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Session agenda Topic 

Introduction to REL  Appalachia and our work  
on the transition to postsecondary  
Overview and  importance  of  ESSA  levels of  
evidence 

Orientation  to  evidence  review project 

Feedback  on design plan: Part I 

Feedback on design plan: Part II 

Next steps 
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 Introduction to REL 
Appalachia and our work on 
the transition to postsecondary 
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The 10 Regional  Educational  Laboratories  (RELs) work  in partnership 
with stakeholders to conduct applied research and trainings. 

The REL mission is to support a more evidence-based education system. 
Administered by   the U.S.  Department  of  Education,  Institute of  Education Sciences (IES) 

Project 5.2.11 
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Research Partnerships 
bring practitioners, 
policymakers, and 

researchers together 
to: 

 
 

      
   

   

  

    
  

    

Virginia Improving Postsecondary 
Transitions partnership 

Leads: Jessica Mislevy & Deborah Jonas 

Goal 

• To identify, develop, and support the use of evidence-
based practices that strengthen high school 
graduates’ transition to college and careers. 

Partners 

• Virginia Department of Education (VDOE). 

• Virginia Community College System (VCCS). 

• State Council of Higher Education for Virginia 
(SCHEV) representatives. 
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Why focus on postsecondary? 
By 2020, 67 percent of jobs in Virginia will require postsecondary education or training. 

• 30 percent of jobs in Virginia will require 
some college, an associate’s degree, or 
a postsecondary vocational certificate. 

• 23 percent of jobs in Virginia will require 
a bachelor’s degree. 

• 13 percent of jobs in Virginia will require 
a master’s degree or more. 

Project 5.2.11 Carnevale, A. P., Smith, N., & Stroll, J. (2013). Recovery: Projections  of jobs  and education requirements  through 2020. State report. Washington, DC: Georgetown University, 
Georgetown Public  Policy  Institute, Center  on Education and the Workforce. Retrieved from  https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/Recovery2020.SR_.Web_.pdf 
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Postsecondary Transition 

The transition to postsecondary 

K-12 Postsecondary 
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Common barriers for students to transition to 
postsecondary education 

• Insufficient academic preparation 
o Curriculum and preparatory pathways lacking rigor. 

• Limited financial resources 
o Missed aid deadlines. 

• Lack of “college knowledge” 
o Unaware of requirements, expectations, norms, etc. 

• Navigating social and emotional aspects of the 
transition 
o More responsibility. 
o New community. 
o Potentially being away from home. 

Project 5.2.11 Barnett, E. (2016). Building student momentum  from high school  into college. Ready or  not: It's  time to rethink the 12th grade. Boston, MA: Jobs  For the Future. Retrieved from  
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED564836 
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Offering support: Virginia college access providers 

In a 2017 SCHEV-commissioned study, the 
Metropolitan Education Research Consortium 
(MERC) analyzed data on the services and 
resources available to help students across 
the state enter postsecondary education. 

All together, MERC identified 115 
organizations providing access services 
across 128 of Virginia's 131 school divisions. 

July 2017 

The Landscape of Postsecondary 
Access Resources in Virginia 

Updale to the 2009 stalewide exam,nelion or college 
access services and r8SOUrces 

/w\ STATE C0UNOl. OF HICH R 
~'!"J w uCATION FOR VIRCINIA 

Corning,  A.,  Rolander,  K.  D.,  &  Senechal,  J.  (2017).  The landscape of  postsecondary  access resources  in Virginia. 
Richmond,  VA: The State Council  of Higher  Education for Virginia. 
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Questions remain for state education agencies 

REL AP’s partners at VDOE, VCCS, and SCHEV seek to understand: 
• To what extent are providers using evidence-based practices as a part

of the programs they offer to increase access to and success in 
postsecondary education and training programs? 

• To what extent are providers evaluating new and innovative programs to 
determine effectiveness and at what level of rigor? 

Project 5.2.11 11 
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  College access providers also have questions and needs
concerning their use of evidence-based practices 
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Overview of the 
Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA) levels of evidence 
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Why does evidence matter? 
Before you adopt a program or practice, 
you want to know whether it works, for 
whom, and under what conditions. 

Student Outcomes 

Implementation 
Conditions 

Student 
Characteristics 

Project 5.2.11 14 
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When to be cautious about “evidence” claims: 
Some potential red flags 

Anecdotal evidence 

Source does not verify  
quality  of ev idence 

Ulterior  motives  for  
recommending an 

intervention 

Project 5.2.11 15 
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The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 

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

 Requires rigorous and comprehensive state-developed plans designed to close
achievement gaps, increase equity, improve the quality of instruction, and 
increase outcomes for all students. 

 Directs educators to implement interventions grounded in research. 
 Requires education leaders to include evidence-based practices in

improvement plans for low-performing schools. 

16Project 5.2.11 
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Defining evidence-based 
interventions 

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

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

control experimental  studies 

Tier  II – moderate ev idence:  supported by  one or  
more well-designed and well-implemented quasi-

experimental  studies 

Tier  III  – promising  evidence: supported by on e or  
more well-designed and well-implemented 

correlational studies 

Tier IV – demonstrates  a r ationale:  has  a well-
defined logic m odel, is  supported by research,  

and  efforts  to evaluate are u nder  way 

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

Project 5.2.11 17 
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Evidence review project plan 
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Planned project 
REL AP will help our partners at SCHEV, VCCS, and 
VDOE codevelop and pilot a systematic evidence 
review protocol for practitioner use to examine: 
• College access providers’ adoption of evidence-

based postsecondary transition strategies. 
• The rigor with which they are evaluating new and 

innovative strategies. 
• Indicators of program effectiveness. 

Project 5.2.11 19 
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How would you use the evidence review protocol? 

State agencies could use the 
information to target support for 
such activities as: 
• Selecting interventions. 
• Designing and carrying out 

evaluations. 
• Sponsoring/identifying funding for 

evaluations. 

Program providers could use the 
protocol as a self-assessment to: 
• Strengthen their practices and 

the rigor of their evaluation 
efforts. 

• Identify new and innovative 
strategies that merit further study. 

School/division leaders could 
use the information to: 
• Understand what qualifies as 

strong evidence. 
• Inform their decisions about 

whether to adopt a program in 
their context. 

Project 5.2.11 20 



    
  

 
  

 
 

 
   

  
   

  
 

A use case scenario 
Review protocol contents outline 
• Introduction to the protocol and 

instructions for use. 
• Part I: Evidence-based programs

and practices for supporting the 
transition to postsecondary. 

• Part II: Assessing the level of
evidence for postsecondary
transition programs and
practices. 

• Other considerations and 
additional resources. 

I’m  a college access  provider  and I  want t o know the 
evidence base for the program  I’m offering. I decide to use 
this protocol to conduct a self-assessment  of my program.  

First,  I  look  through the list of evidence-based programs  
and practices provided in Part I  of the protocol.  Is  what I’m  
doing already  on the list? If  so, what level of evidence has it  
demonstrated in prior  rigorous  evaluations? 

If  it’s not already  on the list, I  proceed to Part II  of  the 
protocol to assess the level of evidence it may meet. Here 
I  follow a set of guided   questions.  For  example,  “Does  the 
program  have a theory of change for why it is likely  to 
work? If  the program  has  not alr eady  been evaluated,  are 
evaluation efforts  under way? If  yes, then the program  
meets  ‘Demonstrates  a Rationale’  (ESSA  Tier  IV).” 

Now that  I’ve learned my program  meets ESSA  Tier IV  
evidence,  I’ll look at some of the additional resources  to 
determine my next steps, such as using an evaluation 
toolkit to design an evaluation of  my program  that could 
provide “Promising”  ESSA  Tier  III  evidence.   

Project 5.2.11 21 
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Part I: Evidence-based programs 
and practices for supporting the
transition to postsecondary 
“IS WHAT I’M DOING ALREADY ON THE LIST? IF SO, WHAT LEVEL OF 
EVIDENCE HAS IT DEMONSTRATED IN PRIOR RIGOROUS EVALUATIONS?” 

Project 5.2.11 23 
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What Works Clearinghouse 

• The ESSA levels of evidence were informed 
by the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC). 

• The WWC provides study ratings based on 
the strength of evidence using a consistent 
and transparent set of standards. 

• The website includes a search page to find 
studies that have been reviewed by the WWC 
and categorized into ESSA evidence tiers. 

Project 5.2.11 24 
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= MENU I ES ·:• WWC Wha~Works ~ Go 
. Clearinghouse 

® REVIEWS OF INDIVIDUAL STUDIES 

Searching for WWC's 0 Reviews of Individual 
Studies 

0 Introduction to the 
WWC's Reviews of 
Individual Studies 

Use this search page to find individual studies that have been reviewed by the WWC and categorized into ESSA evidence tiers. 

Select options from the filters or enter author/title information into the search box. The resulting list of studies connects you to 

more information, including whether the ~J_LJ~Y. has been included in a WWC publication that summarizes evidence from 

more than one ~ -LJ~_l,'.-

Meets WWC standards with or v • 

e1 Select studies with at least one 
statistically signif icant positive 

finding 

All Designs (for studies meeting standa • Postsecondary 

Search WWC Reviewed Studies 

Clear Selections 

   
   

  
 

 
   

  
 

 
  

    

Search and summary in progress 
With input from our partners at
SCHEV, VCCS, and VDOE, REL AP is: 
• Defining criteria to systematically 

search the WWC for evidence-
based postsecondary transition
programs and strategies. 

• Determining an approach to
summarize the findings in a way
that is understandable, useful, and 
sufficient for target users. 

Project 5.2.11 25 
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Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) Evidence Summary 

Postsecondary Transitions Interventions 

with Strong or Moderate Evidence 

WWC Intervention Report: Dual Enrollment Progra ms (2017) 

Dual enrollm ent programs allow high schoo l students to t ake co~ e courses 

and earn college cred its while still attending high school_ 

wwc lnteCYeotion Report· summefCo1lnseline t?o1a) 
Counseling services between highs oo l graduation and college enrollm ent by 

college counselo rs or peer mentors v,a ext messaging campa igns, e-mail, 
phone, in-person meetings, insta nt messaging, or social m edia. 

WWC Intervent ion Report: First Year Experience Courses (2016) 
Courses for fi rst-year college students t o support the academic performance, 

social development, persistence, and degree com pletion. 

WWC Study Review of Int rusive Intervention 

Abelman & M olina {2001). Style over subst ance revisited: A longitudinal 

analysis of in tru sive intervention. 

WWC Study Review of Early College High Schools 

AIR & SRI (2013). Early college early success: Earty College High School 

Initiative impact study. 

w of Dual Enrollment Programs 

Each row represents ev idence for an intervention designed to support succe.s sful tran.s ition s from seconda ry to postseco ndary ed uca t ion and train ing p rograms. 
Outcomes for wh ich t here is Strong or Moderate ESSA evidence are ind icated by a box with the number of supponing studies. 
An empty ce ll only in dicates a lack of ESSA Strong or M od era-re evi dence; t here could be lesser or negat ive ev idenc·e, or no r e.search. 
The list indudes only what has been review ed by the Wha·t Works Clearinghouse (WWC) and is not comp rehen.sive of all programs or stu dies. 

Links go to WWC intervent ion or study pages t hat may include population and setting information usefu l fo r detennin ing overlap. 
For a ful l description of ESSA ev idence standards, see https://www2.ed .gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/ guidanceuseselnve-st ment.pdf. 

These materials were produced for the Virginia College Access Network (VCAN) and were presented on December 4, 2019 at the VCAN conference. 

 

  
 

 

 Evidence map
(handout 2) 

• Rows are 
programs/practices. 

• Columns are 
outcomes affected. 

• Cells include the 
ESSA evidence 
level (strong or 
moderate) and
number of studies. 
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Postsecon d1a ry Transit ions I ntervent· 0 1ns 

with Strong or Mod1e1rate Evidence 

wwr.. lliltervent ·on Report: D al ErtroHmelilt Programs (20 7) 
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Zooming in… 
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Discussion activity 

1. How could you envision using this information about 
evidence-based programs and practices? 

2. Is the summary information understandable? 
3. Is anything missing that you think users would need or want? 
4. What do you think it means if your program/practice is not on 

the list? 
5. Other strengths or areas in need of improvement? 

Project 5.2.11 28 
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Part II: Assessing the ESSA
level of evidence for 
programs and practices 
“IF THE PROGRAM OR PRACTICE I OFFER IS NOT ALREADY LISTED IN PART I, 
HOW DO I ASSESS THE LEVEL OF EVIDENCE IT MAY MEET?” 
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1. Has a study or evaluation 
already been conducted 

on the program? 

Ye, 

3. Did C'le study e~amrle a va6cf 
and reliable outcome measure? 

Ye, 

4. Did the srudy find a statistical y 
s;gnificant favorable effect? 

Ye, 

5. Does the study compare 
separa!e program and 
non-program groups? 

Ye, 

6. Is the siudy free of facto rs thal 
are confounded wiih either group? 

Ye, 

7. Were individuals randomly 
assigned into the groups? 

Ye, 

8. Did the analysis i'ldude 
most of the incf.rviduals who 
were randomly assigned? 

Ye, 

11 . Did the study nclude a 
large, muttisite sample? 

Ye, 

12. Did the sample ha"' 
populations and settings that 

overlap with the p,oposed ones? 

Ye, 

s1ron1 
Evidence 

Assessing Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) Evidence Levels 

2. Is there a rationale that the 
program wil affect outcomes and 

a study in progress to test it? ... 

No 

10. Did the sl\Jdy include staisocal 
controls in the analysis? 

No 

9. Were the groups slllilar 
on key characterisfus a1 

the start ofthe study? 

Yes 

11. Did the study include a 
la,ge, mllltisite sample? No 

Yes 

Moderate 
Evidence 

No Evidence 

Promising 
Evidenoe 

Does rhe program have etidence' 

2. 1& there a nitionale that thg p rogram will affect outcome&? 

Is there reason to 1>eI-,ve tllat there is a relationstip between tey activities ol lhe program and 
ml9wnt outcomes? Stud-.;is \\i ll o,1:on deS(ribci this rnl:ltionship throPLigh a logic model er th1;1oryof 
cnange. (For more information) 

I-low strong 1s the evidence? 

3. Does lhe study ex.amine a valicl and reliable outc.ome me,sme'? 

A meaaslJJ8 isvali:1 if i: aocura18ly mo;sunis what it claims to mgasu.1'8, such aswh8lher a srudent 
enroted h 00Iege. II Is rellaDla 1r resuts ,re sraoie aM conslsrent across peo~e, semngs, aild Lime, 
sucll as with a standardized tesl 

4. Does Ute srudy find a statistical ly significant lavorable effect? 
An eaect Is ravorao1e 1r an 01J1Come changes In a way !hat renects lmproi.iemeru, s1..eh as ras1ng a 
SCM! or lowering the dropout rate A finding is said to be SIBfi!>tir.aly shniftant if tte probability that 
an observed difference could have occurred by chance alone is less than five percent. This is often 
raponea using a p-v~ue, wnn sta1Isuca1 ~ n1n::ance 11ta1ca1ea oy p < 0.05. 

6. ls the study free of factors that are cor1founded v.ith either group? 

A co'l'tponen1 of a stu::ly is .a confounding tactor if it is completely align~d wth one group .aOO 
rompreteiy e1cIuae<1 lrom meomer, sucn as "nen me program group rs rrom one !ChOOI asa me 
ror i)iogram group is from a different school This makes rt impos~ble to tell if anv difference in 
outccmes is due to the prograTI, the confounding factor, or both. (For more iifonnation) 

7. Were individu31G randomty aGc:ignlld into the groupG'? 

Ind ivlluals are considere<I to have been randomly assigned if they are assgned lo study groups 
entirely 'r:if ch3inCQ aOO everyone has some possitility of being assigned to each study group,. 

8. Did the anatysis; include most of tile individuals 'Who were nmdornly assigned? 

Ral1dom assignment creaes groups at tile sla't oi a s1uay11tatare assumea to be simtar. Attrtnon 
oc:C\lN when an analysis does no1 ind.Jde .a'I th ,3- randomly assigned irrlividuals, su:h as d11e to 
moving to another district or being absent on the day of anassessm.erl. Hflere is highattrilion for the 
llltole sample. or differences i'1 the ,ates of arritiat for the srudy groui,;. the groups used in the 
.analysis may no bnger be sirn lar. (For more i'I ~ 

0. Were the groupG similar on key haracteri&:tiCG at the t.tart of tlle stucfy? 

When groups are n t randomt,, asstg ed or tllere ~ h~h a:irition. the sludy needs i:l demonstrate lhat 
ttl8 g-oups wore simi.Jr Thea groups a'8 said to havg baSGline 90uivalcmco if th9 stiJdy shows th.al the 
grou s 01 UH1N'hluals J~ed 1'1 the ana1ys1S were similar on Ch813CteristkS Ue t could ne ot>seri,oe<! 
before th,o, study, such prior ach.ie11e.rn:m1 and soci>-economic sta1us . (For more iniormation) 

10. Di~ th e eval Ilion include sutisti<:al controlS in thean~sis? 
ll th.egro11p:s are not similar, :slud ie:s may try to accoulit ror these d [ferences by incl.lding rreasure5 
f'Om tile slan of lhe s.udy in lhe analysis Examples of com mo, statistcal controls indude ana~sis of 
covarlance (ANCDVA), hierarchical linear modeling (HLM), and regressionadJustrr.ent. 

Hr.w <hes the ev,dence appfy to me? 

11. Diel the evaluation include a large, multi.&itecanple? 

An analylc sampe is large H includes alleast 350 iooividuals or at least 50 groups tllat conlai'l 10 
or more indivduals. A multHlite st1mple consists of more than one site, where site can be defined as 
a sCllOOI, 10011 erucanon ,g .. cy, locality, or state. 

12. Diel the sanple hive pop1lationa and/or settings that overtsp with the proposed o■ea? 

Wh0n a study is cond.Jcted wfl'I a population or setting Iii«! those wh0m a progam is proposed to b9 
used the findng:; may be more relevant A 5tudy can demonstrate over1ap witll the propo5ed conte.d 
tt it shows that the prograTt has a slatJstically signJicant fa,,orable effect on tile spe:ific poJlJlaton er 
subgroup of iriterest, or in the same l)pe af setting. 

Th is guide provides information that can help determine the highest possible evidence level for a program , but additional technical analysis maybe needed to make a firm determ ination. 
For a full descript ion of ESSA evidenc.e standards, see https:/fwww2.ed.gov/ policy/elsec/ 1eg/es~ / gu idanceuseseinvestment.pdf. 

These materials were produced for the Virginia College Access Networtr; (VCAN) and were presented on December 4, 2019 at the VCAN conference. 

 
 

   

Evidence review flow 
chart (handout 3) 

• On the left: Guided 
set of questions to 
assess ESSA 
evidence levels. 

• On the right:
Supporting 
information and 
links to additional 
resources. 
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A delicate balance 
For the protocol, we’ll need your help to 
balance factors such as: 
• Accuracy of technical concepts with 

accessibility of language, and 
• Level of detail provided with length and 

complexity of protocol. 

The goal is to produce a data collection 
protocol that is useful and usable for our 
partners and their stakeholders. 
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Application activity 

Instructions 
1. Read through the study description (handouts 4 & 5). 
2. Use the flowchart (handout 3) to determine highest ESSA

evidence-level rating this study is potentially eligible for 
based on the information you have. 

3. Jot down notes with any questions, thoughts, reactions,
etc., to the process. 
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    Now let’s go over the WWC's answers 
Question Summer  

Bridge 
School  

Counseling 

1.  Has a  study or  evaluation already been conducted on the program? Yes Yes 

3.  Did the study  examine a valid and reliable outcome measure? Yes Yes 

4.  Did the study  find a statistically  significant  favorable effect? Yes Yes 

5. Does  the study  compare separate program and non-program groups? Yes Yes 

6. Is t he study f ree of factors that  are confounded with either group? Yes Yes 

7.  Were individuals randomly  assigned into groups? No Yes 

8. Did the analysis include most of the individuals who were randomly as signed? Yes 

9. Were the groups s imilar  on key  characteristics  at the start  of the study? Yes 

11. Did the study  include a large, multisite sample? No Yes 

12.  Did the sample have populations and/ or  settings that  overlap with the proposed ones? ??? 

Highest ESSA evidence level  based on available information Promising Strong 
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Discussion activity 

1. Any questions or challenges with the exercise? 1. Thinking about your first impression: How user-friendly 
was the draft review protocol? 

2. Was anything missing? 
3. Elements from this exercise we should consider for the protocol 2. If we make the changes that you recommend, how user-

we codevelop?friendly do you think the review protocol will be? 

4. Additional supports or features we should consider to make the 3. What did you like most about the protocol? What features 
protocol user friendly for a colleague to use it on their own? should we be certain to keep?
4. What other questions or comments do you have? 
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Next steps 
REL AP and our partners at SCHEV, VCCS, and VDOE are 
seeking volunteers to help pilot the protocol in early 2020. 

• Do you want to know what level of ESSA evidence your 
programs or practices meet? 

• Has your program been evaluated? 

36 

• Did the study compare separate program and non-
program groups? (preferred) 

If you are interested to participate, contact: 
Jessica Mislevy (jessica.mislevy@sri.com) 

Project 5.2.11 
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• :REL 
APPALACHIA 
Regional Educational Laboratory 

Al SRI International 

Thank you! 

Contact REL Appalachia 

General inquiries: 
RELAppalachia@sri.com 

Questions related to improving 
postsecondary transitions in Virginia: 
Jessica.Mislevy@sri.com 

Project 5.2.11 
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 Four levels of evidence in ESSA 

Strong • At  least one well-designed and implemented 
experimental study. 

Moderate • At  least one well-designed and implemented quasi-
experimental study. 

Promising 
• 

• 

At  least one well-designed and implemented 
correlational study. 
Includes controls  for  statistical bias. 

Demonstrates a 
Rationale 

• 
• 

Well-specified logic model or theory of  action 
Includes  ongoing efforts  to collect  evidence. 

Project 5.2.11 Adapted from  Hughes,  J.,  &  Foorman,  B.  (n.d.).  Understanding ESSA  levels  of  evidence.  Retrieved from 
http://fcrr.fsu.edu/documents/rel/Understanding_ESSA_Levels_of_Evidence_presentation. 

39 

http://fcrr.fsu.edu/documents/rel/Understanding_ESSA_Levels_of_Evidence_presentation


tREL 
APPALACHIA 
r....,.iu.i..,..~ 

 
 

  
  

 
 

 

   

Strong evidence
A well-designed and well-implemented experimental study 

• Experimental studies require: 
o An intervention or treatment. 
o Subjects who receive the treatment and ones who do not. 
o Random assignment to the intervention and comparison groups. 

• Well-designed and well-implemented experiments require: 
o Distinct intervention and comparison groups. 
o Appropriate randomization. 
o Valid and reliable measures. 
o Low attrition. 
o No confounds. 
o Large sample and multisite sample that overlaps with the populations and settings 

proposed to receive the intervention. 

Project 5.2.11 Adapted from  Hughes,  J.,  &  Foorman,  B.  (n.d.).  40 
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Strong evidence: Requires randomization 

• Randomization is critical. 
o Random assignment ensures the treatment and control groups 

are as similar as possible. 
o Without randomization, unobserved characteristics may 

interfere. 

• Random is defined as entirely by chance, and every subject
has a chance to be in either group. 

• Assignment occurs before the intervention. 

Project 5.2.11 Adapted from  Hughes,  J.,  &  Foorman,  B.  (n.d.).  41 
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    Measures must be valid and reliable 
• Researchers need to demonstrate that their outcome measures work. 
• Two key criteria for evaluating measures are: 

o Reliability: degree to which a measure produces stable and consistent results. 
o Validity: extent to which scores from a measure represent what it intends to. 

• WWC standards assume standardized (state) tests have face validity and are reliable. 

Figure adapted from Barford (2014) 

Not reliable or valid Reliable but not valid Valid but not reliable Valid and reliable 

Project 5.2.11 Adapted from  Hughes,  J.,  &  Foorman,  B.  (n.d.).  42 
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Strong evidence: Attrition matters 

• Attrition is the loss of subjects from the study. 
• Attrition is common, but when it is high, it compromises the outcome of random 

assignment. 
• Two types of attrition 

o Overall: attrition for all study participants. 
o Differential: difference in attrition between intervention and comparison groups. 

• WWC offers guidance on attrition standards,* but at a minimum always look at how 
many subjects dropped out of a study. 

* https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/referenceresources/wwc_brief_attrition_080715.pdf 

Project 5.2.11 Adapted from  Hughes,  J.,  &  Foorman,  B.  (n.d.).  43 
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Strong evidence: Confounds matter, too 

• Confounds are aspects of the experiment completely aligned to one group. 
o Ex. One classroom delivers the intervention, and one delivers the treatment. 
o Ex. Intervention studies all English learners (ELs), but treatment group has no ELs. 
o Ex. Intervention is part of a larger package. 

• Confounds introduce an additional factor that compromises randomization. 

Project 5.2.11 
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Moderate evidence 
A well-designed and implemented quasi-experimental (QED) study 

• QEDs lack randomization. 
• Instead, they leverage some natural change to create groups. 

o Ex. Comparing before and after a policy change. 

• ESSA does not define well-designed or implemented. 
• However, generally a well-designed QED has the following: 

o Strong break or forcing factor. 
o Valid and reliable measures . 
o Baseline equivalence. 

• These types of studies can meet WWC standards with reservations 

Project 5.2.11 Adapted from  Hughes,  J.,  &  Foorman,  B.  (n.d.).  45 
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Moderate evidence: Baseline equivalence 

• Baseline equivalence means that the intervention and
comparison groups are similar on key characteristics. 

• Without random assignment, the groups could differ. 
• Researchers must take steps to demonstrate that the 

groups were equivalent before the intervention (i.e., at 
baseline). 

• Baseline should be established on a characteristic similar 
to the outcome or correlated with it. 
o Ex. Prior year test score or a pretest. 

Project 5.2.11 Adapted from  Hughes,  J.,  &  Foorman,  B.  (n.d.).  46 
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  Moderate evidence: Baseline equivalence (cont’d) 

According to nonregulatory guidance,* 
• If equivalence can be established, the study can be considered moderate evidence. 
• If the baseline differences are small, statistical controls can be used. 
• If the baseline differences are large, the study is not well designed and implemented. 

* https://www2.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/guidanceuseseinvestment.pdf 
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Promising evidence
At least one well-designed and implemented correlational study that includes controls for statistical
bias 

• Correlational means the study looks at associations, not impacts. 
• Such a study typically has one group and examines predictors of an outcome. 
• Controls are other key variables related to the outcome but are not part of the 

research question. 
• These types of studies cannot meet WWC standards. 
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Promising evidence (cont’d) 
• Correlational studies cannot measure impacts. 

o No random assignment. 
o No comparison groups. 
o No ability to establish baseline equivalence. 

• Ex. Study shows students who report reading more books score higher on end-of-
year test. 
o Controls for prior test scores, race, gender, and economic status. 
o But measures only the association between reading and scores. 
o Cannot conclude that assigning more books to read would increase scores. 

Project 5.2.11 Adapted from  Hughes,  J.,  &  Foorman,  B.  (n.d.).  49 
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Demonstrates a rationale 
Well-specified logic model or theory of action 

• Well-specified logic model or theory of action 
o What features of the intervention seem likely to result in improved outcomes? 
o What is the connection between the intervention and outcome? 

• Includes ongoing efforts to collect evidence 
o How will you evaluate the results? 

Inputs Activities Outputs Outcomes 

Project 5.2.11 Adapted from  Hughes,  J.,  &  Foorman,  B.  (n.d.).  50 
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Does it work? Interpreting study findings 
• Look for 

o Positive direction: favors the intervention group. 
o Statistical significance: the likelihood that the difference 

between groups is due to chance is less than 5 percent 
(p < .05). 

o Substantive importance: has an effect size—a 
standardized measure of the magnitude of an effect—of 
0.25 or greater, regardless of statistical significance. 
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Mean 
(standard deviation) WWC calculations 

Outcome measure 
Study 

sample 
Sample 

size 
Intervention 

group 
Comparison 

group 
Mean 

difference 
Effect 
size 

:Improvement 
index p-value 

Castleman et al., 2014a 

Continuous first-year 
enrollment(%) 

Full 
sample 

1,397 
students 

82.4 
(na) 

78.5 
(na) 

3.9 0.15 +6 < .05 

    

Direction Magnitude Statistical 
Significance 

Source: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/InterventionReports/wwc_summer_counseling_032718.pdf 
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