Can Using Rigorous Evidence To Guide Federal Education Funds Improve Student Achievement?
Randomized Trials Show Encouraging Initial Results for DoED’s Investing in Innovation Fund

An important recent development in evidence-based policy is the federal government’s use of a “tiered
evidence” approach to allocating funding in grant programs such as the U.S. Department of Education’s
Investing in Innovation Fund (i3). A central feature of this approach is that the largest grants are awarded
to fund large-scale implementation (“scale up”) of program models backed by strong scientific evidence of
effectiveness. Among the federal tiered-evidence programs, i3’s evidence standard for such scale-up grants
is particularly rigorous, requiring a demonstration of policy-important effects in scientifically-credible
evaluations, with a preference for well-conducted randomized controlled trials.
The key question is whether the government’s use of such evidence to select program models for scale up
will actually lead to the hoped-for gains in educational achievement. In other words, can the original
findings of effectiveness for these models be reproduced as their implementation is expanded to new
educational settings and conditions?
Encouraging initial answers to that question are emerging from new randomized trials evaluating three of
the four program models awarded scale-up grants in i3’s initial year: Reading Recovery, Success for All,
and Teach for America. 1 The trials of Reading Recovery and Success for All evaluate these program
models as they are being scaled up with i3 funding. The trial of Teach for America, which was
commissioned by the Institute of Education Sciences, evaluates this program model as implemented with
other (non-i3) funding. In all three cases, the randomized trials evaluate the program models as delivered
on a relatively large scale, across multiple school districts and states.
The findings (summarized briefly below) are not yet definitive – e.g., because they are all relatively shortterm – but they are consistently positive, and therefore raise confidence that i3’s strategy is successfully
identifying and funding program models that reliably increase student achievement when implemented on
a large scale. The positive results are a notable departure from the usual findings of weak or no positive
effects in large randomized trials in education.2 If the findings hold up in longer-term study reports, they
would constitute an important validation of i3’s evidence-based approach to scale up. 3
New Evaluation Findings for Programs Receiving i3 Scale-Up Awards:
Reading Recovery
•

st

Program description: Reading Recovery is a program that provides struggling readers in 1

grade with one-on-one tutoring by highly-trained, certified teachers for 30 minutes daily, over a
3-5 month period.
•

Study design: The program was evaluated in a randomized controlled trial (RCT) of 1,253
1st graders with low reading ability, who were randomly assigned to either a group that received
Reading Recovery right away or a wait-list control group that received it one semester later.4

•

Key findings: One semester after random assignment, Reading Recovery was found to have a

sizable, statistically-significant effect on reading comprehension: on average, the Reading
Recovery group scored at the 39th percentile nationally on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS)
versus the 19th percentile for the control group (standardized effect size of 0.54).
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•

Study quality: Our review found that the study meets widely-recognized criteria for a wellconducted RCT, 5 with the following limitations that hopefully can be addressed in future research:
o

At the one-semester follow-up, the study had moderately high sample attrition (test scores
were collected for 69% of both the Reading Recovery and control groups).

o

The ITBS – a written test – was administered by Reading Recovery trainers and teachers,
who then entered the results into Reading Recovery's central database. Preferably, the
administration of the test, and handling of the data, would have been done by individuals
who were unaffiliated with the program, so as to help ensure impartiality.

Success for All (SFA)
•

Program description: SFA is a comprehensive school-wide reform program, primarily for highpoverty elementary schools, with a strong emphasis on early detection and prevention of reading
problems before they become serious.

•

Study design: The program was evaluated in an RCT that randomly assigned 37 elementary

schools to either a group that implemented SFA or a control group that did not. 6 Outcomes are
being tracked for the 2,956 students who were in kindergarten at the start of the study.
•

Key findings: After one school year (i.e., end of kindergarten), SFA was found to have a positive
effect on students' word attack skills – e.g., their ability to sound out words – which equated to
moving the average student from the 50th percentile to the 57th percentile in these skills
(standardized effect size of 0.18). This effect was statistically significant or very close to it (p=0.03
under the study’s main analysis, p=0.06 after adjusting for multiple comparisons). SFA had no
significant effect on students' letter-word identification skills, but this is consistent with findings of
an earlier RCT of SFA, in which an effect on this outcome only emerged in 1st and 2nd grade.

•

Study quality: Our review found that the study meets widely-recognized criteria for a wellconducted RCT.5

Teach for America (TFA)
•

Program description: TFA recruits college seniors and college graduates with strong academic
records to teach in low-income schools for a minimum of two years, and provides them with brief,
intensive training to prepare them for the classroom (e.g., in classroom management, learning theory).

•

Study design: The program was evaluated in an RCT, which randomly assigned 5,790 middle

and high school students in 45 schools to math classes taught by TFA teachers or to similar math
classes taught by non-TFA (control group) teachers. 7
•

Key findings: After one school year, TFA was found to have a statistically-significant positive
effect on students’ math scores on state tests, roughly equivalent to an extra 2.6 months of
learning during the school year (standardized effect size of 0.07).

•

Study quality: Our review found that the study meets widely-recognized criteria for a wellconducted RCT.5

Conclusion: New randomized trials have produced encouraging initial evidence that i3’s scale-up
strategy is successfully identifying and funding program models that reliably increase student
achievement when implemented on a large scale.
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