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INTRODUCTION
A popular strategy used by teachers to create and sustain stable, orderly, and more connected
classrooms is the Tribes process. Since its inception in the 1990s, Tribes has been implemented in
schools throughout the United States and Canada. The process was developed by Dr. Jeanne Gibbs and
CenterSource Systems, LLC as a comprehensive alternative to "stopgap" measures used by schools to
affect the learning environment. The process aims to develop a positive culture that supports student
learning by engaging teachers, administrators, students, and families in working together as a learning
community (Gibbs, 1998).
Tribes is not a curriculum. It is a process that develops inclusion (caring and support), influence (a sense
of value—meaningful participation) and community (positive expectations). In the classroom, teachers
form heterogeneous groups or "tribes" typically consisting of 3 to 6 students (Gibbs, 1995). The groups
are seated together in a small circle and stay together over the course of a semester or school year. A set
of collaborative skills is learned so that students can work well together and academic material is taught
through a variety of strategies to reach students of different learning styles. Four "agreements" are
honored by students and teachers throughout their time together which include attentive listening,
appreciations/no put downs, mutual respect, and the right to pass. Over time, teachers transfer
responsibility to the tribe so that members can work collaboratively to set achievement goals, monitor
progress and solve problems.
Context
The evaluand is a south-central Wisconsin city school district with a population of approximately 35,000.
The resident population has not increased appreciably due to a stagnated economy. The population is
racially and economically diverse, as approximately 30 percent of residents are minority and economically
disadvantaged. The city has experienced an increase in its Hispanic population.
The city school system comprises 12 elementary schools, 2 middle schools, and 1 high school. Total
enrollment for the 1998-99 school year was 6,775 students (School District of Beloit, 1999).
Approximately 62% of students were white, 28% African American, 9% Hispanic, and 1% Asian/Pacific
Islander or Native American. Minority enrollment has increased due to an influx of Hispanic students.
Approximately 40% of all students in the district qualified for free or reduced lunches per federal
guidelines (School District of Beloit, 1999). Eighteen percent (18%) presented special education needs.
The district attendance rate and graduation rate was lower than the state average. Suspension and
truancy rates were higher than the state average. Students moving in and out of the district approached
30% to 40% at some elementary schools. Student performance on standardized norm-referenced
assessments compared favorably to national performance benchmarks but trailed state performance in
some subjects.
The district made budget cuts due to declining enrollment and state revenue caps (School District of
Beloit, 1999). Revenue projections suggested additional cuts in the coming school years. The Board of
Education instituted a continuous improvement process for all schools focused on student achievement
and operational effectiveness.
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THE EVALUATION OF TRIBES
A three-phase evaluation was planned and conducted by the district’s internal evaluation team (Safe and
Drug-Free Schools Coordinator, AODA staff, Administrator for Research & Accountability, and an
Elementary Lead Classroom Teacher) to provide feedback about the Tribes process. Phase I
commenced during the 1996-97 school year and focused upon Tribes training sessions and classroom
implementation. This formative evaluation has continued each year of the process. The following
conclusions were based on Phase I evaluation results (School District of Beloit, 1997):
1. Staff receiving Tribes training indicated they were very well prepared to implement the process in the
classroom.
2. Written comments and suggestions submitted by trainees indicated a need for follow-up collaborative
opportunities with Tribes colleagues. The collaborative opportunities would focus on sharing "best
practices" and "how to" examples of incorporating Tribes into lesson plans.
3. The Tribes process was generally reflected in classroom activities at the elementary grade levels.
4. Tribes components not consistently reflected in classroom activity were in three areas: 1) influence; 2)
working together creatively; and 3) use of processing questions.
5. The organization of classrooms and schedules at the middle grade levels may present special
implementation challenges to the Tribes process.

Phase II (1997-98) served as a precursor to the present evaluation. The purpose of the study was to
produce results and experience useful in planning the summative evaluation. In particular, the internal
evaluation team used the precursor study to address the following questions (School District of Beloit,
1998):
1. What evaluation questions are appropriate and testable?
2. What evaluation design is most appropriate given the evaluation questions, educational context, etc.?
3. What person and contextual variables may impact student outcomes in combination or addition to the
Tribes process?
4. What outcome measures are appropriate and available given the evaluation questions, educational
context, etc.?
5. What data collection and analysis procedures are appropriate and effective?

Based on Phase II results, it was recommended that a comprehensive mixed method evaluation
approach addressing effectiveness and impact would best serve the decision-making needs of
stakeholders. Identification of impediments to the process was also recommended. The evaluation would
include the collection and analysis of qualitative and quantitative data from a variety of stakeholders.
Evaluation Phase III
Phase III (1996-1999) of the Tribes evaluation served to generate summative evidence of effectiveness
and impact. The data were used to identify strengths and weaknesses, estimate impact on student
behavior and achievement, and make recommendations for improvement. The a-e-I-o-u framework is a
mixed method approach to program evaluation and was utilized in this study (Sorensen & Sweeney,
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1997). The evaluation questions were answered by collecting data from multiple sources including
teacher and student surveys, standardized test scores, and stakeholder focus groups.
ACCOUNTABILITY & EFFECTIVENESS
The "a" and "e" components of the a-e-I-o-u evaluation framework produce evidence of effective
classroom implementation of Tribes. Evidence was generated by the collection and analysis of teacher
and student surveys. The following question focused this phase of the evaluation:
z Has Tribes been consistently and effectively implemented?
Teacher Survey
Teachers trained and certified in the Tribes process (1996 -1998) were surveyed in December 1998 for
their individual perceptions of how often their classroom activity reflected the process. Teachers selfadministered a 40-item questionnaire constructed by CenterSource Systems, LLC. Items were grouped
by Tribes component (Beginning the process; Attentive listening; Appreciation/No putdowns; Mutual
Respect; Right to pass; Inclusion; Influence; Working together creatively; & Classroom outcomes).
Respondents were also given an opportunity to submit written feedback about Tribes impact on the
classroom environment, student achievement, and how to improve the process.
A total of 146 Tribes teachers completed and returned useable surveys to the evaluation team for
analysis. The majority of Tribes trained and certified teachers (& survey respondents) were from the
district’s elementary schools. The survey data were described using response frequencies and percents.
The evaluation team expected at least 70% of the Tribes teachers to respond "Most / All of the Time" to a
survey item. It was determined that such a proportion would reflect consistent and effective
implementation of the process on a system level. Proportions less than 70% represented inconsistent and
ineffective implementation.
According to the analysis, the Tribes components implemented most consistently and effectively were: 1)
Beginning the process; 2) Attentive listening; 3) Appreciations; 4) Right to pass; and 5) Mutual respect.
The individual survey items receiving the greatest proportion of Most / All the Time responses were:
Respect each other's right to pass. (98.6%)
Show respect for and welcome newcomers. (95.1%)
Make sure that everyone participates equally. (93.8%)
Feel a sense of belonging and being a part of the group. (93.1%)
Show respect for and welcome others no matter what their uniqueness. (92.4%) Respect each other's
property. (92.4%)

The following Tribes components were implemented less consistently and effectively: 1) Inclusion; 2)
Influence; 3) Working together creatively; and 4) Use of processing questions. The individual survey items
receiving the least proportion of Most / All the Time responses were:
Paraphrase what people have said to let them know they have been heard. (38.6%) Use
reflection/processing questions. (50.4%)
Participate in setting goals for the group. (53.6%)
Meet in small groups to relate as peers. (53.8%)
© 2000 Derick Kiger, School District of Beloit, WI – Reprinted with permission

3

Incorporate Tribes' cooperative strategies in the content areas/ curriculum. (55.6%)
Two survey items addressed classroom outcomes. 49.3% of respondents indicated Tribes permitted more
time for creative teaching. 59.7% of respondents reported they spent less time managing student
behavior because of Tribes.
Student Survey
The students of each Tribes teacher were also surveyed in December of 1998 for their individual
perceptions of how often their classroom activity reflected the process. Teachers were trained to
administer the survey (similar to the Teacher survey) to his/her students. A total of 1,798 Tribes students
in grades 1 to 3 completed and returned useable surveys. A total of 1,630 Tribes students in grades 4 to
9 completed and returned useable surveys.
The survey data were described using response frequencies and percents. According to the results of the
analysis, Tribes was consistently and effectively implemented from the perspective of students in grades
1 to 3. The lone survey item that did not meet the expectations was "Pass when we do not want to share."
The individual survey items receiving the greatest proportion of Most / All the Time responses were:
Have fun together. (90.3%)
Welcome new visitors. (89.3%)
Learn new things that are fun. (88.4%)
Help everyone feel important in the group. (88.2%)
Respect each other’s property. (87.5%)
Responses to approximately 50% of the grade 4 to 9 student survey met the effectiveness criteria. The
survey items receiving the greatest proportion of Most / All the Time responses were:
Respect each other people’s property. (84.9%)
Welcome new visitors. (83.4%)
Include everyone in what we do. (81.8%)
Have fun together. (79.8%)
Take turns speaking. (78.9%)
The survey items receiving the least proportion of Most / All the Time responses were:
Share how we feel. (48.5%)
Meet in groups in the classroom. (49.7%)
Take time to know each other. (54.8%)
Take turns being the leader. (61.1%)
Give appreciations. (61.6%)
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Limitations
Survey data are limited by several factors including the motivation to present oneself in the best possible
light and incomplete answers. Also, self-administered surveys may not be suitable for all age groups. This
may be the case for the elementary students in this evaluation. Results for this group should be
interpreted with caution.
IMPACT
The "I" component of the a-e-I-o-u evaluation framework is designed to provide evidence of program
impact. Evidence was generated by the collection and analysis of teacher surveys, focus group
interviews, and standardized test scores. Two questions focused this phase of the evaluation:
z What was the impact of Tribes on the classroom environment?
z What was the impact of Tribes on student achievement?
Classroom Environment
Participants included teachers who submitted written feedback via the Tribes teacher survey. In addition,
all staff members serving as "Tribes trainers" (N=14) were invited to participate in a focus group
conducted in the spring of 2000. Tribes trainers are district personnel who voluntarily received advanced
training and attend monthly trainer meetings. The trainers also conduct Tribes trainings and provide
technical assistance to district personnel.
A total of 13 Tribes trainers accepted the invitation to participate in the focus groups. Two focus groups
were formed: an elementary group (N=8) comprising 6 teachers, 1 school social worker, and 1 guidance
counselor; and a middle school / high school group (N=5) comprising 4 middle school teachers and 1 high
school teacher. A three phase "cut and paste" strategy was used to analyze the written feedback from the
teacher surveys and focus group transcripts. The analysis involved data reduction, data display, and
conclusion drawing and verification (Berkowitz, 1997).
Impact on the Classroom Environment
The components of the Tribes process combined to influence classroom interaction. A major source of
the Tribes effect was a set of mutually constructed and agreed upon rules (e.g., attentive listening,
appreciations/no put downs, mutual respect, & the right to pass) that guided classroom conduct. The
rules articulated behavioral expectations, responsibilities, and consequences and were applied to all
students. Over time, the rules became operational norms translating into more orderly, manageable, and
efficient classrooms.
The characteristics of the Tribes classroom helped produce an environment more conducive to learning.
Tribes students were described as proactively engaged in the learning process, taking academic risks,
and assuming ownership of outcomes.
The student-to-student interactions in Tribes classrooms were characterized as inclusive, attentive,
respectful, caring, empathetic, cooperative, patient, comfortable, self-controlled, accepting, appreciative,
and responsible by survey respondents and focus group participants. Tribes also influenced teacher-tostudent interaction. The more efficient and "learner friendly" environment provided opportunity for
accelerated content coverage.
The Tribes classroom also produced more opportunity and efficient use of small group instruction.
Teachers were enabled to assume a facilitator role because students were better prepared to work
cooperatively with peers.
Limitations
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The survey and focus group data have limitations and must be evaluated in context. Data from records
can be limited in accessibility, quality, scope, authenticity and completeness. The reader must be aware
that some feedback and testimony may be designed to persuade decision makers of process impact.
Consumers must also beware of data that do not suggest any weaknesses or areas for improvement.
Tribes staff was required to identify and report program weaknesses to local officials each school year
(evaluation phase I & II). Tribes staff was also required to record the areas for improvement and plans for
implementing correcting strategies. Results, conclusions, and recommendations from this phase of the
evaluation also identify areas and strategies for improvement.
Focus group data are subject to several limitations. Generalization of findings is limited due to the
purposive sampling technique used to select participants and the interdependent nature of the collected
data. The focus group data represent viewpoints of Tribes trainers who are advocates of the process.
Another potential limitation was summation and interpretation of focus group data. The a-e-I-o-u
evaluation framework aided the categorization and reporting of focus group data.
Student Achievement
A nonequivalent control group design and analysis strategy was used to answer the following student
achievement question:
Is there a statistically significant difference in CTBS-5 scale scores between grade 4 students from high
effective and low effective Tribes classrooms controlling for pretest scale scores, student characteristics,
and teacher experience?
Tribes qualifies as a full-coverage process because it was implemented (to a degree) in most elementary
classrooms in the district. This condition presents a special challenge to impact estimation because a
"true" NonTribes comparison group does not exist. Therefore, a strategy to separate classrooms by
degree of implementation is required to allow achievement comparisons.
It was determined that comparison of elementary student test scores would yield the most reliable
estimation of achievement impact. The district’s elementary classrooms were mostly self contained and
students were instructed by the same teacher over the course of a school year excepting physical
education and music. Middle school and high school students were not included in the analysis because
exposure to Tribes was most often provided in discrete intervals governed by course schedules, teacher
assignment, and semester schedules.
Total mean survey scores from the grade 4 Tribes teacher surveys were used to form two Tribes groups:
high effectiveness and low effectiveness. Students taught by teachers with the highest mean survey
scores formed the high effectiveness group and students taught by teachers with the lowest scores
formed the low effectiveness group. The Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS-5) scores of students
comprising the two groups were compared for significant differences.
A total of 97 Tribes students (High Effectiveness = 53, Low Effectiveness = 44) attending the same school
for a full academic year or longer comprised the two groups. Students with special education needs,
limited English proficiency, and missing pretest scores at grade 2 were excluded from the analysis. The
high effectiveness group had a greater proportion of minority and male students. Each group had
approximately the same percent of economically disadvantaged students. Mean years of teacher
experience was 14.13 (SD = 12.22) for the High Effectiveness group and 16.82 (SD = 11.58) for the Low
Effectiveness group.
The district assessed students at grade levels 2 and 4 each school year using the CTBS-5, Multiple
Assessments. These standardized tests combined various measures of student achievement, including
multiple-choice items and short-answer items. The test scores for students persisting from grade 2 (199697) to grade 4 (1998-99) were collected and analyzed by the evaluation team.
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CTBS-5 scale scores were described and analyzed for statistical significance. ANCOVA was used to test
for statistically significant differences in adjusted mean scale scores controlling for pretest scale scores,
student attribute variables, and teacher experience. A 0.05 alpha level was used to indicate statistical
significance. Effect size (d-index) was calculated to help interpret program impact and was calculated by
dividing the mean scale score difference between the high effectiveness and low effectiveness groups by
the averaged scale score standard deviation of the groups.
Impact on Student Achievement
The ANCOVA revealed a statistically significant (F=5.743, p=.019) difference among the adjusted social
studies scale scores for the main effect of group. The High Effectiveness Tribes group (M=658.03,
NP=70) demonstrated significantly higher performance compared to the Low Effectiveness Tribes group
(M=649.23, NP=60). The associated d-index of +0.50 is considered a medium effect size by Cohen’s
(1988) guidelines.
Limitations
The assumptions for conducting an ANCOVA are: 1) independence of observations; 2) normality; 3)
linear relationship between the dependent variable and the covariate; and 4) homogeneity of regression
slopes. This study was limited to individual level data due to the small number of participants in the Tribes
groups. Individual data may be correlated and a threat to independence. ANCOVA is robust with respect
to violations of normality (Hinkle, Wiersma, & Jurs, 1994). The linear relationship and homogeneity of
regression slopes prerequisites were met.
There are several limitations of ANCOVA when used with intact groups. Stevens lists five potential
dangers (1990): 1) intact groups will not be equated 100% due to potential differences on unknown
variables; 2) intact groups may not be equal on the covariate in reality; 3) the assumptions of linear
relationship and homogeneity of regression slopes must be satisfied; 4) differential growth among groups
on a dependent variable that occurs naturally; and 5) covariate measurement error. Researchers are
urged to use caution when making cause-effect inference using ANCOVA with intact groups.
ORGANIZATIONAL FACTORS
The "o" component of the a-e-I-o-u evaluation framework is designed to generate data about the
organizational factors which facilitate or impede an educational intervention. Evidence was collected from
the teacher surveys and focus group interviews described in previous sections. The three phase "cut and
paste" strategy described in the impact section was also used to analyze the data.
Facilitators
Monetary support for training and building principal support for implementation were identified as
important facilitative factors. Implementation of Tribes by more than one teacher at a school was also
identified as a facilitator. Follow-up training opportunities, sharing best practices, and time for planning
were also cited as important facilitators. These factors may be positively correlated to commitment level
and use of Tribes.
Impediments
Several factors were cited as impediments to the Tribes process. The absence of school-wide
commitment/implementation and administrator support was perceived as a hindrance. This was especially
apparent at the middle schools and high school.
Teachers did not perceive a clear connection between Tribes, content standards, instruction, and
achievement which may have affected staff "buy in". Time constraints introduced by other initiatives and
responsibilities were also impediments to Tribes. In addition, lack of opportunities for Tribes "refreshers"
and other growth opportunities were cited as impediments.
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Limitations
The survey and focus group data must be evaluated in context. Specific limitations were presented in the
impact section of this report.
UNANTICIPATED OUTCOMES
The "u" component of the a-e-I-o-u evaluation framework is designed to generate data about
unanticipated outcomes attributed to Tribes. Evidence was collected from the Tribes teacher surveys and
Tribes trainer focus group interviews described in previous sections. The three phase "cut and paste"
strategy was also used to analyze the data.
Several unanticipated outcomes were identified and attributed to the Tribes process. Some teachers were
surprised by a deepened understanding and attachment to their students. Tribes positively affected
teacher motivation and facilitated group instructional techniques. Another outcome was a perception of
safer learning environments. The benefits of a fully implemented Tribes process may help alleviate some
pressure that has produced school violence.
Limitations
The survey and focus group data must be evaluated in context. Specific limitations were presented in the
impact section of this report.
CONCLUSIONS
Conclusion #1
Consistent and effective implementation varied by school level and Tribes component.
Tribes has been implemented more consistently and effectively at the elementary school level. This is
partly due to the self-contained structure of classrooms. Teachers are also assigned to a group of
students for an entire school year providing opportunity for integration of Tribes into classroom activities,
curriculum, and instruction. Also, younger students may be more willing to participate in the cooperative
and sharing aspects of the process.
The organization and teaching and learning schedules of the middle schools and high school may present
special challenges to consistent and effective implementation of Tribes. For example, students receive
daily instruction from a variety of teachers in different classrooms located throughout a school. Under
these conditions, students receive intermittent and differential "dosages" of Tribes which reduces efficacy
to improve the teaching and learning environment. Also, older students may be less willing to share and
participate in cooperative and sharing aspects of the process. This barrier may be particularly manifest in
the student-to-student interactions of heterogeneous learning groups.
The majority of Tribes-trained staff emphasize the classroom management components of the process.
Components oriented toward the teaching and learning process (processing questions, reflection, etc.)
have not been fully operationalized. Connection of Tribes to curriculum, instruction, and assessment is
necessary for complete and effective use.
Conclusion #2
Tribes had an indirect impact on student achievement.
Tribes influenced student achievement indirectly by improving the classroom environment. Teachers
spent less time managing and disciplining students freeing more time for instruction. The Tribes
environment made it easier for students to proactively engage in the learning process, take academic
risks, and accept responsibility of outcomes. Tribes also provided students the guidelines and rules for
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cooperative learning. The Tribes classroom made it easier for teachers to know their students and
facilitate small group learning.
Tribes may also be a cost-effective alternative to other educational interventions. For example, the
relationship between Tribes and student achievement is similar to the class size reduction relationship.
The similarities are evident in a recent class size-interaction model (Molnar, Smith, & Zahorik, 1998):
The [Class Size Reduction] model speculates that having fewer students permits teachers to know them
better. This knowledge aids in reducing misbehavior, which in turn makes more time available for
instruction because time is not required to discipline students. More time for instruction and greater
knowledge of students come together to permit more individualized instruction. More time for instruction
also permits somewhat more hands- on activities using regular teacher-centered methods. The outcome
of this heavy focus on individuals is more content coverage and, the model continues to speculate, more
student achievement. (p.70)
Conclusion #3
Highly effective Tribes classrooms may produce significant achievement benefits.
Comparison of student test scores from highly effective and lesser effective Tribes classrooms produced
some evidence of significant achievement benefits. It may be speculated that full and consistent
implementation of Tribes may produce similar achievement advantages over NonTribes achievement.
Further investigation is required to identify and explain the achievement link.

RECOMMENDATIONS
The execution of several recommendations may improve the effectiveness and impact of Tribes:
z Obtain commitment and support from central office and school building administrators. This will lend
credibility and viability to the process.
z Advocate a consensus adoption of Tribes at the house level, department level, or grade level for middle
schools and the high school.
z Improve the utility of Tribes by connecting the process to district and state content and character
education standards.
z Improve the utility of Tribes by connecting the process to instruction and student assessment.
z Improve the utility of Tribes by connecting the process to district safety initiatives and practices.
z Explore Tribes as a cost-effective alternative to other classroom environment interventions.
z Improve the utility of Tribes by connecting the process to ongoing training opportunities.
z Communicate best practices.
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