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Investing in Research: A Second Policy Statement with Further Recommendations for Research in Education by the National Educational Research Policy and Priorities Board

In this second set of policy recommendations on research in education, the National Educational Research Policy and Priorities Board addresses 

· the urgency of increased rigor in education research, 

·  several questions concerning the federal government’s organizational arrangements, and

· the policy setting and leadership functions for research. 
  

The Board’s initial policy paper, Investing in Learning, contains recommendations on building an education research system in the federal government. It envisions the Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI) performing primary functions, but acknowledges the extensive roles performed elsewhere in the U.S. Department of Education and other agencies—such as the National Science Foundation, the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development in the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, and the U.S. Department of Defense. The Board addresses four topics essential to the development of capacity within OERI: 

· structuring an agenda around a few critical problem-centered priorities; 

· creating and upholding high standards of quality; 

· conducting research in collaborative and rigorous fashion; and

· aligning the mission and resources of OERI. 

Urgent as these topics are for OERI’s research mission, they do not fully address other issues particularly salient to the legislative reauthorization cycle in which OERI now finds itself. For that reason the Board has prepared this second set of recommendations.

Recommendation 1: Designing research for credible results—Research in education should be conducted consistent with rigorous standards, reflecting scientific principles and appropriate for the matters being investigated. Congress and the Department should require annual state-of-research reports describing progress toward incorporation of rigorous research designs in all OERI program portfolios.

In its previous policy statement, the Board asserted that the single criterion by which any scientific enterprise must be judged is the quality of its work. Scientific norms must be known and shared. The expectations for explicit hypotheses, sound designs, appropriate measures, sufficient data of good quality, and logical analyses must be widely shared. High standards must be insisted upon in all areas of a scientific agency’s work—in selection of proposals, design of appropriate methodologies, creation of research agendas, identification of effective and promising practices, and evaluation of all efforts it conducts or supports.
 The earlier statement also observes that education improvement occurs slowly and in small increments no matter how powerful the research base behind it. Among other things, research requires reflection, thinking through the evidence and its possible implications. Successful research in education also requires collaboration among researchers and educators. Weak designs and measures, combined with frequent professional doubts and disputes, have produced too many research results whose values and political implications are more prominent than their scientific validity
. The Board’s conclusion in the earlier paper was, and remains, that more rigor is needed in education research.

In fact, disagreements about what constitutes “rigorous” or “sound” research designs are continual and perhaps inevitable among prominent researchers. For example: 

· A 1999 conference at the Brookings Institution titled “Can We Make Education Policy on the Basis of Evidence?” examined the use of experimentation in education.
  The panelists argued that only an experimental design in which individual students are assigned randomly—a design long used in medicine—will yield sound answers to questions from educators, policymakers, and parents about how to improve the practice and results of education. Randomized assignment designs were referred to as the “gold standard” for developing believable results that will be accepted for action by policymakers because, the panelists argued, there is little controversy over the findings when such designs are employed. Research in education was described by one panelist as dominated by faculty in schools of education and motivated by craft principles, not scientific principles. Panelists lamented a failure of Congress to insist on such gold standard evaluations of the education programs they are funding and claimed a lack of leadership in the U.S. Department of Education to insist on them. 

· A contrasting perspective was expressed by Richard Murnane and Richard Nelson in a 1984 article in the Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization titled “Production and Innovation When Techniques Are Tacit: The Case of Education.” 6 Their argument was that effective teaching requires experimentation and problem solving activity every day. Moreover, they asserted, while school authorities may provide the context in which teachers teach, they cannot control in any detail what a teacher does, either through monitoring or incentives. It is a mistake, the authors argue, to think of education research and development (R&D) in the same way as industrial or biomedical R&D. Education R&D should not be perceived as an expert-based activity that happens outside schools, or an effort to create “programs that work.”  Instead, it should be part of the “problem solving, experimenting, evaluating, adapting to new contexts and goals that is always going on in education.”  The appropriate way to ask about the influence of research on practice, they claim, is “what are the ways in which the new math and the modern physics ideas have influenced what goes on in classrooms, and in what ways, and in what contexts have these individual innovations enabled teachers to teach and students to learn more effectively.”   

Such differences among scholars about concepts of what research in education is or should be cannot be resolved by legislative fiats, but only through the questioning, responding, and revising cycle of the field as it addresses actual cases. There is a need to examine appropriate designs for conduct of research in education by drawing from many academic disciplines and research methodologies. That examination should include insights that other fields of inquiry—such as biology and mathematics—can bring to illuminate the debate in education. Indeed, it should also involve policymakers and educators in order to deepen their understanding of how research may provide answers to their questions about education practice. The examination might produce a better understanding of what designs are appropriate for particular investigations than we now have, when vocal proponents of one approach or another overlook the larger context of learning and teaching, schools and communities. There is also need for rigorous explorations to find ways that experimental methodology can be reconciled with the Murnane and Nelson perspective. One means would be through randomization at the classroom or school level. Another would be to conceptualize and test other experimental or quasi-experimental methodologies that can strengthen findings about significant issues of lasting importance.

In fact, recent OERI leadership has devised practical ways to advance understanding and use of appropriate research methodologies. The Assistant Secretary for OERI has initiated work through the RAND Corporation to create agendas for research in mathematics and reading that seek to build “balance” into future research plans. He has established study groups of nationally recognized experts in these fields who will sift through what has already been learned, and formulate plans for additional investigations. The goal is to have a research program in mathematics education and in reading education with rigorous research designs that can provide compelling, cumulative, and scientifically supportable findings. The designs for such research are to be balanced across all the studies in a program and appropriate for each separate investigation in a program. It is likely that the question of a balance in the mix of research methodologies will differ by field. That is, a “balance” for research in mathematics might require more theory building, while “balance” in reading might lend itself to theory-based “experimental” procedures that test the effects of specific models of instruction under particular circumstances. 

The Assistant Secretary is placing emphasis in other areas of OERI to advance the accumulation of research findings that both document what has been learned (and so build credibility with educators), and develop supportable research plans. He has done this through collaboration with the regional educational laboratories and research and development centers, and in the Interagency Education Research Initiative (IERI), a partnership with the National Science Foundation and the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD). In the latter area, IERI supports projects exhibiting “rigorous, interdisciplinary research on large-scale implementations of promising educational practices and technologies in complex and varied learning environments” to improve pre K–12 student learning and achievement in reading, mathematics, and science. Projects are funded only if they meet tests for high standards of methodological rigor, sufficient scale, integrated use of technology, and conduct by interdisciplinary research teams. The program announcement states the research in these subjects “as a whole, has lacked a convergent knowledge base that can inform systemic reform in a consistent and meaningful way. . . . Additionally, applicants are invited to take an existing body of research knowledge to the next level of investigation through efforts to extend such findings to complex educational settings.”

With these points in mind, Board members summarize their views as follows: The power of science comes from a combination of strong theory and data that bear on the theory. This implies endorsement of explicit ideas and agreed-upon methods for exploring and testing these ideas based on observation that has internal and external consistency. Experiments, as a classification of research, should not be scattershot or universal. Rather, they should be justified by a cumulative record of rigorous observation and piloting. This requires knowledge of context in addition to adherence to scientific canons. While experiments in education may not be used as frequently as they should as a preferred means for investigation—for a variety of reasons, but availability of funds is surely one such reason—“science” should not be equated with “experiments.”  Nor should it be forgotten that a critical element of this cumulative record must be basic research that extends knowledge in topics central to teaching and learning. This approach may not solve problems immediately, but would develop underlying “leading indicators” and intervening variables necessary to make progress toward solving problems. 

Members of the Board believe that actions of the OERI leadership as described above, and not a legislative prescription, will result in designs for research that have credibility and quality. The idea should be to create, in a program area, a portfolio of research that is designed to yield strong, research driven findings with clearly stated implications for school and educational practice. Recommendation 1, then, calls for rigorous research designs, appropriate for the matters being investigated. It would require a chief of research in the Department to make annual statements on progress toward this goal. 

Recommendation 2: Using research knowledge—Legislation should assign a major role to the chief of research in the U.S. Department of Education to conceptualize and carry out a program that connects research with practice so that student learning is advanced. The policy board (described in recommendation 6) should be charged with evaluation and monitoring progress under the plan for conduct of this strategy. 

This topic addresses how to foster use of research-based knowledge and applications in school settings, something that has been a challenge as long as the federal government has invested in research in education. Traditionally, the “solution” has been to view the connection of research to practice in linear fashion: research produces knowledge, developers use that knowledge to create materials or “programs” or training, and teachers/principals/superintendents and boards “implement” the research findings and development products.

Over more than 35 years, the federal government has established institutions to close the gap between what we know and what we do in education. For example, the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) system, the Regional Educational Laboratories, the Comprehensive Regional Assistance Centers, Regional Technology in Education Consortia, and Eisenhower Professional Development Federal Activities Program were created, at least in part, for this purpose. Despite all of them, there is a persistent finding that good research does not influence practice as it should. 

In gathering data on this issue, the Board commissioned several papers and reviewed results from a conference on “Knowledge Mobilization and Use in Education” sponsored by the Assistant Secretary. Drawing on these resources and the broad experience of Board members themselves, the Board has identified three important elements for inclusion in a comprehensive dissemination strategy:

· First, researchers must accept a responsibility for conducting their work in ways that will provide credible results, presented in understandable ways. They must reach out to educators. For example, one particularly important activity is development of syntheses of research around important and enduring problems facing educators. Syntheses serve as a basis for technical assistance and to identify additional needs for research. Teachers and administrators must participate directly in such syntheses, not only as users of results, but as co-shapers of research questions, designs, and interpretations. The efforts must not just summarize: they must also reach judgments about the respective worth of various research reports using a best evidence approach. Researcher and educator collaboration will assure that the summaries can be relevant, timely, and well focused.

· Second, schools—and the leaders and teachers in them—must be engaged in continuous improvement efforts. This implies that educators will create a demand for the findings from research, as well as for access to the skills of researchers. Studies of effective improvements in school and classroom practice have demonstrated that research will be used only when demand for it becomes more sophisticated, and when teachers and other educational staff are players in its adaptation on site. Dissemination is better seen as a process, not an event. Continuing school improvement involves searching for what can be learned from others—often through “networks” of contacts among teachers and researchers; questioning how teachers’ work might lead to higher levels of student achievement; and data gathering, planning, piloting, and revising what teachers and school leaders do. This is a distillation process, drawing on both practice and research. The Department’s research and dissemination efforts should encourage educators to use their own knowledge and that of others, and to reflect on what they have learned. 

· Third, preparation for the profession of teaching needs to equip teachers to understand and use research. Preservice education of teachers has given virtually no attention to the understanding, use, and adaptation of research to enhance student learning. Yet such an understanding, and opportunities to practice continuing school improvement are essential to a new conception of “dissemination” not just as access to information, but as adaptation and use of findings from research.

The thread that binds together these three foundations for a new conception of dissemination is “collaboration” among researchers, teachers, and school leaders.  Collaboration is the crucial common element from many current experiences that have come to the Board’s attention—for example, the Consortium on Chicago School Research, several school reform “networks” such as the American Federation of Teachers (AFT)  research and dissemination network, a study of work of the regional laboratories, and a recommendation to the Board from the National Academy of Education for “design-based, problem solving research.”  What many of these collaborations encourage is a willingness for all partners to learn from each other and to share responsibility for what is done. They often create a legacy of capacity building in the schools as well as a sharing of expertise and experience during the life of the collaboration. 

What is missing at the OERI level is an overall strategy to fashion these three basic elements into a coherent whole. Creating such a strategy cannot be done by legislative mandate. A workable strategy for moving from dissemination to use of research needs to be an executive branch responsibility, because it must be developed with continuing participation of many individuals and organizations, and because it will require a sustained effort over time, with many mid-course modifications. 

What is needed in the principal research office of the U.S. Department of Education is a capacity to conceptualize a program for moving research into practice. This would be a program of research and developmental activities that inform the improvement of education practice and policy for greater student achievement. Peer review panels, well-targeted development efforts, and relationships with consumer groups are required. The work should build cumulatively through collaboration that makes research accessible for educators and, at the same time, creates a demand for research. Recommendation 2, in summary, calls for conceptualization of a program that connects research with practice so that student learning is advanced. The plans and activities to foster use of research, under that program, should be evaluated and monitored on a continuing basis. The Board proposes language in recommendations 2 and 6 for conduct of this oversight function.

Recommendation 3: Federal focal point for research in education—The U.S. Department of Education should have responsibility for support and conduct of research and development in education and for collaboration with other agencies.

Members of the National Educational Research Policy and Priorities Board believe that the historic and basic purpose of the U.S. Department of Education is to support research and information collection, so that public discussion of education issues in America can be informed with facts and reliable analyses of data. 

Some individuals have advised Congress to sever research functions from the Department and place them in an independent agency. Proponents of this idea argue that education research and data collection cannot be protected from political influences, retain credibility for the public, or build stability so long as it remains in the U.S. Department of Education. However, they have not said how a small and single-purpose education research and data collection agency would be shielded from inappropriate external policy influences. Such an agency would still be a part of the federal government and subject to budget, data burden, and policy review by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) and to Congressional legislative and appropriation processes. Board members are not persuaded that the case for excising research functions from the Department is desirable, practical, or likely to result in strengthening the capacity for research.

The U.S. Department of Education is the primary agency charged with federal leadership and administrative functions in education. It bears a responsibility for functions that have been vested in the federal government for 133 years. When the first federal authorization for a “Department of Education” was enacted and approved in 1867, its entire role was: 

“collecting such statistics and facts as shall show the condition and progress of education . . . and diffusing such information respecting the organization and management of schools and school systems, and methods of teaching, as shall aid the people of the United States in the establishment and maintenance of efficient school systems, and otherwise promote the cause of education throughout the country.”

In brief, it is not realistic that the U.S. Department of Education should give up its historic and fundamental responsibilities in research and data collection at a time when American citizens are demanding education services that will effectively and dependably lead to increased student achievement.

The view of Board members is that these responsibilities should be maintained in the U.S. Department of Education. Congress and the executive branch should concentrate not on relocating education research functions, but on strengthening and improving them by building the capacity of the Department’s principal research arm. This will require building up the staffing and funding of OERI so it can perform its necessary functions— supporting research efforts; collaborating with researchers, educators, and policymakers; linking research with practice; and cooperating with other agencies that have responsibilities for certain aspects of research in education. The Board’s other recommendations in this policy paper and its April 1999 predecessor are aimed at just that purpose.

Recommendation 4: Effective structure and staff capacity—Eliminate organization structure and funding mandates in the Educational Research, Development, Dissemination, and Improvement Act of 1994, and provide appropriate staff resources, so that units can support critical masses of quality work, consistent with Board priorities:

· Authorize the Secretary to form management groups around the principal problem-centered programs of the Department’s education research organization.

· Alternatively, if the institute structure is retained from the 1994 Act, the Board would establish a clear priority for institutes that focus on functions assigned to the National Institute on Education of At-Risk Students, and the National Institute on Student Achievement, Curriculum, and Assessment. 

· The staffing resources of OERI must be strengthened so that responsibilities for planning, supporting, evaluating, and summarizing research can be distributed and adequately supported.

· The current funding allocation requirements should be removed. Provisions that earmark 25 percent of institute funds for field-initiated studies and one-third of all institute funds for university-based research and development centers have constricted sound plans for focusing on a limited number of research priorities. There are other funding prescriptions that should also be removed, including ones for institutes, coordination and synthesis, regional laboratories and rural areas within them, research and development centers, the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) Clearinghouses, and field-initiated studies.

In its April 1999 policy recommendations, the Board proposes that the OERI mission and resources be aligned and that appropriation allocation set-asides and mandates for institutes and types of support be removed from the 1994 Educational Research, Development, Dissemination, and Improvement Act. The Board found an extreme mismatch between the available resources for the institutes compared with what was contemplated when problem-focused institutes were first conceived. It suggested that “it would be prudent if the Secretary had authority to modify the organizational structure” to bring about a better alignment. It also pointed out that the funding allocation rules frustrate responsiveness to new needs and circumstances, fractionate already limited funds, and inhibit response to new national priorities.7 

The circumstances that led to these Board recommendations have not essentially changed in the last year. There is not a sufficient level of funding that can permit five institutes to support adequate levels of research or staff to be involved in significant ways with the field. If anything, the situation is more dire today. Board members are not opposed, in principle, to the categories for institutes as Congress created them in 1994, but believe that the realities of the situation must be faced. 

Board members believe that the most compelling approach is to eliminate specific internal structures from the authorization law. Instead, there should be authority for the Secretary to create problem-centered management groups that would bear responsibility for conduct of priority activities for so long as they are needed. This would accommodate the current priorities for reading and mathematics initiatives, allow them to be refocused or eliminated over time, as appropriate, and permit creation of new management groups as priorities and resources make possible. 

However, if the current legislative specification for institutes is retained, the Board would prefer stronger alignment of program priorities, funding, and missions assigned to the institutes. For that reason, the Board would identify the focus of missions for two of the 1994 Act institutes as organizational homes for the priorities described in its April 1999 recommendations: a high level of achievement for all students, initially emphasizing reading and mathematics.8 Those would be the National Institute on Education of At-Risk Students, and the National Institute on Student Achievement, Curriculum, and Assessment. 

The Board speaks specifically about the critical need for rebuilding OERI staff in its previous policy paper. It describes the need for staff who can participate as peers in the scholarly community and work with users to facilitate the practical application of knowledge. It notes the leadership roles that staff play in other federal research agencies to advance the enterprise, and at the same time attract and retain highly trained and capable individuals—roles such as conduct of research, synthesis of research, collaboration with external stakeholders, planning and design of cutting-edge research, organization of and participation in peer reviews, review of proposals for social utility or agency relevance, and evaluation of ongoing research. 

OERI staff capacity and responsibilities have gone in opposite directions. Since the OERI reauthorization was enacted in 1994, OERI staff have declined from 373 to 324, and the leadership Senior Executive Service positions have dropped from 9 to 5. Over this same period, a single Office of Research has been divided into five separate institutes, and new responsibilities have been added, such as the expansion of technology programs and interagency initiatives. There is an important role for professional staff in a research agency. There is no substitute for it, nor any excuse for continued failure to address the problem. 

The issue addressed in recommendation 4 is practical administration and accountability. The existing law creates expectations and structures that simply cannot be fulfilled under the current circumstances. The effects of lack of funds and staff are immediate and real. Statutory and management changes that will bring expectations and resources into better alignment—and do so around the Board priorities for learning by all students, especially in reading and mathematics—are urgently needed.  

Recommendation 5: Stability and professionalism in directing research—A chief research officer for the U.S. Department of Education should be appointed by the President for a 6-year term and should report directly to the Secretary. 
In its 1999 recommendations, the Board proposes that the Congress create a focal point for research leadership that can span across administrations.9 The paper argues that the  issues of quality across the agency, coordination of work internally and collaboration externally, and the substantive development of the research agenda call for continuing supervision, mentoring, and quality review. It would be highly desirable to build into the Department the means for stabilizing a professional research function that offers some insulation from constant changes in leadership and course of direction, even appearances of politically inspired or ideological research agendas.10 

Board members have considered the testimony of several individuals before congressional committees, or of others who made their recommendations in writing, that concur with the need for such a position. Some suggest a “commissioner” (in a form similar to that of the National Center for Education Statistics), appointed by the President, but located in OERI alongside the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). Witnesses have called for appointment of individuals with distinguished backgrounds in research and development or in evaluation. Several have suggested presidential appointment.

The Board recommends creation of a chief research officer position in the Department, one that would require appointment by the President and confirmation by the Senate, and provide a 6-year term of office. The incumbent would report directly to the Secretary. There would no longer be an Assistant Secretary appointee serving at the pleasure of the President. This arrangement draws from the administration’s proposal and also from precedents in other scientific agencies, such as the National Science Foundation, but adapts them to the responsibilities of the U.S. Department of Education. It would provide a critical measure of leadership, professionalism, independence, continuity, and stability long needed for the Department’s research activities. It would provide a visible place for research in the Department and direct access to the Department’s decisionmaking and policy setting functions.

Others might argue for retention of an Assistant Secretary as well as a research chief. For example, the U.S. Department of Commerce has an Under Secretary for Economic Affairs appointed to serve at the pleasure of the President. Within that office are a presidentially appointed Director of the Census, who also serves at the pleasure of the President, and a senior level career chief for the Bureau of Economic Analysis. Board members are not convinced that such an arrangement would be appropriate for leadership of research functions in Education. Members believe that adding a presidentially appointed research chief, while retaining the assistant secretary position, would result in confusion of responsibilities and could lead to work at cross purposes. It would, by its nature, keep the research chief—and the research function—in a subordinate position as compared with the principal officers of the Department, rather than reporting directly to the Secretary, as a primary Departmental officer should.

Recommendation 6: Policy board appointments and functions—There should be a policy board comprised of policymakers, educators, researchers, and the general public. Members would be appointed to 6-year terms, initially staggered. Board responsibilities should include setting policies, reviewing conduct of the agency, fostering and overseeing collaboration among federal agencies that conduct research in education, advising the chief research officer of the Department and the Secretary, and reporting to the public on the condition of the agency as well as that of education research in the nation.

This area of recommendations is perhaps most difficult for Board members to address, simply because of their status as current appointees. Nevertheless, the Board is making recommendations because some members of the public have asked, and because its members have now had considerable experience with the 1994 legislation, so their reflections on that experience should be useful to others.
In statements before Congress, and in other public proposals for OERI reauthorization, there have been a variety of suggestions about the nature and responsibility of public bodies attached to the research operations functions. Some have proposed a board with membership similar to that set out in the 1994 law, including researchers, school-based professional educators, and public members “knowledgeable about educational needs of the United States.”  Others have proposed a board modeled after the National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB)—which sets policy for the National Assessment of Educational Progress—with representation of different political parties and specifically including governors, legislators, chief state school officers, representatives of business and industry, and the general public, including parents. Appointment by the President has been proposed, as well as appointment by the Secretary, which would continue the 1994 provision. There have been several suggestions either to retain or alter the Board’s responsibilities under that law.
The Board is not strongly concerned about whether appointments are made by the President or the Secretary. Both approaches have precedents in the Department, and either can work. An argument favoring presidential appointment, as the administration has proposed, is that approach is frequently followed in other research agencies. Secretarial appointment, as under the 1994 law, can sometimes better and more quickly respond to broad agency interests.
Members have decided opinions, however, about the composition of the Board. The Board should be above narrow partisanship, represent a diversity of perspectives, and reflect the good judgment of whoever has responsibility for appointments. Clearly it is possible to create a strong and representative board with approximately equal representation of researchers11, practicing educators from all levels12, and other members of the public13, as under the current appointment categories. But there could be a much enhanced visibility and continuity for education research if individuals representing public officials, specifically including different political parties, were regularly a part of the Board’s conversations. For example, including among the members two governors, each from a different political party; two state legislators, each from a different political party; and two other elected policy officials would provide this kind of visibility and enrichment of Board discussions. While the current Board’s 15 members have usually been sufficient, the Board would find it appropriate to authorize an increase in the membership of a future education research board if there could be greater participation of public officials in it. 

Finally, as to the functions of such a group, Board members would classify these in policy setting and prioritizing terms, as set out in the 1994 Act. The Board would endorse separate responsibilities for the new board, on the one hand, and the chief research officer on the other. The new board would not have any direct authority over day to day management, appointments, execution of policies, or setting the leadership tone for conduct of education research. It would, however, play the following roles: 

· establish policies on priorities for education research investments and building capacity in education research, and on standards under which that work is conducted; 

· review conduct of the agency, including documenting, analyzing, and judging agency actions under board policies and also reviewing awards of funds, either in the formulation stage or after completion of the work;

· monitor and evaluate the conceptualization and conduct of the chief research officer’s program to connect research with practice so that student learning is advanced;

· foster and oversee collaboration among federal agencies that conduct research in education, and establish broad policies for the U.S. Department of Education role in relation to that of other agencies conducting education research;

· advise the chief research officer of the Department and the Secretary on education research; and

· report to the public on the condition of the agency and the progress of education research in the nation, drawing from the report of the chief of education research on the state of education research. 

These are appropriate areas of responsibility for a Board whose purpose is to participate in setting directions and also to bring credibility to education research. A board performing these roles, with the long, overlapping, and diverse appointments recommended here, can also serve to make education research more stable and continuing. Whether the Secretary or the President will succeed in attracting exceptional individuals to a future research board will depend on the nature of the charge to that Board. The responsibilities must be of sufficient magnitude and complexity to make service on the board worthy of the prospective members’ time. 

1.The Board’s first policy recommendations paper, Investing in Learning: A Policy Statement with Recommendations on Research in Education, was published in June 1999. Copies are available from the office of the National Educational Research Policy and Priorities Board, Telephone: (202) 219–2324, fax (202) 219–1528, email: wanser_green@ed.gov, or consult the NERPPB Web site, http://www.ed.gov/offices/OERI/NERPPB/.
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5. Transcript of a Brookings Press Forum, “Can We Make Education Policy on the Basis of Evidence?  What Constitutes High Quality Education Research and How Can it Be Incorporated Into Policymaking?” Wednesday, December 8, 1999; Tom Loveless, The Brookings Institution, host; Paul Peterson, Harvard University, chair. The sponsors of this conference sought to advance use of randomized assignment of participants in “controlled experiments” as the preferred design for education research. Randomized experiments were described by several panelists as the gold standard for research. The transcript indicated the following:





Only serious experimentation will yield the answers needed to improve American education. Use of randomized assignment research design has most frequently been publicized in medicine, but has been the basis for important studies in social policy areas such as employment and welfare. Sometimes education research is designed this way, but not very often. One panelist cited a study of 1200 research reports in the AERA journal over a 30-year period turned up 31 experiments from the 1200 studies. While no attempt was made to reach conclusions from the conference, individual panelists expressed their opinions, one of which that “people here in Washington who think about how to write our laws and administer our laws” should ponder this. Public policy can be influenced by randomized experiments almost more certainly than any other research strategy. The randomized experiment has a capacity to influence public policy because there is much less controversy about what the finding is. It was asserted that randomized experiments increase the probability of use of research results compared with other forms of research.





Some instances in which randomized experiments have been employed to yield compelling findings in education include micro experiments to field test how children watch television, and how distractible they are for development of Sesame Street; the well know Perry Preschool Project with Head Start children; the Philadelphia White Wing Foundation randomized experiments on the effect of awarding small scholarships to children from poor families who achieve at high levels in school; and introduction of standardized testing in Irish schools.


Several speakers argued against some of the reasons frequently cited to explain why randomized experiments are infrequently used in education—especially emphasizing a culture of research in schools of education that has evolved over the past three or four decades, which were described as knowledge growth based on craft principles and not scientific principles. These include: a belief that experiments can’t be done in schools; a belief that experiments are unethical because they involve withholding potentially a share of educational practices from some children who might need them; a belief that educational interventions can’t be standardized; there are better methods for evaluating educational interventions; governments and foundations have not really pressed for quality evaluation of what works in education. 





One panelist set out several conditions when randomized assignment experiments are the appropriate research design, including: if one wants to know whether the program or reform makes a difference; whether the program under study is sufficiently different from business as usual; when participants in the research are not being denied access to an entitlement; when an important question is being addressed; when you can get cooperation; and when you have the resources and ability to do a quality study. To do a good job on randomized experiments, for example in the Title I compensatory education arena or Head Start, takes $5 to $10 million experiments. 





6. Richard J. Murnane, Harvard University, and Richard R. Nelson, Yale University, in the Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization 5 (1984), “Production and Innovation When Techniques are Tacit; The Case of Education.”  In an early 1980s study of input-output research as applied to education, Richard Murnane and Richard Nelson observe that variation in education practice is unavoidable and in fact is crucial to effective teaching. Their analysis bears directly on the conditions for conducting research in education:  





Effective teaching requires intensive problem solving activity, and creative and personalized responses to frequent unpredicted circumstances. It is clear that this interpretation, which we believe is the correct one, casts a shadow on the faith that what one teacher or school is doing with success, another can replicate with comparable effect. . . .school authorities, while able to provide the context within which teachers go about their jobs, they cannot control in any detail what a teacher does either through monitoring or through incentives. . . . Teaching, if it is to be done effectively, involves experimentation. Some children learn rapidly, others slowly; what is effective for one may not be effective for another. From time immemorial teachers have had to find out for themselves what works with which children and with which subject matter. 





. . . it is a mistake to think of educational R&D as like industrial or biomedical R&D. We think it is also a mistake to think of innovation in education exclusively, or even largely, as an activity conducted in specialized facilities by specialists in R&D. We also believe that it is inappropriate to judge the contributions that particular innovations have made to educational practice by surveying the extent to which particular sets of new blueprints are in use in different sites. . . . In summary, we believe that educational R & D should not be viewed as creating “programs that work,” but rather as part of the problem solving, experimenting, evaluating, adapting to new contexts and goals, that always is going on in education. . . . Educational R&D provides a flow of ideas, broadly defined methods, evidence about what is being tried out in different settings and about how well particular initiatives have worked in these settings, that enrich capabilities for the experimentation and problem solving that go on in individual school systems, schools and classrooms. 





Thus, the relevant question is not “how widespread is the use of the modern physics package, or the new math package, and what have been the effects of use of these packages on performance.”  Rather, one might ask “what are the ways in which the new math and the modern physics ideas have influenced what goes on in classrooms, and in what ways, and in what contexts have these individual innovations enabled teachers to teach and students to learn more effectively.” . . . What will work and what will not work varies from situation to situation. Much problem solving and fine tuning inevitably must go on in the particular school and classroom, and thus what someone else has done successfully can provide only gross guidance as to what might (or might not) be effective in a different context.





7. Investing in Learning,  p. 41.


8. Ibid., p. 21.


9. Ibid., p. 42.


10.Ibid., p. 41.


11.The Board includes in the definition of researchers those from the social and behavioral sciences and other fields who can make important contributions to student learning.


12. Educators include teachers and administrators at all levels of education.


13. Other members in the current Board appointment categories are: “parents with experience in promoting parental involvement in education, chief state school officers, local educational agency superintendents, principals, members of state or local boards of education or Bureau-funded (that is, Bureau of Indian Affairs) school boards, and individuals from business and industry with experience in promoting private sector involvement in education.”
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