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The No Child Left Behind Act has high​lighted the need for scientific evidence in edu​cation policy as never before, just as the Edu​cation Sciences Reform Act, passed months before NCLB, sought to correct its dearth.

And yet, the goals of these sister laws are heading for conflict, as districts’ ever-more-pressing need for “research-based” programs butts up against the lengthy, expensive creation of “gold-standard” research championed by the Institute of Education Sciences. As both laws enter reauthorization, experts worry the still-limited state capacity and lack of federal funding will crumble one of the foundations of modern education reform.

There are signs that educators and policy​makers are taking a deeper interest in re​search during the next reauthorization. Edu​cation Secretary Margaret Spellings high​lighted it in the Education Department’s reauthorization goals, and IES Director Grover “Russ” Whitehurst said he would press for lawmakers to pool evaluation money set aside within education programs to allow broader research studies.

The most comprehensive reauthorization recommendations so far, released in February by the bipartisan NCLB Commission, call for Congress to double the funding for IES and require all states to create a high-quality longitudinal data system within four years. In addition, the commission recommended ED provide $100 million each year to help states develop research systems and train staff and educators to use them.

“What’s really changed in the past five years is it doesn’t take a generation for the research to sink in,” said Aimee Guidera, director for the Data Quality Campaign. “If you have good information, you can start clos​ing achievement gaps in a month. There’s now an emphasis on research that’s applicable and actionable.”

That’s true, but far from easy, argued Nikola Filby, senior program director at WestEd, part of ED’s regional education laboratory system. She noted one recent state school board member who wanted to know what high school exit exam remediation would look like and how state officials could tell if it was effective.

“To answer that, we’d need the results of an evaluation study that hasn’t even been designed yet,” Filby said. “We try to work with states to see what they can do with the data they do have, but state people want quick, clear answers to what’s working, and it can be frustrating when we can’t give an answer.”

Science, not art
Yet just starting to think about the ques​tions is a fundamental shift, according to Spellings.

“When we were in ‘put the money out and hope for the best,’ there was no appetite to start to answer the questions” behind educa​tion policy, she said. “What are the most effec​tive ways to educate limited English speak​ers? And where are they? And who are they? Who are their teachers? All the sorts of things we now know because of this law.”

Under ESRA, federal education research has undergone a complete overhaul, with the newly formed IES bent on creating the education equivalent of the National Science Foundation and the National Institutes of Health.

At the same time, NCLB’s requirements for annual testing in reading and math and disaggregation of results by student type have created mountains of new data. Likewise, the law’s steadily harsher consequences for schools that do not improve student achieve​ment has made states and districts hungry for ways to read that data and research on the most effective ways to help students learn.

IES consolidated all education research and statistics collection under one roof, and Whitehurst has worked to drag a field that considers itself as much art as it is science up to the rigor and influence of NSF and NICHD through new independence, grant screening and a focus on randomized control trials. 

IES has also brought a huge influx of re​searchers from other disciplines, particularly economics, sociology and neuroscience, into education research. Mostly, Whitehurst said, it was making a virtue of necessity; many education researchers had not had extensive training in how to conduct experimental re​search. 

“I think it is a challenge for a federal agency to figure out how to generate a mass of quality proposals around quality topics,” said Robert Granger, chairman of the Na​tional Board for Education Sciences, IES’ advisory board. “You can say, ‘This is what we want to have studied,’ and create a level play​ing field, but it’s not easy to go out in the field and exhort particular people to do proposals.” 

IES has also expanded its peer review of research proposals to three cycles per year, with more than 200 reviewers, up from about 50 five years ago. As the grant system has changed, the number of research proposals has also skyrocketed, from 200 in 2001 to 800 in 2007. “We’re a business that is past its start-up phase,” Whitehurst said. “We’re very much involved in helping the Secretary and departments formulate policies based on qual​ity research. We’ve not lacked for customers in the department.”

Yet Granger said that very demand puts a pressure on IES to create more research faster. He called IES’ capacity building sensi​ble, but cautioned, “It’s not going to yield any quality proposals for a while.”

This is because most education research money is earmarked to evaluate specific pro​grams or problems, rather than for exploring broader issues.

“If you think of their budget as $500 mil​lion a year, it sounds like a lot of money,” Granger said. “If you think of their discre​tionary budget, that they can make decisions about, as $140 million, that is still a lot of money — but you have the entire nation look​ing for ways to find evidence-based practices.”

State capacity
States have made progress in creating data systems, spurred by federal programs such as the longitudinal state database grants and the growth model pilot program. Yet most states apply disparate program definitions and have few linkages from one database to another, limiting their usefulness.

For example, while the Data Quality Cam​paign found that 44 states have unique stu​dent identifiers to allow them to stack student growth from year to year, less than half actu​ally link students to their high school tran​scripts.

“The real challenge is how do you make these systems as user-friendly as possible?” Guidera said. “Officials can’t have all the policy discussions that they want if they don’t know what works.” Reauthorization in both laws, she said, must encourage states to link not only K-12 databases to higher education ones, but all education information to that of juvenile jus​tice, child healthcare and other departments.

Working together
IES is making some progress in making the research more relevant to educators. 

Researchers are also beginning to look beyond the lab to study how their research fits into larger school system issues.

This year the office joined with Michael Casserly of the Council of the Great City Schools to pair researchers with the nation’s largest school districts to study urban educa​tion issues.

“NCLB was not revolutionary, it was evo​lutionary; each reauthorization has built upon the others, emphasizing different aspects of the reform movement based on where the research field was,” said James Kohlmoos, president of the National Education Knowledge Indus​try Association. “In the next reauthorization, the focus should shift from an obsession with technical aspects of accountability to a focus on solutions to the problems identified in the accountability system. It will not be enough to have quality data; you have to connect it to broader knowledge.”
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