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Together We Can...



The Nebraska Center for Research on Children, Youth, Families and Schools 

owes its very existence to the spirit of collaboration that has since come 

to define us. Throughout our nine-year history, we have counted ourselves 

fortunate to foster and join many collective efforts to improve people’s lives 

– efforts born of mutual goals, corresponding commitment and steadfast 

belief in the power of partnerships.

This belief has driven our formation of a multidisciplinary research network 

that catalyzes the conversations essential to spanning ever-narrowing gaps 

between psychology and sociology, early childhood and the economy, 

pedagogy and intervention. It has motivated us to help researchers, 

practitioners and policymakers consider their specific responsibilities in the 

context of those whose work inevitably shapes, and is shaped by, their own. 

It has encouraged us to unite families, schools and communities, sparking 

unprecedented understanding and continuity across classrooms and homes. 

And it has stimulated us to reach beyond the walls of our center, the edges 

of our campus, the borders of our state, and the boundaries of our country.

In these forms and many others, the principles of collaboration ultimately 

remind us of a past that shaped us, serve as a touchstone of the present 

that guides us, and offer a vision of the future that inspires us. The 

challenges facing children, youth, families and schools will continue to arise 

and evolve, demanding questions, insights and solutions that will likely 

prove too much for any one of us alone to overcome. Yet if the past nine 

years – and especially the past 12 months – have taught us anything, it is 

this: Together we can.

Susan M. Sheridan
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Our Mission

About CYFS

To advance the conduct of high-quality interdisciplinary 

research to promote the intellectual, behavioral and 

social-emotional development and functioning of 

individuals across educational, familial and community 

contexts. Central to this is enhancing our understanding 

of how these complex systems work dynamically to 

support the future of our nation. 

We create the context for researchers, in partnership 

with community stakeholders, to establish reliable 

findings; inform and influence the knowledge base; 

translate findings into evidence-based practices; and 

provide scientifically grounded education, leadership 

and outreach. The infrastructure of CYFS supports the 

establishment of prevailing initiatives to impact the lives 

of children, youth, families and schools.  
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Together We Can...
Chart a Course for Change

CYFS strives to confront issues and address missed opportunities 

that have thrown individuals and systems off their optimal course. 

Over the last 12 months, our center assembled some of the nation’s 

sharpest minds to challenge entrenched notions about educating 

children in rural America. We launched an initiative to foster 

environments of acceptance and alter the trajectories of those 

victimized by intolerance. Our researchers unveiled studies that 

could improve state assessments of K-12 educators and encourage 

more engineering students to pursue doctoral degrees. And we 

coordinated visits from nationally renowned scholars who shared 

insights into enhancing teacher-child interactions and easing the 

social burdens of high school students. In doing so, CYFS has 

reiterated its commitment to applying research for the sake of 

necessary, meaningful and enduring change.





Advancing the Cause of Rural 
Student Achievement

The CYFS-housed National Center for Research on Rural 
Education (R²Ed) fostered dialogue and disseminated findings 
about factors influencing the academic success of rural K-12 
students when it hosted 150 researchers, practitioners and 
policymakers for an April conference in Omaha, Nebraska.

Titled Connect-Inform-Advance, the 2013 National Conference 
on Rural Education Research generated discussion about 
the interrelated impacts of teaching, family engagement, 
school environment and contextual factors on rural student 
performance. The two-day event, which drew participants 
from 19 states, also featured nine research presentations that 

covered issues ranging from teacher professional development 
and family-school partnership approaches to American Indian 
education initiatives, rural school reform standards, and 
methodological considerations.

Roundtable discussions and moderated panels followed each 
series of presentations, offering participants the opportunity 
to engage in dialogue while providing and receiving real-
time reactions via Twitter. Multiple presenters and panelists 
emphasized the value in establishing partnerships among 
researchers, teachers and families that can lead to practical, 
effectual and sustainable solutions to long-standing challenges 
such as resource limitations and relative isolation.

“All of the conference participants attended because of a 
personal and vested interest not only in rural education, but 
also in the connections among research, practice and policy,” 
said R²Ed Director Susan Sheridan. “It is a shared interest in 
determining how these sectors inform, and are informed by, 
each other – and how they together can promote the academic 
experiences and achievement of students in rural communities.”

John White, Deputy Secretary for Rural Outreach at the U.S. 
Department of Education, gave a special address on increasing 

Researchers, practitioners and policymakers prepare 
for the start of Connect-Inform-Advance.
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interest in teaching careers and attracting talented educators 
to rural schools. Keynote speaker Roger Breed, Nebraska’s 
Commissioner of Education, discussed the challenges and 
opportunities inherent to rural schools in the Cornhusker State 
and nationwide.

“The primary goal of the rural center is to uncover methods 
for enhancing educational experiences for the 9.6 million 
of our nation’s children who attend rural schools,” Sheridan 
said. “We’re honored and excited that leaders and innovators 
from across the rural education spectrum contributed their 
collective experience and shared in our collective purpose.”

Teachers share their thoughts on using evidence-based 
strategies to improve instruction in rural schools. Learn 
more at r2ed.unl.edu/2013.

Interstate 35 Elementary in Truro, Iowa, represents one of the many 
schools to partner with the CYFS-housed National Center for Research 
on Rural Education, funded by the Institute of Education Sciences.

“The primary goal of the rural 
center is to uncover methods 
for enhancing educational 
experiences for the 9.6 million 
of our nation’s children who 
attend rural schools”
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Taking the Initiative to Foster 
Accepting Communities

“If we can empower 
individuals to stand up to 
the inequities they see and 
experience, then we can end 
many negative behaviors”

Susan Swearer (above) leads a workshop on the N-Lighten curriculum 
she co-developed with Paul Mitchell Schools.
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What do Paul Mitchell hairdressers, the Army National Guard 
and pop star Lady Gaga have in common? All have collaborated 
with the new CYFS-housed Empowerment Initiative to further 
its mission of supporting personal, cultural and social acceptance 
from childhood through adulthood.

Created by CYFS faculty affiliate Susan Swearer in early 2013, 
the Empowerment Initiative conducts research and outreach 
designed to foster positive communities free from bullying and 
other negative behaviors. Swearer and the initiative’s roster of 
doctoral candidates study various facets of empowerment and 
bullying, from social anxiety, body image and family dynamics to 
college hazing, intimate partner violence and bystander behavior.

The initiative gained early momentum by teaming up with the 
nationwide network of more than 100 Paul Mitchell Schools. 
This partnership spurred the creation of N-Lighten, the first 
social-emotional skills curriculum designed for staff and 
students in a higher education setting. In July 2013, Swearer 
hosted an N-Lighten workshop for Paul Mitchell instructors, 
who will disseminate the curriculum to their approximately 
16,000 cosmetology students. In turn, these students will 
eventually share N-Lighten’s lessons with high schools in their 
local communities.

Together with the National Guard and the Harvard Graduate 
School of Education, the Empowerment Initiative has also 
guided the development of Helping Everyone Achieve Respect, 
an anti-bullying presentation created for high school students. 
The presentation features case studies and questions that help 
students identify causes and consequences of bullying, learn how 

to react when encountering it, and communicate concerns with 
teachers and administrators.

Swearer, who chairs the research advisory board of Lady Gaga’s 
Born This Way Foundation, also served as the behavioral health 
team leader for Gaga’s Born Brave Bus Tour in early 2013. The 
series of pre-concert tailgates offered adolescents and young 
adults the chance to connect with their peers and receive 
information on anti-bullying efforts, suicide prevention and local 
mental health services.

Swearer believes these initial partnerships have already 
illustrated how research can help people from all stages of the 
developmental spectrum improve their outlooks and 
overcome challenges.

“If we can empower individuals to stand up to the inequities they 
see and experience, then we can end many negative behaviors,” 
Swearer said. “The Empowerment Initiative will continue 
contributing to these efforts by conducting applicable research 
that reaches people where they live, learn, work and play.”

To learn more about the Empowerment Initiative, visit 
empowerment.unl.edu.

9
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As states across the country look to 
improve their education systems, 
teachers accustomed to handing out 
grades now routinely find themselves 
on the receiving end of their own 
performance assessments.

Leslie Hawley, a postdoctoral trainee with the CYFS Statistics 
and Research Methodology Unit, has published an award-
winning dissertation that outlines a methodology for more 
precisely measuring that performance.

According to Hawley, many states assess teachers using “value-
added” performance measures that place great weight on 
students’ standardized test scores, which often account for up to 
50 percent of a teacher’s evaluation. Combining this information 
with other factors to construct a single evaluation score, 
however, requires making decisions and assumptions about 
data that can diminish the stability of the outcomes, she said. 
Her dissertation subsequently found that different methods of 
merging information can lead to significant fluctuations in where 
teachers rank among their peers.

Accordingly, Hawley explored the potential of “latent variable” 
methods – which incorporate multiple test scores – to reduce 

measurement error and produce more consistent 
estimates of teacher effectiveness.

“No method is perfect,” said Hawley, “but I would 
hope that, if we had 300 teachers, it would be the 
difference between ranking a teacher 255th or 
250th. But if a teacher is ranked 250th under one 

set of assumptions and ranked second under another set, that’s a 
problem – one that was sometimes present in the results.

“When you use latent variable methods … you are making fewer 
assumptions about how the information is combined. You’re 
essentially letting the data do a little bit more of the talking.”

Hawley’s results provided support for this hypothesis, with the 
latent variable methods yielding more stable teacher rankings 
across conditions examined in her study. This indicates that 
the latent variable approach could reduce the chances of 
undervaluing quality teachers and overrating substandard 
educators, she said.

“We’re making very high-stakes decisions,” Hawley said. “I feel 
very strongly that if we’re going to make these decisions – and 
states are going to use these methods – that they need to be done 
very carefully and cautiously. The methods need to be fleshed 
out and rigorously evaluated for all kinds of potential scenarios.”

Hawley’s approach may 

reduce the chances of 

undervaluing quality 

teachers and overrating 

substandard educators

Stabilizing the Teacher 
Grading Scale
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Right: Leslie Hawley
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In wrapping up her doctorate with an award-winning 
dissertation, CYFS project manager Michelle Howell Smith has 
helped reveal why undergraduate engineering students often shy 
away from pursuing a Ph.D. of their own.

Howell Smith, winner of the 2013 Outstanding Mixed Methods 
Dissertation Award from the American Educational Research 
Association, has refuted the prevailing notion that engineering 
undergraduates don’t perceive any financial benefit to earning  
a doctorate.

Though her study did confirm that an engineering doctorate 
confers little financial advantage, Howell Smith also learned 
that most undergraduates actually believe that doctorates lead 
to higher incomes. However, they often mistakenly assume that 
these terminal degrees lead only to careers involving syllabi, 
tenure and tweed, she said.

“What I really found was that undergraduate students don’t 
understand the nature of Ph.D.-level work,” said Howell Smith. 
“Only about 20 percent of engineering Ph.D.s go into academia, 
so that means 80 percent of them are out there working in the 
‘real world.’ But Ph.D.s are largely invisible to them, other than as 
faculty at the front of the classroom. And many undergraduate 

students may say, ‘I don’t want to be a professor, so I don’t  
need a Ph.D.’”

Yet Howell Smith also found that students who know someone 
with a doctorate are more likely to consider the possibility of 
pursuing one themselves – a fact she hopes can help recruit 
future generations of engineers seeking more challenging and 
satisfying careers.

“That’s where we can 
work on filling some 
gaps and getting the 
right people into Ph.D. 
programs,” Howell 
Smith said. “It’s not 
really at all about 
the money; it’s about 
quality of life and 
fulfillment with the 
work they’re 
doing that 
drives the 
people who 
get their 
Ph.D.s.”

Deconstructing Misconceptions 
of Engineering Undergrads
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Extending the Reach 
of Research

What’s in a name? In 2013, “Robert” signified CYFS’ ongoing 
commitment to hosting presentations that highlight research 
from the nation’s most renowned scholars.

The University of Virginia’s Robert Pianta, Dean of UVa’s 
Curry School of Education, presented a decade of research 
on teacher-child interactions during a February symposium 
co-coordinated by CYFS. Pianta summarized findings gleaned 
from his Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS), 
different versions of which have been used to measure and code 
interactions from preschool through high school.

In addition to examining the ways that instructional and 
emotional support can influence social and cognitive 
development, Pianta illustrated how classroom observations 
can be leveraged to improve early learning. Following the 
presentation, a series of four roundtable discussions covered 
topics that included the use of CLASS in early childhood 
settings, its capacity for evaluating classroom environment and 
teacher practice, and its application in research on teacher and 
student engagement.

In April, the University of Texas at Austin’s Robert Crosnoe 
visited CYFS to outline how the social challenges of high school 
shape adolescent development. A professor of sociology at UT 

Austin, Crosnoe laid out the lessons learned from ethnographic 
research in a large Texas high school and demographic research 
on national samples of adolescents.

Crosnoe focused especially on how the dynamics of peer 
interactions and social ostracism – often stemming from issues 
of body image and sexual orientation – can alter the long-term 
trajectories of teenagers’ academic achievement. He also explored 
the impacts of social media, education reforms and demographic 
shifts on the experiences of high school students.

To watch videos of these and other CYFS-hosted research 
presentations, please visit cyfs.unl.edu/resources_publications.

In April, the University of Nebraska-Lincoln’s 
Office of Research & Economic Development 
funded a talk from Robert Crosnoe (left).

Robert Pianta (above) presented his research 
as part of The Helen Kelley Symposium for 
Excellence in Education.

13
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Cultivate Promising Futures

Research has demonstrated that early education and development 

can profoundly influence children’s academic, social and professional 

prospects. When children fail to receive adequate support during 

their most formative stages, they may find themselves struggling to 

make up ground many years down the line. The proper resources 

and assistance, however, can equip children with the skills and 

mindset to excel through adolescence and adulthood. To this end, 

CYFS is quantifying the value of investments in early childhood 

programming – and following suit by supporting education in the 

Western Hemisphere’s poorest country. Our scholars have also 

established how children benefit from family-school partnerships and 

begun exploring the academic links to their emerging personalities. 

Together, these efforts represent the center’s multifaceted approach 

to giving children every opportunity to achieve their potential.

Together We Can...





Conventional wisdom says that a penny saved is a penny earned. 
A CYFS research team is examining the other side of the coin 
by pinpointing the value of Nebraska’s investments in early 
childhood.

Lisa Knoche, a CYFS Research Associate Professor, has teamed 
with faculty affiliates David Rosenbaum and Eric Thompson 
to identify “economic indicators” that reflect future returns 
on funding early childhood education and programming in 
the Cornhusker State. These indicators range from children’s 
academic achievement and educational advancement to their 
subsequent socioeconomic status, criminal activity and overall 

well-being. The team has also identified parents’ earnings, 
employment and health as meaningful indicators.

Knoche has reviewed dozens of studies that provide estimates for 
these indicators, specifically identifying analyses of states similar 
to Nebraska in terms of population demographics, economic 
climate and other relevant characteristics. These estimates are 
allowing Rosenbaum and Thompson to project the economic 
benefits – including reduced costs of education, crime and child 
welfare – that result from Nebraska’s own investments.

The team’s modeling approach will enable the researchers to 
dynamically predict the outcomes of each economic indicator 
– and its associated financial benefits – according to any change 
in early childhood funding. As an example, the team noted that 
if Nebraska were considering a funding increase that gave 10 
percent more children access to early education, the model could 
calculate the economic benefits associated with increased rates of 
high school graduation and college completion.

Knoche also noted that the model will allow the researchers to 
calculate economic benefits over the span of an entire generation, 
from the cost savings of early childhood to the continued savings 
and increased earnings of adulthood. Consequently, it will also 
provide projections on payback periods and rates of return 
on investment.

Finding the Value in Early 
Childhood Investments
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The team, which received funding from the Nebraska Children 
and Families Foundation, plans to translate its cost-benefit 
analyses into easily digestible formats that it hopes will inform 
the state’s future policymaking.

“We believe we can show that these investments will yield a really 
positive, meaningful economic benefit,” Knoche said. 

After visiting Haiti’s impoverished and earthquake-ravaged  
La Montagne (mawn-TYN’) region in late 2011, CYFS Director 
Susan Sheridan felt compelled to support the education of  
its children.

By collaborating with Comité Education La Montagne (CEL), an 
association of the region’s educators and school administrators, 
Sheridan created the nonprofit Elevating Haitian Education 
initiative. This initiative has focused on assisting children whose 
families struggle to afford the tuition they need to attend school. 
In response, friends of CYFS have shown remarkable generosity, 
offering contributions that allowed 51 La Montagne students to 
enroll in the 2012-2013 academic year.

Sheridan returned to La Montagne in early 2013, visiting four 
schools and meeting more than 10 students who have personally 
benefited from the kindness of donors. Schoolteachers shared 
the documented progress of their scholarship students, whose 

grateful parents 
have invested in 
their children by 
meeting regularly 
with educators and 
paying the costs of 
school supplies.

In tandem with CEL, Elevating Haitian Education now aims to 
continue funding the same promising students who received 
scholarships last year. The groups collectively hope to support 
these children through graduation, helping them earn a 
comprehensive education that will give them opportunities to 
improve their local communities from within.

To learn more about Elevating Haitian Education – and how you 
can provide another year of education for a La Montagne child – 
please visit cyfs.unl.edu/haiti.

Going the Distance for 
Haitian Education

“The policymakers have enormous responsibility; they have 
many people talking to them about many different issues. If we 
can provide them with some compelling, informed data, we have 
a better chance of producing meaningful change in policy.”

Elevating Haitian Education donors helped 51 
Haitian children attend school during the 2012-2013 
academic year. Visit cyfs.unl.edu/haiti to learn more.

2012-2013 ANNUAL REPORT
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Informing Views on Family-School 
Partnerships

A CYFS research paper that identified the rewards of connecting 
families and schools received its own recognition as Article of 
the Year from School Psychology Review, an academic journal 
published by the National Association of School Psychologists.

Lead author and CYFS Director Susan Sheridan accepted the 
award at NASP’s 2013 Annual Convention in Seattle. The article 
outlines results from a large-scale experimental trial of Conjoint 
Behavioral Consultation, a family-school partnership model 
aimed at improving the behavior of students whom teachers have 
identified as disruptive in class.

The trial revealed that students whose parents and teachers 
participated in Conjoint Behavioral Consultation showed greater 
gains in prosocial behaviors and social skills than did peers in 
the control group. The researchers also found that CBC teachers 
reported improvements in relating to the parents of their 
students – and that this relationship facilitated CBC’s impact on 
children’s behavior.

“This award exemplifies the strength of collaboration and 
partnerships at many levels,” said Sheridan, who co-developed 
the CBC model. “The study was the first large-scale trial to 
demonstrate the benefits to struggling students when families 
and schools work together as partners, along with the strength  

of the parent-teacher relationship in producing such  
important results.”

The article was co-authored by James Bovaird, Director of the 
CYFS Statistics and Research Methodology Unit; CYFS Research 
Associate Professor Todd Glover; CYFS project manager 
Amanda Witte; and former CYFS postdoctoral fellows S. Andrew 
Garbacz and Kyongboon Kwon, now Assistant Professors at the 
Universities of Oregon and Wisconsin-Milwaukee, respectively.

“This represents a truly collaborative effort among an incredible 
team of researchers, practitioners and families,” Sheridan said, 
“highlighting the power of partnerships between CYFS and our 
school-based colleagues.”

From left: CYFS researchers James Bovaird, Amanda Witte, Susan Sheridan 
& Todd Glover. Not Pictured: S. Andrew Garbacz & Kyongboon Kwon.
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Informing Views on Family-School 
Partnerships

Minding the Manner 
of Preschoolers

Some preschoolers listen to the teacher as others tune her out. 
While some stay within the lines, others color outside them. Some 
play by themselves; others share toys. And though some sit still, 
others fidget endlessly.

CYFS faculty affiliate Kathleen Rudasill sees these activities as a 
window into the emerging personalities of young children – one 
that could offer new perspectives on helping those from difficult 
backgrounds reach their potential.

With support from the American Educational Research 
Association and National Science Foundation, Rudasill 
has launched a study to determine how the temperaments 
of disadvantaged children influence their early academic 
performance. She’s also exploring whether positive classroom 
environments can lower the risk of academic hardship that often 
hounds these children, many of whom come from low-income, 
single-parent households.

Rudasill noted that the challenges of poverty often prevent 
children from entering preschool with the skills of their more 
privileged peers. Temperaments that require more attention 
from teachers and caregivers, she said, only multiply this already 
significant developmental risk.

Given this, Rudasill is using data that followed more than 1,200 
4-year-olds from Head Start through kindergarten to examine how 

their literacy and math outcomes correlate with four temperament 
traits: attention, impulse control, sociability and activity.

After analyzing the connection 
between preschool temperament 
and kindergarten performance, 
Rudasill will turn her attention 
to the influence of “classroom 
processes” – namely, the levels 
of instructional and emotional 
support provided by Head Start 
teachers. Rudasill said she’s 
especially interested in whether 
higher-quality classrooms can 

help overcome the potentially detrimental influences of traits such 
as shyness or hyperactivity.

Learning more about these factors could represent an important 
step in accommodating the role of temperament in each child’s 
education and development, she said.

“We’re different from the second we’re born, but we often don’t 
teach individuals about how this may play out in their interactions 
with others or their way of handling classroom situations,” said 
Rudasill. “I believe we need to teach people that this is a real 
source of diversity in children.”

“We’re different 
from the second 

we’re born, but 
we often don’t 

teach individuals 
about how this 
may play out in 

their interactions 
with others”
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Together We Can...
Reveal Pathways of Progress

As a research center, CYFS has dedicated itself to identifying the 

most efficient, consistent and strategic tools for helping people 

flourish. The past year saw us field-test a model that promises to 

target early reading difficulties for children at various levels of risk. It 

marked the beginning of our study into whether preschool teachers 

implement reading curriculum as intended. And it saw us commence 

research on technology’s capacity to share a family-school 

partnership approach with isolated rural communities. Whether 

devising novel paradigms, fortifying research validity or exploring 

new delivery systems, CYFS continually seeks out the paths to 

advancement that originate from the ever-expanding intersection of 

scholarship and practice.





Helping Struggling 
Readers Turn the Page

Over the past three years, a CYFS research team has worked 
to get all children reading from the same page by rewriting the 
narrative on early literacy support.

In collaboration with the University of Kansas’ Juniper Gardens 
Children’s Project, CYFS has developed and pilot-tested a three-
tiered model designed to support preschool children at risk for 
reading difficulties. The model, known as Pre-3T, encourages 
teachers to monitor reading progress and make data-based 

decisions aimed at helping children develop early language and 
literacy skills.

Pre-3T centers on delivering high-quality reading instruction 
to all preschool children. Students who exhibit signs of reading 
delays or disabilities subsequently receive more targeted support, 
with teachers implementing curricular changes among small 
groups of struggling readers and families providing opportunities 
for practice at home. To address the unique learning needs of 

children who continue to struggle, 
teachers and parents collaborate 
with literacy consultants to develop 
individualized reading strategies.

Brandy Clarke, a CYFS Research 
Assistant Professor and Pre-3T 
project manager, cited this versatility 
as one of the model’s signature – and 
most important – components.

“The responsive approach of the 
model, incorporated into specific 
processes and practices, is what 
I believe makes it particularly 
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Reporting Early Returns 
on Research

The Nebraska Center for Research on Children, Youth, Families 
and Schools strives to disseminate its research to the widest pos-
sible audience, thereby advancing the scientific knowledge base 
while informing practice, policy and future scholarship.

Earlier this year, CYFS unveiled its initial series of working 
papers – easily digestible study summaries that represent a sig-
nificant cross-section of the center’s ongoing and completed 
research. Many of our current papers focus on engaging parents 

in their children’s education and fostering family-school partner-
ships, two critical and interrelated strategies for supporting early 
development.

Our working papers can be found at the CYFS website (cyfs.unl.
edu/resources/resources_working_papers) and via the Education 
Resources Information Center (eric.ed.gov), the world’s largest 
index of education-focused research reports and journal articles.

feasible to implement and holds the greatest promise for its 
effectiveness,” Clarke said.

After implementing the model throughout multiple preschools 
in Nebraska and Kansas, the research team has found 
preliminary evidence that Pre-3T may combat the onset of 
reading disabilities by helping children make up ground before 
it’s too late. 

Though roughly half of the study’s English-speaking preschoolers 
showed initial signs of reading difficulties, more than 90 percent 
met or exceeded reading standards by the time they were ready 
for kindergarten.

The team, which received funding from the Institute of 
Education Sciences, also discovered that Spanish-speaking 
children especially benefited from the responsive supports 
provided by the model. Clarke said these encouraging results 
also speak to the value of building partnerships and involving 
caregivers in the reading process.

“This model was developed through a collaborative effort 
between researchers and educators,” Clarke said. “By design, 
it was developed to be responsive to the needs of preschool 
programs, classrooms, children and families.”

2012-2013 ANNUAL REPORT
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Following directions may sometimes prove challenging for 
preschoolers, but a CYFS research team has cast its attention on 
how well their teachers do the same.

Dawn Davis, a CYFS doctoral student affiliate, is leading a 
study that explores how closely the implementation of literacy 
curriculum in a preschool Head Start program adheres to the 
curriculum’s design. Davis is assessing this match between plan 
and practice – commonly called “fidelity” – to determine its 
influence on children’s oral language, alphabet knowledge, print 
awareness and other literacy skills.

Measuring this fidelity should help Davis and her colleagues 
understand how much of the curriculum’s impact – and room 
for growth – owes to its design versus its implementation.

“We want to be able to understand more about what’s actually 
happening,” said Davis, who received a Head Start Graduate 
Research Grant from the Administration for Children, Youth 
and Families. “I think this can give us the confidence to say that 
we either know all kids received the same experience – or, if the 
experience varied, that we can see what effect it had.”

Davis, whose collaborators include CYFS faculty affiliates 
Helen Raikes, Tiffany Hogan and Lisa Knoche, is also reviewing 

teacher interviews to establish whether their perceptions of the 
curriculum shape its implementation.

“Getting the teacher perspective is one way to [determine] 
what’s really contributing to these differences in results that we 
sometimes see,” said Davis, who noted that logistics and  
differing interpretations of curricula are among common threats 
to fidelity.

According to Davis, the study should ultimately help account for 
the sometimes overlooked but significant realities of translating 
curriculum to the classroom.

“Many times, intervention designs don’t include that fidelity 
component,” she said. “But not every teacher is the same; not 
every family is the same; not every school is the same. Keeping 
track of all those differences is hard to do, but it’s important.”

Exploring High Fidelity in 
Preschool Classrooms
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Building Bandwidth Bridges 
to Rural Communities

Miles or megabytes? Speed limits or bandwidth? Country roads 
or fiber optics?

For years, reaching out to families and schools in rural 
communities has meant long hours of costly travel. This reality 
has made distance technology an appealing alternative – and the 
dissertation focus of CYFS student affiliate Michael Coutts.

Coutts grasped the significant investments involved in 
supporting rural communities while contributing to several 
studies of Conjoint Behavioral Consultation, a family-school 
partnership approach co-developed by CYFS Director Susan 
Sheridan.

With grant support from the Society for the Study of School 
Psychology, he’s now investigating whether delivering CBC via 
distance technology yields the same success and acceptance as 
the model’s traditional face-to-face structure – in a fraction of 
the time and for pennies on the dollar.

The CBC approach typically calls for trained consultants to visit 
homes and schools, where they coordinate the efforts of parents 
and teachers to address children’s troublesome behavior 
across both environments. Though ongoing research 
has suggested promise for CBC’s effectiveness in rural 
settings, Coutts’ study represents the first look into 

whether technology serves as a viable delivery method.

If it does, Coutts said the technology could help overcome the 
prohibitive time and monetary costs associated with making 
regular on-site visits.

“If you’re a consultant, technology opens up your flexibility to 
reach a wider number of children,” Coutts noted. “For one child, 
you might traditionally be traveling four hours there and four 
hours back from O’Neill, Nebraska. With technology, you can 
have that one-hour meeting from Lincoln – and then use those 
other seven hours to meet with seven other families and teachers. 
So it has the potential to really serve a greater number, and reach 
a wider array, of rural students.”

Michael Coutts
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Social-Emotional Learning & Development 
Allen, K. D., Kuhn, B. R., DeHaai, K., & Wallace, D. P. (2013). Evaluation of a behavioral 
treatment package to reduce sleep problems in children with Angelman Syndrome. Research in 
Developmental Disabilities, 34, 676-686.

Castillo, J. T., Welch, G. W., & Sarver, C. (in press). Fathering: The relationship between 
fathers’ residence, fathers’ sociodemographic characteristics and father involvement. Maternal 
and Child Health Journal.

Davidson, M. M., Schwartz, J., & Waldo, M. (2012). Preventing intimate partner violence. In 
E. Vera (Ed.), The Oxford handbook of prevention in counseling psychology (pp. 250-267). New 
York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

DiLillo, D., Maldonado, R. C., & Watkins, L. E. (2012). Child physical abuse and neglect. In K. 
Liller (Ed.), Injury prevention for children and adolescents: Research, practice, and advocacy 
(2nd ed., pp. 313-323). Washington, DC: American Public Health Association Press.

Durden, T., & Truscott, D. (2013). Critical reflectivity and the development of new culturally relevant 
teachers. Multicultural Perspectives, 15, 73-80.

Hubel, G. S., Campbell, C., West, T., Friedenberg, S., Schreier, A., Flood, M. F., & Hansen, 
D. J. (in press). Child Advocacy Center based group treatment for child sexual abuse: Initial 
symptom presentation, outcomes, and client satisfaction. Journal of Child Sexual Abuse. 

Kim, E. M., Sheridan, S. M., Kwon, K., & Koziol, N. A. (2013). Parent beliefs and children’s 
social-behavioral functioning: The mediating role of parent-teacher relationships. Journal of 
School Psychology, 51, 175-185. 

Li, Q., Fisher, W. W., Williams, A. D., & Burd, L. (2012). Fetal alcohol spectrum disorders: A 
population based study of premature mortality rates in the mothers. Maternal and Child Health, 
16, 1332-1337.    

McKevitt, B. C. (2012). School psychologists’ knowledge and use of evidence-based social-
emotional learning interventions. Contemporary School Psychology, 16, 33-45.

Nader, P. R., Huang, T. T., Gahagan, S., Kumanyika, S., Hammond, R. A., & Christoffel, K. K. 
(2012). Next steps in obesity prevention: Altering early life systems to support healthy parents, 
infants, and toddlers. Childhood Obesity, 8, 206-15.

Nelson, T. D., Smith, T. R., Duppong Hurley, K., Epstein, M. H., Thompson, R. W., & Tonniges, 
T. F. (2013). Association between psychopathology and physical health problems among youth in 
residential treatment. Journal of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders, 21, 150-161.

Nelson, T. D., Smith, T. R., Pick, R., Epstein, M. H., Thompson, R. W., & Tonniges, T. F. (2013). 
Psychopathology as a predictor of medical service utilization for youth residential treatment. 
Journal of Behavioral Health Services & Research, 40, 36-45. 

Roane, B. M., Valleley, R., & Allen, K. D. (2012). Impact of ASQ scores on pediatrician referral 
patterns.  Infants and Young Children, 25, 1-10.  

Ryan, J., & Peterson, R. L. (2012). Regulatory governance of physical restraint in schools. In J. 
Luiselli (Ed.), The handbook of high-risk challenging behaviors in people with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities (pp. 257-270). Baltimore, MD: Paul H. Brookes.

Scheel, M. J., & Conoley, C. W. (2012). Psychotherapy process and outcome research in 
counseling psychology. In N. A. Fouad, L. J. A. Carter, & L. A. Subich (Eds.), APA handbook of 
counseling psychology: Theories, research, and methods (Vol. 1, pp. 203-236). Washington, DC: 
American Psychological Association.

Sheridan, S. M., Sjuts, T. M., & Coutts, M. J. (2012). Understanding and promoting the 
development of resilience in families. In S. Goldstein & R. Brooks (Eds.), Handbook of 
resilience in children (pp. 143-160). New York, NY: Springer.

Swearer, S. M., Wang, C., Maag, J. W., Siebecker, A. B., & Frerichs, L. J. (2012). Understanding 
the bullying dynamic among students in special and general education. Journal of School 
Psychology, 50, 503-520.     

Tyler, K. A., Gervais, S. J., & Davidson, M. M. (2013). The relationship between victimization 
and substance use among homeless and runaway female adolescents. Journal of Interpersonal 
Violence, 28, 474-493. doi:10.1177/0886260512455517  

Van Dyk, T. R., Nelson, T. D., Epstein, M. H., & Thompson, R. W. (in press). Physical health 
status as a predictor of treatment outcomes among youth in residential treatment. Journal of 
Emotional and Behavioral Disorders. 

Vaughan, B., & Kratochvil, C. J. (2012). Pharmacotherapy of pediatric attention-deficit/
hyperactivity disorder. Child and Adolescent Psychiatric Clinics of North America, 21, 941-955.

Weisz, V., Beal, S. J., & Wingrove, T. (2013). The legal system experiences of children, families, 
and the professionals who work with them. In M. Miller & B. Bornstein (Eds.), Stress, trauma, 
and wellbeing in the legal system (pp. 63-88). New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

 Early Education & Development 
Chevalier, N., Sheffield, T. D., Nelson, J. M., Clark, C. A. C., Wiebe, S. A., & Espy, K. A. 
(2012). Underpinnings of the costs of flexibility in preschool children: The roles of inhibition and 
working memory. Developmental Neuropsychology, 37, 99-118.

Cline, K. D., Edwards, C. P., Gandini, L., Giacomelli, A., Giovannini, D., & Galardini, A. 
(2012). A day at Filastrocca Preschool, Pistoia, Italy: Meaning making through literacy and 
creative experience. LEARNing Landscapes, 6, 107-128.

Hong, S.-Y., Torquati, J., & Molfese, V. J. (2013). Theory guided professional development 
in early childhood science education. In L. E. Cohen & S. Waite-Stupiansky (Eds.), Learning 
across the early childhood curriculum: Advances in early education and day care (Vol. 17, pp. 
1-32). Bingley, UK: Emerald Group Publishing.

Jackson, B., Needelman, H., Roberts, H., Willet, S., & McMorris, C. (2012). Bayley Scales 
of Infant Development Screening Test–Gross Motor Subtest: Efficacy in determining need for 
services. Pediatric Physical Therapy Journal, 24, 58-62.

Publications
In disseminating important research findings, CYFS 
affiliates aim to advance the scientific knowledge base 
while informing practice, policy and future research 
related to children, youth, families and schools. Select 
publications are listed below, with faculty and student 
affiliates in bold.
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Jayaraman, G., Knoche, L., Marvin, C., & Bainter, S. (2013). Nebraska early childhood coach 
training evaluation project technical report: Key findings from participant follow up survey (Vol. 
2). Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska, Nebraska Center for Research on Children, Youth, 
Children and Schools. Retrieved from http://cyfs.unl.edu/resources/resources_working_papers

Love, J., Chazan-Cohen, R., Raikes, H. H., & Brooks-Gunn, J. (Eds.). (2013). What makes 
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 Academic Intervention & Learning 
Finson, K., & Pedersen, J. (Eds.). (2013). Visual data and their use in science education. 
Charlotte, NC: Information Age. 
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Science Publishers.
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Oliver, R. M., Cress, C. J., Savolainen, H., & Epstein, M. H. (in press). Strength-based 
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Rudasill, K. M., Adelson, J. A., Callahan, C. M., Keizer, B. M., & Houlihan, D. (2013). Gifted 
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being met? [The point position]. In A. J. Eakle, C. J. Russo, & A. G. Osborne, Jr. (Eds.), 
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Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
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Landscape of Support

Snapshot of Cumulative CYFS Grant Activity

Total Program of Excellence Funds to Date $2,500,000

Total Number of Grants Submitted through CYFS 258

Total Dollar Amount of Grants Submitted $214,783,804

Total Number of Grants Funded 109

"Hit Rate" of Funded Grants (based on known decisions) 44 %

Total Dollar Amount of External Grants Funded $47,846,241

Total Dollar Amount of Internal Grants Funded $326,183

Total Dollar Amount of All Grants Funded $48,172,424

Percentage of Grant Dollars from Federal Agencies 89%

Return Rate to UNL for Every $1 Invested $19.14

Support for the Nebraska Center for Research on Children, Youth, Families and 

Schools (CYFS) is generated primarily through Program of Excellence (PoE) funds 

and external grants. The table above highlights information regarding grants 

submitted, grants awarded, “hit rate,” total dollar amounts awarded, and return to 

the University of Nebraska–Lincoln since the center’s inception in 2004.
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Cumulative External Grant Dollars vs. 
Program of Excellence (PoE) Support

Sources of Funding

The pie chart to the left shows the cumulative dollar 

amounts and proportions of funding that CYFS researchers 

have garnered from federal, state, foundation and internal 

(i.e., University of Nebraska–Lincoln) sources.

The line graph to the 

right illustrates the 

center’s cumulative 

external funding (i.e., 

federal, state and 

foundation) relative to 

Program of Excellence 

(PoE) support from 

the University of 

Nebraska–Lincoln.

Federal

State

Foundations

Internal

* Percentages rounded to nearest 1%

$43,079,546
(89%)

$2,784,274 (6%)

$1,982,421 (4%)
$326,183 (1%)
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Active Grants & Contracts

Federal Awards ($27,486,057)
Administration for Children and Families

Identifying Risk for and Preventing Child Maltreatment in Early Head Start 
Families 

PIs: Grace Hubel, David Hansen, Lisa Knoche, Mary Fran Flood

Intervention Fidelity, Teacher Perceptions and Child Outcomes of a Literacy 
Curriculum in a Head Start Program: A Mixed Methods Study 

PIs: Dawn Davis, Helen Raikes

Parental Literacy Belief and Engagement in Homes of Dual Language Learners: A 
Mixed Methods Study 

PIs: Sandra Plata-Potter, Lisa Knoche

National Science Foundation

Central Great Plains Climate Change Education Partnership (CGP-CCEP) 
Proposal: Expanding our Reach and Research 

PIs: Lisa Pytlik-Zillig, Roger Bruning

iLOG: Embedding and Validating Empirical Usage Intelligence In Learning 
Objects 

PIs: Ashok Samal, Leen-Kiat Soh, Gwen Nugent

Scale-Up: National Robotics in 4-H: Workforce Skills for the 21st Century 

PIs: Bradley Barker, Viacheslav Adamchuk, Gwen Nugent, Neal Grandgenett, 
Bing Chen

U.S. Department of Education

A Meta-Analysis of Parent Involvement Interventions and Family-School 
Partnerships’ Effects on Student Outcomes 

PIs: Susan Sheridan, Elizabeth Moorman Kim, S. Natasha Beretvas

A Randomized Trial of Conjoint Behavioral Consultation (CBC) in Rural 
Educational Settings: Efficacy for Elementary Students with Disruptive Behavior 

PIs: Susan Sheridan, Todd Glover, Gina Kunz, James Bovaird

Development of a Three-Tiered Model in Early Intervention to Address Language 
and Literacy Needs of Children at Risk 

PIs: Susan Sheridan, Lisa Knoche, Judith Carta, Charles Greenwood

Efficacy of Supplemental Early Vocabulary Connections Instruction for English 
Language Learners 

PIs: J. Ron Nelson, James Bovaird

Efficacy of the Getting Ready Intervention at Supporting Parental Engagement 
and Positive Outcomes for Preschool Children at Educational Risk 

PIs: Susan Sheridan, Lisa Knoche, Carolyn Pope Edwards, James Bovaird

Language Bases of Skilled Reading Comprehension 

PIs: Tiffany Hogan, J. Ron Nelson, James Bovaird

Mountain Prairie Upgrade Partnership-Itinerant (MPUP-I) 

PI: Malinda Eccarius

National Center for Research on Rural Education (R²Ed) 

PIs: Susan Sheridan, Todd Glover, Gwen Nugent, Gina Kunz, James Bovaird

Postdoctoral Fellowship for Research on Consultation-Based Interventions for 
Students with Social and Behavioral Concerns 

PIs: Susan Sheridan, James Bovaird, Todd Glover

Training School Psychologists in Response-to-Intervention Implementation and 
Systems Change 

PIs: Merilee McCurdy, Edward Daly III, Tanya Ihlo, Gina Kunz 
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State Awards ($722,056)
Coordinating Commission for Postsecondary Education

Coaching for Sustainability: Peer Coaching Science Inquiry in Rural Schools 
PIs: SoonChun Lee, Gwen Nugent, Gina Kunz 

Coaching Science Inquiry Professional Development 

PIs: Gwen Nugent, Gina Kunz, Jon Pedersen

Lincoln Public Schools

LPS Building Bridges 

PIs: Michael Scheel, Gina Kunz

Nebraska Department of Education

State-Wide Response-to-Intervention Consortium for Training and Evaluation 

PIs: Todd Glover, Tanya Ihlo 
 

Foundation / Other Awards ($1,261,137)
Building Bridges Through Relationships: A High School Dropout Prevention 
Program 

Funding Source: Woods Charitable Fund 

PIs: Michael Scheel, Gina Kunz

Bullying Prevention Center – Education and Outreach Division 

Funding Source: Andrew Gomez Dream Foundation 

PI: Susan Swearer

Child Temperament and Classroom Processes as Predictors of Academic and 
Social Outcomes in Preschool 

Funding Source: UNL Office of Research and Economic Development 

PIs: Kathleen Moritz Rudasill, Victoria Molfese

Conjoint Behavioral Consultation via Distance Delivery (CBC-D): An Evaluation 
of Efficacy and Acceptability 

Funding Source: Society for the Study of School Psychology 

PIs: Michael Coutts, Susan Sheridan

Distance Learning and Art Museum Education 

Funding Source: Windgate Charitable Foundation 

PIs: Greg Welch, Leslie Hawley

Early Childhood Course Conversion 

Funding Source: Buffett Early Childhood Fund 

PI: Carolyn Pope Edwards

Early Steps to School Success 

Funding Source: Save the Children Foundation 

PI: Helen Raikes

Identifying the Service Needs of Vulnerable Children and Families in Lancaster 
and Saunders Counties: A Comprehensive Community Needs Assessment 

Funding Source: Community Action Partnership of Lancaster and Saunders 
Counties 

PIs: Maria de Guzman, Lisa Knoche, Rodrigo Cantarero

Measuring the Impacts and Returns from Early Childhood Education and 
Programming in Nebraska: A Phase 2 Proposal to First Five Nebraska 

Funding Source: Nebraska Children and Families Foundation 

PIs: Lisa Knoche, David Rosenbaum, Eric Thompson

Temperament and Preschool Classroom Processes as Predictors of Kindergarten 
Achievement for Children with Demographic Risk 

Funding Source: American Educational Research Association 

PIs: Kathleen Moritz Rudasill
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Faculty Affiliates
University of Nebraska Medical Center 

College of Public Health  

Health Promotion, Social and Behavioral Health 
Terry T-K Huang

Munroe-Meyer Institute 

Education and Child Development 
Barbara Jackson 
Lisa St. Clair 

Behavioral Genetics 
Wayne Fisher 

Psychology 
Keith Allen 
Joseph Evans 
Mark Shriver 
Rachel Valleley 

Psychiatry 
Christopher Kratochvil

University of Nebraska–Lincoln 

Cooperative Extension Division 
Bradley Barker 
Beth Birnstihl 
Kathleen Lodl

College of Education & Human Sciences 
Marjorie Kostelnik, Dean

Center for Research on CYFS 
Brandy Clarke 
Keely Cline 
Todd Glover 
Tanya Ihlo 
Lisa Knoche 
Gina Kunz 
Elizabeth Moorman Kim 
Gwen Nugent 
Greg Welch

Educational Administration 
Miles Bryant 
Brent Cejda 
Jody Isernhagen

Educational Psychology 
James Bovaird 
Eric Buhs 
Edward Daly III 
M. Meghan Davidson 
Beth Doll 
Kenneth Kiewra 
Merilee McCurdy 
Ian Newman 
Kathleen Moritz Rudasill 
Michael Scheel 
Duane Shell 
Susan Sheridan 
Susan Swearer

Child, Youth and Family Studies 
Douglas Abbott 
Richard Bischoff 
Rochelle Dalla 
Maria Rosario T. de Guzman 
Tonia Durden 
Carolyn Pope Edwards 
Cody Hollist 
Soo-Young Hong 
Victoria Molfese 
Helen Raikes 
Michelle Rupiper 
Susan Sarver 
Julia Torquati 
Yan Xia

Nutrition and Health Sciences 
Linda Boeckner 
Georgia Jones

Special Education and Communication Disorders 
Cynthia Cress 
Malinda Eccarius 
Tiffany Hogan 
Sherri Jones 
Suzanne Kemp 
Christine Marvin 
Tessa McCarthy 
J. Ron Nelson 
Reece Peterson 
Dixie Sanger 
Ellin Siegel

Teaching, Learning and Teacher Education 
Krista Adams 
David Brooks 
Theresa Catalano 
Nancy Engen-Wedin 
Edmund (Ted) Hamann 
Ruth Heaton 
Tom McGowan 
Jon Pedersen 
Kathy Phillips 
Loukia Sarroub 
Guy Trainin 
Stephanie Wessels 
Kathleen Wilson

College of Arts & Sciences 

Center on Children, Families and the Law 
Victoria Weisz 
Brian Wilcox

Biochemistry/Chemistry 
Sue Ellen DeChenne

Communication Studies 
Dawn Braithwaite 
Jody Koenig Kellas 
Jordan Soliz

English/Women’s Studies 
Amy Goodburn

Mathematics 
W. James Lewis

Psychology 
Lisa Crockett 
David DiLillo 
David Hansen 
Dennis Molfese  
Jennifer Nelson 
Timothy Nelson 
Anne Schutte

Sociology 
Jacob Cheadle 
Christina Falci 
Dan Hoyt 
Julia McQuillan 
Kimberly Tyler 
Les Whitbeck

College of Business Administration 

Economics 
David Rosenbaum 
Eric Thompson

College of Engineering 

Civil Engineering 
Laurence Rilett

University of Nebraska At Kearney 

College of Education 

Teacher Education 
Dawn Mollenkopf

University of Nebraska At Omaha 

College of Arts & Sciences 

Psychology 
Juan Casas 
Lisa Kelly-Vance 
Brian McKevitt

School of Social Work 
Jeanette Harder 
Gwen Weber

University of Nebraska Public Policy Center 

Denise Bulling 
Mark DeKraai 
Alan Tomkins

Student Affiliates
University of Nebraska-Lincoln 

College of Arts & Sciences 

Communication Studies 
Molly McLaughlin

Computer Science and Engineering 
Istiaque Ali

Modern Languages and Literatures 
Madeline Hafner

Latino and Latin American Studies/Modern Languages 
and Literatures 
Ashley McAndrew

Psychology 
Grace Hubel 
Sarah Kalhorn 
Erik Kusy 
Allison Morton 
Lixin Ren 
Alayna Schreier 
Jared Stevens

College of Business Administration 

Accounting 
Claire Carlson 
Jihyun Kim

Economics 
Wen Lian

College of Education & Human Sciences 

Child, Youth and Family Studies 
Elsa Lucia Escalante Barrios 
Emma Bartek 
Kimberly Blitch 
Dawn Davis 
Abigail Endebrock 
Sarah Griffith 
Kathleen Jones 
Car Mun Kok 
Xiaoqing Tu 
Xiaoyu Li 
Yanjie Long 
Linlin Yao

Educational Psychology 
Ann Arthur 
Brandi Berry 
Chaorong Wu 
Lawrence Chatters 
Lynne Clure 
Michael Coutts 
Polly Daro 
Scott Fluke 
Claire Hauser 
Mary Hellwege 
Sarah Hodges 
Shannon Holmes 
Jill Holtz 
Mallory Johnsen 
Irina Kalutskaya 
Natalie Koziol 
Tara Laymon 
Paige Lembeck 
Linlin Luo 
Carina McCormick 
Amanda Moen 
Zach Myers 
Maureen O’Connor 
Grant Orley 
Kelly Ransom 
Julia Roehling 
Philip Rohde 
Heather Schwartz 
Lindsey Williams Sherd 
Tara Sjuts 
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Tyler Smith 
Mackenzie Sommerhalder 
Jenna Strawhun 
Whitney Strong 
David Taylor 
Elizabeth Timberlake 
Wei Wang 
Jeanne Weidner 
Melissa Will 
Amanda Witte 
Nicholas Young 
Andrew White 
Michael Zweifel

Human Sciences 
Deepa Srivastava

Post-Baccalaureate Program 
Katherine Doud 
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