Innovate, Regulate, or Conjugate?

The Federal Role in Education

Most observers agree that the federal role in education should include setting, in the colorful words of Good to Great author Jim Collins, “big, hairy, audacious goals.”  The government certainly has played this role by, for example, requiring through the No Child Left Behind Act that all American students demonstrate proficiency in reading and math by the year 2014.

But if the United States is going to come anywhere near universal proficiency—currently only about one-third of fourth graders are proficient in reading—major change in the way we educate children is required. Existing evidence of what works in education is incomplete, and even the methods shown to be most effective have significant limitations,.   Therefore, to reach 100 percent proficiency, parents and educators must be armed with new, different, and more effective tools, resources, and practices—such as training, tutors, books, and educational games and software—that may reconstruct the way most people typically think about education.  

Innovation, then, is clearly needed.  Innovation, however, requires experimentation, and while some experiments succeed, others necessarily fail, and failed education experiments have the potential to harm children by undermining their progress toward educational goals.. Of course, given the lack of evidence of effectiveness for many current education practices and policies, it is possible that such harm is already being done.

Given this tension between, on the one hand, the need to innovate to develop and test new practices and policies to ensure that all students meet high standards and, on the other hand, the desire to use only those practices and policies that have been proven effective by rigorous research, what is the appropriate role for the federal government in supporting parents and educators?  Should the federal government seek to spur innovations in education products (such as textbooks and software), practices (such as strategies for teaching children to read), and policies (such as ways to hold schools accountable for student outcomes) that could result in major gains in student achievement but that might also fail to live up to expectations?  Or should the federal government serve as a “watchdog” by insisting that education reforms have a base of research and positive findings from rigorous evaluation before they can be implemented broadly?

Panel Discusses the Appropriate Federal Role in Education

These questions framed the discussion of a panel convened by the Knowledge Alliance, the Software & Information Industry Association, and the Association of American Publishers on February 20, 2008 at the Rayburn House Office Building in Washington, DC.  Entitled “Using Evidence for a Change: The Federal Role in Education: Innovator or Regulator?” the panel included representatives from the federal government, a local school system, the research community, and private industry:

· Doris Redfield, CEO, Edvantia (moderator)

· Wesley Boykin, Executive Director of Research, Accountability, and Assessment, Baltimore County Public Schools

· Todd Brekhus, Vice President, Product and Market Management, PLATO Learning, Inc.

· Bill Evers, Assistant Secretary, Office of Planning, Evaluation and Policy Development, U.S. Department of Education

· Glenn Kleiman, Executive Director, Friday Institute for Educational Innovation, North Carolina State University

· Nina Rees, Senior Vice President for Strategic Initiatives, Knowledge Universe

The panel was followed by two respondents representing key Congressional Committees:

· Brad Thomas, Professional Staff, House Education and Labor Committee

· Roberto Rodriguez, Professional Staff, Senate HELP Committee

Three important themes emerged from the wide-ranging discussion.  

Improvements of Available Data, Research, and Evaluations

First, NCLB and related legislation (such as Education Sciences Reform Act of 2002 or ESRA) and programs (such as the State Longitudinal Data Systems program, which helps states develop longitudinal data systems) have contributed impressively to the existence, availability, and usefulness of student achievement data.  These data are critical to conducting research and evaluating policies, programs, and practices that can inform the teaching and learning process and the development of potentially transformative products necessary for leaps in student performance.  

In addition, the legislation and programs have raised the standard of research and evaluation, by requiring that educators select only those programs and practices that have been based on or proven effective by rigorous research, preferably through a randomized controlled trial or experiment.  This “scientifically based research” requirement has given a needed jolt in the arm to education research and evaluation, which has been criticized for lacking rigor, drawing unsubstantiated conclusions (or meaningless ones), and focusing on esoteric topics that have little impact on the critical needs of educators.

The Insufficiency of Available Evidence

The second theme that emerged was that, despite increases in data and improvements in research quality, the accessibility and validity of data and the availability, rigor, and applicability of research and evaluations remain insufficient for informing policies, programs, and practice. 

For example, the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC)—which was established in 2002 by the U.S. Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences to provide educators, policymakers, researchers, and the public with a central and trusted source of scientific evidence of what works in education—aims to promote informed education decision making through databases and reports that offer reviews of the “effectiveness of replicable educational interventions that intend to improve student outcomes.”  

The problem is that the Clearinghouse necessarily addresses a limited number of topics
 and—given the thin research base under girding most policies, programs, and practices—identifies few interventions that have been shown to “work.” In addition, the WWC analysis does not address the conditions and practices necessary for effective implementation of a given intervention, thus leaving educators with incomplete information needed for successful replication.   What, then, are teachers, principals, and superintendents supposed to do on Monday morning?  

Clearly, educators and parents cannot wait for research and evaluations to inform all aspects of the incredibly complex and context-specific enterprise of educating children.  And the federal government should continue to invest in and raise the quality bar for research and evaluations that informs education decision making.  

At the same time, however, the government must acknowledge that research and evaluation in general and randomized controlled trials in particular, will never address every important question faced daily by those who educate children while investing in the capacity of teachers and local administrators so that they have the skills to use available research, analyze data of all kinds, conduct their own evaluations of programs and practices, and apply what they have learned to improve instruction.  This investment in the “continuous-improvement” process is made by successful businesses, nonprofit organizations, the military, as well as effective schools and districts, and is the only known way to achieve the lofty goals set by the federal government.

Balancing Risk and Reward

Finally, the data generated and the accountability imposed upon schools, districts, and states by NCLB both contribute to and mitigate innovation on the part of product developers and educators.  On the one hand, the availability of data and the need for schools, districts, and states to demonstrate “adequate yearly progress” provide the information and incentive to develop and attempt to implement new practices, programs, and products that will result in significant gains in student performance.  

On the other hand, this experimentation is risky to educators who rightly dislike change for change sake and who can be publicly embarrassed or even fired when a new intervention fails to fulfill its promise of increasing achievement, especially among students who are poor, minority, or English language learners.  Within this context, educators are most likely to “stay the course” or make marginal changes to programs and practices even though this behavior is unlikely to result in the type of exciting breakthrough in education needed to address the needs of all children in the United States. 

Conclusion

In the end, then, it appears that the choice for the federal government between innovator and regulator is a false one.  The federal government must continue to spur improvements in the availability, quality, and usefulness of data, research, and evaluations and to demand that programs, products, and practices implemented with students—especially those most at risk of dropping out of school—have demonstrated that they are likely to result in student achievement gains.  In addition, the federal government must continue to hone the ways in which it holds schools, districts, and states accountable to ensure that all children receive the quality of education they deserve and need to be successful contributors to our society.

At the same time, however, the federal government must encourage the types of innovation that will enable schools to meet the goal of universal proficiency, which will not be met so long as teachers and administrators fear or lack the skills to try break-the-mold interventions.  Marginal change is simply not sufficient. 

The appropriate federal role, then, is to balance between holding schools and school systems accountable for continuous improvement in student outcomes without punishing those educators who work hard and thoughtfully every day to achieve the large leaps demanded by federal legislation.  This is a fine line that may never be found but rather aspired to.  

The federal government’s task should be to build the capacity of schools and districts to manage a continuous improvement process focused on student outcomes, an admittedly ambiguous, jargon-heavy responsibility that runs the risk of meaning nothing or something different to everybody.  

In the context of the panel’s discussion, the responsibility has two parts.  First, the federal government will need to increase its investment not only on research and evaluation but also on product development, professional development for teachers and local administrators, and for training educators not only how to use data and research but also to develop the skills and mindset to evaluate their own programs and practices.  

But achieving the goal of universal proficiency requires more than additional resources and high-quality research.  So the second part of the federal responsibility must allow for greater local innovation while still holding schools and school systems accountable for results.  Such a balancing act demands that the federal government establish common standards but allow schools, districts, and states to experiment without necessarily being punished for failing to raise achievement as measured by test scores for every subgroup every year.  

Student achievement gains often occur in irregular spurts, and standardized tests are not always sensitive to improvements in student learning.  Therefore, the federal government should incorporate—or allow states to incorporate—the demonstration of improvement through on-site inspections, similar to those used in Great Britain, into the accountability system.
  Under a system that focused on both student assessments as well as demonstration of potentially effective practices, schools and districts would be much more willing to experiment with interventions that were transformative.  It would then be the federal government’s responsibility to disseminate and provide incentives for schools to use these interventions.
This two-pronged approach combining the federal government’s role of innovator and regulator has the potential to transform education, a necessary condition for meeting the federal goal of universal proficiency.
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