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Communities In Schools – Central Texas, Inc., (CIS) with funding and close interest from the Silverton Foundation, consulted with Third Coast Research & Development to conduct a study of ASPIRE (Achieving Success through Parental Involvement, Reading, and Education), a family literacy program. Research findings are to be used in developing new directions and funding opportunities. ASPIRE takes a holistic approach to serving families for the purpose of breaking the cycle of illiteracy, unemployment, and poverty by providing educational services to the whole family. During the three years included in the research (2003 – 2004, 2004 – 2005, and 2005 – 2006) ASPIRE was based at Andrews Elementary School and served families living in the 78723 and 78752 zip code areas. 

The research was designed to use school district performance data for ASPIRE children and a group of matched comparison children.  Rates of passing were analyzed by grade, by time in program, and by program components including home improvement, parent involvement, and adult education.  

Key Results

· Tests of ASPIRE children met grade-level standards at higher rates than tests of comparison children. The overall difference was a passing rate of 79% for ASPIRE children compared to a 63% passing rate for comparison children.  The differences were particularly notable on the Mathematics portion of the TAKS in the 3rd and 4th grades. 
· Program effects were measurable within a year of participation in ASPIRE.
· ASPIRE children at any level of improvements in home environment, parent involvement, and adult education exceeded the passing rates of comparison children. 
· Tests of children in families where parents were involved in classrooms for two years showed a 92% passing rate.
· Tests of children in families where parents achieved three or more levels of adult education showed a 100% passing rate.
CIS ASPIRE managers and staff reviewed the research results in a meeting on December 7, 2007.  The consensus was that the findings support the ASPIRE program model in that the many dimensions or components of service can each be seen to contribute to child outcomes.  They were impressed by the difference in passing rates of ASPIRE children and the comparison group, especially on TAKS Mathematics.  Staff was further impressed that children demonstrate positive outcomes within a year of ASPIRE participation, but the outcomes obtained by longer parent involvement and higher levels of adult education attainment validate the need for continued services.  
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Communities In Schools – Central Texas, Inc., (CIS) with funding and close interest from the Silverton Foundation, consulted with Third Coast Research & Development to conduct a study of ASPIRE (Achieving Success through Parental Involvement, Reading, and Education), a family literacy program. Research findings are to be used in developing new directions and funding opportunities. 

The goals of the research were to a) evaluate ASPIRE’s success in improving the readiness of high-risk children to succeed in school and b) assess the contribution of the critical components of time and services towards success. Analyses were to focus on the families participating in the program from 2003 to 2006 for periods no shorter than six months. Evaluation of school readiness was to be based on school measures.

Background 

ASPIRE takes a holistic approach to serving families for the purpose of breaking the cycle of illiteracy, unemployment, and poverty by providing educational services to the whole family.  ASPIRE parents participate in adult education, early childhood education, parenting education, and their children’s classrooms. ASPIRE pre-school children attend literacy rich, developmentally appropriate early childhood education classes. ASPIRE parent educators visit with the families in their homes once a month.  During the years to be represented in the research, ASPIRE was based at Andrews Elementary School and served families living in 78723 and 78752.  (http://www.cisaustin.org/page-aspire.cfm)

ASPIRE services are open to all adults and children in the family for a period of time determined by need. Developed as an Even Start program, ASPIRE was intended to help parents take charge of their children’s early learning so as to improve children’s readiness to learn and thrive in school, and at the same time improve their own education.  

	Required Even Start elements (No Child Left Behind, Subpart B.3)

1. Identify and recruit families most in need of services, where need is defined in terms of low income, low adult literacy, low English language proficiency, and other needs

2. Screen and prepare participants for full participation in Even Start, using testing, referral to necessary counseling, other developmental and support services, and related services

3. Accommodate participants' work schedule and other responsibilities through flexible service schedules and locations, provision of child care, and transportation

4. Provide high-quality, intensive instructional programs to promote adult literacy and empower parents to support the educational growth of their children, developmentally appropriate early childhood educational services, and preparation of children for success in regular school programs

5. Hire qualified staff with degrees and certification in early childhood education, elementary school or secondary school education, or adult education

6. Train staff, including child-care staff, in the skills necessary to work with parents and young children in the full range of required instructional services

7. Provide and monitor integrated instructional services to participating parents and children through home-based programs

8. Operate on a year-round basis, including the provision of some program services, including instructional and enrichment services, during the summer months

9. Coordinate with other programs assisted under NCLB, relevant programs under the Adult Education and Family Literacy Act, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, and title I of the Workforce Investment Act of 1998; and the Head Start program, volunteer literacy programs, and other relevant programs;

10. Use instructional programs based on scientifically based reading research for children and adults, to the extent that research is available;

11. Encourage participating families to attend regularly and to remain in the program a sufficient time to meet their program goals;

12. Include reading-readiness activities for preschool children based on scientifically based reading research, to the extent available, to ensure that children enter school ready to learn to read;

13. Promote the continuity of family literacy to ensure that individuals retain and improve their educational outcomes;

14. Ensure that the programs will serve those families most in need of the activities and services provided by this subpart; and

15. Provide for an independent evaluation of the program, to be used for program improvement.


Prior Year Evaluations 

As stipulated under Even Start, ASPIRE participated in annual evaluations. The two most recent, 2004 – 2005 and 2005 – 2006, were reviewed during the design phase of this research (ASPIRE Research Plan, March 9, 2007).  Both evaluations verified that children participating in ASPIRE tended to be 3 to 5 years of age and thus likely to be in school in 2006 – 2007.  The reports further document that the parents most likely to participate in ASPIRE services were women without high school education. 

Both reports document that ASPIRE met all Even Start funding requirements -- screening, placement, flexible strategies, research and evidence-based instructional programs, coordination and collaboration with other organizations, participant selection, attendance and retention, and external evaluation. Home environments showed positive changes, and child measures exceeded expectations:  

· 100% attended the required number of school days and advanced to the next school level. 

· 100% of kindergarten – second grade children read on grade level.

Parents participated in Adult Basic Education, English As Second Language, or Adult Secondary Education programs.  Over the two years covered in these evaluations, 51% of parents tested with the TABE demonstrated gains in Language, 59% demonstrated gains in Math, and 23% demonstrated gains in Reading.  Of parents tested with the BEST 71% demonstrated gains in Oral skills and 31% demonstrated gains in Literacy skills. 54% completed one or more levels of functioning, 37% advanced course levels, 22% separated, and 18% remained within level. 

The review of annual reports led to the conclusion that Research questions

· Does participation in ASPIRE improve children’s readiness for school?  

· How long a period of participation is necessary to see results in child readiness to learn? 

· What is the relationship of home environment, parent involvement in the classroom, and adult education to readiness to learn? 

Design

The research was planned to use ASPIRE program records and student performance data of the Austin Independent School District (AISD).  The research sample was identified from enrollment data recorded by ASPIRE for program years 2003 - 2004, 2004 - 2005, and 2005 - 2006. The complete data set consisted of 339 children and 161 parents/guardians.  Of these, 70 children were found to meet the conditions of the research: estimated to be of school age in 2006 – 2007, and participation in ASPIRE of six months or longer. The children identified for the research participated from six to 35 months, for an average of 20.  

To evaluate ASPIRE’s success in improving school readiness, the research was designed to compare the performance of ASPIRE children to children with matching demographics, enrolled in the same schools.  An application was made to AISD to locate ASPIRE children in the system, identify comparison children, and scores for both groups on the standard tests administered in Kindergarten, and the First, Second, and Third Grades. 

Data concerning family conditions, adult education, and parent involvement was planned to draw from ASPIRE records and adult education assessments from course documents of the Austin Community College (ACC). 

Analyses
Does participation in ASPIRE improve children’s readiness for school?  

Sample. In response to our request for performance data for ASPIRE and comparison children, AISD data technicians provided 70 children for the ASPIRE group and 70 children for the Comparison Group -- 51 matched the ASPIRE sample of the research design, and 55 of the comparison children matched for grade level. The research plan had failed to anticipate differences in the names and identification numbers recorded by ASPIRE and AISD. Matching school records to ASPIRE records required one-by-one comparisons of names and birthdates.  The characteristics of the resulting sample are shown in Table 1.  

Table 1.  Demographic Characteristics of Research Samples

	Group
	ASPIRE
	Comparison
	Total

	Gender
	
	
	

	Female
	26
	29
	55

	Male
	25
	26
	51

	Ethnicity
	
	
	

	Black
	1
	1
	2

	Hispanic
	50
	54
	104

	Grade
	
	
	

	KG
	14
	14
	28

	G1
	12
	12
	24

	G2
	12
	12
	24

	G3
	11
	11
	22

	G4
	2
	6
	8

	Student Status
	
	
	

	Limited English Proficiency
	47
	51
	98

	Free & Reduced Lunch 
	51
	55
	106


School Performance.   As planned, performance data were requested for literacy assessments administered in AISD in Kindergarten through Third Grade, including the Texas Primary Reading Inventory, and the comparable Spanish language test (TPRI/Tejas Lee), the Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA) and the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) in Reading and Mathematics. Data were provided as requested, but after experiencing technical difficulties with the data program evaluation specialists with AISD recommended against using the TPRI/Tejas Lee in this research.  

AISD administers the DRA twice in Kindergarten: middle-of-year (MOY) and end-of-year (EOY) and three times in First and Second grades: beginning-of-year (BOY), middle-of-year (MOY), and end-of-year (EOY).  Scores are expressed in terms of the highest book level completed without error
 and performance is evaluated in terms of meeting grade level criteria. Book levels criteria are higher at each successive administration in the school year: 

	Grade Level
	Beginning-of-Year (BOY)
	Middle-of-Year

(MOY)
	End-of-Year

(EOY)

	Kindergarten
	Not Tested
	Book level 1
	Book level 3

	First Grade
	Book level 4
	Book level 10
	Book level 16

	Second Grade
	Book level 18
	Book level 20
	Book level 28


As the DRA is administered at various times during the school year we assumed that the same children would be tested at each administration.  This turned out to not be the case.  Testing was inconsistent so that some children had two or three test scores, but others had only one score for the entire year. Table 2 shows the number of children tested at each administration with the number meeting criterion.  The rate of passing was higher for the ASPIRE group at every grade and every administration, but some of the groups sizes were too small to calculate true percentages, and passing rates for such small groups cannot be interpreted. Thus it is notable that the sum of tests taken and sum of tests that met standard show a 14% difference in the overall passing rates for the two groups.  

Table 2. Rate of Meeting DRA Standards in Kindergarten through Second Grade

	GRADE AND TEST
	ASPIRE
	COMPARISON

	
	Number of tests
	Number met standard
	Passing rate
	Number tests
	Number met standard
	Passing rate

	KG DRA MOY
	8
	8
	1.00
	11
	9
	0.82

	KG DRA EOY
	12
	11
	0.92
	12
	10
	0.83

	G1 DRA BOY
	11
	9
	0.82
	7
	5
	0.71

	G1 DRA MOY
	10
	8
	0.80
	9
	5
	0.56

	G1 DRA EOY
	12
	8
	0.67
	11
	6
	0.55

	G2 DRA BOY
	9
	6
	0.67
	10
	4
	0.40

	G2 DRA MOY
	8
	6
	0.75
	9
	6
	0.67

	G2 DRA EOY
	8
	6
	0.75
	10
	7
	0.70

	DRA TOTAL
	78
	62
	0.79
	79
	52
	0.66


Chart 1 below summarizes DRA performance by grade level.  The difference between the ASPIRE and comparison groups was 12 percentage points in Kindergarten, 18 percentage points in First Grade, and 13 percentage points in Second Grade.  A second trend in the data suggests a decline in the numbers of tests meeting criteria across the grades.  The ASPIRE group shows a 14% reduction between Kindergarten and First Grade and another 9% reduction between First Grade and Second Grade.  The Comparison group shows a 20% reduction from Kindergarten to First Grade and another 4% reduction from First Grade to Second Grade.
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The TAKS measures achievement in Reading and Mathematics once every school year beginning in Third Grade.  A small number of children in the data provided by AISD were in Fourth Grade and their scores were combined with the Third Grade by test type.  TAKS scores are expressed as scale scores and performance is evaluated in terms of meeting minimum standards.  Table 3 shows the number of tests in each subject area and numbers meeting criterion. Following suit on the DRA, rates of passing were higher for the ASPIRE group on both tests, and notably so on the Mathematics test. 

Table 3. Rate of Meeting TAKS Standards in Grades Three and Four

	GRADE 3 & 4 TESTS
	ASPIRE
	COMPARISON

	
	Number of tests
	Number met standard
	Passing rate
	Number of tests
	Number met standard
	Passing rate

	TAKS Reading
	13
	10
	0.77
	17
	12
	0.71

	TAKS Mathematics 
	12
	9
	0.75
	17
	7
	0.41

	TAKS TOTAL
	25
	19
	0.76
	34
	19
	0.56


Chart 2 summarizes TAKS performance by group, showing a difference of 20% in favor of the ASPIRE group.  
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Chart 2. Percent of TAKS Scores that Meet and 
Exceed Standards
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In short, school measures favor ASPIRE children over comparison children, particularly in Kindergarten and First Grade, and on the Mathematics TAKS.  To allow for analyses of the contribution of home conditions, parent involvement in education, and adult education toward school performance, we used the total number of tests available for children in families with different quantities of attainment in each component. Table 4 establishes the overall passing rates for the ASPIRE and comparison groups. 

Table 4. Overall Passing Rates for ASPIRE and Comparison Groups

	ASPIRE
	COMPARISON

	Number of tests
	Number met standard
	Passing rate
	Number of tests
	Number met standard
	Passing rate

	103
	81
	79%
	113
	71
	63%


How long a period of participation is necessary to see results in child readiness to learn?

Time in program was calculated in planning the research and described in the design document.  Three enrollment periods were identified: 6 – 12 months, 18 – 24 months, and 30 months. Table 5 shows children in the research sample by their time in program. 

Table 5.  Time in Program of ASPIRE Children with AISD Data

	Time in Program
	Number of children

	6 - 12 months
	21

	18 - 24 months
	15

	30 months
	15

	Total
	51


Chart 3 shows period of participation in ASPIRE by children’s grade levels.  About half of children in the 6 – 12 month and 30 month groups were in Kindergarten and First Grade, the two grades with the greatest percentage of children meeting standards.   
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Table 6 summarizes test performance by time in program. The numbers shown include the numbers taking and passing all DRA and TAKS tests. Rates of passing were highest for children with 6 – 12 months and 30 months in program.  Both of these groups had over 50% of children in Kindergarten and First Grade, where ASPIRE experienced the highest rates of passing.        

Table 6. Test Performance by Time in Program

	Time in Program
	Number of tests
	Number met standard
	Passing rate

	6 - 12 months
	34
	28
	82%

	18 - 24 months
	34
	25
	74%

	30 Months
	35
	28
	80%


The test data suggest that school performance may be measurably improved within a year of participation in ASPIRE.  It is unclear whether longer participation continues to improve performance or whether ASPIRE is most directly oriented to improve Kindergarten and First Grade learning. 

What is the relationship of home environment, parent involvement, and adult education to readiness to learn? 

HOME Environment.  ASPIRE uses the Home Observation for Measurement of the Environment (HOME) Inventory to assess changes in family practices that pertain to literacy development.  Home Inventories are keyed to child ages with forms for Infant/Toddler, Early Childhood, and Middle Childhood.  Each Inventory consists of subscales that together describe the quality and quantity of stimulation and support available in the home environment.  In addition to the basic research question about the relationship of improvements in the home environment to child readiness for school, program staff voiced concerns about the suitability of the various subscales to the culture of the families served in the program.  For that reason, matched pre- and post- HOME inventories completed for families identified in the research design were analyzed for patterns in ratings, and the results are included in Attachment A.  

At first glance the charts are remarkably similar from one year to the next for both the Infant/Toddler and Early Childhood inventories.  Families rated on the Infant/Toddler Inventory tended to be strongest on Responsibility and weakest on Variety, and the pattern of ratings remained relatively similar from the pre- to post-Inventory inventories. Families rated on the Early Childhood Inventory tended to be strongest on Language Stimulation and Responsivity, and weakest on Academic Stimulation and Modeling.  In both years the greatest gains were seen in Learning Materials and the smallest gains were in Acceptance.  
The HOME data set included both pre- and post-Inventory HOME Early Childhood Inventories for 14 families with 21 children in the evaluation sample.
  The extent to which the home environment improved was calculated as the difference between pre- and post-Inventory ratings.  The difference ranged from 19 points to 2 points.  The median difference was 7.5 points – seven families above the median had 13 children in the evaluation sample and the seven families below median improvement had 8 children in the evaluation sample.   Table 7 compares the rates of passing for these children. Contrary to expectations, perhaps, children in families with below median HOME improvement were shown to have the higher rates of passing on grade-level tests.  

Table 7.  Comparison of School Performance by Improvement in Home Environment

	HOME Group
	Number of tests
	Number met standard
	Passing rate

	Above Median HOME Improvement
	24
	19
	79%

	Below Median HOME  Improvement
	17
	16
	94%


Children in ASPIRE homes with any amount of improvement in conditions have higher passing rates than the 63% passing rate of comparison children.  However, the data suggest an inverse relationship between quantity of HOME ratings improvements and passing rates in school, calling for a second examination of data to determine the presence of a ceiling effect.  Entry-point HOME ratings ranged from a high of 42 to a low of 24 with a median rating of 37.  Families above the entry-point median had ten children in the evaluation sample and families below the median had 11 children in the sample. The comparison in Table 8 shows higher rates of passing for children in families with above median entry-point ratings. 

Table 8.  Comparison of School Performance by Pre-Inventory HOME Ratings

	HOME Group
	Number of tests
	Number met standard
	Passing rate

	Above Median Entry-point Ratings
	22
	20
	91%

	Below Median Entry-point Ratings
	19
	16
	84%


While it is clear that home conditions are related to school performance, the limitations of the HOME to measure change limit the extent to which we were able to examine the relationship between changes in home conditions brought about by ASPIRE and children’s school performance.   

Parent Involvement. ASPIRE parents are required to spend time in their children’s classrooms and the program maintains records of the number of hours parents do so.  The name of the program was PACT in 2003 – 2004 and ILA in 2004 – 2005.  Data were not available for 2005 – 2006.  Table 9 shows the number of parents of children in the evaluation sample that logged hours in either or both years.  

Table 9.  Number of Parents Involved in Children’s Classrooms

	Program Year
	One Year
	Both years

	PACT 0304
	5
	9

	ILA 0405
	14
	

	TOTAL PARENT INVOLVEMENT
	19
	9


The number of hours spent by parents in the data set ranged from zero to 111.5, with an average of 37.47 hours.  Parents in the top 25% spent more than 51 hours, and parents in the lower 25% spent less than 11.  Table 10 compares the rates of passing for children whose parents were involved in the following ways:  (a) above or below average hours, (b) in the classroom of evaluation child or the classroom of a sibling, and (d) with a duration of one or two school years. All ASPIRE groupings resulted in passing rates higher than the passing rates of comparison children shown in Table 4. 

Table 10.  Comparisons of School Performance by Levels of Parent Involvement

	Parent Involvement
	Total Tests
	Tests Met Standard
	Rate of passing

	>37 hours
	22
	17
	0.77

	<37 hours
	21
	18
	0.86

	
	
	
	

	Child in Evaluation Sample
	29
	23
	0.79

	Sibling of Child in Sample
	14
	12
	0.86

	
	
	
	

	One Year
	30
	23
	0.77

	Two Years
	13
	12
	0.92


Within the ASPIRE group the rates of passing was most impacted by the duration of parent involvement, with children whose parents were involved over two years showing a 92% passing rate compared to a 77% passing rate for children whose parents had been involved one year.  Number of hours spent regardless of duration did not yield the same kind of distinction, suggesting that it isn’t so much the amount of time as the consistency of participation over time that makes the difference in child performance.  The data further suggested that the act of participating in the focus child’s classroom also benefits other children in the family. 

Parent Education. As planned, a request for data was submitted to the Austin Community College (ACC) in its role as adult education provider.  Records were provided but contained only information about parents’ education goals.  ASPIRE’s own data sets were used instead. 

Twenty parents of  26 children in the evaluation sample participated in adult education during the  research period, 2003 – 2006. Thirteen were enrolled one year of the three years, three were enrolled two years, and four were enrolled three years.  Over the course of that time, adult gains in skills were measured using the TABE and the BEST, and performance was assessed in terms of skill level, ranging from beginning to advanced functioning levels.  Parents in the evaluation completed between zero and five levels.  The median number of levels completed was two. 

Table 11.  Range of Adult Education Levels Completed

	Levels Completed
	Number in Adult Ed

	Three or more 
	5

	Two
	7

	Zero to one
	8


Table 12 compares passing rates of children of parents by levels of adult education completed.  The data suggest that the number of adult education levels completed were positively related to children’s rate of meeting school standards.  

Table 12. Comparison of School Performance by Parent Participation in Adult Education 

	Adult Ed Levels Completed
	Total Child Tests
	Tests Met Standard
	Rate of passing

	Three or more 
	15
	15
	100%

	Two
	20
	16
	80%

	Zero to one
	19
	14
	74%


Conclusions

The purpose of the research was to provide information useful for developing new program directions and funding opportunities.  As ASPIRE’s primary purpose as an Even Start Program was to improve the school readiness of young children, the study examined school data to answer three questions. 

Does participation in ASPIRE improve children’s readiness for school?  Children whose families participated in ASPIRE between 2003 and 2006 demonstrated higher rates of passing on tests administered by the school district in Kindergarten and in the First through Fourth grades.  In grades using the DRA, ASPIRE children had a 79% passing rate as compared to a 66% passing rate for comparison children.  In grades where TAKS is administered, ASPIRE children demonstrated a 76% passing rate as compared to a 56% passing rate for comparison children.  The difference between ASPIRE and comparison children was particularly notable on the TAKS-Mathematics with respective passing rates of 75% and 41%.   Combining all tests, the overall passing rate for ASPIRE children was 79% and the overall passing rate for comparison children was 63%. 

How long a period of participation is necessary to see results in child readiness to learn? ASPIRE children in the program for any length of time demonstrate higher rates of passing than comparison children, but within group comparisons of time in program suggests that results may be achieved in one year or less particularly for children in the earliest grades.  

What is the relationship of home environment, parent involvement in children’s classrooms, and adult education to child readiness to learn? Any amount of home improvement, any parent involvement in children’s classrooms, and any participation in adult education resulted in school performance higher than that of comparison children.  Within group comparisons showed positive relationships between child performance and two years of parent involvement in the classroom and above median levels of adult education completed. A ceiling effect in the HOME Inventory barred a true assessment of the effects of improvements in home environment on school performance. 

To sum up, each of ASPIRE’s service components appear to contribute to the distinct advantage of ASPIRE children on school measures.  This study revealed promising results that should be researched further with larger groups of children as needed for statistical analyses that allow for generalization and predictability of program outcomes.  

CIS ASPIRE managers and staff reviewed the research results in a meeting on December 7, 2007.  The consensus of the group was that the findings support the ASPIRE program model in that the many dimensions or components of service can each be seen to contribute to child outcomes.  They were impressed by the difference in passing rates of ASPIRE children and the comparison group, especially on TAKS Mathematics.  Staff was further impressed that children demonstrate positive outcomes within a year of ASPIRE participation, but the outcomes obtained by longer parent involvement and higher levels of adult education attainment validate the need for continued services.  

Staff has long been aware of the shortcomings in ACC data records and long ago instituted in-house data systems.  This evaluation brought to light inconsistencies in the in-house system from one year to the next and between program components, resulting in a recommendation that data management methods be improved. 
Attachment A:  Mean Sub-Scale Ratings on HOME Inventories
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� DRA Leveled Books are numbered along a scale from A through 44, but scale intervals are not the same throughout.  The levels are A, 1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 8, 10, 12, 14, 16, 18, 20, 24, 28, 30, 34, 38, 40, and 44.  (DRA K-8 Technical Manual, Celebration Press, Pearson Learning Group, � HYPERLINK "http://www.pearsonlearning.com" ��www.pearsonlearning.com�)


� There were two complete sets of Infant/Toddler Inventories in total.
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