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It used to be that when folks were first introduced to the National Education Knowledge Industry Association they would pause and politely ask, “Say what?”. And when we used the abbreviation, “NEKIA”, to help them remember, images of a successful cell phone company were often conjured .  Our name seemed to violate most every branding rule. But no worries. We were still able to successfully expand membership, advocate for key knowledge policies in Congress and at the US Department of Education and build strong collaborative relationships in the education policy arena.   
On April 10, 2007  we became the organization-formerly-known-as- NEKIA when our board of directors agreed to officially change our name to Knowledge Alliance.  In our word-of-mouth roll out of the name since then,  we have been greeted with a wave of positive reactions ranging from relief to joy. No small wonder after having a name that many seemed not to be able to remember and an acronym that few could pronounce. We are thrilled with our new moniker. 
But our re-branding was motivated by far more than just fixing a public relations issue.  Knowledge Alliance in all its simplicity represents our dynamic view of the future of the k-12 education market place. We see ahead a new knowledge era in education reform in which the escalating demand for school improvement solutions is matched  by a growing supply of research-based innovation.  And we envision a robust , responsive and rigorous R&D infrastructure in which researchers, developers, practitioners and policy makers work together to develop and apply research-based knowledge to critical education problems.     

There are a number of factors that make the idea of a knowledge alliance not only compelling but essential.  First, 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 a major focus on the alignment of assessments, curriculum, and instruction in the 1990’s which in turn begat the current emphasis on accountability. The next logical step in this standards-based continuum is a more comprehensive and vigorous focus on school improvement --- when significant new resources and expertise would be targeted both to turning around low performing schools and to building a knowledge infrastructure for sustained improvement. This logical next step is where the federal education policy in general and the next reauthorization of Elementary and Secondary Education Act should be headed.  Knowledge Alliance in a strong advocacy role will be active in helping Congress take this next step. 

Second,  even with its emphasis on scientifically based research the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB)  has a blind spot in its  approach to evidence-based policy. The law underestimates what it takes to transfer, apply and manage scientifically-based knowledge in specific circumstances and contexts. Effective knowledge utilization is not a simple linear process of “translating research to practice.” And mandating the use of scientific evidence - as was done for example with the Reading First program --- does not foster sustained improvement overall or over time.   Because scientific evidence does not speak for itself in every situation, more attention should be focused on how a dynamic process of knowledge transfer, application, and use can support school improvement efforts. End users should be skilled consumers of research–based knowledge, including how to apply what works in their own contexts. This capacity must be built from the bottom up through the continuous engagement of educators, researchers and intermediaries.  This effort to build the capacity of a knowledge infrastructure and culture will be key part of the Knowledge Alliance’s mission in the years ahead.   
And finally, the federal investments in research and development in education have been  tragically low given the size and scope of k-12 education in American. The federal investment represents less than .01 % of total spending in k-12 education. And 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.   The Knowledge Alliance will work hard to build the capacity of this sector in line with demand for its innovative solutions.

Knowledge Alliance looks back with fondness on a strong organization under a different name. Now with a new brand, a compelling vision and powerful mission, Knowledge Alliance is poised to make a difference far beyond the change in name.   
