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memorandum

May 14, 2008
to:


From:
Ellin Nolan (enolan@wpllc.net) 
Re: 
Towards 2-14: Education Research on the Leading Edge Of School Improvement?
Today the Knowledge Alliance, AED, Education Sector and the American Institutes for Research convened a policy forum on the topic of education research and its capacity to influence school improvement.  The forum built upon a conversation that took place in March 2002, following the enactment of the No Child Left Behind Act.  That forum attracted a standing room only crowd, as did today’s event. 

Following welcoming remarks by Jim Kohlmoos of the Knowledge Alliance and Steve Mosley and Denise Borders of AED, the first panel was called by moderator Andy Rotherham.  Panelists included Chester Finn, Thomas B. Fordham Foundation; Marshall Smith, William and Flora Hewlett Foundation; and Grover Whitehurst, Institute of Education Sciences.  Rotherham asked the panelists to comment on a series of questions, the first of which focused on what has happened to the quality of education research since 2002.  All of the panelists were in agreement that the “conversation has moved forward;” there is a greater awareness about the importance of using research when making decisions about education; however, a great deal of work still remains.  It was acknowledged by all panelists that changing the attitude and environment towards research and truly preparing educators so research can be applied to decision making at the district and classroom level will take many years to accomplish.  This potential accomplishment was repeatedly described as a “generational goal.”
Rotherham pressed the panelists about future challenges.  Again, there was consensus that more resources must be invested if progress is to be made.  Whitehurst was complimented for his leadership at the Department and his commitment to randomized trials, but as Mike Smith explained, in many instances it is just not possible to apply this model.  Similarly, the panelists described situations where excellent research could not easily be replicated, even if it had identified successful practices that led to improved student performance.  There are simply too many variables to take reforms that transformed one large urban school district and replicate them in another. 

The topic of the recently released preliminary results of the Reading First study performed by IES also generated comments and conversation.  Whitehurst, apparently disappointed by the press attention to the study, talked about how the media often distorts education research findings in a manner that is not repeated in other disciplines.  Others agreed that policy and politics often intersect to the detriment of the education research effort.  It was suggested by one panelist that since education researchers would like to see their product treated more like the research findings in medicine, separating the Department of Education from the Health and Human Services Department, in hindsight, might have been a mistake.   

The final question from Rotherham to the first panel related to what needed to change, beyond a greater financial investment, in terms of federal policy to improve the quality and use of research by educators.  Whitehurst urged fine tuning of the legislation authorizing the Institute for Education Sciences in the 110th Congress, noting that too much change too often was disruptive rather than supportive of research efforts made by the Department.  A second panelist suggested that the term Scientifically Based Research in the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (NCLB) needed to be eliminated in many instances where it proved to be either impractical or irrelevant.  

Steve Fleischman of the AIR moderated the second panel that consisted of Gina Burkhardt, Learning Point Associates; Frederick Hess, American Enterprise Institute; Jason Snipes, Council of Great City Schools; and Lisa Towne, National Academies.  Burkhardt acknowledged that while a lot had changed since the authorization of NCLB, a lot remained to be done. School districts want to base decisions on research but often the research that is conducted is not terribly relevant to the kinds of decisions teachers make on a daily basis.  Snipes reiterated that point, saying the problems facing Urban districts are enormous and it is ridiculous to think that superintendents and teachers don’t want to “solve” them.  A much greater investment in practical solutions that are germane to teachers “on the ground” needs to occur.

For a complete podcast of this event please visit the Knowledge Alliance Website at http://www.knowledgeall.com/; AED at http://www.aed.org/; the Education Sector at http://www.educationsector.org/; or AIR at http://www.air.org/. 
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