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Since the establishment of the Institute for Education Sciences (IES) within the U.S. Department of
Education in 2002, IES has commissioned a sizable number of well-conducted randomized controlled
trials (RCTSs) evaluating the effectiveness of diverse educational programs, practices, and strategies
(“interventions”). These interventions have included, for example, various educational curricula, teacher
professional development programs, school choice programs, educational software, and data-driven
school reform initiatives. Largely as a result of these IES studies, there now exists — for the first time in
U.S. education — a sizable body of credible knowledge about what works and what doesn’t work to
improve key educational outcomes of American students.

A clear pattern of findings in these IES studies is that the large majority of interventions evaluated
produced weak or no positive effects compared to usual school practices. This pattern is consistent with
findings in other fields where RCTs are frequently carried out, such as medicine and business,* and
underscores the need to test many different interventions so as to build the number shown to work.

Based on our careful count, what follows is the breakdown of positive versus weak or null findings in the
IES studies:
e A total of 90 interventions have been evaluated in IES-commissioned RCTs. Of these:
— 11 interventions (12%) were found to produce positive effects;
— 79 interventions (88%) were found to produce weak or no positive effects.
e Focusing on the subset of 77 interventions evaluated in RCTSs that our review identified as
having no major study limitations (e.g., differential attrition, inadequate statistical power)?*:
— 7 interventions (9%) were found to produce positive effects;
— 70 interventions (91%) were found to produce weak or no positive effects.

The methods we used in developing this count are described in endnote 3, and a complete list of the IES-
commissioned RCTs is attached.
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% The criteria we used to assess whether the RCT was well-conducted are summarized in the RCT Checklist, and
include such items as: (i) the program and control groups were similar in their pre-program characteristics; (ii) the
study had low sample attrition, and similar attrition rates for the program versus control group; (iii) the study sample
was large enough to detect a meaningful effect of the intervention; (iv) the study measured outcomes for all
individuals assigned to the program group, regardless of whether or how long they participated in the program; and
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® The following summarizes the methods we used in developing the count of positive versus weak or null findings:

(i) In cases where the study measured intermediate outcomes (e.g., teacher content knowledge) and more
ultimate, policy-relevant outcomes (e.g., student achievement), we counted the effect on the ultimate
outcomes.

(if) In cases where the study measured both interim and longer-term outcomes — e.g., achievement at the end of
one school year versus two school years — we counted the effect on the longer-term outcomes (as the best
gauge of whether the intervention’s effects were sustained or dissipated).

(iii) If the study found that the intervention produced no statistically-significant effect on the outcomes
described in (i) and (ii), we counted the finding as one of “weak or no positive effects.”

(iv) In the two cases where the study found an effect that was statistically significant but small in magnitude
(0.05 and 0.06 standard deviations, respectively), we counted these as findings of “weak or no positive
effects.

(v) One RCT compared the effectiveness of different curricula but did not have a services-as-usual control
group and therefore is not included in our count (which seeks to address how often evaluated interventions
produce better outcomes than what schools are doing anyway).

(vi) Some of the RCTs evaluated multiple interventions; thus the number of interventions evaluated is higher
than the number of studies.
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