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Now that the documentary about global warming featuring Al Gore has won an Oscar, it seems fitting that we revisit our SIIW article from last July about “Education’s Inconvenient Truth.” In that article we suggested that the school improvement industry can learn a few things from the Gore film, including: 1) scientific evidence can and should be used in identifying and solving major societal problems; 2) evidence alone, paradoxically, will not be enough to mobilize an adequate response to most problems; and 3) with the right kind of political will (and the advocacy required to produce it) disaster can be averted. I think these are hopeful and worthy lessons for all of us involved in school improvement. 

That same article suggested that education suffers from more that a few of its own inconvenient truths. One is the achievement gap crisis that has been a central focus of education policy at least since the passage of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) in 1965. Another is the proficiency and competitiveness crisis that gained national prominence in the Nation at Risk report 25 years ago. And that 2006 article also focused on a third "crisis" -- a lack of capacity to assist with school improvement.          

I wrote last summer that  “…  the knowledge infrastructure is not of sufficient size and capacity to address (the school improvement needs nationwide)… K-12 R&D in the U.S. is not yet structured or positioned for scalability or sustainability in concert with the growing needs…”  This capacity crisis has become exacerbated in recent years because of the urgent need for states and school districts to turn around low performing schools within a short time frame in accordance with the schedules mandated in the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). 
The U.S. Department of Education acknowledged as much in its justification for the President’s recent $500 million proposal for School Improvement Grants for FY 2008, i.e., "... Rising numbers of schools identified for improvement will place even more pressure on the limited resources currently available for school improvement…(there will be) growing demand for more comprehensive improvement measures required under corrective action and restructuring.” 
The Department now proposes to accelerate the maturing of the school improvement market by pumping new dollars into the supply side to keep up with the rapid increase in demand. In a quantitative sense this is an essential first step in dealing with the capacity crisis that the Center of Education Policy identified in its annual report in 2006: “…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…”   

The National Education Knowledge Industry Association has called for a new knowledge era in school improvement in its recommendations for the reauthorization of ESEA (http://www.nekia.org/index.html). We believe that the effective use of research-based knowledge is essential to improving 
pre-K-12 education and should be a central organizing concept for the reauthorization of 
ESEA. 


We envision a new 
era of knowledge use in the national education policy arena that focuses on the effective use of research-based knowledge to improve schools. We propose the creation of a national initiative focusing on knowledge use at the federal state and local levels, one that would include a venture fund for building knowledge infrastructure, a new federal office for promoting research to practice and knowledge use, a biennial report to Congress on the state of knowledge utilization nationwide, and major new investments in school improvement-related programs and initiatives. 

With the ESEA-NCLB reauthorization season upon us in Congress, it is time to examine the "inconvenient truth" about school improvement and inject a knowledge-based school improvement agenda into federal education policy.  Doing so may not win anyone an academy award, but it would a big difference for millions of students and teachers for generations to come.    

