Education Daily
February 12, 2008

Critics question Congress' role in education research
Recent language in HEA, omnibus shows NCLB backlash, experts say
By Stephen Sawchuk
Language in the House's recently passed Higher Education Act prohibiting the Education Department from using a specific methodology to evaluate the Upward Bound program is raising questions from members of the education research community. Not only could the language hurt the program's rigor, they say, but it also demonstrates a congressional appetite for interfering in scientific studies.
The situation highlights the uncertain role Congress plays in imbuing science into educational practice -- a question that will be on the table as legislators renew both NCLB and the Education Sciences Reform Act of 2002.
In 2006, ED announced an evaluation for Upward Bound, a program funding college-readiness activities for low-income high school students, as part of larger effort to tailor services to students most at risk of failing.
ED's FY 2007 program announcement required Upward Bound grantees to oversubscribe their programs, doubling the number of students recruited and then randomly assigning them either to a group receiving services or to a "control group" not receiving services, in preparation for a randomized field trial evaluation.
But organizations such as the Council for Opportunity in Education argued it was cruel, even unethical, to bar some enrolled students from participating.
"It can be devastating to the student and families that are not selected," said Susan Trebach, a COE spokeswoman. "We feel very strongly that's a terribly unfair situation. And really, Congress agrees."
Indeed, language in the FY 2008 appropriations bill suspended the evaluation for a year. Now, provisions in the House's HEA reauthorization bill would go even further, actually revoking ED's evaluation procedure and tailored program.
"I, quite frankly, haven't ever heard of this before," said Jim Kohlmoos, president of the Knowledge Alliance, an organization that seeks to use research to solve educational problems. "It's not a good idea, in our opinion, that Congress should be dictating precisely what methodology should be used in evaluation. When Congress gets into that kind of position, it's overstepping."
Trials and tribulations
For some, the House HEA language is all the more troubling given that Congress has generally been loath to dictate evaluation procedures in other fields and in other federal agencies. "They don't do this at the National Institutes of Health or the National Science Foundation," noted Gerald Sroufe, of the American Educational Research Association.
Paradoxically, while ending the evaluation would quell the concerns raised by grantees, researchers fear it could lessen Upward Bound's overall utility in the long run.
"It's not in the best interest of students who are served by these programs to have the programs off the table when it comes to evaluating their effectiveness," said Grover "Russ" Whitehurst, director of ED's Institute of Education Sciences. "That means the providers of those programs are never going to be on the spot or under pressure to improve their services."
On the other hand, by requiring oversubscribing, ED's evaluation changed the structure of Upward Bound's application process -- one that allows grantees to recruit the students and families most committed to the program. Whitehurst conceded that element of the evaluation was problematic.
"Grantees are forced to admit students whom they don't believe are best suited to their program," he said. "They have to double recruit, and when a coin is tossed (to determine assignment to treatment or control group) admit students regardless of where they are on their own admission list."
Kohlmoos agreed, "It's a hard issue. You don't want the evaluation mechanism to be determining how a program is run."
With its mix of scientific and emotional arguments, the situation arrives as evidence that, six years after NCLB, five years after ESRA and two after the Reading First scandal, the integration of research into education has proved challenging.
The randomized field trial methodology can be used to attribute outcomes, like increased student achievement, to specific programs and was favored by the Bush administration, which underwrote it in both laws. That was problematic enough for Sroufe. But the most recent Upward Bound piece shows that Congress still does not sufficiently comprehend the point of evaluating programs to inform policy, he said.
"It's an uphill struggle to explain to the Congress why it is that their role should be very heavy in determining what we should know more about and somewhat hands-off from the science itself," Sroufe said.
Kohlmoos suggested the recent language in both HEA and the omnibus reflects a backlash to NCLB and ESRA.
"We're seeing the pendulum swing from one extreme to the other," he said. "There's got to be some practical, medium way of handling evaluation."
Middle ground
In anticipation that the House language will be adopted during conference with the Senate, federal officials are attempting to spearhead that middle ground by proposing an alternative evaluation methodology for Upward Bound.
One option, Whitehurst said, would be to employ a quasi-experimental technique known as a regression discontinuity design. This methodology would compare a cohort of students participating in Upward Bound to a cohort with similar characteristics vetted through the program's application procedures that ultimately did not participate. 
Like the randomized field trial, a regression discontinuity design allows researchers to draw some causal conclusions about program effectiveness.
"It's the next best design when you can't do a lottery," Whitehurst said. 
COE officials said they were open to the possibility. "Our organization is not anti-evaluation," Trebach said. 
The larger question of the federal role in education research, though, still remains and has Sroufe wishing Congress had been more deliberative about education research in the early 2000s.
"They could have had a Blue Ribbon Panel (at) the National Academies look at the methodologies being used," he said. "It's hard to imagine that science will prosper by having Congress determine how to go about it."
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Education Sciences Reform Act faces uncertain future
By Sarah D. Sparks
While most education policymakers focus on reigniting the sputtering NCLB reauthorization, another law that underpins NCLB’s accountability and improvement systems also requires renewal.

The Education Sciences Reform Act of 2002, which overhauled the Education Department’s research arm and defined the standards of education research, also comes up for reauthorization this year. No official bill has been put forth, but the evolving discussion of how and when research should affect ed​ucation could inform this year’s broader policy debate.

“I think we’re in the midst of a perfect storm that is brewing here,” said Jim Kohlmoos, president of Knowledge Alliance. He was referring to the tight presidential nomination races, multiple retirements in Congress, and a rising sense of urgency from the business community for better education. 

Grover Whitehurst, director of the Institute of Education Sciences, said research practice must evolve to answer questions created by other laws such as NCLB. He noted that state longitudinal databases led to the matching of students with teachers, and from there to research about teacher effectiveness.

“The insights that have come from this research have generated very interesting policy proposals with regard to teacher recruitment and training and retention,” Whitehurst said. “I think the influence flows as powerfully from policy to research as research to policy.”

Despite recent scandals about conflicts of interest between programmatic and research officials, Kohl​moos expects closer alignment, or even a merger, of ESRA and NCLB in the next reauthorization. 

Yet Whitehurst and Gerald Sroufe of the Ameri​can Educational Research Association argued against the trend toward more prescriptive legislation governing research. Whitehurst said it would be “a terrific mistake for Congress” to enact legislation that would prevent the evaluation of TRIO programs. 

“To prevent evaluation is to prevent better ser​vices for the students in this nation,” he said, which ultimately puts the program at risk of elimination. 

Sroufe said as unfortunate as that might be, he’s equally uncomfortable with Congress, through NCLB, dictating how scientific research is to be conducted. As for ESRA’s reauthorization, he said there’s no point going back to the drawing board.

“You lose ground every time you go through one of these major overhauls,” Sroufe sai
