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A Three Year Study of the FOCUS Program 
in Union Public Schools
 
School reform over the last two decades has become its own market-place where comprehensive school 
reform models and external interventions are sold to schools and school districts looking for packaged 
solutions to complex problems.  Th e FOCUS program in Union Public Schools is diff erent.  It is an 
organic reform that grew out of the shared knowledge and understanding of district leaders, as well as 
a collective determination to meet the needs of students identifi ed as being “at-risk” for not graduating 
from high school. FOCUS uses a relational-centered school design as the mechanism to meet the 
holistic needs of students. 

Researchers with the Center for Educational Policy at the University of Oklahoma have studied the 
design, implementation, development, and eff ects of FOCUS for the last three years.  Th e research 
evaluated both the operational and technical capacity of FOCUS by measuring changes in learning 
conditions and by testing the achievement eff ect.  Th is report discusses the results of the three year 
study.  It begins by describing the general theory of action then explaining the research methods and 
presenting results.  We conclude by situating fi ndings within a larger theoretical and empirical context. 

Th eories of action provide a conceptual blueprint that 
explains the assumed relationship between program 
components, mediating conditions, and outcomes.   Figure 
one is the general theory of action for FOCUS.  FOCUS 
changes traditional structural features, like class size and 
instructional time, to create a relational-centered learning 
environment.  Th e reengineered structure is intended to 
provide a more nurturing culture for social conditions that 
mediate improved student and school learning; it also is 
designed to increase the opportunity for students to learn.  
Opportunity to learn should not be confused with the more 

general concept of educational opportunity.  Th e latter 
captures access to quality teachers and schools; the former 
is the ratio between time actually spent learning and the 
amount of time students need for learning. Opportunity to 
learn accounts for instructional time and independent, self-
regulated learning time that occurs outside of the school 
day. Structures and conditions in FOCUS make learning 
time proportional to students’ needs through longer 
instructional blocks, enrichment experiences, teacher-
student interactions outside of class, and community-based 
learning activities.    
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Figure One: Generalized Th eory of Action for FOCUS
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Th e relational-centered learning environment of FOCUS 
is responsive to the high task complexity and high group 
interdependence of teaching and learning.  Cooperation, 
trust, enabling structures, and cohesiveness are eff ective 
regulating mechanisms when tasks are complex and 
interdependence is high .  Rather than control work processes 
and interactions with standardized routines, FOCUS relies on 
social controls and enabling structures, like shared inquiry, 
to coordinate teaching and learning.  Such controls support 
organizational behavior that aligns practices to outcomes, 
enables instructional adaptability, fosters identifi cation and 
belongingness, establishes predictability and continuity, and 
is responsive to the needs of teachers and students.  

Mediating conditions can be defi ned broadly as instructional, 
student, and parent capacity.  Capacity relates to conditions 
that facilitate the maximum production of a system .  In 
schools, these conditions are embodied in practices, norms, 
beliefs, and structures that aff ect teaching and learning.  
Indicators of instructional capacity include instructional 
leadership, teacher cooperation, shared inquiry, and 
collective effi  cacy.  Student capacity is observable in student 
trust in teachers, academic effi  cacy, and school identifi cation.  
Parent capacity manifests in parent-school interactions, 
parental responsibility, and parent trust.  Each observable 
indicator of the latent form of capacity (i.e. instructional, 
student, parent) infl uences quality school performance, but 
the strongest eff ect of these factors occurs when conditions 
for learning are mutually reinforcing, not independent.   

Research Methods

Th e research used a longitudinal design to track the 
implementation and eff ectiveness of FOCUS.  Both qualitative 
and quantitative methods were used interchangeably to study 
the relationship between program components and changing 
social conditions, and to explore the experiences of students, 
teachers, and parents. Surveys were taken from the extant 
literature, and all surveys maintained strong psychometric 
characteristics. Focus groups and document analysis were 
part of the qualitative analysis.  

Data Source

Quantitative data were collected from students and parents 
at three time periods: in summer 2007 prior to the start of 
FOCUS, in spring 2008 at the end of the fi rst year, and in 
spring 2009 at the end of the second year.  Six teacher and 
counselor focus groups were conducted in spring 2009, six 
student focus groups were held in winter 2010, and one 
parent focus group was held in spring 2010.  Focus groups 
were conducted with teachers and counselors, students, and 
parents in a consistent manner to increase the credibility of 
the results.

Analytical Techniques

Descriptive data were used to track changes in social 

conditions over three years.  Repeated measures ANOVAs 
were performed on student data to determine if diff erences 
in student capacity were the result of chance or a systematic 
diff erence in student experiences. Quantitative and qualitative 
data were triangulated to arrive a complete understanding 
of changes in instructional, student, and parent capacity.  
Qualitative analysis involved coding transcripts, analyzing 
documents for central concepts, and providing narrative 
summaries. 

Linear growth modeling was used to test the achievement 
eff ect. Test scores from math and reading benchmark 
exams in 2008-2009 were drawn from a random sample of 
FOCUS students and a random sample of comparable non-
FOCUS students.  Th e fi rst step was to examine the average 
performance of all students with a random coeffi  cients 
regression model. 
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Cooperation, trust, enabling structures, 
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interdependence is high .  Rather than 

control work processes and interactions with 
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controls and enabling structures, like shared 
inquiry, to coordinate teaching and learning.



Th e second step was to model variation in performance 
as a function of student characteristics, with access to 
FOCUS being the characteristic of interest.  To measure the 
achievement eff ect, FOCUS students were coded as 1 and 
non-FOCUS students as 0.  Each of the two models used in 
the analysis are represented below.
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Model One
 Yti = πoi + π1tati + eij 
πoi = β00 + roi
π1t = β10 + r1i

Where:
Yti = Is the observed status at time t for student i
πoi =Th e true ability of student i at time = 0
π1t = Th e growth rate for student i across the testing 
periods
β00 = Th e average achievement score for all 4 testing 
periods
β10 = Th e mean growth rate for the school year
eij = error

Model Two
 Yti = πoi + π1tati + eij 
πoi = β00 + β01 (SES) + β02 (FOCUS) +  roi
π1t = β10 + β11 (SES) + β22 (FOCUS) + r1i
Where:
β01 = Is the poverty eff ect on reading/math performance at 
time period 1. 
β02 =  Is the FOCUS eff ect on reading/math performance at 
time period 1.
β11 = Is the poverty eff ect on changes in reading/math 
performance during the academic year.
β22 = Is the FOCUS eff ect on changes in reading/math 
performance during the academic year.

Results

Recall that the intent of FOCUS was to create a relational-
centered learning environment by redesigning structures, 
processes, and practices.  Changes in the school design were 
predicted to build instructional, student, and parent capacity, 
and to improve learning.  Results in this section present 
evidence on the degree to which the intended changes and 
outcomes of FOCUS materialized and reasons for such eff ects.  
Results are organized by each mediating condition:  

instructional capacity, student capacity, and parent capacity.  
Th e section concludes with evidence on an achievement eff ect 
and a summary of fi ndings.

Instructional Capacity

Th e utility of a teaching faculty is not captured by its potential, 
but rather through more observable conditions that refl ect 

instructional performance, such as shared inquiry, collective 
effi  cacy, and professional agency.  With a small number of 
teachers at each FOCUS site, the most credible approach to 
measuring instructional capacity was through focus groups 
with teachers and counselors, as well as participation in district 
level meetings.  Focus groups with teachers and counselors 
explored open-ended questions on professional capacity, the 
eff ect of structural changes on teaching and learning, and 
social interactions among teachers, students, and parents.  

Data from teacher focus groups reveal the emergence of a 
strong professional culture anchored by collective responsibility 
for student success.  An emerging professional culture was 
noticeable across each of the FOCUS sites. Changes to structural 
arrangements – creating teacher teams, providing time for 
shared inquiry, using targeted and continuous professional 
development, and allowing for professional agency – were 
factors identifi ed by teachers as supporting their learning and 
continuous improvement.  In reference to faculty cohesiveness, 
one teacher stated, “Our relationships with each other are 
extremely important. We trust each other and we know each 
other.”  Another said, “Th e close proximity is a huge part of our 
connection.  It contributes to our rapport with each other.”

Collective effi  cacy was not immediately evident in FOCUS 
teachers.  Effi  cacy is situational, and for most FOCUS 
teachers the teaching context was new to them.  Many 
teachers commented about the steep learning curve during 
the fi rst year, and some teachers experienced diffi  culties that 
eventually led them to conclude that FOCUS was not the best 
fi t for them.  Challenges were not so much a result of technical 
aspects of teaching as they were in understanding the needs, 
dispositions, orientations, and motivators of students served 
in the program.  

District support was instrumental in facilitating the eventual 
increase in collective effi  cacy and overall instructional 
capacity.  Th e most eff ective source of support came through 
the practice of shared inquiry.  Teachers were provided 
space, time, and resources for ongoing conversations 
around issues and problems they were experiencing in the 
classroom.  Regular faculty interactions, coupled with targeted 
professional development opportunities, encouraged teachers 
to try out new instructional strategies and to report on their 
eff ectiveness.  An emphasis on collaboration made teaching 
more open and public.  Teacher expertise, relatedness, and 
competence fl ourished under the structures and routines that 
supported shared inquiry.  

In short, professional controls provided by FOCUS were 
instrumental in supporting instructional capacity.  Th e 
evidence indicates that collective accountability has become a 
shared norm among teachers; teachers have created cultures of 
professional supervision and learning through shared inquiry; 
and confi dence in the faculty’s ability to meet the needs of 
students continues to grow.  Th ese conditions would not exist 
without strong leadership by FOCUS administrators and 
continuous interactions and support from the district offi  ce.     
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Student Capacity

Evidence on changes in student capacity comes from student 
surveys and focus groups.  We were interested in knowing if 
the observable indicators of student capacity were improving, 
and if so, why?  Quantitative data are presented fi rst followed 
by qualitative fi ndings.

Th e data suggest (see graph one) that FOCUS is succeeding 
in creating a student-centered learning environment where 
student-teacher interactions, a sense of belonging, and 
identifi cation with school are improving.  Shared trust 
perceptions of students have increased from an average of 
27 points in the summer of 2007 to an average of 36 points 
by the spring of 2009.  A 9 point change in the marginal 
means is a signifi cant and sizable diff erence (F = 55.6, p<.01; 
partial eta squared = .50). Further, students reported feeling 
a better sense of belonging to the school and identifi cation 

with education.  Shared perceptions of school identifi cation 
increased from an average of 27 in the summer of 2007 to 
an average of 34 by the spring of 2009. A 7 point change in 
the marginal means is a signifi cant and sizable diff erence (F= 
33.6, p<.01; partial eta squared = .38) 

In addition to positive changes in thoughts and feelings 
toward teachers and school, a culture of academic effi  cacy 
is beginning to emerge.  Students are gaining confi dence 
in their ability to perform diffi  cult academic tasks.  A 
shared perception of academic effi  cacy among students has 
increased from an average of 24 during the summer of 2007 
to an average of 27 by the spring of 2009.  While this change 
might seem small, the trend is moving in a positive direction 
at a time when many “at-risk” students lose confi dence in 
their academic abilities.  

Graph One: Changes in Student Capacity

Th e contrast in students’ experiences before FOCUS and 
during FOCUS is profound.  One student claimed, “last year, 
I didn’t have the will to go to school…I would try every trick to 
avoid school…they [teachers] would give me work and I would 
throw it away…this year, I don’t like the weekends”.  Another 
commented, “last year, I’d sit at my desk and I’d be too nervous 
to ask the teachers questions…now I’m more connected to the 
teachers and do my work.”   A third student said, “the teachers 
this year are not like other teachers…they don’t give up on 
you…they are concerned…other teachers last year blew us off .”  
A fourth student stated, “before I came into focus, I wasn’t 

doing that great…I didn’t care…It [FOCUS] opened a new 
door for me.  It [FOCUS] made me think diff erently about my 
future.”  
Why is student capacity increasing?  Students attribute 
better school experiences to more positive relationships 
with teachers, more meaningful and relevant instructional 
activities, more opportunities for self-directed learning, 
greater responsibility and self-regulation, and being 
treated with respect.  In short, FOCUS is providing a 
social environment that supports students’ basic needs of 
relatedness, autonomy, and competence.     



Parent Capacity

Data from parent surveys, student surveys, student focus groups, 
and a parent focus group were triangulated to better understand 
changes in parent capacity.  We were particularly interested in 
knowing how parent attitudes toward school were changing?   
How teacher-parent interactions were diff erent than pre-FOCUS 
experiences? And, to what extent parent-student interactions 

have changed? 
Th e degree of parent trust within FOCUS has increased over 
three time periods.  Parents’ shared perception of teachers and 
the program is generally positive.  Teachers are perceived as being 
open, competent in their teaching ability, benevolent toward 
students, honest in their words and deeds, and reliable.  

Graph Two: Collective Parent Trust

Although evidence suggests that parents share a positive 
view of FOCUS, parent-teacher interactions still have room 
for improvement.  Reciprocity appears to be an area of 
concern for teachers.  Teachers in general would like to see 
more parent involvement through reinforcement of school 
expectations.  One teacher noted, “A lot of parents did not 
have prior success with their child in school and they don’t 
feel equipped to help students, an embarrassment factor. Th ey 
don’t feel that they’re equipped to do that.  However, they can 
encourage kids”.  Another teacher stated, “It’s a learning process 
for parents.  Kids are learning how to be students. Parents are 
learning how to be a parent of a student.”

Teachers are becoming more mindful of the contextual 

challenges that limit parent infl uence and the ineff ectiveness 
of traditional school-based activities to meet the needs of 
parents served in the program.  For instance, one teacher 
stated “It’s about survival for parent and student. Th ey may 
evade our call because they’re trying to make it.”  Another 
teacher chimed in, “Some parents who were not involved in 
school is because of their past experiences. Some teachers didn’t 
want them to come in.”  She continued, “In FOCUS, they get 
a feel that “you’re out to help their kids. Th ey are a lot more 
receptive to what you have to say.”  Th is heightened awareness 
is leading teachers to think about alternative models for 
parent-teacher interactions.
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Students were probed about the role parents played in their 
overall educational experiences.  In general, the 7th and 8th 
grade students reported that they didn’t talk oft en to their 
parents about school. Th is is indicative of the following three 
students’ statements, “I don’t really talk to my mom about 
school; she rarely asks about school . . . I really don’t. I live 
with my stepdad and my mom and I just keep my problems to 
myself . . . “Sometimes you wish you could talk to your parents 
so they can help you out.”  Other students indicated that their 
parents worked long hours or that they would talk to other 
adults in their family.  In contrast, the 9th and 10th grade 
students indicated more interaction with their parents about 
school.  Parents would oft en ask about their experience in 
school and provide advice about their future goals.  One 9th 
grade student stated, “I tell my parents everything - my grades, 
stuff  I do in school, stuff  that happens. I tell them when I have 
good and bad grades. Th e guilt will eat me inside if I don’t. I 
like to be open with my parents.”  

In summary, improvement in parent capacity is inconsistent 
compared to instructional and student capacity.  Some 
parents have embraced the expectations of FOCUS and 
work cooperatively with teachers while others have been 
slow to change their beliefs and practices.  Even with this 
fi nding, it would be incorrect to conclude that FOCUS lacks 
adequate power to strengthen parent capacity.  Th e evidence 
indicates that changes in this condition take more time.  In 
fact, when time is taken into consideration parent capacity 
has improved.  Th ere are clear diff erences between parents 
with children in FOCUS for all three years and parents new 
to FOCUS.   
  
Achievement Effect

To obtain an unbiased achievement estimate, we matched 
FOCUS students in 2008-2009 with students new to FOCUS 
in the 2009-2010 school year. We compared math and 
reading benchmark exams during the 2008-2009 school 
year from a random sample of students in each group. Th is 
approach allowed us to control for prior achievement.  Th e 
linear growth model also allowed us to account for any 
achievement diff erences that may be attributed to prior 
achievement or other student characteristics. Results are 
presented for math and reading growth.  

Math performance for the 2008-2009 academic year was the 
tale of two experiences (see graph 3).  Th e average FOCUS 
student signifi cantly outperformed the average student in the 
comparison group. Not only was the performance growth 
signifi cantly higher for FOCUS students, but performance 
on district tests at the end of the school year was also 
signifi cantly better.  At the third testing period, the average 
FOCUS student scored nearly 1 standard deviation better 
than the average comparison student.  Th ese data suggest 
that the average FOCUS student scored 30 percentile points 
higher than the average student in the comparison group.

Language arts performance followed a similar pattern as 

math performance (see graph 4).  Performance diff erences 
were greater at the fi rst testing period for the average student 
in the comparison group.  Th e average FOCUS student, 
however, had an increase in performance during the school 
year compared to the average student in the comparison 
group. By the end of the year, the average FOCUS student 
performed nearly 1 standard deviation higher than the 
average student in the comparison group.  

In summary, improvement in parent capacity 
is inconsistent compared to instructional and 

student capacity. Some parents have embraced 
the expectations of FOCUS and work 

cooperatively with teachers while others have 
been slow to change their beliefs and practices.  

Even with this fi nding, it would be incorrect 
to conclude that FOCUS lacks adequate power 

to strengthen parent capacity.  Th e evidence 
indicates that changes in this condition take 
more time.  In fact, when time is taken into 

consideration parent capacity has improved.  
Th ere are clear diff erences between parents 

with children in FOCUS for all three years and 
parents new to FOCUS.   
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Graph Three: Math Performance for the 2008-2009 School Year
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Graph Four: Language Arts Performance for the 2008-2009 School Year
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Summary of Findings

1) Instructional capacity has increased over the three years 
of FOCUS – Shared inquiry, teacher teams, professional 
cultures, and district support were the primary factors cited 
by teachers as enriching a culture of learning and collective 
problem solving.  Th e result has been a positive increase in 
human capital and teacher agency.

2) Student capacity has increased over the three years 
of FOCUS – Conditions of student trust and school 
identifi cation have improved as a result of positive teacher-
student interactions.  Students report feeling more connected 
to school, more confi dent in their academic abilities, and are 
more interested in future goals and opportunities.  Th ey also 
value the positive relationships with teachers and peers.   

3) Parent capacity has been inconsistent – Enhancing parent 
capacity will take more time and a commitment to alternative 
approaches to forming strong parent-teacher relational 
networks. Positive signs of improved parent capacity do 
exist, and many parents are taking more responsibility 
for controlling factors that infl uence the learning and 
development of their child. Building on this foundation by 
leveraging the support of boundary spanning parents – those 
parents who have strong connections with other parents and 
who are good role models – could be an avenue to increase 
parent capacity program wide. 

4) Student performance has improved – It is clear that 
FOCUS has positively infl uenced student performance.  Th e 
importance of reversing a harmful pattern of poor academic 
performance of FOCUS students is profound.  Given two 
students who meet the admission criteria for FOCUS, the 
student in the program is more likely to have better academic 
performance; whereas, the other is likely to continue on a 
precipitous path of poor academic achievement.  Reasons 
for changes in academic performance are found in the 
convergence of mediating conditions and the eff ectiveness of 
a relational-centered learning environment.   

Discussion
 
It is useful to know that there is a positive relationship 
between the organizational design of FOCUS and changes 
in mediating conditions and student performance, but of 
greater importance for district leaders is understanding 
why FOCUS is achieving what so many reforms have failed 
to produce. Sustaining quality performance depends on 
understanding the sources of change and the mechanisms 
of school eff ectiveness.  To provide a deeper explanation of 
the results, we situate the evidence within the context of self-
determination theory.

Self-determination is a meta-theory that explains variation 
in human behavior.  For instance, why are some individuals 
motivated, committed, and effi  cacious while others are passive, 
alienated, and apathetic?  Psychologists and sociologies have 

long debated the role of external and internal motives in 
cultivating quality performance.  It was once believed that 
external and internal motivators were independent, but self-
determination theory supports the belief that these factors 
are interdependent.  External motivation can lead to self-
regulation and self-determination, properties of internal 
motivation, if mechanisms address our need for relatedness, 
competence, and autonomy. External control based on 
coercion or compliance can have an adverse eff ect by evoking 
alienation, distrust, and unmotivated behavior .

Coercive measures are antithetical to social factors that build 
and sustain motivation, but hard controls tend to be the 
mechanism of choice for many reform policies and practices.  

It is useful to know that there is a positive 
relationship between the organizational 

design of FOCUS and changes in mediating 
conditions and student performance, but 
of greater importance for district leaders 

is understanding why FOCUS is achieving 
what so many reforms have failed to produce. 

Sustaining quality performance depends on 
understanding the sources of change and 

the mechanisms of school eff ectiveness.  To 
provide a deeper explanation of the results, we 
situate the evidence within the context of self-

determination theory.

FOCUS stands in stark contrast to the threat and compliance 
approach of most accountability policies and external 
interventions.  It exemplifi es how a shared vision and social 
action can be cultivated through coordinating structures 
that support relatedness, competence, and professional 
autonomy.  FOCUS brought teaching and learning out 
from behind closed doors and into the open by supporting 
social interactions among school members. Th e result has 
been a strong commitment to an instructional design and 
philosophy that is emerging through the mindfulness of 
educators in the program, not from an external prescription.  

Structures and norms that peeled back the walls of classrooms 
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to make teaching more transparent increased the relatedness 
of school members.  An open, interdependent, and cooperative 
culture among teachers, counselors, and administrators was 
also instrumental in establishing instructional predictability 
and consistency across classrooms.  For instance, teachers, 
counselors, and administrators all emphasize the social nature 
of learning and the importance of strong relationships.  Th e 
relatedness of instructional practices to the vision of FOCUS 
was as important for quality performance as the relatedness 
that contributed to the strong social bonds among school 
members. 

Professional autonomy was another important factor 
in motivating and engaging educators in the program. 
Educators possessed an unwavering commitment and sense 
of responsibility to students.  It was clear that all school 
members identifi ed with the vision of FOCUS and held 
each other accountable for quality performance.  Extra 
stipends or other incentives were not factors in the deep 
commitment and motivated behavior.  Rather, instructional 
agency supported by faculty control over teaching and 
learning, an organizational design based on social regulation 
and collective determination, and constant reinforcement 
of the vision were reasons for strong identifi cation and 
internalization.  In short, FOCUS enabled educators to use 
their technical knowledge and ability to meet the needs of 
students.    

At its core, FOCUS is based on the needs of the whole child.  
Th is fundamental belief was a critical reason for increased 
competence.  Competence can be buried under layers of self-
protective thoughts for educators who are regularly judged, 
and oft en disparaged, by test scores.  Th is was not true in 
FOCUS.   Competence appeared to grow as changes in student 
attitudes and performance became more visible.  Educators 
consistently referred to changes in student attitudes, patterns 
of interaction, confl ict management skills, work ethic, and 
performance as evidence that students were learning and 
growing. With attention directed toward the whole child, 
performance assessments captured changes in the habits 
of thinking and behaving that are not measureable with 
standardized tests. Th ese holistic indicators were consistently 
being processed in order to measure the eff ectiveness of the 
program.  

 Relatedness, competence, and autonomy were also evident 
in student testimonials. Educators were present in the 
lives of students in ways they had not experienced prior to 
FOCUS.  Th e size of the relational network for each FOCUS 
site, the counselor to student ratio, looping of counselors 
with students, and having an administrator assigned to each 
site contributed to a smaller and more cohesive relational 
network.  But, student experiences were still largely 
dependent on the actions and interactions of teachers, 
administrators, and counselors.  Openness, cooperation, 
and shared inquiry provided the social controls that enabled 
educators to connect with students on both an academic and 
emotional level.  

To avoid trivializing the complexity of school improvement 
it is incumbent on us to point out that cultural changes 
spurred by FOCUS were not instantaneous, nor will these 
changes be sustained without continued collective action.  
Reform is a social process that is facilitated by interactions, 
communication channels, time, and leadership. Th ese 
mechanisms were instrumental in the development of 
FOCUS and will continue to play an instrumental role in 
sustaining the positive culture that is emerging. 

In conclusion, this report was a modest attempt to capture 
the performance of educators, students, and parents 
associated with the FOCUS program.  It is clear that the 
relational-centered environment of FOCUS is improving 
human and social capacity.  And, improvements in these 
mediating conditions partly explain the performance 
diff erential between FOCUS students and comparable 
non-FOCUS students.  Even though evidence supports the 
general relationship between program components, learning 
conditions, and outcomes, attributing changes to specifi c 
program components is more diffi  cult and beyond the scope 
of this report.   What we do know is that the organizational 
design of FOCUS supports an environment that is conducive 
to quality performance.   It does so by using social controls, 
such as trust, cooperation, and shared inquiry, to cultivate 
internal accountability and collective responsibility for the 
vision.  

At its core, FOCUS is based on the needs of 
the whole child.  Th is fundamental belief was 

a critical reason for increased competence.  
Competence can be buried under layers of 

self-protective thoughts for educators who are 
regularly judged, and oft en disparaged, by test 

scores.  Th is was not true in FOCUS.   
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A Three Year Study of the FOCUS Program
in Union Public Schools
Evaluation Summary
Curt. M. Adams, University of Oklahoma
Gaetane Jean-Marie, University of Oklahoma

FOCUS changes traditional structural features, like class 
size and instructional time, to create a relational-centered 
learning environment.Th e reengineered structure is intended 
to provide a more nurturing culture for social conditions 
that mediate improved student and school learning; it also 
is designed to increase the opportunity for students to learn. 
Opportunity to learn accounts for instructional time and 
independent, self-regulated learning time that occurs outside 
of the school day. Structures and conditions in FOCUS make 
learning time proportional to students’ needs through longer 
instructional blocks, enrichment experiences, teacher-
student interactions outside of class, and community-based 
learning activities.   

Generalized Theory of Action for FOCUS

Summary of Findings 

1) Instructional capacity has increased over the three years 
of FOCUS – Shared inquiry, teacher teams, professional 
cultures, and district support were the primary factors cited 
by teachers as enriching a culture of learning and collective 
problem solving.  Th e result has been a positive increase in 
human capital and teacher agency.

2) Student capacity has increased over the three years of 
FOCUS – Conditions of student trust and school identifi ca-
tion have improved as a result of positive teacher-student 
interactions.  Students report feeling more connected to 
school, more confi dent in their academic abilities, and are 

more interested in future goals and opportunities.  Th ey 
also value the positive relationships with teachers and peers.   

3) Parent capacity has been inconsistent – Enhancing parent 
capacity will take more time and a commitment to alterna-
tive approaches to forming strong parent-teacher relational 
networks. Positive signs of improved parent capacity do 
exist, and many parents are taking more responsibility for 
controlling factors that infl uence the learning and develop-
ment of their child. Building on this foundation by leverag-
ing the support of boundary spanning parents – those par-
ents who have strong connections with other parents and 
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who are good role models – could be an avenue to increase 
parent capacity program wide. 

4) Student performance has improved – It is clear that 
FOCUS has positively infl uenced student performance.  Th e 
importance of reversing a harmful pattern of poor academic 
performance of FOCUS students is profound.  Given two 

students who meet the admission criteria for FOCUS, the 
student in the program is more likely to have better aca-
demic performance; whereas, the other is likely to continue 
on a precipitous path of poor academic achievement.  Rea-
sons for changes in academic performance are found in the 
convergence of mediating conditions and the eff ectiveness 
of a relational-centered learning environment.  

Differences in Math Performance Differences in L.A. Performance

T1 T2 T3 -0.045 

-0.022 

0.000 

0.023 

0.046 

TIME 

ZLA 

Non FOCUS

FOCUS
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  i John Carrol conceptualized and operationalized opportunity to 
learn in the 1960’s to explain variation in aptitude.  Opportunity 
to learn is oft en neglected in policy debates but its utility as a 
mechanism for school improvement appears sound.  See also: 
Schmidt, W. & Maier, A. (2009).  Opportunity to Learn. In  Gary 
Sykes, Barbara Schneider, & David Plan (eds). Th e Handbook of 
Education Policy Research.

  i i  Several resources from the organizational literature support the 
claim about trust and task complexity/group interdependence.  See: 
Bachmann, R. (2006). Trust and/or power:  Towards a sociological 
theory of organizational relationships.  In R. Bachmann & A. Zaheer 
(Eds.), Handbook of Trust Research (pp. 393-408). Cheltenham, UK: 
Edward Elgar; Barnard, C. I. (1938).  Th e Functions of the Executive.  
Cambridge, MA:  Harvard University Press; Das, T.K. & Teng, B. 
(1998). Between trust and control: Developing confi dence in 
partner cooperation in alliances. Academy of Management Review, 
23(3), 491-512; Gould, M. & Quinn, J.J. (1990). Th e paradox of 
strategic controls.  Strategic Management Journal, 11: 43-57.

  i i i  See: Ryan, R. & Deci, E. (2000). Self-determination theory 
and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social development, 
and well being. American Psychologist, 55(1), 68-78

   iv See: Corcoran, T., & Goertz, M. (1995). Instructional capacity 
and high performance schools.Educational Researcher, 24(9), 27-
31.

   v 
See: Ryan, R. & Deci, E. (2000). Self-determination theory and 

the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social development, and 
well being. American Psychologist, 55(1), 68-78

   v i Th ese conditions are elements of reform diff usion.  See: Rogers, 
E. (2003). Diff usion of innovations (5th ed.). New York, Free Press
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