools with over 30,000 K-3 students and approximately 3,000 teachers, administrators, and other instructional support staff.  

The theory and practice of MRI are explicitly grounded in the Standards for Staff Development developed by the National Staff Development Council (2002), extensive review of research in literacy; including the National Reading Panel (NICHD 2000, 2002) and its critics (e.g.; Camilli, Vargas, & Yurecko, 2001; Garan, 2001; Keller-Allen, 2004; Krashen, 2001; Shanahan, 2003; Yatvin, 2002) and other relevant sources.  While a detailed description of the MRI program is beyond the purview of this analysis,
 the past and present history of debates in literacy education lead most interested readers to want to know more about a program’s approach when discussing any aspect of professional development. Figure one provides a graphic introduction to the MRI program.

Figure 1:
Program Content
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Experienced readers will recognize that these components form what has been called a “balanced” approach (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996; Dorn, French, & Jones, 1998; Pressley, 2002).  Unfortunately, the phrase “balanced” has lost precise meaning in the current context of policy debates over reading education (see Smith, 2003; Weaver, 1998, p. 38) so that other terms, such as “integrated” (NICHD, 2000) or “differentiated” (Camilli & Wolfe, 2004),  are used.  MRI has settled on the word “Comprehensive” to best describe its program.  Briefly, comprehensive means that there is an authentic mutually reinforcing outcome when both explicit skills training and extensive opportunities for students to learn and practice with a rich print, meaning-based literature are both coherently organized in the classroom.  


 A concise listing of some basic principles MRI subscribes to will give the reader a better idea of the program’s theoretical base.
1.) Assessment drives instruction.  The MRI curriculum begins with the teaching of a variety of classroom based assessment tools teachers can use to find the appropriate instructional strategies for each individual child.  These assessments include Phonemic Awareness, Concepts about Print (Informal Reading Survey), Running Records, Writing Samples, the Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA), and more.
2.) MRI supports skills training where appropriate; e.g., explicit phonics for emerging readers.  Several of the components; e.g., relevant assessments and Word Work; directly address skill development. 

3.) Ultimately, however, MRI classrooms are characterized by children who have numerous opportunities to read a wide variety of meaningful literature resources, both independently and assisted by their teacher.
4.) Students work at their level in a variety of contexts; independently, and in small groups as opposed to be taught solely in whole groups.  MRI helps teachers “level” their classrooms and provide a wide variety of materials so that each child receives instruction and practice based on their individual needs.  
5.) MRI believes the role of the teacher is paramount.  While there is much to say about the science of reading, it is also an art.  The training does not result in “scripts” teachers follow; rather, teachers develop skills and attitudes that they can apply in a flexible manner in response to the needs of individual students.
6.) MRI places a great deal of emphasis on writing as a reciprocal process to reading.  It should be noted that writing is one of the many topics of importance in literacy education which the National Reading Panel identified but could not, because of limits on their time and resources, address in their analyses (NICHD 2000; Shanahan, 2003, pp. 649-650).
Methodology

Dataset and Research Questions

Beginning early in 2002, the Initiative began an intensive evaluation process to monitor both the implementation and the outcomes of program activities.
  As part of the evaluation, an interview protocol and an Annual Missouri Reading Initiative Participant Questionnaire
 were developed to gather responses to questions about program components, techniques, perceptions of changes in practice and achievement, program satisfaction, and more.  In 2002 and 2003 the Questionnaires were sent to all participants at Missouri Reading Initiative schools near the end of the school year. In 2002, 752 respondents from 62 schools out of a possible 836 participants from 66 schools completed the survey (89.9% of total participants). In 2003 the numbers were 986 respondents from 69 schools, out of a possible 1,029 participants from 72 schools (95.8% of total participants).  Tables one and two describe the samples with regards to grade, average years of service, and average number of years at their school.                                       

 Table 1 

 Sample Profile:
 752 Respondents to the 2002 Annual Participant Questionnaire
_______________________________________________________________    


	Grade/Position (N)
	Years Teaching
	   Years at School

	K   (134)
	15.5
	10.3

	1st  (172)
	14.0
	10.0

	2nd (142)
	11.7
	8.4

	3rd  (131)
	10.4
	7.8

	Reading Specialist (27)
	18.5
	11.3

	Special Education  (26)
	8.1
	4.2

	Title I  (21)
	20.5
	14.3

	Administrators (28)
	18.3
	8.5

	Others (71)

	12.6
	7.3


Table 2
Sample Profile:
986 Respondents to the 2003 Annual Participant Questionnaire

_______________________________________________________________
	Grade/Position (N)
	Years Teaching
	Years at School

	K   (171)
	12.7
	8.8

	1st  (195)
	12.6
	9.1

	2nd (169)
	12.7
	9.4

	3rd  (177)
	11.9
	8.6

	Reading Specialist (30)
	14.5
	10.5

	Special Education  (30)
	16.1
	8.9

	Title I  (36)
	20.5
	14.3

	Administrators (32)
	19.6
	7.6

	Others (146)
	12.6
	7.3



These surveys included several questions about participant buy-in and ongoing support, as well as questions that reflected the perceptions participants had about the value of the program. The responses to five of the questions were utilized to investigate the relationship of initial participant support to ultimate program acceptance. The questions, along with their assigned variable names used in the analysis, are shown in Figure two.
Figure 2 
Participant Survey Questions and Process Variables

________________________________________________________________________         
	Variable Name
	Question
	Scale

	Buy-In
	Did you feel as though you had a say in setting up the MISSOURI READING INITIATIVE?
	Not at all
    Very Much

1        2         3         4        5

	Develop
	Do you feel you have a voice in how the MISSOURI READING INITIATIVE develops?
	Not at all
    Very Much

1        2         3         4        5

	Change
	How has the MISSOURI READING INITIATIVE changed or reinforced your teaching?

	Not at all
    A Great Deal

1         2          3          4         5



	Achievement
	Are students reading and writing better?
	Not at all
    A Great Deal

1         2          3          4      5     

	Rate
	Reflecting on the effectiveness of the MISSOURI READING INITIATIVE program as a whole, how would you rate it?
	Poor                 Excellent 

1      2      3      4      5



The question explored with this dataset was: Did the data support the conclusion that a high level of initial participant support for a professional development activity is necessary for ultimate program acceptance? Are there other factors; e.g., program quality, strong leadership, the primacy of critical organizational imperatives; that could drive program development?

Study Limitations


Before proceeding, the limitations of the study should be described. It is within the context of these limitations that the data were analyzed:
· While the evaluation does conform to standards of empirical research in education (National Research Council, 2002), the evaluation plan was designed to meet program needs of monitoring implementation and measuring outcomes, not a rigorous experimental design.
· The Interview questions were developed over a period of time so that not all respondents were asked the exact same questions. 

· The Questionnaires have the same content as the final iteration of the Interviews; however, because of the different method, the answers are not perfectly analogous.

· Not all respondents chose to answer all questions.  This was especially the case with teachers and administrators who joined a school’s staff team after the Initiative’s program had already been in place a year or two.

· The data were collected and analyzed by Missouri Reading Initiative staff, not an independent evaluator. The Initiative’s evaluation activities and reports are reviewed by two separate independent evaluation teams.
· The analysis is of one program, the Missouri Reading Initiative, over a two year period.

Having said all this, we also would argue this information has some influence in that it is a summary of the testimony of the people who are in the best position to judge the value of a professional development activity: namely, teachers and administrators in schools.  

Data Analysis


To begin to investigate the relationship between participant buy-in and support to perceptions about program worth, the mean scores of the total responses to the five questions were calculated for each year of the survey. The results are displayed in table three.

Table 3:
Comparison of mean responses:
__________________________________________

	
	2002 Mean

N=752
	2003 Mean

N=986

	Buy-In
	2.8
	2.9

	Develop
	2.9
	3.1

	Change
	4.0
	4.1

	Achievement
	4.0
	4.0

	Rate
	4.2
	4.3


The data displayed in table three clearly supports the assertion that relatively low levels of initial buy-in did not translate into low opinions about the overall worth of the program.  Whereas respondents did not generally feel they had a large part in choosing or developing the program, mean scores <3, they ultimately felt the program was valuable in terms of the changes they were making in their practice, and in the positive effects those changes were having on student achievement, scoring >4.

2002 Interviews


This conclusion was reinforced by information gathered during interviews.  In 2002, one-hundred and sixty-nine participants at eleven third year schools were surveyed through semi-structured interviews.
 Many respondents reported they were not originally enthusiastic about beginning the Reading Initiative. Reasons varied from concerns about “latest fads” and piling on programs, to resentment about having interference with preferred, established ways of teaching. Indeed, in several instances interviewers were informed that, by large majorities, staff teams had voted against the program, but the training was nevertheless mandated. The same pattern, however, as seen in the Questionnaire responses was evident. Despite frequent accounts of low levels of initial support, respondents came to endorse, most often enthusiastically, the value of a comprehensive professional development program.  


Participants were asked whether or not they found the content and information delivered by the program helpful. The mean score was 4.63 (N=138) out of a possible high score of 5 (“very helpful”). When asked if they felt that the program had a positive effect on student achievement 88% of respondents (N=118) said “Yes”, 8% (n=11) said “No”, and 4% (N=6; all from one school where there had been a significant boundary change) said “Don’t Know”.  When asked to give an overall rating the mean score was 4.7 (N=138).
 Finally, with regards to the interview responses, the respondents (n=169) were asked: “Has the program information changed or reinforced your practice?” 70% responded “A great deal”; 11% said “Somewhat”; 18% “Strongly Reinforced”;
 and <1% answered “No Change” (n=1). 
Correlations


The assertion that participant support, while important, may not be an absolutely necessary pre-condition to implementing a successful professional development program was reflected in correlational analyses of the five variables from the Missouri Reading Initiative Participant Questionnaire.  Tables four and five present the results of bi-variate Pearson’s Correlations between the variables under study for 2002 and 2003.
Table 4
2002 Pearson’s Correlations

__________________________________________________________
	
	BUY-IN
	DEVELOP
	CHANGE
	ACHIEVE
	RATE

	BUY-IN
	--
	
	
	
	

	DEVELOP
	.707
	--
	
	
	

	CHANGE
	.455
	.514
	--
	
	

	ACHIEVE
	.377
	.464
	.617
	--
	

	RATE
	.502
	.600
	.732
	.639
	--


_______________________________________________________________________

Note: Correlations are significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Table 5

2003 Pearson’s Correlations

______________________________________________________________
	 
	BUY-IN
	DEVELOP
	CHANGE
	ACHIEVE
	RATE

	BUY-IN
	--
	
	
	
	

	DEVELOP
	.699
	--
	
	
	

	CHANGE
	.408
	.499
	--
	
	

	ACHIEVE
	.344
	.413
	.582
	--
	

	RATE
	.487
	.547
	.722
	.598
	--


 Note: Correlations are significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).


The information found in Tables four and five reinforce the statement that while the support variables; “Buy-In” and “Develop”; do positively correlate with the variables that reflect the perceptions of the participants about the program’s worth; “Change”, “Achieve”, and “Rate”; the relationships are not as strong between the support variables and perception variables as they are within groups.  Indeed, the strongest relationship in both years is between “Change” and “Rate”; that is, participants’ perceptions of how the program had affected their practice was the best predictor of how they felt about the worth of the program.  The weakest relationships for both years were between “Buy-In” and “Achieve”; more often than not, initial support was not strongly related to how participants perceived involvement in the program had positively affected student achievement (the ultimate goal of any professional development activity).  Indeed, with the few exceptions, “Buy-In” and the variables measuring the participants’ perceptions of program value were weakly related; i.e., the coefficients were r<.5.Participants’ Professional Roles

Another interesting result from this analysis can be seen when the respondents’ professional roles are separated out.  Table six presents the mean scores of participant responses to the five questions disaggregated by grade level or professional designation.
Table 6:
Comparison of Mean Responses by Grade/Position 2002 and 2003:
________________________________________________________________________

	    Grade/Position
	Buy-In

2002    2003
	Develop

2002    2003
	Change

2002    2003
	Achieve

2002    2003
	Rate

2002    2003

	K
	2.9
	3.1
	3.0
	3.1
	4.1
	4.3
	4.0
	4.1
	4.1
	4.2

	1st
	2.7
	2.8
	2.9
	2.9
	3.8
	4.1
	3.7
	3.9
	3.8
	4.4

	2nd
	2.9
	2.8
	3.0
	3.0
	4.0
	4.2
	3.7
	3.9
	3.8
	4.0

	3rd
	2.6
	2.9
	2.9
	2.9
	3.8
	3.9
	3.5
	3.7
	3.7
	3.8

	Read. Spec.
	3.6
	3.5
	3.6
	3.7
	4.3
	4.3
	4.0
	4.1
	4.5
	4.5

	Sp. Ed.
	2.8
	3.1
	2.6
	3.2
	3.7
	4.0
	3.3
	3.8
	4.0
	4.1

	Title I
	3.5
	3.2
	3.9
	3.6
	4.4
	4.4
	4.2
	4.2
	4.4
	4.3

	Admin.
	4.4
	4.9
	4.3
	4.7
	4.4
	4.5
	4.1
	4.4
	4.4
	4.6

	Totals
	2.8
	2.9
	2.9
	3.1
	4.0
	4.1
	4.0
	4.0
	4.2
	4.3


Note: For “n” for each position in each year see Tables 1 and 2











   

The respondents to the Questionnaire generally had lower scores for the support variables than for their perceptions of program value, indicating low levels of initial buy-in. However, even third grade teachers, the group with lowest initial support scores and the lowest perception of value scores, exhibit the general pattern where perceptions of value exceeds initial support.


There were other telling differences in how different people responded based on their position at their school. Administrators scored far higher on the support variables as compared to classroom teachers.
 While this is an obvious result given that the administrators were generally the ones who recruited the Initiative, and, therefore, had the most vested interest in its success, it still underscores what we have discovered through the interviews and elsewhere; that classroom teachers were far less likely than other professionals to have supported the program at the beginning, or, in some cases, had never been part of an authentic consensus.

Changes Over Time


A final piece of evidence developed from this dataset looks at the effects of time on perceptions of program worth, even where initial support was weak.  It also is an example of how organizations can learn from evaluations and take corrective actions; in this case the steps the Initiative took to counter the issue of low initial support. In the 2002 evaluation, respondents to both interviews and the Questionnaire identified being “overwhelmed” as a source of their resistance to the program.  This was believed to have a negative impact on program potentials as the time it took to overcome the resistance could be a year or more.


The sense of being overwhelmed was in response, for the most part, to an overly intensive orientation process; (“too much, too fast”); the difficulties of implementing the thorough classroom assessments that are fundamental to the Initiative’s training; and a sense of frustration from feelings of futility (another “flavor-of-the-month” program).  In response, initiative staff changed the orientation process; brought in special instructors to coach the trainers on their presentation skills; changed the curriculum to provide more support for assessment skill development; learned and engaged in explicit strategies for “joining” participants and dealing positively with resistance; and more.  


The data in table seven, rate scores aggregated by school for those that responded to the 2002 and 2003 Questionnaires, describes changes in attitude both over time and between cohorts. 

Table 7

Ratings

“Reflecting on the effectiveness of Missouri Reading Initiative program as a whole,

How would you rate it (1=Poor to 5=Excellent)”

__________________________________________________________________
	Rate
	1st 

01-02
	1st 

02-03
	2nd 

01-02
	2nd

 02-03
	3rd 

02-03

	2.0-2.49
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0

	2.5-2.99
	4
	1
	3
	1
	0

	3.0-3.49
	5
	2
	0
	2
	1

	3.5-3.99
	8
	2
	6
	8
	4

	4.0-4.49
	12
	9
	7
	15
	8

	4.5-5.0
	4
	4
	7
	8
	9

	TOTALS
	34
	18
	23
	34
	22


Note: The year (e.g., 01-02; 02-03) indicates the year of the survey. The number (e.g., 1st, 2nd, and 3rd) indicates the Missouri Reading Initiative year for those schools


Table seven provides evidence for two related observations.  First, there was a higher degree of satisfaction expressed by participants the longer they were in the program. Of the schools that began in 01-02, 68% (23/34) rated the program better than 4.0 in their second year as opposed to only 47% (16/34) in their first year with the Initiative. At the same time, only 9% (3/34) of those schools rated the program below 3.5 in their second year as opposed to 29% (10/34) of the same schools in their first year.


Besides providing evidence about how the program becomes more accepted as time goes on by a given cohort, this table also supports the conclusion there has been an increase in satisfaction each year by different cohorts of schools at the same point of the program; expected improvements resulting from the changes made to counter low levels of initial support. For example 72% (13/18) of 1st year schools in 02-03 rated the program better than 4.0 as compared to 47% (16/34) of 1st year schools in 01-02.  Once again, the theme that low initial support and involvement does not necessarily lead to program failure is borne out in this data.
Discussion


The data and analyses presented in this paper support Reeve’s (2002) view about consensus and program implementation; namely, participant buy-in is not an absolute prerequisite.  This hardly should be taken to mean that the active involvement of teachers and staff in designing and implementing professional development programs can be discounted or ignored.  There are serious consequences if participant resistance is not validated and responded to in a genuine manner.  While the Initiative’s experience is that teachers ultimately see the value of the program in their practice and in student achievement, overcoming resistance requires time and energy that would be much better applied to willing and supportive participants.  And, of course, some minimum level of acceptance is unquestionably necessary for professional development.

Still, the lesson to be learned from this dataset is that early consensus, while desirable, is not an absolute pre-condition for implementing important programs.  The experience of the Initiative is there are several other factors that can mitigate the negative consequences of low levels of initial participant involvement and support and ultimately generate enthusiasm and willing collaboration.  Perhaps most importantly,  participants do come to experience in their classrooms and through their students the positive effects of the professional development activities.  Teachers will value a good program, properly implemented, that leads to student achievement.  We also know that strong administrative leadership, especially in the building, can be a critical factor in overcoming initial resistance and in making certain the professional development program is implemented fully as intended.  Finally, as Reeves (2002) declared, even if initial buy-in is lacking, some goals are just too important to not achieve.  
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� See, for example, page 3 of the Missouri Reading First application at 


� HYPERLINK "http://dese.mo.gov/forms/divimprove/MO5002426.pdf" ��http://dese.mo.gov/forms/divimprove/MO5002426.pdf�





� More detailed information about program design, evaluation results, and other topics can be found at the MRI website: http://missourireadinginitiative.com/index.php


� The data discussed in this paper is a product of process evaluation activities only.  For a review of outcome data, please refer to the “Program Evaluation” link at http://missourireadinginitiative.com/program_evaluation.php


� The Questionnaires, while not primarily developed as rigorous scientific instruments, have been reviewed for reliability and validity; e.g., Cronbach’s Alpha: 2002 = .8549 (n=653); 2003 = .8293 (n=871).  


� “Others” includes librarians, pre-K teachers, speech and other therapists, counselors, etc.


� The “reinforced” concept was added because many teachers, especially those with specialized training in reading, were aware of the theory, components, and instructional techniques the Initiative was promoting.


� In 2003, all participants at all schools, regardless of their year in the Initiative, responded to the Questionnaire.  Seventy-seven participants at five schools, selected for “follow-up” inquiries, were also interviewed.  Therefore, only the 2002 Interview responses are included in the main analysis.


� The relatively higher scores for Rate, etc. when compared to the Questionnaire are examples of the lack of perfect congruence between the two instruments.  The direction of the responses is the same for both methods, however, supporting the general observation of this study about the relationship between buy-in and ultimate program acceptance.





� The people who answered the question with “Strongly reinforced” were all teachers who had specialty training in reading; e.g., Reading Recovery, Title 1 Reading Specialists, etc.


� 3rd grade teachers tended to have lower scores for several reasons. Not the least of those was 3rd Grade is the year when students must take the “high stakes” statewide standardized test (In Missouri the “MAP” or The Missouri Assessment Program).  Many teachers reported both in interviews and in comments on the Questionnaires that the pressures and constraints of preparing for the MAP test prevented them from being able to practice the Initiative’s training.  The Initiative responded by adjusting the curriculum to become more grade specific and emphasizing activities important for MAP; e.g. writing skills.


� The differences in the responses between administrators and classroom teachers may also be an artifact of the lower response rate of administrators; i.e., only those with positive attitudes chose to answer. But given our experience and observation, this is highly unlikely.


� The program considers anything above 3.5 as acceptable, and 4.0 or above as indicative of a high degree of satisfaction.  These levels are based on observations and experience as opposed to some objectively established connection between the rating and outcomes; e.g., MAP scores.  As more data is compiled over the next two years, the staff at the initiative will attempt to develop such a standard.
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