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COMMENTARY

Next Steps for Research on SACD Programs: 

Embracing Complexity

Marc S. Atkins, Elisa S. Shernoff, and Ané Maríñez-Lora

University of Illinois at Chicago

This commentary focuses on the promises and challenges facing the Social and Character Development

(SACD) consortium in evaluating the effectiveness of seven universal SACD programs designed to enhance

student behavior and school climate under conditions of real world practice. In this commentary, we highlight

that the opportunity costs associated with SACD programs necessitates establishing their unique contributions

over and above alternative academically-focused interventions, and that evidence for extensive adaptations in

the implementation of the SACD programs can inform the development of contextually-relevant and sustain-

able interventions. Suggestions are made for a hybrid approach to evaluating the core questions posed by the

SACD programs that allows for rigorous examination of the natural conditions under which these interven-

tions are implemented.

The Social and Character Development

(SACD) field trial and the studies included in

this special issue illustrate the promises and

challenges of evaluating the effectiveness of

interventions under conditions of real world

practice and using these findings to influence

policy and practice. Our appreciation for the

SACD consortium effort is magnified by our

own experience conducting intervention

research in community settings, particularly

highly disadvantaged, urban schools. We have

wrestled with many of the challenges con-

fronted by the consortium with respect to the

inherent complexity of conducting contextu-

ally-relevant intervention research (e.g.,

Atkins, Frazier, Birman et al., 2006; Atkins,

Graczyk, Frazier, & Adil, 2003; Cappella, Fra-

zier, Atkins, Schoenwald, & Glisson, 2008).

Given that public policy often outpaces the

science on which programs are based, it is

imperative to develop a strong empirical basis

for the individual programs included in this

field trial—particularly because in education

there are many programs that are widely

adopted by schools while lacking robust

evidence to support their use. The controlled
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conditions under which the SACD consortium

evaluations were conducted (i.e., random

assignment of schools to conditions, adequate

comparison group, centralized battery of

assessments) and the large sample of students

and teachers included in these studies suggests

that positive or null findings can be interpreted

with considerable confidence. In addition,

learning more about the core features of each of

the SACD programs associated with positive

outcomes also marks a potentially important

advance in the field.  

This commentary addresses several issues

that are not as well-developed in the SACD

field trial, but that we believe should be con-

sidered when thinking and planning for future

related efforts by the consortium and other

groups interested in evaluating SACD pro-

grams in schools. First, we highlight some of

the methodological complexities inherent in

this large-scale field trial that will make it dif-

ficult to unpack SACD program effects. Sec-

ond, despite the fact that academic

achievement scores will not be included in the

overall evaluation of these programs due to

logistical barriers (Haegerich & Metz, this

volume), we suggest that it remains critical to

evaluate SACD program effects in the context

of the primary mission of schools, which is

enhancing student learning. Therefore, we

suggest that determining the impact of the

SACD programs on proximal indicators of

academic performance is a promising direc-

tion for the SACD consortium. Third, we pro-

pose that the complexities of conducting

research in schools necessitates moving

beyond the question of whether or not SACD

programs are effective to considering the natu-

ral conditions under which these programs

effect change. This includes examining how

program adaptations can inform future modifi-

cations of SACD programs. 

UNPACKING SACD PROGRAM 

EFFECTS

The research design used in the SACD field

trial reflects both an independent analysis on a

core set of measures (Haegerich & Metz, this

volume; Kaminski, Battistich, & David-Fer-

don, this volume) as well as local evaluations

related to each programs’ core goals (Flay,

Berkowitz, & Bier, this volume). It seems

unlikely, however, that the primary research

questions for the multiprogram evaluation

(i.e., the effect of the SACD programs on

school climate and student behavior, across

school and student characteristics) can be

addressed adequately by summarizing data

across studies given that assignment of pro-

gram to schools is confounded by the different

methods and goals across programs. 

Similarly, the within-study analyses,

which are tailored to the core features of

each program, can illustrate the strengths of

each program but will be difficult to inter-

pret given the heterogeneity across pro-

grams. Invoking a standard metric across

programs, such as effect size analyses, is also

unlikely to yield interpretable results given

the different foci of the programs (Snyder &

Lawson, 1993). At best, we may get a “horse

race” of which program best met their

self-determined goals, which is difficult to

evaluate and subject to possible experi-

menter bias (Eisner, 2009).

Furthermore, it may be challenging to

determine the nuanced effect of these seven

SACD programs on students’ social compe-

tence and learning not only because of the het-

erogeneity of program methods, but because of

the imprecision related to large-scale field tri-

als. For example, a recent study of a program

to enhance social competence for urban

low-income third graders (Elias & Haynes,

2008) nicely illustrated the nuanced evaluation

needed to disentangle the effects of teacher

and peer support on children’s learning.

Teacher support appeared more strongly

related to learning early in the year for highly

competent children, but later in the year for

less competent students, whereas peer social

support demonstrated effects only late in the

school year, and only for the most socially

competent students.
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ALIGNING SACD PROGRAMS WITH 

THE CORE MISSION OF SCHOOLS 

Establishing the unique contributions of

SACD programs over and above the effects of

standard academic programs is an important

goal for policy and practice given the opportu-

nity costs associated with selecting programs.

Opportunity costs refer to the degree to which

the benefits derived from one program are off-

set by the lack of time spent on a second pro-

gram. This is especially relevant in the current

era of using test scores and other indicators of

student achievement as defining features of

effective schools, particularly in low-income

communities where resources to support learn-

ing are strained (Cappella et al., 2008). 

To consider fully opportunity costs in

implementing SACD programs, it is important

to note that academic programs actually have

been shown to have strong effects on SACD

skills. For example, classwide peer tutoring,

reciprocal peer tutoring, and task modifica-

tions (e.g., increasing structure or enhancing

task salience) have been shown to improve

children’s socialization with adults (DuPaul &

Eckert, 1998; DuPaul, Ervin, Hook, &

McGoey, 1998) and peers (Heller & Fantuzzo,

1993). In a seminal study, academic tutoring

had larger positive effects on peer social pref-

erence scores than did a social skills interven-

tion (Coie & Krehbiel, 1984). Moreover, in an

evaluation of a school counseling program,

counseling was no more related to student

gains on teacher and peer relations when com-

pared to academic tutoring without counseling

(Catron, Harris, & Weiss, 1998). 

Nevertheless, one area of great promise for

SACD programs is evidence that programs

with components that support effective teach-

ing, such as classroom management (e.g., Aca-

demic and Behavioral Competencies Program,

Competence Support Program in this volume)

and positive teacher-student relations (e.g.,

Rimm-Kaufman, Fan, Chiu, & You, 2007), are

also likely to enhance children’s academic suc-

cess, especially among low-SES students

(Connors & Epstein, 1995). Parent involve-

ment activities, such as school-home notes

(ABC Program; Kelley, 1990), improving rap-

port at parent-teacher conferences (Epstein

Munk, Bursuck, Polloway, & Jayanthi, 1999),

and involvement in school-based activities

(e.g., attending school events and PTA meet-

ings), and home-based activities (e.g., reading,

homework support), are also associated with

improved learning (Connors & Epstein, 1995;

Stone & McKay, 2000). Thus, to the extent

that an SACD program is focused on these

proximal indicators of student learning, there

would be an expected effect on students’ aca-

demic achievement, particularly in schools

with high percentages of low achieving stu-

dents (Brophy & Good, 1986). 

Therefore, in addition to the analyses pro-

posed by the SACD consortium (i.e., estimat-

ing program impact on primary student and

school outcomes and subgroup analyses by

student risk factors), we suggest one additional

analytic approach that includes clustering pro-

grams based on those that included at least one

proximal indicator of classroom performance

(i.e., consultation and/or coaching for teachers

around classroom management, altering the

classroom and school environment to support

academic learning) versus those programs

focused exclusively on enhancing students’

SACD skill development (i.e., enhancing

prosocial behavior and reducing antisocial

behavior). When we clustered the SACD pro-

grams in that manner, three programs (i.e.,

Academic and Behavioral Competencies Pro-

gram, Competence Support Program, and

Reading Writing Respect and Resolution)

included at least one proximal indicator of

classroom performance plus student SACD

enhancement, while the remaining four (i.e.,

Love in a Big World, Positive Action, PATHS,

and Second Step) did not include proximal

indicators of academic learning. 

Pooling the SACD programs by proximal

indicators of classroom performance provides

incremental utility over and above

within-study analyses of distal child and school

outcomes (i.e., school climate, social/emo-

tional competence) for a number of reasons.
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First, the former provides a mechanism for

advancing SACD practice by shedding light on

those programs whose goals are most clearly

integrated and aligned with the ongoing work

of schools and teachers. Establishing this

empirical link enhances the face validity of

SACD programs and may ultimately enhance

implementation as there is some evidence to

suggest that interventions perceived as more

acceptable are implemented with greater fidel-

ity (Brown et al., 1997). Second, given the slow

progression of knowledge regarding how inter-

ventions look and function in schools and the

time it takes for schools to adopt comprehen-

sive programs and derive any benefits, it may

be necessary to attend to the proximal indica-

tors of students’ learning, such as teacher and

parent predictors of learning, to develop an

ecological context for students’ school success

(Cappella et al., 2008). Third, focusing on the

proximal indicators of learning advances

knowledge by examining the theoretical mech-

anisms of change inherent in the SACD pro-

gram models; specifically, the degree to which

a focus on proximal indicators of academic

achievement and children’s social and emo-

tional skill development each provide incre-

mental benefit to children’s school success. 

UNDERSTANDING THE NATURAL 

CONDITIONS IN WHICH 

INTERVENTIONS ARE 

IMPLEMENTED

The studies included in the current issue are

designed to evaluate how the SACD programs

“worked” relative to standard educational

practice. However, the inherent complexities

of conducting research in schools necessitates

moving beyond the big questions and getting

out of the black box that largely characterizes

intervention efforts in education. At the culmi-

nation of this extensive field trial, if the answer

is “Yes, all seven programs work,” school

administrators will be faced with the task of

identifying which program is best suited to

their students and families. Thus, achieving

even the optimal outcome for this field trial of

SACD programs, the results may fall short of

improving policy and practice. We suggest

that a more compelling question to consider is

how and why these programs worked and what

can be learned from identified barriers and

facilitators to program implementation.

Given the enormous number of variables

that are free to vary in effectiveness trials, we

fully appreciate the obstacles that the SACD

consortium encountered around implementa-

tion. For example, by the end of year three,

only two of the seven schools implementing

the Positive Action program were rated as

high implementers (i.e., meeting between

60−70% of benchmarks). Of the five remain-

ing schools, four were moderate implementers

(i.e., meeting 50−60% of the benchmarks) and

one school was designated as a low imple-

menter (i.e., less than 50% across all bench-

marks). In the Academic and Behavioral

Competencies (ABC) program, there was

notable variability in teacher implementation

of different program components, ranging

from 98% implementation of a rule tracking

system to 25% implementation of a daily

social skills program. In addition, in the ABC

program, as Bickman et al. (this volume) note,

high implementation of content components

did not equate with an implementation pro-

cess that was high-quality, suggesting that use

of specific components does not assure

high-quality implementation. 

These implementation challenges suggest

that consumers of interventions (e.g., teach-

ers), by incorporating program components

into their practice, are also reinterpreting

SACD programs for their unique context. In

the latest revision of Rogers’ (2003) classic

diffusion of innovation model, consumers or

adopters of interventions are viewed as active

users and interpreters of programs, and that

such adaptations and reinventions are done to

better meet their needs. This suggests that

fidelity and adaptation are best understood as

interactive processes, with program developers

and users each contributing to the development

of an effective and sustainable program

(Atkins et al., 2003). 
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INTERPRETING THE “NOISE” IN 

EFFECTIVENESS TRIALS

The difference between implementation fidel-

ity achieved in efficacy studies versus effec-

tiveness studies is often explained by

contextual factors, which are typically treated

as “noise” or “nuisance” and are greatly

reduced in efficacy trials (Hohmann & Shear,

2002). However, in effectiveness trials, ignor-

ing the noise that cannot be controlled may

result in erroneous conclusions about treat-

ment fidelity, outcomes, and consumer buy-in.

Bickman et al. (this volume) note: (The fact

that) “programs could not be implemented as

intended also suggests that there is a mismatch

between the program characteristics and the

context within which it is being implemented”

(p. 100). The authors conclude that the “mea-

surement of implementation to be idiographic

to the structure and content of the specific pro-

gram evaluated” (Bickman et al., this volume,

p. 100); to which we add that program imple-

mentation may need to be ideographic to the

local context as well. 

Given the reality that adopters of innova-

tions also adapt them (either by omission or

commission), rather than interpreting these

adaptations as threats to program integrity, an

alternate interpretation is that adaptations hap-

pen more often than not and rather than ignor-

ing those adaptations they should be studied at

all stages of a research project (Chafouleas &

Riley-Tillman, 2005; Dusenbury, Brannigan,

Falco, & Hansen, 2003; Lau, 2006). Thus, we

suggest that in future data analyses, the SACD

consortium use findings of low implementa-

tion to more fully understand how schools and

teachers used the different SACD programs

and what differential fidelity to implementa-

tion across components of a program teaches

us about the need for modifications of program

components. To fully realize the potential for

further modifying SACD programs to enhance

their effectiveness and sustainability will

require flexible research designs and hybrid

research models (e.g., Atkins, Frazier, & Cap-

pella, 2006).

ADVANCING RESEARCH ON SACD 

PROGRAMS: HYBRID RESEARCH 

MODELS

Hybrid or mixed-method research models can

take many forms, such as combining qualita-

tive methods with between-group analyses

(Cook & Reichardt, 1979), iterative and forma-

tive research designs (National Research

Council and Institute of Medicine, 2002), or

utilizing flexible research designs that adjust to

the exigencies of the setting of interest (e.g.,

Connor-Smith & Weisz, 2003). In each case,

the goal of the research is to utilize over-lap-

ping, if not contrasting, research designs to

model more effectively the vagaries of

real-world practice (Atkins, Frazier, Birman et

al., 2006). This type of research is ideal for

school-based studies given the unique charac-

teristics of schools and the often-urgent need

for change.

Hoagwood, Burns, and Weisz (2002) pro-

pose a model for bridging research and practice,

the clinic/community intervention develop-

ment model (CID), which can provide direction

to the SACD consortium as they move forward.

The CID model involves eight steps in research

development, starting with manual develop-

ment in practice settings, followed by highly

controlled efficacy trials, and single case

applications in practice settings to adapt the

program manual to real-world circumstances.

These steps are followed by a series of

large-scale effectiveness trials in practice set-

tings to determine goodness-of-fit, culminating

in dissemination research once the value of the

program has been established. 

For the programs in this series, we suggest

attending to the recursive use of single case

examples to inform program development

highlighted in the CID model. The studies in

this series appear well-situated for the applica-

tion of the CID model given that they have

been manualized and studied using rigorous

research methods (e.g., random assignment to

conditions, adequate control group). Because

this series represents the largest effectiveness

trial of SACD programs to date and given the
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varying goals and methods employed, it would

appear that a hybrid use of single-case and

between-group analyses would be most helpful

in elucidating program effects across individ-

ual and setting contexts. Morgan and Morgan

(2001) noted the relevance of single-subject

designs to advance practice research in man-

aged care settings. We suggest that their argu-

ments are equally prescient for school-based

research where decisions are made for students

and teachers in classrooms and for which

large group analyses often translate poorly

(Horner et al., 2005).

For example, examining individual program

outcomes by classroom, by teacher, or by stu-

dent helps elucidate, with greater precision, tra-

jectories of change for individuals and the

temporal link between what transpired within

that unique context and changes in outcomes

(Goldfried & Wolf, 1996). Assessing when and

for whom program outcomes were less effec-

tive also helps illustrate specific factors that

may have impeded program implementation

(e.g., dosage, intensity, adaptation). We sug-

gest that subsequent studies of SACD programs

would be enriched by single-case designs that

balance individualized information specific to

setting or person with experimental rigor (see

Barlow, Nock, & Hersen, 2009; Horner et al.,

2005). Such designs help illustrate factors asso-

ciated with teachers’ effective use of practices

or a child’s mastery of an SACD skill, and can

highlight the component training modules asso-

ciated with effective program implementation.

Most importantly, for the consumers of SACD

programs, these local illustrations help eluci-

date the extent to which programs can work in

their context and under conditions specific to

their daily activities.

CONCLUSION

Schools have long valued the social and emo-

tional development of students; and the work

of the SACD consortium can represent an

important advance in the field’s understanding

of the core features of SACD programs that

can impact positive outcomes for students. We

believe that the SACD consortium is in a

unique position to influence the public policy

implications for their work by asking addi-

tional questions to establish the extent to

which SACD programs are aligned with the

core mission of schools and are sensitive to the

unique characteristics of schools, classrooms,

and students. We suggest that much can be

learned from adaptation, from embracing the

complexity of real world practice, and from the

idiographic experiences of students and

teachers, that will inform the development of

effective and sustainable SACD programs. 
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