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About this booklet…

As the country enters a new era of education reform with the recent passage of the No Child Left Behind Act, there is a greater need than ever for scientific research to guide changes in policy, programs and practice.  However, education research has long been the subject of intense debate about its quality, nature and value as well as about the appropriate federal role and investment. 

On March 26, 2002 the Progressive Policy Institute (PPI), the National Education Knowledge Industry Association (NEKIA), and the Education Quality Institute (EQI) hosted a special policy forum to examine these and other issues relating to education research and its relevance to school reform.  Through interactive panel discussions and presentations by policymakers, practitioners, and leading experts, forum participants grappled with critical issues affecting education research and federal policy including the significance of scientifically based research, the reauthorization of the Office of Education Research and Improvement, and the future of research and development in school reform.  

To spark further dialogue on these critical issues, PPI, NEKIA and EQI have compiled presenter remarks and participant discussions in this booklet. A Web version of this booklet is available on line at: __________________. For more information on future events on research in education, please visit our Web sites:

Progressive Policy Institute: www.ppionline.org
National Education Knowledge Industry Association: www.nekia.org 

Education Quality Institute: www.eqireports.org 

An Overview of the National Research Council’s Report: Scientific Research in Education  

The forum was opened by Lisa Towne, Senior Program Officer at the National Research Council’s Center for Education, and Study Director of the NRC’s recent report, Scientific Research in Education. Towne addressed many of the questions researchers and policy makers today face vis a vis education research. The following is an edited version of her remarks.

As most of you know, the topic of education research is very timely. It is an area in which there is both very legitimate debate and also a lot of misconceptions.  I am hopeful that this timeliness will allow us to engage in the discussions and the learning that needs to take place in order that we might move forward in the right direction.  

The debates about education research are not new.  In fact, they started with the inception of education research itself—with debates about epistemology or the nature of education research, methodology, it’s purpose, and it’s use.  While the substance of these discussions has remained basically the same, what has changed are the people doing the debating.  With the emergence of standards based reform (which began to take hold in the 80’s) various policymakers and practitioners started to enter into the debate. At this time, the incentives associated with accountability systems gave educators new reason to examine the evidence associated with various programs and strategies.

The long history of this debate within academia, coupled with the emergence of new interest in research within the policy and practice communities, resulted in the policy board of the Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI), the National Educational Research Policy and Priorities Board (NERPPB) asking the National Research Council to contribute to this dialogue.  Our charge was to articulate exactly what scientifically-based research in education is, and specifically how the federal role can be most supportive of generating the kind of knowledge we all agree is necessary to move forward.

The goals of the NRC report are threefold: first, to help folks have a better understanding of what scientifically-based research is—the nature of this beast that we’re all grappling with now; secondly, to talk about the implications of this issue on the reauthorization of OERI; and third, to create some self-reflection in the field.  All of this, we hoped, would address the skepticism around education research, its quality, its usefulness, and the extent to which it can meet the attendant challenges that are associated with No Child Left Behind.  This report suggests that the research community needs to think hard about its roles and responsibilities as we move forward in this new policy environment. 

The committee who actually authored this report, like most Academy committees, is a very eclectic group of individuals and experts.  Statisticians, cultural anthropologists, cell biologists, historians, economists, demographers, philosophers, and a research chemist, met several times over the course of one year in an effort to address our charge. 

What I would like to do is give you a very brief overview of the contents in this report as a way to frame the more detailed discussions that will follow in today’s panels.  I’ll do this by asking several commonly asked questions about education research, and then answer them in the way that the committee framed it’s own findings and conclusions.  The first: and probably the most searing indictment of the education research enterprise you will hear is, has education research ever produced a knowledge base that could inform policy and practice?  After considering this question very seriously, the committee concluded that the answer is yes. 

What the committee did in this report was to trace a number of productive lines of inquiry, that have, over time, yielded some very important insights about teaching, learning and schooling.  Early reading skills is one area that probably a lot of you are quite familiar with.  Another equally robust and important issue that tends to receive less attention is measurement and assessment.  There are so many assessment provisions in this new bill that, given all of the technical problems that still exist, couldn’t have been nearly as advanced without the good work of psychometricians and others in promoting a strong knowledge base.  But the committee acknowledges that it hasn’t advanced to the same degree as in other social science fields and disciplines and especially its distant cousins in the physical and natural sciences.  

The other part of this question is that science is not something that is ever going to be finished.  It is an evolving, ongoing enterprise.  It’s not likely that we are ever going to get to a point where we are sure about the answers.  Some of the things that we highlight in our report as being the state of knowledge today, may well be overturned in 50 years. What happens over time is we improve the certainty with which we know and understand things.

Finally, the committee found that the way in which education research has progressed over time is very similar to other fields.  The progression is jagged with no linear progression from utter naivete to clear insight.  Instead, knowledge wanders over time as people try and figure out how findings from a particular study fit in with the existing knowledge base, and why certain lines of inquiry that once seemed promising don’t pan out.  These things are not always straightforward.  I’m sure that every single one of you has bemoaned at one point what you see as a bunch of researchers bickering about whether Success for All, or whatever reform you are thinking about, works.  While sometimes those debates can get very ugly and personal, the role of a self-regulating critical community of researchers who engage in skeptical critique of each other’s work is absolutely essential in getting science based and research based knowledge to move forward.  Researchers earn their paychecks by being skeptical observers.

The conditions that need to be in place for the advancement of knowledge tend to be the same in education research as in other fields.  Chief among those conditions is time.  We don’t figure these things out overnight.  Taking the reading example once again, this has been in the making for 40 or 50 years.  Assessment has an even longer history.  Understanding these issues takes decades of work, and that is not something that most policy makers like to hear.  And certainly there is some more to do to try and figure out how good is good enough, a topic that one of the panels will address here today. 

The second condition is money.  Just as you can’t expect research-based knowledge to accumulate overnight, we also can’t expect to generate it on the cheap.

Finally, there is the issue of public support.  In medical research, citizens, policy makers and others acknowledge that they don’t know everything about their own health, about public health, about disease, and therefore acknowledge that they need medical researchers to help them get new drugs approved, etc.  In education, everyone went to third grade,  and everyone has their own ideas about how to fix the schools.  Hence, the public attitude, which is reflected in our elected representatives, feels differently about education research than research in other areas. 

The next question: is scientific education research any different from other scientific endeavors?  The committee concluded, after a lot of debate that at a very fundamental level, the answer was no.  They determined that all fields share a set of common, guiding principles.  These principles include the role of theory, conceptual models, and trying to put data and empirical findings together with a theoretical framework to make sense of them.  These principles also embrace the process of rigorous reasoning about what is observed and ruling out alternative explanations for what is seen and known, and very importantly, the use of methods that are best suited to address a particular question or investigation.

These principles are not to be misunderstood as a checklist or a “how-to” guide.  Contrary to what you may have learned in sixth grade science, there is no single scientific method.  This shocked me, but it’s true.  Hard scientists and philosophers of science have long recognized that there is no one algorithm for how to pursue science, that it is instead in many ways a very creative—yet disciplined—enterprise.

Does my claim that the sciences are united by a set of principles mean that education research is the same as labor economics or cultural anthropology?  No, that’s not the implication here.  While there are basic tenets that are shared across sciences, specializations develop within fields as a result of what is being studied, and the contexts in which they are being studied.  The features of education, the complexities of the dynamic of teaching and learning and schooling have very significant implications for how these common principles are instantiated in the scientific study of education.  So, in the report we talked about what we think are the most salient features of education that do shape the principles of inquiry in research.

If the sciences are basically the same, shouldn’t education researchers use the same methods as other scientists?  Not necessarily --it’s a bit more nuanced than that.  Methods are tools of the research trade.  Just like tools from any other profession, they’re only as good as how well they can be used to get a particular job done or address particular questions.  Both the methods and the questions evolve over time, and while you can import methods from other fields to education research, often times they have to be adapted and new methods need to be developed.  

Let me just take on another myth that’s embedded in this question.  There is an assumption that medical research is made up of randomized field trials where you have a group of people you randomly assign to a treatment or to a placebo to find out whether a drug or other intervention is actually effective.  Also called clinical trails, these are a very important part of this research base, but they’re not the only part.  There are lots of other studies about the insidence and prevalence of disease, for example, that do not rely on this method and couldn’t in any reasonable or thoughtful way.  And so we need to keep in mind that the range of legitimate methods that typifies education research is true of all fields—not just education.

I mentioned earlier that we were asked to think about how this depiction of scientific research and education could be used to help think about the future of a federal education research agency.  We often hear, can’t we just restructure this organization to look like NIH?  While this committee did not conduct an evaluation of OERI, it did try to think about its depiction of science, collecting data from a range of agencies and the federal government, and think hard about what it is that made for effective research organizations.  What the committee decided ultimately, was that the precise structure and organization is not the critical element.  You only have to look at NIH and NSF, two very respected research organizations, to see that organizations can do their work in very different ways.  

So the committee determined that the more effective agencies were those agencies that had developed a culture of science.  While this culture is a bit intangible, it has to do with infusing the norms, the habits of mind, and the ways of thinking of researchers and research organizations into the work of the agency.  In other words, OERI needs to have experienced researchers and staff at its helm, the organization has to invest in a balanced portfolio, and of course we couldn’t have concluded the report without saying something about the need for adequate resources to do all of this.  

One final point here: all stakeholders have a role in improving educational research.  The committee felt really strongly and argued very forcefully that it is not only up to federal bureaucrats to fix OERI.  An education research agency is just a reflection of the field it supports, and it is the professional responsibility of researchers to engage in its work.  It’s the responsibility of practitioners and policy makers to help shape the agenda.  All of us have a role in promoting not only an agency within the federal government, but the education research enterprise in general.  

I will conclude by simply setting out a challenge to all of you, which is that each one of us is going to have to do our part if we are going to take this very powerful rhetoric, and make it a reality.  So I hope we can all take this opportunity today to begin that conversation and work toward those goals. 

PANEL DISCUSSION: 

"WHAT IS QUALITY, AND HOW GOOD IS ‘GOOD ENOUGH?”

Moderator: 
RICHARD WHITMIRE, USA Today

Panelists: 
DAVID MYERS, Mathematica Policy Research

STEVE ROSS, University Of Memphis

Introduction

On the government’s “No Child Left Behind” Web site (www.nochildleftbehind.gov), there is a statement which reads:  “Ineffective teaching practices and unproven education theories are among the chief reasons children fall behind and teachers get frustrated.” It continues by stating that the solution to this problem requires that policy makers: (1) demand that instructional practices be evidence-based, and (2) direct funding so that only the best ideas with proven results are introduced into the classroom.  This panel addressed the issue of the quality of education research to date, and the demands being placed on the quality of that research in the future. 

David Myers, Senior Fellow and Associate Director of Research at Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. and Steven Ross, Professor and Executive Director, Center for Research in Educational Policy, University of Memphis discussed the challenge of raising the bar on the quality of educational research and the effect this research will have on educational practice. 

Richard Whitmire, the panel moderator, and a reporter covering education for USA Today, acknowledged the importance of this changing landscape. He stated,

In all honesty, [education research] is perceived as second rate, even among reporters.  But obviously this is changing; it’s changing fast.  You know a revolution is in the air when Congress uses the term scientifically based research more than a hundred times in the ESEA reauthorization.

Mr. Whitmire went on to state that, “This is a revolution brewing from outside the education system, which means it can be powerful but also produce some unintended consequences.” The hope, which the forum as a whole addressed, is that this “revolution”, will be the catalyst to bring about a significant rise in the quality of education research and the quality of practices and programs that come before students in our nation’s schools. 

The renewed interest in this topic has caused people to ask the question, ‘how good is good enough?’ This question is critical for stakeholders at all levels, but is particularly important to district administrators, principals, and teachers who are most often the ones making the decisions that affect our nation’s children.  Unfortunately, Whitmire argued, these educators may not be well-armed in making such decisions. Reflecting on his experience covering school reform, he observed that principals, 

…[often are] people who really were chosen years ago based on their skills of making the busses run on time and the cafeterias work [and now are] choosing whole school reform models.  I would argue that they are probably the least experienced to make this decisions, and many of them were making these decisions based on who had the shiniest models at the regional fairs.  

Furthermore, principals and other decision-makers have to make decisions quickly, which begs the question before our panelists: How good is good enough?

David Myers: High Quality Education Research: How “High” is Good Enough?

David Myers began by outlining the roles of different stages of research. First, he stated that research must describe what “it” is, and must do this using qualitative and descriptive methods.  Second, one needs to assess the impact of the intervention.  Some people argue that one shouldn’t immediately go to a randomized experiment: instead they suggest that less rigorous methods such as quasi-experimental designs can be used first and then if the results are “suggestive”, that random assignment procedures can be used.  This may be problematic because results from quasi-experimental designs may take evaluators and policy makers in the wrong direction.  Ideally, one would subject an intervention to a randomized experiment to assess the potential impact under controlled conditions and then assess it again when the intervention is used in a larger scale.  This approach answers two questions: (1) can the intervention have an impact under ideal circumstances and (2) can it work when a program is being operated at scale.  It may be the case that an intervention can work under some conditions, but that when implemented, for example, in schools with a wide range of resources that the intervention fails.

Dr. Myers argued that while the goal of impact studies is to “measure the value-added of one approach or policy over what is already being used for similar assignment units”, using quasi-experimental designs (QED) yield questionable results. “Both QED and random assignment approaches try to construct a comparison group that reflects what would have happened in the absence of the intervention.”  Unfortunately, “the evidence concerning the efficacy of different quasi-experimental designs is not comforting.”

How Much Evidence Do Policymakers Need Before They Can Be Confident That a Particular Program or Intervention Works?

No Child Left Behind calls for scientifically based evidence—a step in the right direction. However, policy makers will no doubt be disappointed when they see that programs have an impact on some groups of students but not others and researchers are unable to explain why.  Myers offers a litmus test for researchers; saying: 

You have to ask yourself, can the researcher convince me that they did a good job of comparing similar kids.  Now, you often say, and I think this is where the suggestive part gets in trouble – you often say well, I’ll compare participants against non-participants.  That should be a red flag right away.  There’s a reason that other group didn’t participate.  They weren’t motivated or they didn’t have access.

He advised that there are certain questions that researchers need to ask when designing impact studies:

1) Are the questions being answered? (i.e.,  Are the specific outcomes relevant?  Has the intervention or program made a difference with those students that the policy was designed to reach?  In the context of vouchers, for example, have systems changed as a result of the policy or has there merely been an impact on individuals?)

2) Can it be shown that the treatment group and control groups are similar along many dimensions?  Have we rooted out biases when designing the research?

3) How closely linked is the experiment to what we would expect to see in a full-scale implementation of the intervention or policy?

The Standard:  Experimental Design

Myers concluded his talk by offering some suggestions for fostering higher quality research. He urges that researchers make their treatment and comparison groups comparable and suggests that “the simplest way, the one with the least assumptions is random assignment, and using the experimental design.”  To do this, researchers must close the gap between the consumer mindset (that of parents, teachers, administrators and policy makers) and the researcher mindset.  Consumers must question the relevance of studies as well as the quality of their evidence, base decisions on empirical rather than anecdotal evidence, and be fully aware of the risks for children of using low quality evidence.  In other words, consumers, like scientists, need to be skeptical.  Myers claims that this is often not the case, especially in our schools of education. He said,

I think one of the worst places you see this is in schools of education.  They often have such strong ideology about what’s right and what’s wrong.  They don’t distrust what they’re telling teachers to do in the classroom.  I often ask teachers, do you really know if what you’re doing is making a difference for these kids? Could you make a bigger change in their life if you did something different?  As soon as you can get a teacher into that position, and they don’t feel threatened that they’re failures, they’ll often go with the rigorous evaluation.

Dr. Myers urged policy makers to involve schools of education in this process by moving from ideology to evidence-based educational approaches.

Steve Ross: Asking the Right Questions

Steve Ross began his presentation by asking the audience to consider the following: 

Imagine if the only information physicians had about drugs came from the pharmaceutical companies, or from highly technical scientific journals.  Imagine if the only information we had about cars came from the manufacturers or from highly technical scientific journals.  That’s the way things often are in education.

He went on to highlight several important points about using research to affect the development of high quality education programs. 

Evidence is difficult to interpret and difficult to get to consumers. 

Evidence is very difficult for policy makers to interpret since analysis and results are often complex.  Additionally, studies differ immensely in quality, making it difficult for policy makers—who often do not have enough time or expertise—to decide which are the best in quality.  To illustrate this point, Ross drew from his own experience as editor of a scholarly journal saying, 

I use sophisticated reviewers with PhDs in research.  Twenty-five percent of the time I get back one review of a study that says, accept pretty much as is, and another, reading the same study that says, reject, it’s not a good quality study.  And, these are the experts. 

Moreover, even if all parties understand the research, the results are often mixed.  In a typical study, he said, ten schools go up using a model, but five go down, and the spin that is put on results often ends up being policy.

Finally, policymakers need to consider that results are often context specific.  Ross argued that what works in Memphis may not work in Detroit, and may not work in Washington.  They must also keep in mind that studies are often not third party.  

The world of research is pretty incestuous, and it’s hard for policy makers to differentiate between which researchers were working for the design team, and which were totally independent.

Looking Forward: We Need to Ask the Right Questions

Qualified third party reviewers need to look at the research as a whole, and reach informed conclusions about where a program works.  Ross stated, 

We can’t have, in my opinion, policy makers and practitioners doing it: it’s too complex, it’s too confusing.  Media and policy makers need to be educated on how to interpret and report evidence, and I hope we're starting that today.

Third party reviews should also drive program and model development and quality control.  If we want to improve the overall quality of our education programs we need better information and a better process.  Evidence needs to be more consumer oriented; and the selection of programs and models needs to be driven by data.  None of these are standard practice in education today.
Ross concluded by saying that we have been asking the wrong questions. 

Which program model is best is not a good question. How effective is program or model X, in my opinion, is not a good question.  I think much better questions are, which program model can be implemented best in this context, and seems most effective for these desired outcomes.

Unless we begin to ask these kinds of questions, Ross added, “we will not be leaving no child behind.”

Selected Audience Questions

Q:  How should principals best assess and choose the different reform models that are out there? What are the red flags that administrators should watch out for, and what are some green lights?

Steve Ross:  The red flags are data that comes from the vendor.  Every vendor, every design team has positive data, every single one, that can show positive results where there was improvement. The green lights are evidence from trustworthy sources such as journals and such as true third parties, and success stories from people, from other principals, other schools, that are similar to yours, that you know about.  Principals [have] one of the hardest jobs in the world, but for many principals, doing a reform means being told by the district that you have 30 days or less to write a proposal for federal or state money. So they find out very quickly what’s hot, what’s going on, put together a proposal, and, voila.  They have a model that may not work three years down the road because it wasn’t researched reflectively enough.

Q:  This comment is directed toward Steve Ross’ comment that it is not sensible to ask whether or not a program works, or is effective, but does this program work on behalf of certain outcomes for certain kids?.  But I wonder, given the right research, if you can sensibly ask and get an answer to the simple question: does it not work?

Steve Ross:  Yes, through the kind of process that David Myers is talking about which we don’t have patience for in education, and that’s to do the replication…  So yes, it’ll be possible to eliminate a program if we have time and a process where experts can look at results because, believe me, even for a non-working program, the vendor, as I said before, will have plenty of evidence to tell America that it works.

Q:  Is there the capacity for third party research, and if there isn’t now, how long would it take to gear up, to be able to do all the third party research that No Child Left Behind calls for?

David Myers:  I don’t think there is the capacity.  I’ve talked to people at foundations, and they are interested in looking at, in a rigorous way, the impacts of various curriculums, and they even worry that there isn’t the capacity out there to do that.  If you look at the research capacity—there’s the university side, and then there are the research firms such as Mathematica, RAND, Abt Associates and others, and I don’t think we have the capacity to do it at this point.  It’ll take years to develop.  The same researchers are out there, churning the waters that have been there for the last 15 to 20 years.  There’s not that much of an influx of new people, and I think it's a problem.

PANEL DISCUSSION:

USING RESEARCH TO IMPROVE STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT: WHAT IS THE FEDERAL ROLE?

Moderator: 
Paul Glastris, The Washington Monthly 

Panelists:
Carmen Russo, Baltimore City Public Schools

Lisa Graham Keegan, Education Leaders Council

Sharon Robinson, Educational Testing Service

Mike Cohen, Aspen Institute

Introduction

While the first panel dealt with the supply and design of high quality research, the second panel shifted the focus to the “demand” side of the equation: the needs of consumers of research.  Panelists articulated an agenda for the research community to focus on in order to help district and state leaders ensure that education programs and policies are truly evidence-based and effective for the children they serve.

Carmen Russo:  A School District Perspective

The first panelist to weigh in on this issue was Carmen Russo, Chief Executive Officer of the Baltimore City Schools, who shared her ideas on what administrators and practitioners need from research as a result of No Child Left Behind and its focus on evidence-based programs.  Dr. Russo’s described her charge, from parents, the general community and the school board as “improving the student achievement in a standards-based reform environment for many, many kids.”  Therefore, she advocated for a national research agenda to help superintendents design, implement, and sustain data-driven education reform efforts: 

We’re looking particularly for research that helps inform us in the areas of academic achievement.  We’re in an environment of increased accountability and increasingly higher expectations.  We’re in an environment of more testing and assessments, and there’s really a great deal that we [still] don’t know, that we suspect may be true, but we’re not exactly sure.

Dr. Russo stated that superintendents, over the last five years, have come to use research much more often in local decision making. 

We no longer allow principals to make those kinds of non-research-based decisions because, clearly, if we look at it, school-based decision-making in [large urban districts] just hasn’t worked. 

In Baltimore and other districts, superintendents are encouraging schools to choose from a shorter list of research-based programs that seem to be effective and the best fit for their particular environment.  Dr. Russo attests that some of Baltimore City’s success in the last several years can be attributed to this practice.  She believes that more and more superintendents are moving towards this model of leadership, and will increasingly turn to research for guidance: 

The decisions that we make are monumental, and they impact the lives of many, many thousands of children, and I don’t take those decisions lightly.  I look to the research as much as I can for answers.  I don’t always find [them], but over the years, I want to tell you that many of the things that the research community has done have been extremely helpful.  [Telling] me something doesn’t work, or that something may have possibilities for my particular community has been very, very helpful.

Bridging the Gap Between Research and Practice

Dr. Russo outlined five basic criteria that research must have in order to help superintendents more effectively connect research and practice.  She advocated for research that is:  

1. Relevant and timely.  

2. Accurate.    

3. Meaningful to the practitioner (as opposed to the kind that researchers might do for each other or the policy world alone.) 

4. Objective.  Research has to be more than simply what is politically correct at a particular moment.  When superintendents implement major organizational change, they need to know that the programs they put in place can and will endure, because large-scale institutional change is difficult and may not happen again for ten years. 

5. Accessible.  Information needs to be readily available and easy to understand. 

Areas for Research

Dr. Russo went on to talk about the sense of urgency that exists in educational circles vis a vis closing the achievement gap, stating her belief that researchers have done a wonderful job in certain areas such as early childhood literacy. However, she listed several other critical areas on which, from her perspective, future research needs to focus: 

1. Developing and evaluating effective literacy programs for middle and secondary students.  Most literacy research has focused on the area of early childhood education.  Yet the fact remains that too many children are graduating from high school with a diploma that is perceived to have no value because so many students are, in effect, illiterate. 

2. Investigating which instructional strategies can work with a very mobile, transient population (particularly in areas of poverty.)  She also urged researchers to consider that those strategies may vary, depending on the setting. 

3. Disaggregating evidence of effectiveness to help identify which programs work for which populations of students.  For example, we need to know or not what works in one state will work in another, or if what works for a Hispanic population will also work for an African American population

4. Helping practitioners determine whether smaller schools and smaller classes do, in fact, allow for better learning. 

5. Determining whether putting money into technology really makes a difference.
6. Determining what kinds of support, professional development, in- and pre-service training practitioners need to improve their teaching.

Finally, Dr. Russo asked researchers to shed light on the issue of, involving communities in the change process. 

If we are leading difficult lives and we are making some difficult decisions, we don’t do it in isolation  [We need to know] how we, as public education leaders, get our communities behind us to understand that this is a time of dramatic change?  People are uncomfortable with change, and they involve, many times, major culture shifts.  What strategies can we use to create all these wonderful transformations with the support of the community? 

Sharon Robinson:  A Public Policy Perspective

Sharon Robinson, president of the Educational Policy Leadership Institute at Education Testing Service (ETS), began by briefly discussing the history of the federal role in education and education research.  This history began, she said, with a mandate to collect data and findings to observe the progress and quality of education.  That tradition continues, but is clouded by conflicts over methodologies, the balance between basic research and applied research, and the government’s role in research and development.  As a result, critical questions have yet to be answered, such as:  Who sets the research agenda?  Should it be driven by officials, by the field, or by consumers?  Who are the real consumers of education research?

Ms. Robinson described a 1992 National Research Council study of the federal role in education, which found only one role that was endorsed by as many as 25 percent of those participating in the survey: to provide some linkage between research findings and the improvement of practice.  The fact that such a small percentage of people surveyed endorsed that goal is proof of the lack of consensus around this issue. 

Ms. Robinson said that currently, OERI is conducting important work—but that in the future, the government will need to add new dimensions to this agency, however it’s crafted, to include: 

1. Strong leadership.  The agency will require leadership that is well respected for its technical expertise as well as its ability to engage different points of view (i.e. communities, constituencies.)  This new leadership will need to define the organization’s agenda around critical questions from the field and organize the resources necessary to answer these questions.  

2. The ability to preserve quality and inspire innovation. The federal government has to weigh in, along with the academy, on the boundaries and definitions of methodologies used in education research.  It must push the explorations and use of more innovative and rigorous methodologies that increase the accuracy of new findings.  Then, it must ensure clear, strong connections with all who may benefit from those new findings (e.g. other researchers, parents, practitioners, and citizens.)  

3. A focus on “really big ideas.”  Robinson argued that the federal government could work with states to develop innovative systems to capture the impact of public services on individual students, over time.  She said:

…wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could work with states to develop student-centered databases, starting with day one of a student’s life and following that student through all of the state sponsored agencies and organizations that serve [him or her?]. [In that way] you would have a data set that is learner-centered, continuing right through adulthood.
While she claimed that some states are starting to think about such a seamless system of education and support for their learners, the challenge now is to be accountable to those students throughout their educational lives, because all of these different data sets make tracking student performance difficult.  

4. The commitment to align its work with practitioners needs.  Robinson stated that the federal government will need to create an agenda that will inspire practitioners and parents to work with the agency once they see that it is responding to their needs.  The government should encourage innovation and entrepreneurship by rethinking the relationship between government-sponsored research and educational program development.  

Robinson closed by saying,

My interest in this topic is not really about a federal agency…its structure or its funding.  This is not about the career interests of researchers.  My interest in this topic is really about a larger interest that I know we all share…the business of our own human capital development so we are contributing to our global, economic well being and to our capacity to enjoy a safer, just, and peaceful society.

Lisa Graham Keegan: A State Education Policy Perspective

Lisa Graham Keegan, CEO of the Education Leaders Council spoke about what educational leaders need from the federal government in this new policy environment of research and evidence-based instruction.  Keegan stated that the role of the people in charge of educational policy at the state level ought to be fairly narrow, yet non-negotiable, i.e., they should help establish the infrastructure needed for successful reforms.

To achieve this, what do state level policy makers need from the research community?  To begin with, Keegan argued that policymakers need to embrace the reality that there is a non-negotiable subset of what kids need to know and be able to do.  She said, that moving away from

… world peace and onto mathematics is very difficult.  It is much easier to talk about whether something works than it is to say, did the kids learn multiplication of triple digits and can they do that without a calculator?  It’s much sexier to talk about health issues and the issues at home and why it is that kids do and don’t learn.  We have got to [agree on] a subset of material that is our responsibility to share with kids [at different points in their education.]

Narrowing the Research Agenda

Researchers can no longer ask the question, “does it work?”  Instead researchers need to narrow their questions to uncover clearer, more specific answers.  The issue of narrowing, she said, has its own set of political ramifications. 

When you go about the business of narrowing the research agenda, narrowing what’s going to be taught, narrowing the information that you want kids to know, you are subject to the accusation that you have now simply taken everything interesting out of education.  Many see this as an oppressive approach to instruction because now we can’t be creative anymore.  That’s ridiculous—it is not creative to not be able to read or do basic computation.  

Student-level data, Keegan explained, has become “very important for all the right reasons,” despite the fact that such data can only be collected when we accept that there are certain things that students absolutely have to learn.  This does not mean we have narrowed instruction beyond all reason.  Instead, policy organizations need grantors (be they the federal government or other philanthropic organizations) to be very disciplined in what they’re asking states to do.  

Funders Need to Demand Results

Keegan argued that researchers have not, in the past, been very forthcoming about how a particular program will evaluate its impact, nor have funders asked for that information.  Yet, she said, as we go forward with the demands of No Child Left Behind, any grant that goes through a vetting process will have clearly outline the process by which it will demonstrates results.  Keegan said that this strong connection between funding and outcomes marks a significant change in grantmaking practices. 

Keegan suggested that education policymakers and practitioners need to put solid evidence first and let go of notions that “anything goes” or that what works is found through consensus decision-making. For example, she expressed frustration over the fact that a belief persists in education that we don’t know how children learn to read.  

We have to get beyond ourselves, and embrace our differences [on this issue.]  It is so important that we talk to each other about these things and why we believe them.  And where we have evidence, as in reading, we ought not still be insisting that everybody’s idea gets to be a part of the process, because if it’s wrong… it doesn’t deserve to be part of the process.  I’ve said for quite some time that [research is what should drive decision-making. 

Keegan concluded by saying that her organization is committed to being open to what happens as we learn more about what works, and will look forward to collaborating with the research community in the future.

Mike Cohen:  The Federal Role

Mike Cohen, Senior fellow at the Aspen Institute and former Assistant Secretary of Education in the Clinton administration began by agreeing that education is an incredibly complex institution and undertaking: 

No single research strategy is ever going to give us a good enough handle on what we need to know.  We need multiple research strategies in order to have even a partial understanding of what is likely to work under what circumstances with what students, and why and how you get it to work.  

Cohen said that policymakers or practitioners cannot expect research to provide a clear or straightforward enough answer that will tell them exactly what to do once a study is over. 

Bridging Policy and Practice

However, Cohen argued that some part of the federal research and development effort needs to focus on supporting the intermediaries who will help policymakers and practitioners understand how research impacts their world, and on building the capacity of practitioners and policymakers to make better judgments.  

We’re all making decisions with or without research.  When you see the world from that point of view, the real question in my mind is, how can research better inform the judgments that busy people need to make in complicated situations, so that the decisions that they make are better than they otherwise would be?

Speaking from the supply-side perspective, Cohen made a plea for multiple strategies stating that,  

Research and development (R&D) seems like the quintessentially federal role in education, the one thing…the government ought to do.  But going from that broad philosophical statement to actual support for a messy R&D enterprise has been, historically, quite difficult.  All of us who’ve been involved in that should be somewhat humble in our efforts to try to get it right this time in the next reauthorization.

People Matter More than Agencies

Cohen raised the question of whether or not government structures even matter in this area.  He pointed out that the federal education research enterprise has operated in a variety of governance arrangements with advisory committees, governing boards, and presidentially or secretarially appointed leadership, yet it remains unclear whether or not any of these iterations have resulted in the enterprise working more effectively.  However, he believes that the staffing of federal research and development agencies does matter.  

If you want that agency to make a difference, if you want it to support high-quality work that will have an impact in the field, then you need a pool of talented researchers and research managers who have credibility both in the research community and in the practice and policy communities…[These people need to] translate research to people in different sectors, and who have a deep understanding of the issues.  

Therefore, Cohen said, the real challenge in reauthorizing OERI, is creating an environment that attracts and keeps talented staff—a challenge that has proven to be difficult for that organization throughout its history.

Cohen outlined several points that should guide the upcoming reauthorization of OERI:

1. Focus matters.  Researchers cannot study everything.  Instead they must focus on the biggest challenges we face in education and organize a sustained program of research around these problems.  This agenda must focus on issues around which we can accumulate enough evidence to provide clear guidance and information to the field.

2. Multiple research strategies matter.  There is a need for more experimental and quasi-experimental research.  While these strategies are difficult and expensive, it is still important to arrive at clear answers about what works and why. 

3. Research findings have to include implementation data to really impact practice.  Cohen said, 

Even if you have good, hard, solid evidence on a program that works…the question of what do I do sitting in the state capitol to get that program, that practice, applied broadly throughout the state is the question that none of the researchers have focused on yet.  If something works, you want to figure out a way to get that into practice pretty quickly.

Cohen said that we need to learn more about the process of putting best practices into place, particularly in light of bureaucratic, political or capacity obstacles that must be overcome.  He explained that teachers and principals are not failing to implement proven practices because they’re willfully ignoring the research.  In reality, it’s simply not easy for people in schools to read the study one day and put the findings into practice the next.  Policymakers need to help those in schools figure out how to connect theory and practice.  They also need to know how confident they can be in the research, and which policy options look most promising.  

In conclusion, Cohen made the following observation about getting research into practice in the classroom: 

Life is messy in the classroom, teachers don’t read the research and put it into practice right away…Teachers are most likely to change practice if they have good data on the impact changes [will have] on the students they are teaching.  So, figuring out how to help schools develop and use a variety of data instruments that provide real data in real time about the impact on real kids is very important…if you want research and evidence-based practices to be put into place in the classroom.

Audience Questions

Editor’s Note: Chester E. Finn Jr. (Checker), President of the Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, and former U.S. Assistant Secretary of Education, posed the following question about the status of the U.S. Congressional hearings on the reauthorization of the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Educational Research and Innovation (OERI). 

Q: This is a panel on the federal role in education research.  Last week, there was an important event, which is the House Education Committee reported out a wholesale restructuring of the Department of Education’s role in education research, and none of you has said a world about it.  So, I would like to know from each of you whether, if you were a member of the U.S. House of Representatives voting on this bill as reported out by the Committee last week, you would vote for or against it because you think it does or doesn’t improve the prospects for federal education research?

A: 

Carmen Russo:  I haven’t commented on it because, quite frankly, I don’t know whether it is going to make a difference. I’m sort of waiting to see.  The translation from the bill to what actually happens in real life has yet to be determined, and so I think people like myself are trying to influence the conversations behind the scenes, hoping that some of the good work that’s been done in the past continues.  Honestly and truly, I don’t think any other superintendent in the country would tell you that they have a clue about what will happen in the next year or two as a result of that bill. 

Sharon Robinson:  Both Checker and I have had the privilege of restructuring the agency, and I would like to say this: if this manifestation of the agency captures the passion and commitment of those who have the authority and responsibility to fund and become advocates for the work of the agency, I say go for it.  I would ask the folks who have organized and coalesced to put this new structure together to think very hard about what it is they’re trying to accomplish, to provide stability and support and a well-crafted mission.  If they are going to stick with it the whole way, and fully fund it, then I would say vote yes. 

Lisa Graham Keegan:  I think I would support the addition of the Checker Finn amendment to insure the independence of NAGB (National Assessment Governing Board) and then vote yes.  I do think the proposed structure change would make a difference.  But I also agree with Mike’s comments about people mattering the most: who is going to be in charge on various boards or in charge of research makes a huge difference. So, while the governance changes matter, the commitment of the staff and leadership will also matter a great deal. 

Mike Cohen:  I’m not sure how I’d vote.  On the whole, [the proposed changes] look like a move in the right direction.  I do have some concerns about governance issues. I’m not sure I see much protection for bi-partisanship or non-partisanship on some of the governing boards. 

One other thought:  It struck me that, if it’s at all possible, this bill may be too highly focused.  It reads as though the research agenda is solely related to reading and math achievement.  We don’t have to study every outcome, but there are important issues outside of reading and math—teaching and learning, retention and graduation rates in higher ed, financing, etc.—that I think are worth attention and it’s not clear to me if this bill contemplates spending any time or federal resources on these issues. 

Informing Education Practices And Policies Through Scientific Research

The Forum’s Keynote speaker was G. Reid Lyon, Chief, Child Development & Behavior Branch, National Institute of Health and Human Development, National Institutes of Health.  He is responsible for the direction, development and management of research programs in developmental psychology, cognitive neuroscience, behavioral pediatrics, reading and human learning and learning disorders. The following is an edited version of Dr. Lyon’s remarks.
Introduction: Scientifically Based Practice


Good afternoon.  I’m delighted to be here.  To begin I would like to read something to you.

The history of [the profession] has never been a particularly attractive subject in professional education, and one reason for this is that it is so unbelievably deplorable a story.  It is hard to conceive of a less scientific enterprise among human endeavors.  Virtually anything that could be thought up for treatment was tried out at one time or another, and once tried lasted for decades if not centuries before being given up.  It was, in retrospect, the most frivolous and irresponsible kind of human experimentation based upon nothing but trial and error, and usually resulting in precisely that sequence.

The profession described above is not education; it's medicine.  The quote is by Louis Thomas, former president of Sloan-Kettering, bemoaning the state of science and art in medicine at the turn of the century, where, indeed, most of what practitioners did was based upon anecdotal experiences, idiosyncratic training, and primarily reflected the internship experience.  At that time, you could come out of Harvard or the University of Maryland with a medical degree and have absolutely different conceptions about biology, chemistry, and physiology.  And, indeed, this led to widely varying practice.  Given that a lot of people were not faring well as a result of that kind of capricious medical practice, the question became: ‘Is this the way it has to be?’  That is, is there a core body of knowledge, vis-a-vis biology and chemistry, physiology and the life sciences that all physicians-to-be should learn as a foundation and then specialize beyond that?  Indeed, today, after many years, of honing that system, you can receive a medical degree from Harvard or the University of Maryland, and you are responsible for the same core knowledge which is assessed by different boarding structures, no matter where you go. 

This is not at all the case in education.  You can literally come out of any college of education on the practitioner, doctoral, or research side, holding entirely different conceptualizations of what constitutes evidence, what constitutes instructional practice, what constitutes the assumptions upon which we base practice, what constitutes a canon of knowledge.  While we are making some headway, we still have a lot of work ahead. But there is no way we are ever going to stem the tide of this epidemic of underachievement among our nation’s children unless we start to address our shortcomings in training and connecting research to practice. 

Many of you in this room have been in government, in policy, or in practice for upwards of two decades, and know that many of the concepts I'll be talking to you about today have been revisited ad nauseam without much progress. 

I don’t say this in a partisan way, I work for the President of the United States, as do all of the governmental employees in this room.  We are at a nexus, we are at an entirely different time than I've ever seen before.  Our President came to this job and gave us a couple of significant tasks to carry out.

One of these mandates is to staff our educational agencies with scientists who know both practice and the basic work. These scientists need to be outstanding managers who are willing to collaborate with their peers at other agencies. Every initiative designed to help our kids, whether on the research or programmatic sides, should be connected, so that the work being done at NIH is connected to the work being done at the Department of Education, and throughout the federal government. This interconnectedness is now in place.

President Bush has stated that we can no longer afford to leave our children to the mercy of educational malpractice.  We need to be asking, is there a corpus of information out there worthy of including in the preparation of undergraduate and graduate teachers? 

Good Research: What is it? How do we get it in education?

What I'm going to try to do is review what we know in one area for you, in reading.  I'm going to include a number of concepts that guide the conception of knowledge and evidence and scientific knowing as they relate to learning to read.  I hope that this will be broad enough to enable everybody to fit what he or she does into it (if what they do is of high quality). We have to be able to test our theories objectively and begin to move the work we do with children to a higher plane.  This is not about adults or ego, or career, or about holding onto ideas that have proven ineffectual for years.  We’ve got to let all that go.

We need to first consider what constitutes scientific research. Obviously, when we're trying to understand complex phenomena, we've got to reason extraordinarily cleverly.  We've got to have some body of context, some theory, or conceptual framework that guides how we pose our questions. Basing what we do on a solid body of integrated theories or conceptual information, will allow us to begin to ask the right questions. 

Good science requires us to be objective.  But, as someone pointed out on the last panel, everything is biased.  In fact, there's a whole school of thought that says, because the way people think is biased, then evidence and scientific data are in the eye of the beholder.  That is, everybody's interpretation is as good as anybody else's.  Right?  Nonsense.  We need to employ studies designed to trump bias, by using control or contrast groups, sampling paradigms, etc.  In fact, only by designing experiments that unpack these biases and account for them, can we draw strong conclusions and insightful interpretations.

We know that no one study alone can solve a problem.  Research is too messy, it's too complex, and we've got to be able to build converging evidence, albeit in a plodding, circuitous, self-revising manner.  This takes a long time.

If you look at our federal research agencies, one of the things that has been a major problem is that we have reinforced fragmented, short-term research development efforts that simply did not provide the research community the infrastructure it needed to address questions requiring long term study.  Child development is obviously not static - Kids are moving targets; you don't study them at any one point in time and figure out how they best respond to instruction. If you develop a certain instructional program and apply it to a third grader without knowing where he or she has been, how do you know if it's the instruction that improves the child’s reading, math abilities, and so on?  Is it the instruction plus previous knowledge, and so on?

This is not to say that there is no room for basic science work or short-term studies. There is plenty.  But when we are trying to figure out how kids learn, why they have difficulties, and what we can do about it, we've got to provide the funding, the support and the leadership to create designs that help us watch kids develop and grow over time, as they travel through life and the challenges that they face in the classroom.

A person involved in higher education brought up earlier that conducting longitudinal research is anathema to promotion and tenure.  In other words, if you are going to do long-term, prospective, epidemiological types of studies, it's going to take you all the way up until your tenure date before you get a publication.  Well, why in the world would higher education provide life-long guarantees when these short-term studies are so often weak and uninformative?  Maybe it's okay in history, or in philosophy, but it's not okay when we have to generate a body of knowledge that will affect the lives of children, not their philosophical underpinnings, not their political leanings, but how they learn in school.

Formulating good questions is what drives everything.  Dr. Einstein once said, the formulation of a problem is often more essential than its solution, which may be merely a matter of mathematical or experimental skill.  To raise new questions, to regard old questions from a new angle requires creative imagination and marks real advances in science. Not only are the questions we ask critical, but also we have to ask them in a way that they can be addressed, falsified, or overturned.

Here’s something that I think confuses a lot of people and makes it difficult for the press, the lay public, and practitioners to understand what we mean when we’re talking about scientific quality.  You hear time and time again that good research is experimental and is reflected in clinical trials.  And you hear that qualitative research is not good research.  In education, people often polarize those who do quantitative research and those who do qualitative research. 

But, this is not the real issue.  The selection and application of the research design that has to take place for something to be scientific relies on two major principles.  First, the design and methodology must be appropriate for the question asked; and second, the application of the appropriate design must be done with high quality.  If you are asking descriptive questions, or epidemiological questions, like how people get in trouble with AIDS, you don’t do clinical trials, you don’t do randomized experiments, at least initially.  You have to bring to bear descriptive mechanisms.  If you’re asking about what works, then you have to start to look at cause and effect, does X cause Y?  You have to make sure that whatever is causing Y is X, rather than something in between X and Y.

Another major component of high quality scientific research involves a practice we have employed at NIH for a very long time—the practice of peer review.  In fact, NIH’s system is one of the oldest in the country.  Peer review forces us to hone our scientific knowledge by always identifying clearly the strengths and weaknesses within grant applications and conveying that information to applicants to strengthen their thinking, their methodologies, and ultimately, the strength of the science. 

We always have to link together the question with the design, with the measures, with the theory.  And believe me, at NIH, and even with our own internal labs, sometimes we have great theories, which have spawned pretty good questions, yet the design is totally mismatched with the question.  And the peer review system catches that and offers suggestions for aligning it in a more productive fashion.  Peer review, at its best, should play an outstanding, recursive, educational role, not a punitive one.

Now, after explaining to the President how our peer review system works at NIH, he asked, “why can’t that type of peer review also help our local schools, and our states?”  I believe that it can, but we are going to have to bring a tremendous amount of capacity to that task, and make sure people understand these evidentiary issues you and I are talking about today.

An Example: Reading Research

I'm going to try to weave in some questions that have been asked in the field of reading since the 1960’s (at least this first question has) to try to make some specific points about high quality scientific research.  One of those questions is: How do children learn to read? That's a broad, overarching question.  But what are the skills, the abilities, the interactions in the classroom, the environments, the properties of those environments, the genetics, the physiology involved with learning to read?  How does it occur? 

We have been addressing this question since 1964, and we now have a pretty good idea of what it takes.  Nevertheless, science is going to revise what we know today—these things are not static.  We're going to add to and take away some of what we've learned.  But there is enough of a knowledge base that has been derived from the science in that question to be able to begin using the results from studies both in federal legislation, and in teacher preparation.

H.R. 1, the new ESEA bill with components titled Reading First, builds on the body of knowledge developed through the NIH Reading Research Network—the largest in the world, as well as research findings supported by the Department of Education and the National Science Foundation -- and now NIH is collaborating with these other agencies to continue this work.

Someone asked the question in the last panel, how in the world do you get what we know into the classroom, even if you have converging evidence from the research community? Teacher preparation institutions in this country, even the most renowned, are reluctant to hear that we've got some work to do on this.  However, if our teachers understood, for example, what it takes to learn to read, they would be much more effective in the classroom.  But how can teachers do that if they don't know what it takes to teach every child to read?

Theory Drives Questions, but Untested Theories Often Drive Practice

In considering this question, researchers needed to address many “sub” questions.  In the past, there were theoretical positions that  proposed that  reading occurred as a function of visual perceptual issues; of reading riding on the back of semantics or syntax or phrenology; of reading having to do with the inner sensory vestibular system; of reading having to do with the amount of protein in hair (believe me); of it having to do with the theoretical idea that eye tracking made a difference.  There are theoretical positions about children learning to read as a function of developing neural structures from the brain stem forward as in, “phylogeny recapitulates ontogeny.”  Do you remember that one?  But while theory (good or bad) drove the questions they not effectively tested before educational practices based on them were used in the classroom—and that hurt a lot of children.  

One competing theory that has been in place for a while, and is widely supported, is that language undergirds reading.  According to this theory, reading is much more of a linguistic process than a visual or vestibular process.  We now have converging evidence suggesting that language is the skeleton that written language adheres to.

But, at the same time, we were also testing theories that claimed learning to read was natural. You will notice, if you watch little kids, that they listen and speak in a relatively effortless manner vis-a-vis instruction from parents.  Parents don't have to teach about adjectives, pronouns or adverbs in an explicit manner. Rather, they respond to kids, they reinforce the language, and expand it.  In this way, we can conclude that language is, indeed, natural.  We observed that you can grow up in Tokyo or Toledo, Boston or Baghdad, and, indeed, you are going to begin to produce sounds in the same sequence no matter where you're from.  In Tokyo, like in Boston, kids will coo and babble, connect sounds together in an open context, and then extend syntax.  This happens everywhere without doing any teaching. It's genetically driven; it's hard-wired.

The assumption was that the same was true for reading.  And that assumption, that theory, was never scientifically tested, or if it was, it was not tested well.  It was put into place based solely upon casual observations. That, to me, reflects a low scientific IQ.  If, in fact, reading is natural, why are there so many cultures on this planet that have very strong oral language, yet no written language?  And why, in this country that is so rich in oral language, is there such a high rate of illiteracy?

Allowing assumptions such as these to stand alone without the appropriate scientific tests has led to a lot of casualties—children who are probably now in their teens and unable to read. This constitutes dispedagogia—educational malpractice.

Designing Large-Scale, Longitudinal Studies

Some of the studies I’ll now bring you are ones that delve more deeply into the question of how kids learn to read.  These are well-designed, descriptive, epidemiological, correlational and experimental and quasi-experimental studies that ask, can we have an impact on learning in the classroom?  Is one approach more effective than another?  Answering these kinds of questions requires that we consider a number of possible designs.  Our job is to try to apply the most robust methodology to the type of question we are asking.  In the studies I’ll be discussing, we had to be able to describe the situation, and sort out which factors changed a child’s learning, or behavior.  But, we also had to understand why those factors were effective.

So how do we figure out what it takes for all kids to learn to read? In order to understand this, why some kids have difficulty, how you prevent or remediate reading failure, you have to be able to study large numbers of kids from all walks of life, from every SES, ethnicity, and race.  We have to bring them into the various studies at about five years of age (which is still too late).  Longitudinal, prospective studies that examine children’s learning must really begin before they get into school.  How else are we going to do “horse and cart” analyses? These are the kinds of studies NIH has been conducting for many years

So we have to measure these children across all hypothesized characteristics that may impact reading.  We have to measure language, perception, memory, attention, and home life (i.e. books in the home, how much parents read to kids in bed, or on the lap.)  We have to measure all of the contextual factors, all of the direct factors.  Then we have to follow those children for at least five years and they are typically followed for an average of nine years.  So we measured the children three times a year at many of these sites, including sites in Europe and Asia, all with the same core battery.  And we refine this measurement process as we go along. 

You couldn’t do that unless you put in place longitudinal designs that measured the array of domains that we hypothesize theoretically contributed to learning how to read.  Of the 39,000 kids we followed, many became extraordinarily good readers, many of them didn’t.  And so one can look at the end of the first, second or third grade, and see with some degree of confidence what it is that predicts reading behavior at the end of those time points.  So now we can predict which kids are at risk, and we can do the second level of analysis we talked about, bringing to bear experimental or quasi-experimental designs.

We can use the information from these studies to identify kids at risk in Washington, and Boston, in Seattle and Toronto, and Tallahassee and Houston, who are at risk for reading failure.  We can randomly assign those kids to different instructional approaches, and we can, indeed, start to understand what it is that teachers might be able to do at a very concrete level with five, six, seven, and eight year-olds that mitigates against failure, that actually produces strong response.  We are far enough along to do that.

Lessons Learned

We have uncovered that learning to read requires a strong foundation from home.  If kids don’t have that, it places a premium on very strong teaching, because most kids at risk in this country, the 38 to 40 percent that don’t read, come from poverty and didn’t have the types of quality linguistic interactions, with literacy materials, that gave them a strong foundation.  And if teachers don’t understand all of this, then it is going to be difficult for them to pick up the slack, no matter how hard they may try. 

While we know a great deal about this, we’re going to learn more.  Much of what we know will be revised.  But we know that learning how to read requires a series of abilities, abilities which are not sufficient in their own right.  We know that leaning how to read requires phonemic awareness, the jargony term of the century.  Everybody has heard phonemic awareness, right?  It simply means the ability to understand that the words that come by one’s ear are composed of smaller units of sounds called phonemes.  What makes it difficult for kids is the ear never hears the teeny sounds, your ears don’t, mine don’t, because when we talk with one another we don’t spell out oral language.

What makes it easier for middle and upper middle class kids to come into school and learn how to read, no matter what instructional practices are being used, is the fact that they’ve been read to a lot.  They’ve played with language, they’ve sung nursery rhymes, they’ve read Doctor Seuss, all of which are wonderful foundational capabilities that help kids understand that language can be played with, manipulated and segmented.  These kids understand, at an early age, that language actually has teeny pieces to it, which can be mapped onto letters, and letter patterns.  This is the phonics piece, and it matters.

There’s no doubt about it, you cannot learn to read an English alphabetic language, or any alphabetic language without the sound structure and the ability to apply sound to print.  And this is where we get into this phonics vs. whole language nonsense.  Where is the press table?  If you are ever interviewed about this you can take the press through a wonderful mosaic, show them all the data in the world that reading is a complex process requiring phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, reading comprehension strategies and the rapid application of those skills to print.  And they’ll still come back and ask, “Isn’t that a phonics approach, or a whole language approach?”

This continued use of phonics-whole language, qualitative-quantitative dichotomies serves as a proxy for low intelligence in the asker.  I mean, look at piano playing, do you want whole piano playing or piece piano playing?  How about basketball?  Reading is a skill.  It’s an amalgamation of other complex skills that must come together in an integrated fashion. 

Taking an integrated approach to teaching reading requires a lot of motivation and commitment on the part of the teacher.  It requires that the teacher know how to bolster a program along those dimensions that the kid is not getting.  That’s research to practice.  And we know that we can train teachers to do this.  One of the clearest findings we had from a study right here in Washington, DC was that what makes a reading program most effective is the teacher preparation that comes along with it—it’s the coaching in how to use the program in the classroom.

Reading First: Connecting Research, Policy and Practice

So let’s speak practically and say that Reading First money is ready to go out to 50 states, but it can only go out to those states that can meet the very basic criteria set in the legislation.  Those criteria say clearly that if states and local communities want to use federal money to purchase programs, or to train teachers, the programs and related teacher preparation must be based upon converging evidence of effectiveness.  Simple.  Yet this is the first time receiving funds has ever been tied to using programs that have been proven effective or to teacher built programs that contain elements that have proven effective. 

This new law not only administers money, but also is intended to begin a culture shift from anecdotal knowledge, to some basic proof of effectiveness when making decisions that affect our nation’s children. And it is a law that says if you want to prepare teachers or provide them with continuing education, you must first provide evidence of the program’s effectiveness before you will receive any funding to do so.

And you know we’re going to get all kinds of calls from Senators and Congressman, despite the fact that all of the criteria that have been placed in Reading First in HR-1 were definitely and genuinely bi-partisan.  What was interesting is that it took a while for our lawmakers to really understand the nature of what had gone on before, and what we could do now.  They were surprised to learn that there is strong converging evidence about what works and that what doesn’t—all of which will effect a kid’s life. Ultimately many of our most senior leaders on the Hill stood back and realized that they had been supporting ineffective programs based on the assumption that education research is different from other kinds of sciences. This is simply not the case. 

Be that as it may, what you’re going to see in legislation, driven by the new peer review systems, is that as people ask for federal money, reviewers will clearly ask, ”Have you asked a question that’s important and significant, that can be falsified?  Have you selected a design and a methodology that, in fact, meets the question’s intent?  Have you been able to ensure that the measurements you’re using to look at all of these child properties are, in fact, measuring what they think they’re measuring and reliably so?  And have you built explicit linkages between your theory or hypothesis, your methodology, your data interpretation process, and given that you’ve done that, are you now ready to submit it to external review and critique?

Conclusion: The Promise of Science 

I started out this talk saying that practitioners can come from many teacher preparatory programs with entirely different sets of knowledge.  Likewise, many educational researchers come from programs with entirely different sets of research concepts and knowledge.  These programs often train people along the philosophical either/or dimensions of phonics versus whole language instructional efforts and the qualitative versus quantitative research dichotomies.  This reflects an ignorance that has far-reaching negative consequences and children will suffer the consequences.  We must begin to ensure that our teachers and educational researchers are grounded in basic objective scientific fundamentals.  Dichotomous thinking has no place in understanding how children learn, why some of these kids have difficulty learning, and what we can do to help all children learn to their maximum potential.  The questions should never be framed in an either/or manner.  Rather, if we are teaching a child, we must ask, “for this particular student, which instructional approaches or combinations thereof are most beneficial at this phase of development?”  If we are posing research questions, we must ask, “given this specific scientific question, which research methods or combinations of methods best address the question in a valid manner, and how can we conduct the study in the most rigorous way?”  We must improve and strengthen our efforts in this regard.  If we do not, many children will be left behind.

Thank you.
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