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Good morning.  I am Max McConkey, the 2008 Chair of the Board of Directors for Knowledge Alliance and the Chief Policy and Communications Officer at WestEd, a non-profit research, development and service agency that has been enhancing and increasing education and human development within schools, families and communities for over 40 years.  My testimony represents the views of Knowledge Alliance’s leadership and Board of Directors, and we thank you for the opportunity to provide to the Subcommittee our appropriations proposal for FY 2009.  

Knowledge Alliance is a non-profit, non-partisan trade association dedicated to expanding the use of research-based knowledge in policy and practice in K-12 education.  We are a strong and dynamic community of highly successful education organizations and agencies, all of which are constantly looking for new and better ways to support high-quality education research, development, dissemination, technical assistance and evaluation at the federal, regional, state, tribal and local levels. 

Much of our collective work is focused on advancing the effective use of research-based knowledge as a central organizing concept for school improvement and education reform.  We firmly believe that the effective creation, translation and application of research-based knowledge can significantly enhance and accelerate the nationwide efforts to improve academic performance and close achievement gaps in K-12 education.  Effective knowledge use also helps advance the national initiatives to transform education into an evidence-based field and enhance the proper implementation of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and the Education Sciences Reform Act (ESRA). 
Critical Challenges

At Knowledge Alliance, we believe it is now time to intensify the focus on creating, translating, and applying research-based knowledge into useful tools that will improve classroom policies and practices in low-performing schools, for the following critical reasons:   
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Escalating demand for knowledge-based solutions -- As the US Department of Education indicated in its recent budget justifications, the accountability schedules in the No Child Left Behind Act will significantly increase the number of schools in need of improvement and place even more pressure on the limited resources currently available for school improvement: 

“The most recently available State-reported assessment results suggest that while most States are making progress in improving student achievement in the two core subjects, accelerating that rate of improvement will be a key challenge in meeting the 100% proficiency goal by 2014…between the 2004-05 and 2007-08 school years, the total number of schools identified for improvement increased by more than 1,800 or 18%, while the number of schools identified for restructuring more than tripled, rising from 1,180 in 2004-05 to 3,923 in 2007-08.” 
Many more schools are on the cusp and in need of additional support.  To fulfill the promise of NCLB, much greater attention needs to be directed to delivering research-based solutions to these schools in need. 

Inadequate federal investments in education R&D -- The NCLB requires educators to use instructional practices and innovations supported by research, but the Department of Education spends less than one percent of its budget on research, development and statistics, the smallest of any cabinet level agency.  
	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.
This low level of investment means that not only will schools and districts continue to find it difficult to fulfill NCLB’s mandate for using such practices, but that they will not be able to build the evidence base needed by educators to achieve the improvements envisioned by NCLB.  The bottom line is that schools and students will suffer without an increased investment in developing and testing research-based practices.
Expanding capacity crisis -- A 2006 report by the Center on Education Policy (CEP) found that there is a growing capacity crisis at the state and local levels to support schools in need of improvement.  We agree with CEP’s assessment that “…the Department and the Congress should (provide) more funding and … other types of support to help strengthen states’ and districts’ capacity to assist schools identified for improvement. Many states and districts lack sufficient funds, staff, or expertise to help improve all identified schools…”   A national study by the Center for Research on Education Outcomes also found that this crisis is further exacerbated by state education agencies’ very low capacity to evaluate the education programs that are carried out at the state and district levels. 

Weak policy link between the federal research enterprise and federal school improvement efforts -- NCLB stimulates and shapes greater demand for research-based knowledge solutions through its accountability and sanctioning provisions, and ESRA aims to increase the supply of research-based knowledge through its investments in research and development. There are numerous provisions in NCLB regarding scientifically-based research and in ESRA for addressing school improvement, but the links between supply and demand have not been fully developed and remain functionally weak. We attribute part of the problem to federal policy that fails to create a strong systematic link between ESRA and NCLB focusing on the critical areas of knowledge development, transfer, application and use in school improvement.        

Urgent need to take the next essential step in standards-based reform -- Federal education policy has evolved in phases over the past 15 years. The focus on standards and assessments in the late 1980s and early 1990s spawned major attention on the alignment of standards, curriculum and assessments in the 1990s, which played a role in the current emphasis on accountability.  The next logical step in this standards-based continuum is a more comprehensive and vigorous focus on solutions to bring about real school improvement by providing significant new resources and expertise targeted to turning around low performing schools and to building a knowledge-based capacity and infrastructure for sustained improvement. 

Recommendations

Our appropriations proposal for FY 2009 calls for greater federal investments in research-based programs to help states and districts respond to the rapidly increasing needs of low performing schools.   More specifically, we strongly support funding for federal education programs that explicitly support knowledge use in school improvement, or have a strong potential to do so. We urge a stronger and more comprehensive federal effort to respond both to the greater demand for knowledge-based solutions and to the under-funded supply of well-tested practices and programs. Specifically, we propose the following:
Top priority: A Research-Based School Improvement Package -- We believe the growing capacity crisis in school improvement warrants a mobilization of the federally supported research enterprise and the school improvement community to create a powerful and focused immediate impact.  To do this, we recommend that you consider five essential interrelated programs as a research-based school improvement package and increase their overall investments in tandem.  The five programs and our recommendations are as follows:  

Comprehensive Centers 

Recommendation: $67.1 million ($10 million increase over FY 2008)  

The 16 regional centers and five content centers work directly with State Education Agencies in building state capacity to turning around low performing schools.  The Centers apply and provide in-depth, research-based knowledge in key improvement areas such as assessment and accountability, instruction, teacher quality, innovation and school improvement provisions in NCLB.  We propose an increase that would enable the content centers to intensify their research-based services and increase the regional centers’ ability to help states respond directly to the increasing number of schools in need of improvement and corrective action.   

 

Regional Educational Laboratories 
Recommendation: $77.6 million ($12 million increase over FY 2008)  

The Regional Educational Laboratory Program is composed of a network of 10 laboratories that serve the education reform and school improvement needs of designated regions.  The laboratories address regionally identified education problems through rigorous research studies, rapid response studies and related technical assistance activities.  The proposed increase would create a special triage “urgent response” system to address the most pressing, immediate educational reform issues in each region as well as fund a mandated evaluation of the network. 
 
Research, Development and Dissemination 
Recommendation: $187 million ($27 million increase over FY 2008)  

This fund supports a diverse portfolio of programs, projects and studies that create, translate, disseminate and/or apply research-based knowledge relevant to school improvement and the implementation of NCLB.  Ongoing initiatives cover key issue areas such as academic subjects, teacher quality, cognition and learning, reading and math.  The recommended boost would increase the number of rigorous research studies focusing on pressing school improvement issues by at least 20 and support the President’s proposal for a new research initiative to identify and evaluate models for turning around schools.         

National Research and Development Centers
Recommendation: $26 million (same as FY 2008; within the RD&D fund above) 
These Centers address enduring education issues of national significance through sustained, focused, interdisciplinary research.  The Centers’ funding is provided under the Research, Development and Dissemination Program.  The $26 million would be used to provide supplemental grants to Centers so they could expand the size or number of rigorous research studies on their designated topics, and for increasing the overall number of Centers. 

Title I School Improvement Grants 
Recommendation: $491 million (same as FY 2008)  

These grants support local efforts to turn around low performing schools and school districts and to ensure that high poverty schools have the extra resources they need to help their students reach proficiency in math and reading, as required by NCLB.   We strongly support the Administration’s request of $491 million and efforts to effectively deliver scientifically based research solutions schools with the greatest needs.   

 

Important Support: Programs Contributing to School Improvement --  We  recommend continued support for the following programs which will play an increasingly significant role in state and local efforts to respond to the escalating demand for school improvement and solutions.           

 

Comprehensive School Reform
Recommendation:  $1.6 million (same as FY 2008)

We urge the continuation of the national activities for this successful and highly rated program to coordinate, collect, assess and disseminate successful interventions for school reform.  We do not support the President’s proposal for elimination.
Math Science Partnerships
Recommendation: $200 million ($21 million increase over FY 2008) 
This program’s focus on developing rigorous mathematics and science curricula and supporting teacher recruitment efforts will play a vital role in improving student achievement in STEM subjects and ultimately enhance our national competitiveness.  We support an increase of $21 million over the President’s request.  

Parental Information and Resource Centers 

Recommendation:  $36.9 million (same as FY 2008) 
We believe these centers provide an important dissemination and support service within their statewide communities and should be continued.  We do not support the President’s request for elimination.
Reading First/Early Reading First
Recommendation: $1 billion/$112.5 million ($607 million increase over FY 2008)
We are pleased that the Department of Education adopted the recommendations made by the Inspector General for this program and that implementation of the scientifically research-based program is heading in the right direction. We support the President’s request to reinstate full funding for this important program.

 
Special Education Research and Evaluation programs
Recommendation: $80 million (same as FY 2008)
These programs support essential research and evaluation efforts in the implementation of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.  We support the President’s request to sustain this critical function for special education.    

 

Statewide Data Systems
Recommendation: $100 million ($51.7 million increase over FY 2008)
This program is an important part of the research and evaluation infrastructure to support school improvement within selected states.  We strongly support the President’s request to expand this effort to more states and increase funding accordingly.  
 

Striving Readers
Recommendation: $100 million ($64.6 million increase over FY 2008) 
This program addresses the often overlooked problems of adolescent literacy by supporting research-based reading interventions for students in grades 6-12 in Title I Schools.  We agree with the President’s request to significantly expand the reach of this research-based program.

21st Century Learning Centers
Recommendation: $1.1 billion (same as FY 2008) 
This funding stream provides critical support for extended learning opportunities for students, as well as related services to their families.  We strongly support the continuation of this program under its current model and oppose the reductions and redesign recommended by the President.

Practical solutions 

The following are illustrative examples of effective research-based school improvement work done through the programs I have just mentioned:
Regional Educational Laboratories -- The Regional Educational Laboratory Northwest has been called upon to conduct an impact study on a promising reading program in Montana called Project CRISS: Creating Independence Through Student Owned Strategies.  Created in Kalispell, Montana over 20 years ago, the program helps teachers apply research-based learning principles to improving adolescent reading comprehension.  While the anecdotal results have been promising over the years, the program has never been evaluated using rigorous “gold standard” scientific research methodologies.  This is where the laboratory is able to help.  The lab is conducting a five year, randomized study to measure the program’s effectiveness, offer refinements to the model, and potentially expand the model nationwide.
Comprehensive Centers -- Because NCLB requires every state to ensure that “every student is technologically literate by the time the student finishes the eighth grade,” the Appalachia Region Comprehensive Center has helped the West Virginia Department of Education build its technology literacy. Activities included a book study with department staff to increase base knowledge. The follow-up included convening and facilitating a visit by a national technology team, whose members helped the department consider several assessment issues: alignment with International Society for Technology in Education standards, accessibility for as many students as possible, and validity and reliability.

National R&D Centers -- The National Center for Research on Evaluation, Standards and Student Testing (CRESST) is developing a new approach to formative assessment, called POWERSOURCE.  POWERSOURCE integrates research on cognition and learning to create formative assessments that focus middle school teachers and students on fundamental principles that are essential to success to Algebra I, which abundant research shows as an important gateway (or barrier depending on your vantage point) to students’ subsequent success, including college.  Initial experimental studies have show very strong effects for the intervention.

We believe that the need has never been greater or more urgent to expand the federally supported school improvement infrastructure and to deliver research-based solutions to schools with the greatest needs to improve.  With a mission focusing on the effective use of research-based knowledge to improve schools, Knowledge Alliance stands committed to doing all we can to support your leadership in this effort and ultimately help all students achieve to high levels.  
Knowledge Alliance has been very heartened by the continuing interest and support that Congress has shown for many of these knowledge use programs in the past.  If we are to ensure even greater success for all our children, we must increase the federal investment in knowledge use efforts.

Thank you.  We appreciate your consideration of our proposals.
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