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RESEARCH TO ACTION IN EDUCATION




Knowledge Alliance Questions for Tony Bryk

 I. Key Issues/Questions -- to be highlighted in interview:

1.  Please describe how the concepts outlined in your paper evolved. 

2.  Please summarize what you now see, nine months after writing the paper on Reinventing an R&D Capacity, as its most pertinent components.

3.  What is so wrong with the current R&D-school improvement infrastructure that it requires "fixing"/creating a "Problem-Centered Design, Engineering, and Development for Educational Improvement" (DED) model?

4.  Haven't there been various other attempts over the years at actualizing research-into-practice? And, if so, how is what you propose different?

5.  How do your envision fully prototyping your proposed model? 

6.  Are you looking for partners in prototyping and scaling? What do you envision such a project might looking like?

7.  What would motivate funders, a building principal, a school board, teachers, and students in participating in a complex experiment such as you propose? 

8.  You highlight a variety of obstacles (e.g., $upport, politics, ideology) to the potential success of your proposed model. Have you subsequently considered some practical ways that one might overcome them?

9.  How would you evaluate the success of a DED model?

10.   Researchers have found that sustainability of innovations has been a critical problem; you, too, refer to that issue. How might a DED effort be sustained? Be successfully institutionalized, including $upport?

II. fyi: Full List of Questions Posted by Members:


A. Questions about your model:

1. What are the two or three most significant weaknesses of the current R&D infrastructure?  What are the two or three most significant reasons for these weaknesses? What are the ways in which your model addresses these causes?
2. What do you see as the appropriate balance between supporting basic research and practical research? What is the ideal relationship between the two? Do we need more basic research? 

3. You note the finding from the 2003 NAS study indicating that "there is currently no institution in which education practitioners and researchers from a variety of disciplines are provided with support to interact, collaborate, and learn from each other." If such support were available, what kinds of issues do you see in actualizing the desired interaction, collaboration, learning, etc.? 

4. Having worked in higher education for the past two decades, I'm convinced that one of the breakthroughs will be when higher education institutions take more control of faculty members' research agendas. I know that a large part of the appeal of higher education is the freedom to study topics of choice, but perhaps that is too high a price to pay. Should you call for Colleges of Education to direct the research agendas and methods of faculty members, steering this vast energy toward more practical purposes?

5. In a "break-the-mold" scenario such as this paper proposes, what evidence is there that new media/technologies can successfully alter the structure of schooling?

6. What do you see as roles that students might play in the DED enterprise? What are the implications of the proposed model for teacher training and continuing education? For how school systems and IHEs are structured? 

7. Will this model end up being included in the "WWC"?

8. What are the implications for a federal infrastructure to support problem-focused R&D? What kinds of R&D organizations might be involved? How different from the current federal infrastructure? from the SERP vision?

9. What are the implications for the role and preparation of educational researchers?

10. Parents seem to be left out of the discussion of the paper. Do you see parents and community playing important parts in your proposed the model?

11. Your paper provides many examples at the school and district level. What role do you envision for state departments of education? More specifically, how does incorporating the R&D function in schools play out at the state level?

12. Can you expand on the way in which new technologies can lead to rapid prototyping?

13. You seem to place emphasis on the role of CMOs as "test beds" of innovation. What gives you confidence that they are any more open to innovation than the "traditional" education system, particularly when CMOs are now marketed as "brands" that bring with them pre-defined approaches to addressing problems of practice?

14. I like the idea of RAPID prototyping of innovations in these "co-development" sites--but others have done such things in "lab school" like settings on university campuses-- how are these co-development sites different?

15. What are the grade levels that are currently being involved with your model? How are students in those classes performing?

16. Are you measuring success of the model with the same standard testing as you are questioning elsewhere? Do you have an effective model to test critical thinking and problem solving, among other important skills?

17. At several points in your paper you touch on the need for an incentive system that encourages districts to engage in the R&D enterprise that you envision. In addition to funding, this incentive system likely involve waivers of bureaucratic requirements (such as strict adherence to test-based accountability). In your opinion is this achievable, and, if so, how?

18. What would you do if you were a school principal and your superintendent gave you this paper to read and asked you to lead a district initiative to implement as much of it as practicable for the district? Can you provide 3-5 bullet point "hit the ground running" ideas for the principal.

19. What have you observed in the roles, projects, actions of the types of organizations that belong to the Knowledge Alliance, e.g., regional labs, comprehension centers, research centers, evaluation contractors, that suggests movement in the right direction? What have you observed that disappoints you?


B. Questions about change strategies:

20. What will it take to make the changes that you propose in terms of policy, funding, and politics?

21. Do you really think that knowledge can drive significant change in American education? 

22. What issues and factors need to be considered to "anticipate failure and manage its consequences" (given the experiences with AYP/NCLB)?

23. What are the practical means of melding the varied interests and perspectives of the different sectors ((e.g. publishers, academic)? How can each sector gain benefits that correspond to your reward system?

24. How does one engage in an initial design process that clearly specifies the proposed outcomes and products of the effort, the cost of the work, the allocation of resources among partners, the form and cost of the final products and services, etc? How does Bryk distinguish between DED and simply good management practice? How does one assure adherence to a rigorous DED process and avoid scope creep, program advocacy, or pursuit of individual interests?

25. I'm wondering how we deal with the tension between taking time to move practical wisdom to the knowledge base and dealing with on-the-ground realities uppermost in the minds of practitioners and policymakers. You also speak to the need for a new R&D structure to support school improvement.

26. The paper indicates that "few schools are organized and financed to undertake R&D as a regular part of their work. What percentage of schools do you think should be organized and financed to do this? What kinds of training and support would they need? How might you engage policymakers in serious DED consideration? What advice would you offer them?

27. Your paper refers frequently to the "political dimensions of reform" that must be attended to in order for a truly transformational system of DED to be launched. What are those dimensions and how do we overcome the obstacles cited at the end of the article (e.g., free riders, lack of historical federal support, political ideology, etc.)?

28. If, as you suggests, we turn to private philanthropy to jump-start the effort, how do we avoid the tendency of these organizations to change course and withdraw support before the transformation has really taken hold? How long and how much investment would it take from philanthropy to embed a true DED system that corrects the current market failures and, thus, becomes self-supporting?

29. Should the federal funding of educational reforms (e.g. ESEA) require independent research to investigate effectiveness? For example, if legislation required that what are now competitive grant programs accept twice as many potential recipients and then randomly assign them to control and treatment groups, we would have many more investigations with experimental designs, at very little additional cost.

30. Your discussion of potential sponsors of an effective DED effort leaves out the group with the deepest pockets, the commercial sector. As you point out, the commercial sector is not a major R&D player today. However, its resources and capacity to invest in R&D is actually much larger than that of the federal government. In other sectors, R&D is often primarily a private activity that returns profit based on effective innovation. How can the commercial sector in education be recruited to participate in helping to fund future R&D efforts? Alternatively, in what ways can education legislation and regulation be used to promote deeper involvement of the commercial sector in R&D?

31. Is it more likely that private schools can better adopt/adapt to this vision?

32. What are the "really small wins" that could move us all in the directions you describe (even prior to the short tem wins you describe near the conclusion of the paper)?

33. I like the thought of developer/higher education/school relationships that mirror teaching hospitals. Would the establishment of university “lab schools” be a good place to start? If they could demonstrate results that exceed what others can do, it should lead to wider adoption.

34. Can you provide some more examples of how scaling up organically might work in this environment?

35. Is there a history of philanthropies being willing to take on such a task and for sufficient time? 

36. Your redesign of R & D incorporates an engineering perspective that values local variation. Are there other features of engineering that might inform where the drivers for a new agenda might be found?

37. What would new partnerships with the commercial sector look like? What safeguards are critical for ensuring that the balance between productive ed innovation and profit? I am particularly curious about the way in which the successful efforts described in Bryk's paper are long-term and the way in private investment and profit taking appear to be on a more accelerated timetable.

38. Can you share the cost of the current effort you are undertaking? That perhaps would help in enlisting the interest of the philanthropic world.

39. I'd like to know how you managed to convince a charter school to "go along with" this experiment.

40. Does Tony know of a curriculum based on the set of skills he identifies as necessary for the knowledge economy? Also, does he envision a plan to make that curriculum a national standard? And, again, back to how he proposes testing acquisition of those skills?

41. How important would it be, to an effort like this, to be able to assess progress in terms of "21st Century Skills" as well as content knowledge? It seems to me that that's the key, because when parents can see that a new approach is better in terms of skills that lead to success (i.e. creativity, problem solving, critical thinking, collaboration, global awareness, etc.), they will demand change and resources will be allocated to sustain the progress.

42. How do we make the case for this vision of R&D? What is the evidence base? 

43. Public policy, as seen through the eyes of the current end-users, e.g. SEAs and unions, among others, may have some pretty strong reactions to this model. Does he have any reaction or comments from those sectors? 

44. How do we get past traditional colleges of education approaches to R&D efforts that are often linked to professor/researchers interests, but not to solving major education issues or concerns?

45. As a rather practical person, I keep trying to envision how your visionary system might actually play out. I may well have a limited imagination, but these ruminations keep leading me to something of a DED-end. (Sorry.) Teacher tolerance for involvement with the many layers? Alignment of players? Who calls the shots for a system that, to operate successfully, would require, I suspect, considerable coordination?

46. How, in general, is what you are proposing different from what for decades has been called "action research?"

47. In systemic reforms such as those called for in this paper, where do you begin, and how do you adjust? It's like playing chess, in that there are many "players" each of which moves differently to create a constantly shifting context that must be considered when making next moves. It seems daunting, but then again, we put a man on the moon within a decade of establishing that as a goal. Can we create the sort of partnership we need that elicits collaboration across vendors, higher education institutions, contractors, educators, the business community, and others?

48. One important philanthropic entity is the Ford Foundation. It has recently issued a report on the impact of its giving over 40 years on education change. It concludes that 1) system change is very tough to sustain because of the rapid turnover of personnel, and 2) sustained change requires fundamental involvement of the community -- beyond the formal school system. How would what you are proposing address these findings?

49. We do have representatives of organizations around the Knowledge Alliance table with expertise that corresponds to many of the critical ingredients for DED that you identify. Do you all think, with philanthropic support, an association like the Knowledge Alliance could take on actualizing a DED prototype? 

50. Are you more or less optimistic now that the vision you described is possible? If so, what are the signs that make you optimistic?

51. Knowledge Alliance aspires to be the premier advocate for a larger and more effective R&D enterprise in education. What advice can you give us on how we can become more effective advocates to the vision you outlined in your paper?

