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On February 20, the Knowledge Alliance, the Software & Information Industry Association and the Association of American Publishers hosted a policy forum on Capitol Hill with support from the William T. Grant Foundation. The event featured a panel of researchers, developers, practitioners, and policymakers who discussed the federal policy balance between requiring practices with evidence of “what works” and the goal of encouraging innovation to discover and test new practices and interventions.

panelists

· Doris Redfield, CEO, Edvantia (moderator)

· Wesley Boykin, Executive Director of Research, Accountability, and Assessment, Baltimore County Public Schools

· Todd Brekhus, Vice President, Product and Market Management, PLATO Learning, Inc.

· Bill Evers, Assistant Secretary, Office of Planning, Evaluation and Policy Development, U.S. Department of Education

· Glenn Kleiman, Executive Director, Friday Institute for Educational Innovation, North Carolina State University

· Nina Rees, Senior Vice President for Strategic Initiatives, Knowledge Universe

Congressional Reactors:

· Brad Thomas, Professional Staff, House Education and Labor Committee

· Roberto Rodriguez, Professional Staff, Senate HELP Committee

summary

After welcoming remarks from the conveners, Tom O’Donnell, Chief of Staff for Representative Rush Holt (D-NJ), the event’s honorary host, addressed attendees.  He welcomed the important coming discussion, noting that his boss has struggled with effective education policy and the use of research and data therein as a member of the House Education and Labor Committee.  O’Donnell shared that Representative Holt and Representative Carolyn McCarthy (D-NY) have introduced the Measuring and Evaluating Trends for Reliability, Integrity, and Continued Success (METRICS) Act (HR 3253), a bill that would require states to implement pre-K-12 longitudinal data systems that include identifiers for teachers, as well as link to workforce resources.  

Panel Discussion

Following O’Donnell’s remarks, Doris Redfield presided over a panel discussion that took the form of directed questioning and discussion.  The questions and responses provoked familiar arguments related to the ability to produce scientifically based research that informs education decisions and the tension that exists between implementing innovative instructional strategies and the accountability provisions of No Child Left Behind.  

Wesley Boykin noted that there is some general confusion in the field related to the terms “accountability” and “assessment”.  Further, he said that educators are always making decisions based on data, although that data may not be prescribed by federal statute or be easily quantifiable.  

When questioned about what factors drive product development in the education industry, Todd Brekhus said that certain “pain points” are opportunities for for-profit companies.  That is, if there are a number of factors that contribute to the probability of an adverse result, the education field will look for products to help them.  If those factors are failure to make adequate yearly progress (AYP) because a certain segment of the student population is at risk for insufficient performance, then that is an opportunity for product developers.  He noted that researchers do play a key role in this process, since they determine implementation capabilities, or the overall practicality of proposed interventions, that can inform development and marketing decisions.  

Bill Evers’ comments throughout the event focused on the federal role in promoting and reviewing research.  Being careful to note the prohibition against federal endorsement of any particular curriculum, he noted that he sees the federal role in this endeavor as a modest one, and pointed to the current investment in state longitudinal data systems as evidence.  However, he contends that, at ED, “We aspire to be data and evidence driven,” but conceded that it is sometimes more of an aspiration than a reality.  

When questioned about the role of policymakers in this debate, Glenn Kleiman said there are “tremendous disconnects” between intentions to inform educational practice with research and intentions to produce improved results.  He said that as a practical matter, decisions about innovative or new approaches to education are influenced by the successes of “neighbors”—not the guidelines for quasi-experimental research, scientific rigor or random assignment.  This point and the struggle for lawmakers and educators to find common ground was echoed throughout the panel’s discussion.  Later in the discussions, Todd Brekhus noted that the environment created by the combination of high-stakes testing and No Child Left Behind is one in which it is “difficult to create an incubator” for innovation, asserting it is “risky to innovate.”  Glenn Kleiman argued that while sympathetic to this point, he feels it is “risky to NOT innovate,” pointing to the urgency of improving educational achievement in the country and producing the workforce needed in the 21st Century.  

Bill Evers built upon these points as well, noting that closing the achievement gap is an incentive for success among all stakeholders in education, and that “risk yields results.”  Kleiman responded that the definition of risk means that you cannot know for sure that the risk will yield results, putting educators and researchers in a conundrum.  Evers retorted that educators should take on “reasonable and prudent” risks in the fight to educate young people, and steadfastly defended the “accountability era”. 

Congressional Reactors

The Congressional staff charged with responding to this discussion both noted that federal education policy should balance innovation with demonstrated effectiveness.  Conceding “mixed results” to date in this regard, they also said that there will always be “strings” attached to federal funds, and that research and evidence are increasingly present in education policy and funding decisions.  

Roberto Rodriguez noted that the “stakes are high” in efforts to produce results in K-12 education, and said that while a number of “good” products have been developed, he would like to see more innovation in professional development, training, and capacity building.  He would also like to see practitioners become better “consumers of research.”

CONCLUSION

After a number of questions and comments from the audience, the event concluded with a discussion between a questioner and the panel on the issue of comparable standards.  The questioner voiced some frustration with the inability to compare achievement among states or even between specific states and foreign countries.  His leading question pointed to the implementation of national standards, although he was careful to say “not federal standards, but national standards.”  His remarks and question left the panel without much to say, although when he said he would like to see national standards, Rodriguez did manage to say, “I would too,” as the event ended.  

For more information on this event, visit http://www.aapschool.org/22008SIIAAAP.htm.
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