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Thanks so much for meeting with us on xxx to discuss the Education Sciences Reform Act (ESRA). As you requested at our meeting, we have outlined below our recommendations for several issues related to ESRA that should be addressed in the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).  We have also provided in the addendum a more detailed analysis of the observations as well as possible bill language.   We would be happy to review these issues with you in more detail.  

Observations 
· Weak  policy and programmatic links between the federal research enterprise and federal school improvement efforts
· Insufficient focus on development and innovation of tools, services, and products for school improvement 
· Inadequate capacity to meet the rapidly escalating demand for research-based solutions in school improvement 

· Differing definitions for scientifically based research and confusion over how to implement them

Recommendations 
1. Establish strong, workable connections between ESRA research projects and ESEA school improvement efforts 
· Make the effective use of research-based knowledge for school improvement an explicit priority of ESEA

· Create an Office of Evidence-based Policy and Practice in the Secretary’s office to promote and coordinate the development and use of research-based knowledge in all programs and policies throughout the US Department of Education.
2. Create a rapid-response, research-based innovation capacity for school improvement  

· Create a $200 million fund to support the rapid development of innovative curricular and instructional solutions for school improvement that use the best available empirical evidence. The program would be administered through a competitive grants process by the US Department of Education. 
· Double the authorized funding levels for the Research, Development and Dissemination fund (including the National Research & Development Centers), the Regional Educational Laboratories, and the Comprehensive Centers.  
3.  Adopt a rigorous and useable definition for scientifically based research. 
· Use the definition for “scientifically valid research” in ESRA as the underlying definition for “scientifically based research” in ESEA.
· Evaluate the implementation of SBR by the US Department of Education through a third-party review conducted by the National Research Council.  

· Require the Department to provide specific guidance for using the best available empirical evidence for specific projects or interventions.
· Include a definition for the “effective use of research-based knowledge”
Addendum

Observations and Analysis
Weak policy and programmatic links between the federal research enterprise and federal school improvement efforts

Gap between ESEA and ESRA --- ESEA stimulates and shapes greater demand for research-based knowledge solutions through its accountability and sanctioning provisions. ESRA aims to increase the supply of research-based knowledge through its investments in research and development. While there are numerous provisions in ESEA regarding scientifically based research and in ESRA for addressing school improvement, the links between supply and demand have not been fully developed and remain functionally weak. 
Need to take the next essential step in standards-based reform --- Federal education policy has evolved in phases over the past 15 years in concert with the implementation of the elements of standards-based reform. The focus on standards and assessments in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s spawned major attention on the alignment of standards, curriculum, and assessments in the 1990’s which has led in part to the current emphasis on accountability. The next logical step in this standards-based continuum is a more comprehensive and vigorous focus on school improvement --- providing significant new resources and expertise targeted both to turning around low performing schools and to building a knowledge-based capacity and infrastructure for sustained improvement. The reauthorization of ESEA should serve as a major catalyst for moving to this next critical phase.

Insufficient focus on innovation and development of tools, services, and products for school improvement 

Inadequate federal investment in R&D --- While the NCLB requires educators to use instructional practices and innovations supported by research, the Department of Education spends less than one percent of its budget on research, development, and statistics.  This level of investment will not build the evidence base needed by educators to achieve the improvements envisioned by NCLB. By comparison, other agency R&D budgets as a percentage of their discretionary spending are: Defense, 17%; NASA, 68%; Energy, 37%; HHS, 42%; NSF, 74 %; and Agriculture, 4.6%. 
The Department of Education’s research budget has been and remains among the smallest of any cabinet-level agency.  Without an increased investment in developing and testing research-based practices, schools and districts will continue to find it difficult to fulfill NCLB’s mandate for using such practices.

Inadequate capacity to meet the rapidly escalating demand for research-based solutions in school improvement 

Increasing demand for knowledge-based solutions--- In 2005, more than 24,000 U.S. public schools were not making adequate yearly progress and over 10,000 schools were designated in need of improvement under the NCLB. 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. 

An escalating capacity crisis --- A report by the non-partisan Center on Education Policy (CEP) released in 2006, finds 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 further found that this crisis is also exacerbated by state education agencies’ very low capacity to evaluate the education programs that are carried out at the state and district levels. 

Differing definitions for scientifically based research and confusion over how to implement them

ESRA and NCLB definitions --- The definitions in the two statutes for SBR offer somewhat different provisions, thus causing confusion in interpretation and compliance.  A central point of confusion is the preference for experimental and quasi experimental designs in impact studies.  It is unclear how to implement SBR when the best available evidence is not generated from these “gold standard” designs. 

Recommendations and Suggested Language
1.  Establish stronger workable connections between ESRA research projects and ESEA school improvement efforts 

· Make the effective use of research-based knowledge for school improvement an explicit priority of ESEA

· Create an Office of Evidence-based Policy and Practice in the Secretary’s office to promote and coordinate the development and use of research-based knowledge in all programs and policies throughout the US Department of Education
Office of Evidence-based Policy and Practice

(A) The Secretary shall establish an Office of Evidence-based Policy and Practice administered by a Director
(B)The Office may conduct the following functions: 

(1) Promote the utilization of scientifically valid research in education practice and innovation, provide leadership to the Nation in developing and promoting policies, practices and investments that result in the provision of instruction to K-12 students that is supported by scientifically valid research 

(2) Develop and promote policies, practices and investments that result in bringing to scale successful educational practices that are based on scientifically valid research.

(3) Inform the public regarding the significance of utilizing scientifically valid research in education.

(4) Encourage the use of new technologies in appropriate knowledge utilization efforts

(5) Support the effective coordination of current federally supported knowledge utilization programs including the regional educational laboratories, the university-based research and development centers, comprehensive assistance centers, national clearinghouses, and other entities involved in research, development, dissemination, technical assistance and evaluation.  

(6) Produce the Biennial Report in section TBA

(7) Use the expertise of existing knowledge use programs in (5) to help implement the components of this initiative. 

(C) The Director shall be an expert in knowledge utilization including promoting the effective implementation of the results of research in the classroom, and managing large institutions or consortia that conduct a broad array of research applications.

(D)The Director is authorized to select, appoint, and employ such officers and employees as may be necessary to carry out the functions of the Office, subject to the provisions of Title 5, United States Code (governing appointments in the competitive service), and the provisions of chapter 51 and subchapter III of chapter 53 of such title (relating to classification and General Schedule pay rates).

2.  Create a rapid-response, research-based innovation capacity for school improvement  

· Create a $200 million research-based innovation development fund to support the rapid development of innovative curricular and instructional solutions for school improvement that use the best available empirical evidence. The program would be administered through a competitive grants process by the US Department of Education. 
School Improvement innovation DEVELOPMENT FUND USING Research-based Knowledge (a) Program Authorized- The Secretary of Education shall make competitive grants to, and enter into contracts with, eligible entities to support projects that develop curricular and instructional tools using scientifically based research for school improvement.

(b) Use of Funds- the Secretary may not make a grant to an eligible entity under this section unless the entity agrees to use the grant for 1 or more of the following: TBA
 (c) Applications- To seek a grant or a contract under this section, an eligible entity shall submit an application to the Secretary at such time and in such manner as the Secretary may reasonably require.

(d) Eligible Entities- In this section, the term `eligible entity'--

(1) means a private or public, for-profit or nonprofit organization, institution, agency, institution of higher education, or partnership of such entities, that has demonstrated expertise in knowledge utilization in education; and

(2) includes existing federally supported knowledge use programs, such as regional educational laboratories, research and development centers, technical assistance centers and consortia, national clearinghouses, and other entities involved in research, development, dissemination, technical assistance, and evaluation.

· Double the authorized funding levels for the National Research & Development Centers, the Research, Development and Dissemination fund, the Regional Educational Laboratories, and the Comprehensive Centers.  
3.  Adopt a rigorous and useable definition for scientifically based research. 

· Use the definition for “scientifically valid research” in ESRA as the underlying definition for “scientifically based research” in ESEA.
18) SCIENTIFICALLY BASED RESEARCH STANDARDS.—(A) The term ‘‘scientifically based research standards’’ means research standards that—

(i) apply rigorous, systematic, and objective methodology to obtain reliable and valid knowledge relevant to education activities and programs; and

(ii) present findings and make claims that are appropriate to and supported by the methods that have been employed.

(B) The term includes, appropriate to the research being conducted—

(i) employing systematic, empirical methods that draw on observation or experiment;

(ii) involving data analyses that are adequate to support the general findings;

(iii) relying on measurements or observational methods that provide reliable data;

(iv) making claims of causal relationships only in random assignment experiments or other designs (to the extent such designs substantially eliminate plausible competing

explanations for the obtained results);

(v) ensuring that studies and methods are presented in sufficient detail and clarity to allow for replication or, at a minimum, to offer the opportunity to build systematically

on the findings of the research;

(vi) obtaining acceptance by a peer-reviewed journal or approval by a panel of independent experts through a comparably rigorous, objective, and scientific review; and

(vii) using research designs and methods appropriate to the research question posed.

(19) SCIENTIFICALLY VALID EDUCATION EVALUATION.—The term ‘‘scientifically valid education evaluation’’ means an evaluation that—

(A) adheres to the highest possible standards of quality with respect to research design and statistical analysis;

(B) provides an adequate description of the programs evaluated and, to the extent possible, examines the relationship between program implementation and program

impacts;

(C) provides an analysis of the results achieved by the program with respect to its projected effects; H. R. 3801—5

(D) employs experimental designs using random assignment, when feasible, and other research methodologies that allow for the strongest possible causal inferences

when random assignment is not feasible; and

(E) may study program implementation through a combination of scientifically valid and reliable methods.

(20) SCIENTIFICALLY VALID RESEARCH.—The term ‘‘scientifically valid research’’ includes applied research, basic research, and field-initiated research in which the rationale, design, and interpretation are soundly developed in accordance with scientifically
based research standards.

· Evaluate the implementation of SBR by the US Department of Education through a third-party review conducted by the National Research Council.  The review would cover such topics as:  
How SBR requirements are currently defined/operationalized both by the IES (research, statistics, evaluation, and regional assistance programs) and  ED (i.e., for the many programs requiring use of SBR as a criteria in awarding federal grants)

Consistency of these definitions with standards for high quality research operating in the scientific community (both natural and social/behavioral) and in other government agencies with comparable missions and challenges

Consistency/variation in implementation of SBR requirements across different education programs impacts of requirements on the quality of programs and the quality and usefulness of educational research for improving policy and practice 

Key factors relating to effective SBR implementation and how weaknesses in implementation might best be addressed

Specific recommendations to Congress and ED for improvements in SBR provisions through changes in statute, regulation, and/or administrative policies 

· Require the Department to provide specific guidance for using the best available empirical evidence for specific projects or interventions.
· Include a definition for the “the effective use of research-based knowledge” 
Use of Research-based Knowledge Definition 

 (1) Use of Research-based Knowledge - The term `the effective use of research-based knowledge --

(A) refers to an approach to school improvement in which key stakeholders create, translate and apply the best available, empirical evidence for improving student achievement.  

(B) involves the interactive processes including research, development, dissemination, technical assistance, and evaluation in which research-based knowledge is applied to improving instructional practice and shaping educational policy; and

(C) includes such activities essential to school improvement as—

(i) Rigorous scientifically based research on questions and issues relevant to school improvement  

(ii) Development and evaluation of practical applications of research, such as procedures, policies, practices, programs, materials, and training;

(iii) The use of research-based technical assistance and professional development for policymakers, practitioners, and other stakeholders;

(iv) Collection and dissemination of information, data, and statistics;

(v) Initiatives for building linkages among research, policy, and practice; and

(vi) An infrastructure for increasing capacity for the use of research and its applications.

