On May 13, 2008  the Knowledge Alliance’s Center for Knowledge Use in Education in partnership with the Academy for Educational Development, American Institutes for Research and Education Secotor convened a policy forum in Washington DC “Towards 2014: Education Research on the Leading Edge of School Improvement?.    Knowledge Alliance commissioned Scott Joftus of Cross & Joftus, LLC to write an independent summary analysis of the proceedings. His views as presented below are for discussion purposes and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of the convening organizations.       

Still a Question:

Education Research on the Leading Edge of School Improvement?

“What’s changed since 2002 with regard to the connection between research and development (R&D) and school improvement?”  So asked Jim Kohlmoos, president of the Knowledge Alliance (formerly NEKIA), to begin a policy forum held May 13, 2008.  Kohlmoos added that the forum—entitled Towards 2014: Education Research on the Leading Edge of School Improvement?—was both a look back in history and into the future.  The forum would look back to 2002, when a conference was held on the same topic and the first year of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), which requires schools to bring all students to proficiency in math and reading while using interventions supported by “scientifically based research.”  And the forum would project forward to 2014, the year in which all students are expected to be proficient.

In her introduction to the event—Denise Borders, senior vice president at the Academy for Educational Development—noted that the past is replete with school improvement efforts that result in only “marginal changes.”  At the same time, Borders predicted that researchers and reformers will be challenged to contribute to fostering more systemic changes in the future due to the fact that a majority of states and districts are unable to track individual students over time or even to determine which students are enrolled, who dropped out, and who leaves.  Very few states or districts—added Borders—connect data across levels and systems, such as education, health, and social services. 

The goal of the forum—convened by AED, the American Institutes for Research, Education Sector, and the Knowledge Alliance with support from the William T. Grant Foundation—was to bring to light some of the lessons learned from the past and illuminate the future in such a way as to ensure that education research is on the leading edge of school improvement.  The forum did so through two distinguished panels.

Panel One

The first panel was moderated by Andrew Rotherham, co-director of Education Sector and senior fellow at the Progressive Policy Institute and included the following discussants:

· Chester Finn, president of the Thomas B. Fordham Foundation

· Marshall Smith, program director for education at the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation

· Grover Whitehurst, director of the Institute of Education Sciences

Rotherham started by asking the panelists to reflect on whether and how the link between R&D and school improvement has changed since 2002.  Whitehurst noted that the biggest change has been an increased hunger among policymakers and educators for evidence about what works from high-quality research.  He added that transforming the quality of research, however, is a “generational task,” not something that can be done in just a few years.

Finn said that, in the last 40 years, education has changed a great deal, but education research has not changed at all.  He noted that, while education has been transformed by the standards movement, increased accountability, and a focus on student outcomes, we continue to discuss the same issues—such as rigor, quality, objectivity, and usefulness—with regard to educational research.

Smith focused his response on the way in which education research is used, saying that research influences policy significantly but has little impact on practice.  Smith gave three reasons for this divide.  First, due to necessary compromises in the policymaking process, governing bodies (president, congress, governors, legislatures, and school boards) typically make marginal changes that are not intended to “jar” the system.  Second, while these marginal changes are influenced by research, the policy process “distorts” the research so that what ultimately gets implemented by schools does not reflect the intention of the policymakers.  Finally, education’s primary goal and foremost challenge—increasing student achievement and closing the achievement gap—is an “adaptive,” not a “technical,” problem.  Technical changes, which include reducing class size and making high schools smaller, are relatively simple.  Adaptive change, which includes building the skills of teachers and principals and changing the way students are instructed, includes the extremely difficult challenge of changing human behavior on a wide scale. 

Rotherham next asked how high-quality research has been defined and “played out.”  Whitehurst stressed that the definition of high-quality research in the law was clear and added that education research has to be practical in order to solve education’s most intractable problems.  He noted that, despite widespread perception, high-quality research encompasses more than randomized control trials (RCTs) and that the majority of research funded by IES does not include RCT designs.

Smith, arguing that the push to use RCTs has been useful to counteract the long-standing qualitative-research trend, nonetheless identified two problems with RCTs.  First, RCTs are not capable of addressing many fundamental research questions in education (e.g., effective comprehensive district reform strategies).  Second, RCTs struggle with “external validity,” the ability to extrapolate the results of a study in one location to other locations.  For example, Smith noted that the famous Tennessee STAR experiment, which found significant benefits to reducing class sizes, may not be generalized to other districts, pointing to the way California has “butchered” its own class-size reduction effort.

Finn added that some policies and reforms will always be driven by theory and ideology rather than research and evaluation.  He pointed to school choice as an example of such a reform, noting that there are some excellent studies, but that analysts, policymakers, and parents continue to make arguments for or against school choice based on philosophy rather than fact.

Smith identified Long Beach Unified School District in California as a district that serves as a model for using a range of indicators, data, and pilot testing of reforms to drive a continuous improvement process.  Finn, however, argued that other districts are not learning from Long Beach because of a lack of research on its practices and the lack of systems for distributing information.  Whitehurst said that there is no reason that Long Beach’s promising practices cannot be studied rigorously, adding that new accountability help to identify successful districts, schools, and practices that were previously identified through “aesthetic” means that could not be validated.

Smith argued, however, that studying school and district improvement efforts are difficult because we do not have a good understanding of the “mechanism” for improvement.  Further, he said, the U.S. has not “geared up politically” to make the changes that we already know need to be made such as addressing the language deficiencies of low-income children before they enter kindergarten.

Rotherham then steered the conversation to Reading First, which was the subject of a recent IES study finding no significant impacts on the reading ability of students.  Whitehurst acknowledged a criticism of the study that many teachers in the control group (i.e., those not implementing Reading First) were likely implementing many aspects of the program and therefore not an appropriate control.  He argued, however, that the media covers education research differently than research in other fields, focusing more on the politics behind the program and less on the subtleties of the findings.  Finn added that policy in general and Reading First in particular “gets diffuse as it goes into practice.”  Smith said that the size of effect depends on what one compares it to, noting that even comparing NAEP scores after Reading First to NAEP scores prior to Reading First, one would have to conclude that Reading First did not have a positive impact on student achievement.

Next, Rotherham asked, given the problems with programs such as Reading First and education research and dissemination, what should a superintendent do to improve systems and practices that will result in more student learning?  Finn and Smith agreed that a superintendent should not look to federal policy as an answer other than to help fund their own initiatives.  Finn stressed that superintendents should focus on whether teachers are using effective practices, and Smith emphasized that time spent working on full understanding and implementation of a curriculum is more important than finding the “perfect” curriculum.

Whitehurst disagreed, pointing out that there are curricula and reading programs that have been shown to be more effective than others and that funding research that can make these distinctions is an appropriate role for the federal government.  

Rotherham asked whether research from fields outside of education can be of help to superintendents.  Smith highlighted the work on “rapid prototyping” in technology and business, which he described as “very promising.”  In rapid prototyping, managers establish and then implement a theory, collecting short-term outcome data very quickly and making adjustments to both the theory and implementation as needed based on the data.

Finn, Whitehurst, and Smith agreed that greater investment in education R&D is needed as it currently pales in comparison to R&D in health and other fields.  Smith added that this should be a federal—not a foundation—role since most foundations cannot afford to pay the costs of rigorous longitudinal studies.  Whitehurst agreed and added further that the federal government could do more to disseminate what we have learned from research.

Rotherham concluded the session by asking the panelists to consider the one thing they would change about the federal role in education research.  Smith argued for a much bigger and more integrated role for the federal government and for greater transparency in the set of problems addressed by and approaches used by the federal government.  Finn called for a “one-stop shop” where individuals can quickly and easily access data and research of interest to them.  Whitehurst called for the reauthorization of IED in its current form (although with more resources), asking policymakers to resist the urge to make changes at this time.

Panel Two

After a short break, the second panel, moderated by Steve Fleischman, vice president of the American Institutes for Research, convened with the following discussants:

· Gina Burkhardt, chief executive officer of Learning Point Associates

· Frederick Hess, director of educational policy studies at the American Enterprise Institute

· Jason Snipes, director of research for the Council of the Great City Schools

· Lisa Towne, senior program officer in the Center for Education at the National Academies

Fleischman began by asking the panelists what they agreed and disagreed with from the first panel.  Burkhardt said that the conversation of the first panel was very different from the conversation that would have been had by educators.  She agreed that individuals need better access to data and research findings and that the role of the federal government was to produce research that is useful and accessible to the field.  

Snipes said that he agreed with the idea that there is a significant change in policy as it moves through education systems and bureaucracies and looks significantly different in practice than intended by policy.  He disagreed with the idea that educators and administrators do not know what kinds of research they need in order to make more effective decisions, pointing as a specific example to the need for research-based strategies to improve the literacy of eighth-grade African Americans.

Towne agreed with the notion that transforming education research is a “generational task” and added that there is a need for a “cultural transformation” with the goal of educators thinking about research is part of their “day to day work.”  Hess argued that there has been a cultural transformation but that it has gone from the “old stupid” to the “new stupid.”  In the old stupid, explained Hess, educators did not think much about measures, metrics, and student outcomes.  In the new stupid, educators “love data” but do not know how to make effective decisions that are based on data.  

Hess expanded on this idea by making four points.  First, he said that research is good at setting parameters that point us away from certain practices and policies and toward others.  Second, in general, we collect the “wrong kind of data,” focusing on summative achievement data but failing to collect data and information that comprise short-term indicators—such as teachers’ satisfaction with professional development and central office’s time to respond to maintenance and other request, etc.—that enable educators and administrators to make good decisions.  Third, we don’t pay attention to the “political economy” of education research, which provide the incentives and structure for determining the type, quality, and use of research.  Finally, Hess argued that when we do use data to make decisions, we often do so in naïve and even destructive ways.   

Fleischman then asked the panelists whether they believe that the “conversation” about using research and data is changing among educators.  Burkhardt responded “absolutely,” adding, however, that translation of the research is critical as educators are often not sure how to apply research findings to their daily practice.  Snipes agreed that educators’ interest in using data and research has increased.  He indicated, however, that IES prevents researchers from interpreting their findings in a way that would be helpful for teacher and principal application.  

Asking the panelists to put themselves into the role of advisor to the new Secretary of Education, Fleischman asked the panel for recommendations for better supporting the education R&D process (other than more money).  Snipes recommended reexamining the nature of the interventions tested, calling for a more holistic approach.  In addition, he argued that you cannot get away from the resource issue, positing that the magnitude of resources for both interventions and the research on the interventions is not consistent with the scale of the problems being addressed.

Towne recommended that the new Secretary “bear down on capacity” to implement standards-based reforms so that districts and schools can implement the research-based strategies that are already well tested.  Hess called for distinguishing between research to policy and research to practice, which he described as two very different challenges.  While research is quite good at addressing issues such as the effectiveness of a curriculum, it struggles to answer the big policy questions of the day.  Hess said that his specific recommendations would be the following:

1) Strip language from NCLB about “scientifically based research” where it is not appropriate during the reauthorization process as inappropriate use of the language dilutes its power.

2) Pay attention to incentives for producing and disseminating research.

3) Bring into the Department of Education a broader and more diverse pool of researchers to conduct studies and advise senior staff.

Snipes recommended including more practitioners into the research agenda setting process.

An audience member then asked whether there is a tension between education innovation needed to make groundbreaking leaps in student achievement and evidence-based decisionmaking.
  Snipes acknowledged that there is a tension.  Hess said that we need to distinguish between programs, policies, and practices for which there is a strong evidence base—insisting that we should not innovate in these cases—and the programs, policies, and practices for where there is not a strong evidence, which provides a strong rationale for innovation.  Towne added that NCLB’s requirements for adequate yearly progress limits innovation but that, in those cases in which innovation is appropriate, we should collect relevant information and conduct research to test effectiveness. 

Conclusion

Overall, it seems apparent that—while there has been a shift among educators, administrators, and policymakers to look for evidence when making decisions about policies, programs, and practices that will affect student learning and an improvement in the quality of research—we as a country and a field have a long way to go.  As Jim Kohlmoos noted as he concluded the forum, “In 2002 we posed the question as to whether education research is on the leading edge of school improvement.  This year, six years, later we posed the same question.  Hopefully, when we hold this forum in 2014, we can leave off the question mark.”

� The Knowledge Alliance, the Software & Information Industry Association, and the Association of American Publishers held a forum on this topic on February 20, 2008.
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