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Report Highlights 
 

This report examines the relationship between student participation in Neighborhood 
Bridges and their reading achievement as measured by the spring 2006 Minnesota 
Comprehensive Assessment (MCA-II) in reading.  The report is the third in a series of 
reports from a three-year evaluation study of the Neighborhood Bridges (Bridges) program 
of the Children’s Theatre Company (CTC).  CTC contracted with the University of 
Minnesota’s Center for Applied Research and Educational Improvement to evaluate Bridges 
as part of a grant CTC received from the Arts in Education Model Development and 
Dissemination Program of the U.S. Department of Education. 
 
Bridges is a 31-week program of storytelling and creative drama for elementary and middle 
school students intended to help them:  
 
§ develop their abilities to write, speak, and think clearly;  

 
§ recognize their capacity to become storytellers of their own lives;  

 
§ achieve state and national standards for theatre; and  

 
§ improve their achievement in reading and writing.   

 
Each week, Bridges brings a teaching artist into participating classrooms to work 
collaboratively with the classroom teacher.  A typical two-hour Bridges session is composed 
of four parts: the fantastic binomial, storytelling, skits and theatre games, and writing games.  
In addition to the weekly Bridges components students also do the following over the course 
of the program: create and perform one play at their school and a second play on-stage at 
CTC; write letters to and receive letters from a pen pal at another Bridges school; and attend 
a professional production at CTC and meet their pen pal. 
 
The relationship between students’ reading achievement and their participation in Bridges is 
examined by comparing results on the MCA-II in reading between students in Bridges and 
students in a matched comparison group.  If participation in Bridges is related to reading 
achievement, then the test scores for the Bridges students should be significantly higher than 
students in the matched comparison group. 
 
The statistical analyses described in this report do not provide evidence of a statistically 
significant relationship between student achievement in reading and participation in Bridges.  
Multiple regression analyses were conducted to model the relationship between student 
participation in Bridges and their reading achievement, as measured by the MCA-II.  The 
model also included information on students’ eligibility for the free- and reduced-price lunch 
program.  The results indicate that student participation in Bridges is not a statistically 
significant predictor of either achievement level or scale score on the MCA-II. 
 
Although the results do not support the hypothesis that Bridges improves students’ reading 
achievement, the results indicate that participation in Bridges does not harm students’ 
reading achievement.  Once pre-existing differences in students’ eligibility for the lunch 
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program are accounted for in the statistical model, there are no significant differences 
between students in Bridges and students in the Comparison group, for either the MCA-II 
achievement level or scale score.  Occasionally, a teacher or principal will express concern to 
Bridges staff about how Bridges might affect reading scores because it takes time away from 
instruction focused on the school’s reading curriculum.  These results could allay some of 
those concerns. 
 
It is early in the three-year study to draw final conclusions about the relationship between 
Bridges and reading achievement, however.  Data in subsequent years of the study may 
reveal a connection due to changes that the program incorporated for the 2006-2007 school 
year.   
 
During the summer of 2006 a small group of Bridges teachers met with Bridges staff to 
develop lesson plans that link the Bridges curriculum to topics in the school reading 
curriculum. The sample plans were distributed to all Bridges classroom teachers and teaching 
artists at the fall 2006 kick-off meeting.  This spring, the evaluator will interview all Bridges 
teachers to collect information about their use of these plans and other ways they may have 
linked Bridges to the reading curriculum.  
 
It would be helpful in future years to assess how LEP students’ participation in Bridges 
might affect their performance on the TEAE.  Qualitative data from the evaluation and the 
experiences of program staff suggest that Bridges may be especially helpful to LEP students 
because of its emphasis on listening, speaking, and storytelling.  In a Bridges session, 
students who are still developing their reading skills in English may be able to understand 
enough of the oral stories to participate in the discussion, and the subsequent skits that are 
based on the oral stories.  Bridges also aims to help students learn to express themselves, not 
only through written and oral language, but also through their faces and bodies.  Classroom 
teachers, teaching artists, and Bridges staff have all noted that this aspect of Bridges seems 
particularly valuable for students who are learning English as a second language.  
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This report examines the relationship between student participation in Neighborhood 
Bridges and their reading achievement as measured by the spring 2006 Minnesota 
Comprehensive Assessment (MCA-II) in reading.  It is the third in a series of reports from a 
three-year evaluation of the Neighborhood Bridges (Bridges) program of the Children’s 
Theatre Company (CTC).  CTC contracted with the University of Minnesota’s Center for 
Applied Research and Educational Improvement to evaluate Bridges as part of a grant CTC 
received from the Arts in Education Model Development and Dissemination Program of 
the U.S. Department of Education.     
 

Description of Neighborhood Bridges 
 
Bridges is a 31-week program of storytelling and creative drama for elementary and middle 
school students intended to help them:  
 
§ develop their abilities to write, speak, and think clearly;  

 
§ recognize their capacity to become storytellers of their own lives;  

 
§ achieve state and national standards for theatre; and  

 
§ improve their achievement in reading and writing.   

 
Bridges was founded in 1997 by Peter Brosius, Artistic Director of CTC, and Jack Zipes, 
Professor of German and Comparative Literature at the University of Minnesota.  Each 
week, Bridges brings a teaching artist into participating classrooms to work collaboratively 
with the classroom teacher.  A typical two-hour Bridges session is composed of four parts: 
 

The Fantastic Binominal: The teaching artist and students spontaneously create a 
story through free association based on two arbitrarily chosen nouns and a 
preposition. Then students create their own stories and write them in their Bridges 
notebook.  Each week 2-3 students are asked to present their stories to their peers.  
The teaching artist and classroom teacher coach the students in using gestures and 
voice to dramatize their story.  
 
Storytelling:  The teaching artist and classroom teacher each tell a tale, often two 
different versions of the same tale, or tales related to each other.  The tales are drawn 
from an anthology provided with the Bridges curriculum.  Over the course of the 
year, tales are presented from several genres, including fairy tales, pourquois tales, 
and myths.  The stories are followed by discussion designed to help students think 
critically about the content of the tales and the implications for their lives.   
 
Skits and Theatre Games: Students work in small groups to create and perform brief 
skits based on the stories they have just heard.  The teaching artist leads students in 
games designed to develop their skills in areas such as focus, diction, gestures, and 
collaboration.  
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Writing Games: Students participate in a reflective writing exercise to solidify the 
day’s learning and incorporate the creative energy of their skits into their own stories.  

 
In addition to the weekly Bridges components students also do the following over the course 
of the program: create and perform one play at their school and a second play on-stage at 
CTC; write letters to and receive letters from a pen pal at another Bridges school; and attend 
a professional production at CTC and meet their pen pal. 
 
Although students do some writing as part of their weekly Bridges’ sessions, it is hoped that 
teachers incorporate some of students’ Bridges writing into their regular writing instruction 
so that students have an opportunity to further develop their stories and their writing skills. 
 
Each week, the teaching artists and classroom teachers at each school meet for one hour to 
develop the lesson plans for upcoming sessions.   
 
In 2005-2006, 18 classroom teachers from seven schools in Minneapolis and Saint Paul 
participated in the program.  For 11 of the classroom teachers, this was their first year of 
involvement in Bridges.  Across the 18 participating classrooms there were a total of 540 
students involved in the program.  Twelve teaching artists participated in the program, 
including the director of Bridges and CTC’s Assistant Director of Education-Community 
Engagement.  For three of the teaching artists, this was their first year teaching in Bridges. 
 

Design and Methods 
 
The evaluation is designed to 1) measure the extent to which Bridges accomplishes the 
outcomes specified in the grant proposal, and 2) provide information that CTC and Bridges 
staff can use to strengthen the program.  The intended program outcomes are as follows:  
 
§ Increase student achievement in reading. 

 
§ Increase student achievement in writing. 

 
§ Increase student achievement in theatre. 

 
§ Broaden classroom teachers’ instructional strategies to include elements of 

storytelling and theatre as arts and as a support to learning in other core content 
areas. 

 
The data included in this report focus on student achievement in reading.   
 
The relationship between students’ reading achievement and their participation in Bridges is 
examined by comparing results on the MCA-II in reading between students in Bridges and 
students in a matched comparison group.  If participation in Bridges is related to reading 
achievement, then the test scores for the Bridges students should be significantly higher than 
students in the matched comparison group. 
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The matched comparison group was created by the testing department in each district 
according to criteria specified by the evaluator. Students in the comparison group 1) attend a 
school that is not participating in Bridges, and 2) closely resemble Bridges students on the 
following characteristics: 
 
§ Gender 

 
§ Ethnicity 

 
§ Eligibility for the Free- and Reduced-Price Lunch Program 

 
§ Limited English Proficiency Status (LEP)  

 
§ Special Education Status 

  
§ Prior Achievement on District Standardized Reading Tests 

 
In addition, the size of the student population and the student mobility rate are similar for 
schools in each group.  Schools attended by students in the comparison group are not 
involved in a major initiative aimed at improving student achievement in reading or writing, 
nor in an intensive theatre and storytelling program like Bridges.  District staff also 
attempted to match schools in terms of education philosophy and structure, such as an open 
school philosophy or mixed grade classrooms.       
 
Student Characteristics in the Bridges Group and the Comparison Group 
 
During the 2005-2006 school year, 540 students participated in Bridges through one of 
seven schools in either Minneapolis or Saint Paul.  The analyses in this report are based on 
data from 59% (321) of these students.   
 
Students were excluded from the analyses if 1) they were not continuously enrolled in 
school, or 2) they did not take the MCA-II in reading.  Students who attended a Bridges 
school for only part of the year were excluded in order to focus the study on students who 
participated in the full Bridges program.  The definition of continuously enrolled was drawn 
from the state accountability system guidelines:  A student was continuously enrolled if she 
was enrolled at a school in October 2005 and was still enrolled at that school in April 2006.  
The April cut off was used because the MCA-II was administered in April.  To make the 
Bridges group and the Comparison group as similar as possible, the Comparison group also 
includes only students who were continuously enrolled. 

 
When the MCA-II in reading was administered in spring 2006, for the first time LEP 
students had the option of taking an alternative test, the Test of Emerging Academic English 
(TEAE).  The TEAE is aligned to the MCA-II and eliminates the need for LEP students to 
take two separate tests.  District testing staff indicated that, in general, about 98% of the 
LEP students elected to take the TEAE last spring.  As a result, data on the MCA-II reading 
test was not available for most of the LEP students who otherwise would have been 
included in the Bridges group or the Comparison group.  The LEP students who did take 
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the MCA-II may differ significantly from students who elected to take the TEAE. 
Therefore, caution is recommended in generalizing the findings in this report to all LEP 
students who participate in Bridges.  
  
Table 1 shows the student composition of the Bridges group and the Comparison group.  
The most notable difference is the proportion of students who are eligible for the free- and 
reduced-price lunch program, a commonly used indicator of the socio-economic status of a 
student’s family.  Over two-thirds (69%) of the Comparison students are eligible in contrast 
to just over half (54%) of the Bridges students.   
 
The proportion of students who are designated LEP also varies, though to a lesser degree.  
Twenty-three percent of the Comparison students are designated LEP, in contrast to 17% of 
the Bridges students1. 
 
Because eligibility for the lunch program, as an indicator of socioeconomic status, and 
designation as a LEP student are often related to achievement, these differences between the 
two groups are important to keep in mind when comparing test results. 
 

Table 1 
Student Characteristics 

  
Student Characteristic Bridges 

(N=321) 
 

% 

Comparison 
(N=477) 

 
% 

% Female 51% 50% 
% Limited English Proficiency 17% 23% 
% Special Education 12% 17% 
% Free- or Reduced-Price Lunch 54% 69% 
Ethnicity 
     Native American 
     Asian/Pacific Islander 
     Hispanic 
     African American 
     White 
 

 
3% 
17% 
7% 
38% 
35% 

 
3% 
21% 
7% 
35% 
34% 

 
  
 
Measures 
 
In this study reading achievement is measured by the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment 
(MCA-II) in reading.  The MCA-II is a standardized, criterion-referenced test developed by 
the Minnesota Department of Education (MDE) to measure student proficiency on the 
Minnesota Academic Standards.  The test is administered annually in April to students in 
                                                
1 Bear in mind that the table shows only the LEP students who elected to take the MCA-II reading test.  The 
actual proportion of LEP students in the Bridges group and the Comparison group would be larger than 
shown in the table. 
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grades 3-8 and 10.  The test is also used to determine whether a school has made adequate 
yearly progress as defined by the No Child Left Behind accountability system.   
 
The MCA-II was used for the first time in 2006 and, therefore, the data can not be 
compared to earlier versions of the test.  In future years, however, it will be possible to 
measure growth in students’ reading achievement by comparing individual student’s scale 
scores on the MCA-II from year to year.    
 
Two forms of data from the MCA-II are used in this study: 
 

Scale Score.  The scale score indicates how well a student did on the test.  The scale 
score can range from 1-99; for ease of use, MDE adds a digit to the front of the scale 
score to indicate a student’s grade level when tested.  For example, a score of 455 
would indicate a scale score of 55 for a student tested in the fourth grade.  The scale 
score is created by mathematically converting the raw score total on the test to adjust 
for any differences in test difficulty from year to year.   
 
Achievement Levels.  Students are assigned an achievement level based on their scale 
score.  The Minnesota Commissioner of Education determines the cut score for each 
achievement level.  The four levels are as follows: 
 
§ Does Not Meet the Standards 

 
§ Partially Meets the Standards 

 
§ Meets the Standards 

 
§ Exceeds the Standards 

 
Data Analysis 
 
The district testing departments provided the evaluator with data from the MCA-II and data 
on student characteristics, such as gender and ethnicity.  Multiple regression analyses were 
conducted to model the relationship between student participation in Bridges and their 
achievement level or scale score on the MCA-II.  The model also included information on 
students’ eligibility for the free- and reduced-price lunch program. 
   

Findings:  Achievement Levels on the MCA-II Reading Test 
   
Table 2 shows the MCA-II achievement levels for students in each group. The largest 
difference occurs at the Exceed Standards level; 32% of the Bridges students reached this 
level in contrast to 22% of the Comparison students.   
 
The results of the regression analysis are statistically significant.  However, the significant 
predictor of achievement level is students’ eligibility for the lunch program, not their 
participation in Bridges.  The model estimates that students eligible for the lunch program 
will have achievement levels on the MCA-II that are, on average, 1.1 level lower than 
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students who are not eligible for the lunch program.2  This is true whether they participate in 
Bridges, or not. 
 

Table 2 
Achievement Levels on the MCA-II Reading Test 

 
Achievement Level  Bridges 

(N=321) 
 

n        % 

Comparison 
(N=477) 

 
n          % 

Exceeds Standards 104   32% 107     22% 
Meets Standards 87   27% 144     30% 
Partially Meets Standards 65   20% 105     22% 
Does Not Meet Standards 65   20% 121     25% 

 
 

Findings: Scale Scores on the MCA-II Reading Test 
 
Table 3 contains information on the MCA-II scale scores for each group in the study.  The 
results are presented by grade because scale scores, unlike achievement levels, are unique to 
each grade.  The mean is the average score for each group; the median is the score that is at 
the midpoint of the distribution of scores (from smallest to largest) for that group.  In some 
situations, the median is a better summary statistic than the mean because the mean can be 
affected by extreme high or low scores.  The standard deviation indicates how widely 
dispersed the data are around the mean; the smaller the standard deviation, the more 
clustered the data are around the mean.  
 
At each grade level, both the mean scores and the median scores are similar for Bridges 
students and Comparison students.  The most visible differences appear in grade 3 and grade 
6.  The average scale score for Bridges students in grade 3 is 359.1, but the average for 
Comparison students is slightly lower at 353.8.  The results for grade 6 were in the opposite 
direction.  The average for Bridges students is lower than the average for Comparison 
students (655.6 versus 659.4). 
 
The results of the regression analyses are statistically significant for grade 4 and grade 6.  The 
model includes information on students’ participation in Bridges and their eligibility for the 
lunch program.  The model estimates that students in sixth grade who are eligible for the 
lunch program will have an average scale score that is 5.1 points lower than students who are 
not eligible for the program, regardless of their participation in Bridges.3   The model for 
grade four estimates that students who are eligible for the lunch program will have an 
average scale score that is 8.5 points lower than students who are not eligible.4  Students’ 
participation in Bridges is not a statistically significant predictor of a student’s scale score, 
however. 

                                                
2 p<.0001 
3 p<.001 
4 p<.01 
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Table 3 

Scale Scores on the MCA-II Reading Test 
 

Grade 3 Bridges 
(N=16) 

Comparison 
(N=25) 

Mean 359.1 353.8 
Median 360.0 360.0 
Range 322-386 301-399 

Standard Deviation 18.87 27.44 
   

Grade 4 Bridges 
(N=84) 

Comparison 
(N=174) 

Mean 445.8 443.9 
Median 446.5 445.0 
Range 416-487 401-487 

Standard Deviation 15.20 16.98 
   

Grade 5 Bridges 
(N=119) 

Comparison 
(N=123) 

Mean 549.1 551.9 
Median 551.0 552.0 
Range 501-599 501-599 

Standard Deviation 17.75 17.56 
   

Grade 6 Bridges 
(N=102) 

Comparison 
(N=155) 

Mean 655.6 659.4 
Median 655.5 659.0 
Range 629-694 602-699 

Standard Deviation 13.01 13.44 
 
 

Discussion and Recommendations 
 
The statistical analyses described in this report do not provide evidence of a statistically 
significant relationship between student achievement in reading and participation in Bridges.  
Multiple regression analyses were conducted to model the relationship between student 
participation in Bridges and their reading achievement, as measured by the MCA-II.  The 
model also included information on students’ eligibility for the free- and reduced-price lunch 
program.  The results indicate that student participation in Bridges is not a statistically 
significant predictor of either achievement level or scale score on the MCA-II. 
 
Although the results do not support the hypothesis that Bridges improves students’ reading 
achievement, the results indicate that participation in Bridges does not harm students’ 
reading achievement.  Once pre-existing differences in students’ eligibility for the lunch 
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program are accounted for in the statistical model, there are no significant differences 
between students in Bridges and students in the Comparison group, for either the MCA-II 
achievement level or scale score.  Occasionally, a teacher or principal will express concern to 
Bridges staff about how Bridges might affect reading scores because it takes time away from 
instruction focused on the school’s reading curriculum.  These results could allay some of 
those concerns. 
 
It is early in the three-year study to draw final conclusions about the relationship between 
Bridges and reading achievement, however.  Data in subsequent years of the study may 
reveal a connection due to changes that the program incorporated for the 2006-2007 school 
year.   
 
During the summer of 2006 a small group of Bridges teachers met with Bridges staff to 
develop lesson plans that link the Bridges curriculum to topics in the school reading 
curriculum. The sample plans were distributed to all Bridges classroom teachers and teaching 
artists at the fall 2006 kick-off meeting.  This spring, the evaluator will interview all Bridges 
teachers to collect information about their use of these plans and other ways they may have 
linked Bridges to the reading curriculum.  
 
It would be helpful in future years to assess how LEP students’ participation in Bridges 
might affect their performance on the TEAE.  Qualitative data from the evaluation and the 
experiences of program staff suggest that Bridges may be especially helpful to LEP students 
because of its emphasis on listening, speaking, and storytelling.  In a Bridges session, 
students who are still developing their reading skills in English may be able to understand 
enough of the oral stories to participate in the discussion, and the subsequent skits that are 
based on the oral stories.  Bridges also aims to help students learn to express themselves, not 
only through written and oral language, but also through their faces and bodies.  Classroom 
teachers, teaching artists, and Bridges staff have all noted that this aspect of Bridges seems 
particularly valuable for students who are learning English as a second language.  
 


