
REL Appalachia at SRI International

The College Access Evidence Matrix 
Interventions to Support Postsecondary Transitions

Jessica Mislevy
Partnership Lead
REL Appalachia

Jill Marcus
Technical Assistance 
Associate
REL Appalachia

Neil Seftor
Principal Researcher
REL Appalachia

Stephanie Suarez
Partnership Liaison 
REL Appalachia



REL Appalachia at SRI International

Quick tour of Zoom features
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Mute/unmute 
microphone

Pro Tip: Mute your 
mic unless speaking 
to limit background 
noise.

To view and 
use Chat

Pro Tip: Turn video 
off if you are 
experiencing low 
bandwidth.

You can send a Chat
message to Everyone in 
the meeting or select a 
specific person from the 
dropdown.
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Welcome and introductions
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Poll: What is your role?

• Educator
• School or district leader
• Institution of higher education staff
• College access provider
• College access program director
• Other
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Meet the facilitators 
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Neil Seftor
REL Appalachia
SRI International

Jessica Mislevy
REL Appalachia
SRI International

Stephanie Suarez
REL Appalachia
SRI International

Jill Marcus
REL Appalachia
Education 
Development Center
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The 10 RELs work in partnership with stakeholders to support a more evidence-based education system.
Administered by the U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences (IES)

Find us on the web!  https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/appalachia/

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/appalachia/
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For more information about our work, visit:
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/appalachia/

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/appalachia/
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Agenda
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• Welcome and introductions
• Orientation to the College Access Evidence Matrix
• Using the College Access Evidence Matrix
• Checking for overlap of population and setting
• Your Turn! Breakout activity
• Additional resources
• Wrap-up and thank you
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Orientation to the College Access Evidence Matrix



REL Appalachia at SRI International

Why does evidence matter? 

9

Before you adopt a program or practice, you 
want to know whether it has worked, for 
whom, and in what settings—and whether 
it’s likely to work for your students too. 

Student Outcomes

Implementation 
Settings

Student 
Characteristics
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When to be cautious about “evidence” claims: Some potential red flags
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Anecdotal evidence

Source does not verify quality 
of evidence

Potential ulterior motives for 
recommending an 

intervention
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Evidence under the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)

• The 2015 reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), the 
nation’s educational law governing K–12 public education.

• Emphasizes the use of “evidence-based interventions.”
• Ties categories of federal funding to evidence. 

The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) defines evidence-based 
interventions as “Practices or programs that have evidence to 
show that they are effective at producing results and improving 
outcomes when implemented.”

For full description of ESSA evidence standards, see https://ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/guidanceuseseinvestment.pdf

https://ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/guidanceuseseinvestment.pdf
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ESSA tiers of evidence 

For full description of ESSA evidence standards, see https://ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/guidanceuseseinvestment.pdf

Tier 1 – strong evidence: supported by one or more well-
designed and well-implemented randomized control 

experimental studies

Tier 2 – moderate evidence: supported by one or more 
well-designed and well-implemented quasi-experimental 

studies

Tier 3 – promising evidence: supported by one or more 
well-designed and well-implemented correlational studies

Tier 4 – demonstrates a rationale: has a well-defined logic 
model, is supported by research, and efforts to evaluate

are under way

There are four tiers of evidence in 
ESSA that identify the strength of 
the evidence associated with 
various interventions.

https://ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/guidanceuseseinvestment.pdf
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ESSA ratings depend on overlap in population and setting too 
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Study 
sample 

and 
setting

My 
sample 

and 
setting

ESSA Tier 1 requires 
overlap in the sample 
AND setting.

ESSA Tier 2 
requires overlap in 
sample OR setting.

For full description of ESSA evidence standards, see https://ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/guidanceuseseinvestment.pdf

https://ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/guidanceuseseinvestment.pdf
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The College Access Evidence Matrix 
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• Summarizes and organizes information 
from the What Works Clearinghouse 
(WWC; https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/). 

• Is an easy-to-use, topically focused 
resource for college-access providers 
and education leaders to select relevant, 
evidence-based interventions for 
postsecondary transitions.

Adapted from: 
https://ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/guidanceuseseinvestment.pdf

1. Identify Local 
Needs

2. Select 
Relevant, 

Evidence-Based 
Interventions

3. Plan for 
Implementation4. Implement

5. Examine and 
Reflect

 







https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/
https://ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/guidanceuseseinvestment.pdf
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The matrix can be used to answer question about what the research 
says about:
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• The effectiveness 
of particular 
interventions

• The kinds of 
interventions 
shown to have an 
impact on the 
outcomes that 
interest you
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Zooming in… 
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Outcome domains relevant to postsecondary transitions

Interventions 
proven to 
improve one or 
more 
postsecondary 
transition 
outcomes
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Zooming in… 
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Highest ESSA evidence level 
(Tier 1 or Tier 2) demonstrated 
by an intervention in an 
outcome domain
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Possible uses
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The evidence matrix is designed for three types 
of users:
1. College access program developers seeking 

new evidence-based strategies to try.
2. Program directors needing to demonstrate 

the evidence base for their approach.
3. Educational leaders making decisions about 

programs to offer their students.
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College access program developers might use the matrix to find out:
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• Are there any studies that show 
that parent engagement 
activities increase college access 
and enrollment?

• What interventions have been 
studied and shown to be 
effective for increasing college 
access and enrollment?
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Program directors might use the matrix to find out:
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• Is there any evidence to show 
that summer counseling 
increases college readiness?

• What interventions for high 
school students have been 
studied and shown to be 
effective for increasing college 
academic achievement?
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Education leaders might use the matrix to find out:
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• Are there any postsecondary transition 
interventions that have been shown to 
have a positive impact on high school 
academic achievement?

• Have dual enrollment programs been 
shown to be effective for dropout 
prevention?
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Activity: What questions do you have that you might use the matrix for?
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Intervention examples include:
• Automated text messaging
• Career academies
• Dual enrollment programs
• First year experience courses
• Linked learning communities
• Parent engagement project
• Summer counseling

Outcome domains include:
• Middle school academic achievement
• Staying in high school
• Completing high school
• College readiness
• College access and enrollment
• College degree attainment
• Employment and labor market
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Using the College Access Evidence Matrix to Answer 
Questions
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Scenario 1
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Scenario 1:

You are a college advisor looking for programs that can help students succeed in college. Some 
colleagues mention that they have heard good things about a college advising program called 
“Bottom Line.” Before looking into it further, you want to know whether there is evidence that 
Bottom Line is effective at improving college outcomes for students.
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Scenario 1
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Bottom Line has 
demonstrated ESSA 
Tier 1 evidence for the 
outcome domain of 
college access and 
enrollment as well as 
college credit 
accumulation and 
persistence. 

It has not demonstrated 
ESSA Tier 1 or Tier 2 
evidence on college 
general academic 
achievement or degree 
attainment in studies 
reviewed by the WWC 
as of July 2021. 

Handout 1
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Scenario 2
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Scenario 2:

You are a college access program developer who works with urban high schools, and you want 
to see what kinds of interventions have strong (Tier 1) or moderate (Tier 2) evidence of 

effectiveness for college access and enrollment for students like yours.
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Scenario 2
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There are 15 
interventions with 
Tier 1 evidence of 
effectiveness, and 
three with Tier 2 
evidence of 
effectiveness in 
the outcome 
domain of college 
access and 
enrollment.
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Scenario 2
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The Bottom Line college advising model 
provides counselors for high school juniors 
and seniors, as well as students who attend 
a target college.

WWC Review of Barr & Castleman (2017)
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Supporting tabs
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• Legend – Definitions for the evidence level ratings.

• FAQs – Answers to common questions about the matrix and how to use it such as:
– What does it mean to be evidence-based? 
– What if the intervention I am interested in is not listed in the matrix?
– What limitations are important to keep in mind while using the matrix?

• References – Full citations for and links to each study that provided evidence, along 
with information about the purpose of the review, review date, version of review 
standards, and the review protocol and version.

• Procedures – Details on how we identified and compiled the evidence from the WWC.
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Checking for Overlap of Population and Setting
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Important: Check for overlap in population and setting
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ESSA Tier 1 
requires overlap 
in the sample 
AND setting.

ESSA Tier 2 
requires overlap 
in sample OR 
setting.
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Determine overlap
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Determine overlap

33
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Determine overlap
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Your Turn! Breakout Activity
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Scenarios A and B
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Scenario A:

You are the principal of an urban high school 
that serves a large percentage of students of 

color and are considering offering your 
seniors additional summer counseling 
supports to increase their likelihood of 

applying to and enrolling in college. You 
would like to know if summer counseling 

interventions have strong evidence (ESSA 
Tier 1) for college access and enrollment.

Scenario B:

You are a college access program developer 
operating in a northeastern city who is 

seeking new evidence-based strategies with 
strong (ESSA Tier 1) evidence to improve 

college access and enrollment for your 
students, most of whom are facing 

socioeconomic barriers.
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Your turn! Scenario A
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Scenario A:

You are the principal of an urban high school that serves a large percentage of students of color 
and are considering offering your seniors additional summer counseling supports to increase 

their likelihood of applying to and enrolling in college. You would like to know if summer 
counseling interventions have strong evidence (ESSA Tier 1) for college access and 

enrollment.

Q1: What level of evidence is there for summer counseling’s effectiveness for college access and enrollment?

Q2: What can you find out about the setting and population that was studied?

Q3: How would you justify whether the ESSA evidence rating for this intervention applies in your context?
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Your turn! 
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Scenario B:

You are a college access program developer operating in a southeastern city who is seeking new 
evidence-based strategies with strong (ESSA Tier 1) evidence to improve college access and 

enrollment for your students, most of whom are facing socioeconomic barriers.

Q1: What is the first intervention that has ESSA Tier 1 evidence for college access and enrollment? 
(Note: The matrix should be sorted in alphabetical order on the intervention name in column A.)

Q2: What is the title of the third study for this intervention (column Q)?​

Q3: What can you say about the population and setting of that study?

Q4: How would you justify whether the Tier 1 ESSA rating from this study applies in your context? 

Your turn! Scenario B
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Questions?
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Additional Resources
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For our growth…
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We appreciate your 
feedback as we 
continue to improve 
our work to meet 
your needs!
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https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/midwest/pdf/blogs/RELMW-ESSA-Tiers-Video-Handout-508.pdf

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/midwest/pdf/blogs/RELMW-ESSA-Tiers-Video-Handout-508.pdf
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https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/midwest/blogs/essa-evidence-tiers-video.aspx

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/midwest/blogs/essa-evidence-tiers-video.aspx
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https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/infographics/pdf/REL_WE_Applicability_of_Evidence_Based_Interventions.pdf

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/infographics/pdf/REL_WE_Applicability_of_Evidence_Based_Interventions.pdf
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Wrap-up
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Recap
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 Evidence matters when making decisions about whether to adopt a program or practice.

 ESSA evidence ratings indicate how much confidence you can have that an intervention 
improved student outcomes.

 The What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) catalogs existing research on educational interventions.

 The College Access Evidence Matrix organizes and consolidates evidence information from the 
WWC that is specific to postsecondary transitions.

 It is important to check for overlap between your population and setting and those that were 
studied to determine if the ESSA evidence rating applies in your context.
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Thank you!
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@

@REL_Appalachia

RELAppalachia@sri.com

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/appalachia

tinyurl.com/subscribe-REL-AP

https://twitter.com/rel_appalachia?lang=en
mailto:RELAppalachia@sri.com
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/appalachia
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