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Scientifically based research: help or hindrance?
Education groups look to ED to resolve innovation issues
By Frank Wolfe
NCLB reauthorization may be unlikely this year, but that hasn't ended debates about what should be included in the revised law. One area that has largely remained outside of public discussion is how the legislation would revise or move forward on "scientifically based research," mandated by NCLB in 2002.
Education groups are divided about whether SBR eases or hinders the innovation required for school improvement programs, which must bring all children to reading and math proficiency by 2014.
The challenge will be to resolve the tension between the NCLB mandate of SBR and the need for timely educational innovation. Some argue that the latter cannot happen because of the lag time involved in developing a scientifically based program.
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Despite arguments that innovation will slow because of SBR, NCLB has created an urgency to close the achievement gap by 2014, said Nina Rees, senior vice president for strategic initiatives at Knowledge Universe Education. Firms now have a better chance of marketing research products, she said. 
Although the SES program does not require SBR, SES has "spawned a lot of data" and a need for providers to show that they are raising student achievement, Rees said. She added that the "federal government can set up the medium to foster innovation and bring about better practices."
Uncertain requirements
In addition to the perceived breach between SBR and innovation, many education groups are also uncertain about what SBR signifies. Although randomized field trials are one qualifying modality, there are other means of achieving such qualifying research. 
The Education Department "needs to clarify the definition through guidance," said Jim Kohlmoos, president of the Knowledge Alliance. "I'd hate for Congress to get more specific on this. ED should talk about how SBR should be used in the field."
Though the definition of SBR may be amorphous, Tom O'Donnell, the chief of staff for Rep. Rush Holt, D-N.J., said evidence-based decision-making will be critical to enhancing student performance and improving the debate about public policy issues.
Holt, a physicist and member of the House Education and Labor Committee, and Rep. Carolyn McCarthy, D-N.Y., have cosponsored H.R. 3253, the Measuring and Evaluating Trends for Reliability, Integrity, and Continued Success Act, which would provide $150 million annually for states to develop longitudinal data systems to track student progress.
Bill Evers, assistant secretary of education for ED's Planning, Evaluation, and Policy Development Office, said ED has devoted $110 million in the last two years to develop such longitudinal data systems. 
Dearth of R&D 
One top priority for many education research groups is to increase the federal government's investment in educational research and development.
Education has suffered a dearth of R&D funding compared to other federal agencies. In FY 2009, Bush requested $324 million for ED R&D -- the lowest amount for any agency. That amount compares to nearly $81 billion for the Defense Department, $29 billion for the National Institutes of Health, nearly $2 billion for the Agriculture Department, and $884 million for Veterans Affairs (see chart).
"The next step is to bulk up the funding for educational R&D and apply it properly," Kohlmoos said.
Evers, however, said ED's primary role is research for curriculum products, not development. He added that the department is prohibited by law from choosing curriculum products for states to use. The private sector fills the development gap, he said.
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FY 2009 research and development requests
President Bush's FY 2009 funding request includes funds for agency research and development. Included in the Education Department's R&D funds are monies for education research and assessment creation, implementation and evaluation. ED's funding request for R&D is less than all other federal departments.
	Federal department/agency
	FY 2009 research and development request

	Defense
	$80.7 billion

	Health and Human Services
	$29.9 billion

	NASA
	$10.7 billion

	Energy
	$10.6 billion

	National Science Foundation
	$5.2 billion

	Agriculture
	$2 billion

	Commerce
	$1.2 billion

	Homeland Security
	$1.1 billion

	Transportation
	$901 million

	Veterans Affairs
	$884 million

	Interior 
	$617 million

	Environmental Protection Agency
	$550 million

	Education
	$324 million


Source: American Association for the Advancement of Science.
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