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Executive Summary

The Regional Educational Laboratories (RELSs) are a networked system of 10 organizations that
serve the educational needs of 10 designated regions across the United States and its territories. The
U.S. Department of Education (ED) is authorized by the Education Sciences Reform Act (ESRA) to
award contracts to 10 RELs to support applied research, development, wide dissemination, and
technical assistance activities.' The REL program is administered by the Knowledge Utilization
Division of the National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance (NCEERA)
within ED’s Institute of Education Sciences (IES), which was established by ESRA in 2002.

ESRA requires NCEERA to provide for independent evaluations of each of the RELs in carrying
out their duties and to transmit these results to Congress, the National Board for Education
Sciences, and the appropriate REL governing boards.” In 2009, the Evaluation Division of the
NCEERA contracted with Westat to conduct these evaluations for each REL funded between 2006

and 2011, as well as an evaluation of the REL program as a whole.

The interim report from the REL evaluation addresses the following questions:

e What activities did the RELs undertake to fulfill the missions specified in ESRA?

e What were the technical quality and relevance of REL Fast Response Project reports
published by IES and of the corresponding proposals?

In semi-structured, open-ended interviews with members of the evaluation study team, REL
staff reported activities under each of the 10 missions of the REL program specified in
ESRA. Each REL conducted its activities in response to a statement of work (SOW) developed by
NCEERA in 2005 for the REL contracts in place between 2006 and 2011. The SOW included tasks
that aligned explicitly with 6 of the 10 statutory missions: (1) provision of training and technical
assistance, (2) dissemination of scientifically valid research, (3) identification of regional needs, (4)
performance of applied research projects, (5) provision of educational research in usable forms, and
(6) collaboration with other ED-funded technical assistance providers. Four additional statutory

missions—focusing on school finance systems, alternative administrative structures, school

!'The portion of ESRA pertaining to the RELs, Section 174 of P.L. 107-279, is available at http://ies.ed.gov/pdf/PI1.107-279.pdf
[accessed April 19, 2013].

2 The evaluation requirement is specified in Section 174(j) of ESRA.
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improvement strategies, and educational technology—were not explicitly in the SOW for the RELs,
but RELs reported activities under these missions as well. The body of the report documents the

activities described by staff members from each REL.

Under the contracts in place between 2006 and 2011, the RELs performed two broad categories of
applied research projects to prepare reports that were released and disseminated as IES publications.
Fast response projects (FRPs) were short-term education research and technical assistance projects
intended to (1) respond to regional and national education needs and priorities and (2) inform policy
and practice. FRPs used various methods, such as literature reviews, analyses of extant data, and
qualitative studies. Impact studies were projects designed specifically to make causal inferences about
an intervention, policy, or practice, typically using randomized controlled trials or regression
discontinuity designs. The technical quality and relevance of FRP reports and proposals is
documented in this interim evaluation report, while the technical quality and relevance of impact

study reports and proposals will be documented in the final evaluation report.

The average technical quality and relevance ratings for IES-reviewed and IES-published
FRP reports and for the corresponding initial proposals were between 3.24 and 3.81 on a 5-
point scale, with 5 being the highest value. Of 297 proposals for FRPs reviewed by NCEERA
by December 1, 2009, 46 percent (137) were accepted, and the REL was authorized to proceed with
the project. Of 166 reports from FRPs reviewed by IES by December 1, 2009, 55 percent (92) were
accepted for publication as IES reports. Independent panels of technical and content experts rated
the technical quality and relevance of 91 FRP reports published by IES by December 1, 2009, as
well as the 75 initial proposals that led to 88 of these reports.’ The IES-published reports received a
mean quality rating of 3.81 on a 5-point scale, while the corresponding proposals received a mean
quality rating of 3.24. Both of these means fell between the categories of “adequate” and “strong”
quality. The IES-published FRP reports received a mean relevance rating of 3.64 on a 5-point scale,
while the corresponding proposals received a mean relevance rating of 3.39. Both of these means fell

between the categories of “adequate” relevance and “relevant.”

The sections below provide more background on the REL program and on the data collection and
analysis conducted by the study team to answer the research questions for the interim evaluation

report.

3 Of the 92 reports counted as approved for publication by December 1, 2009, one report was not published until January 2010 and
was not included in an expert panel review. Three of the 91 FRP reports published by IES by December 1, 2009, wete without a
written initial proposal available for panel review.
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Background on the REL Program

ED, through the Knowledge Utilization Division in NCEERA within IES, awarded 5-year contracts
to 10 RELs in FY 2006. Table ES-1 lists the states and territories in each region served by a REL, as

well as the organizations that held the REL contracts from 2006 to 2011. Annual appropriations for

the REL program varied over the period of performance of the 2006-2011 REL contracts.

Appropriations in FY 2006 and under the FY 2007 continuing resolution equaled $65.470 million

each year. Over the following 3 years, appropriations rose, to $65.569 million in FY 2008, $67.569
million in FY 2009, and $70.650 million in FY 2010. For FY 2011 and FY 2012, appropriations fell
to $57.535 and $57.426 million, respectively.

Table ES-1. REL regions and prime contractors, 2006-2011
Region States and territories Prime contractor
Appalachia Kentucky, Tennessee, Virginia, West Virginia CNA
Central Colorado, Kansas, Missouri, Nebraska, North Mid-Continent Research for
Dakota, South Dakota, Wyoming Education and Learning (McREL)
Mid-Atlantic Delaware, District of Columbia, Maryland, New The Pennsylvania State University
Jersey, Pennsylvania (PSU), with four primary
subcontractors: Rutgers University,
ICF International, ANALYTICA, and
the Metiri Group
Midwest lllinois, Indiana, lowa, Michigan, Minnesota, Ohio, | Learning Point Associates (LPA)
Wisconsin
Northeast & Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Education Development Center
Islands Hampshire, New York, Puerto Rico, Rhode Island, | (EDC), with Learning Innovations
Vermont, Virgin Islands at WestEd and the American
Institutes for Research (AIR) as
primary subcontractors
Northwest Alaska, Idaho, Montana, Oregon, Washington Education Northwest
Pacific American Samoa, Federated States of Pacific Resources for Education
Micronesia, Guam, Hawaii, Northern Mariana and Learning (PREL)
Islands, Republic of the Marshall Islands,
Republic of Palau
Southeast Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, North SERVE Center, University of North
Carolina, South Carolina Carolina at Greensboro
Southwest Arkansas, Louisiana, New Mexico, Oklahoma, Edvance Research, Inc.
Texas
West Arizona, California, Nevada, Utah WestEd

NOTE: Subcontracting arrangements are not shown and may have varied over time, even if the prime contractor remained the same. The
end date for the 2006-2011 REL contracts was December 31, 2011.
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What activities did the RELs undertake?

Section 174(g) of ESRA specifies 10 missions for the RELs. The first five missions relate to the
core education research and technical assistance work of each REL: (1) the provision of training
and technical assistance to constituents; (2) the dissemination of scientifically valid and useful
research, information, reports, and publications; (3) the ongoing identification of educational needs
within the region; (4) the performance of applied research projects to address regional needs; and (5)
the provision of research findings in usable forms to promote school improvement, academic
achievement, and the closing of achievement gaps and to expand the knowledge base related to
elementary and secondary education and postsecondary access. The sixth mission is to collaborate
and coordinate services with other ED-funded technical assistance providers. The seventh and
eighth missions are to gather information on school finance and on alternative administrative
structures. The ninth mission is to develop school improvement strategies, and the tenth mission is

to develop innovative technologies in education.

In 2005 the Knowledge Ultilization Division of the NCEERA developed a statement of work

(SOW) to award contracts to the 10 RELs. This SOW specified six tasks. The first task was for
regional education needs analysis, training and technical assistance, and fast-response applied research and development
projects. The second task was for rigorous applied research and development projects, later characterized as
impact studies. The remaining four tasks were concerned with the coordination and management of
REL activities: (3) the National Laboratory Network; (4) regional dissemination; (5) planning, management,
and reporting, and (0) coordination of the REL network, website, and Intranet.

While most of the tasks of the REL statement of work aligned explicitly with the missions specified
for the RELs in ESRA, others did not. The tasks focused on regional needs identification, applied
research and development projects, regional dissemination, and cross-REL coordination
corresponded directly with the statutory missions for the REL program. The National Laboratory
Network (NLN) task and the planning/management/reporting task did not correspond explicitly
with any single REL mission specified in ESRA, but could be understood as supporting the
performance of the other tasks. The NLN, for example, included Internet pages, accessible to the
public from the IES website, describing each of the RELs and providing downloadable copies of
IES-approved REL IES-published reports. The NLN also included an Intranet for internal use in
cross-REL collaboration and working groups. Four of the statutory missions of the REL program

specified in ESRA—those focused on school finance, alternative administrative structures, school
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improvement strategies, and innovative technologies in education—were not explicit in the tasks of
the SOW.

To describe what activities the RELs had completed under the 10 missions specified in ESRA,
including those not specified explicitly in the SOW, the evaluation study team conducted in-person
interviews with staff members from each REL, including each REL’s director." Interviews with REL
staff took place between May 2010 and July 2010 and lasted approximately 4 hours per REL.
Interviewers from the study team asked the RELs to describe up to three major activities under each
mission. REL staff were permitted to report the same activity as a major activity for more than one
mission. The study team reviewed transcripts of the interviews to prepare a document that described
the major REL activities reported by REL staff as addressing each of the 10 missions. To verify the
accuracy of the write-ups, each REL director reviewed the draft document and made any necessary
factual corrections. In general, the RELs reported activities under each of the statutory missions for

the program.

Other than documenting REL reports published by IES, the evaluation study team made no attempt
to verify independently the reported information on REL activities, so the accuracy and
completeness of this information is unknown. Due to the semi-structured and open-ended nature of
the interviews with REL staff, the information gathered from these interviews is neither a systematic
nor a comprehensive inventory of a// REL program activities conducted between 2006 and 2010.
The suggested prompts in the interview protocol were not always utilized, so it is possible that some
activities reported voluntarily by one REL director were not reported by another REL director, even
if similar activities had occurred for both RELs. Because the interview protocol left the definition of
a “project” or “major activity” up to the judgment of the REL staff being interviewed, reported
REL activities are not necessarily comparable across RELs. For these reasons, the documentation
of REL activities as reported by REL staff is presented only in the REL-specific chapters of this

report (chapters 4 through 13), and results are not summarized across RELs.

What were the technical quality and relevance of REL Fast Response Project
reports published by IES and of the corresponding proposals?

The study team’s plan to evaluate the quality and relevance of REL Fast Response Project (FRP)

proposals and reports included (1) gathering data from the Knowledge Utilization Division of the

+The protocol developed by the study team for the REL interviews is included in Appendix C.
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NCEERA on the percentage of FRP proposals accepted for continuation as IES-supported studies,
(2) gathering data from the Knowledge Utilization Division on the percentage of FRP reports
accepted for publication as IES reports, and (3) having an independent expert panel review the
technical quality and relevance of FRP reports released by IES and of the proposals that had

resulted in those reports.

Section 186(c) of ESRA requires all research, statistics, and evaluation reports conducted by, or
supported through, IES to “be subjected to rigorous peer review before being published or
otherwise made available to the public.” In the case of the REL FRP reports, this review occurred
through an Analytical and Technical Support (ATS) contract, which NCEERA awarded to
Mathematica Policy Research, Inc., on September 29, 2006. A REL would first submit a proposal
for the FRP to its NCEERA project officer for review. Additional review of the proposal occurred
through anonymous external reviewers working under the ATS contract. These reviews informed
NCEERA’s decision to reject a proposal, approve the project, or request the REL to revise its
proposal. For approved projects, RELs would perform the work and submit draft reports to the
NCEERA project officer for review. External review through the ATS would again inform
NCEERA’s decision to reject a report or request revisions. The final decision of whether to approve
an FRP report for publication by IES was made by the NCEERA commissioner based on prior
review by NCEERA staff and the ATS contractor. The ATS contract ended on March 28, 2012.

For the calculation of the percentage of FRP proposals and reports approved, the study team
excluded “proposal or report reviews in process.” The denominator for the percentage of accepted
FRP proposals includes all of the FRP proposals that, by December 1, 2009, were either accepted
and authorized to proceed, or else rejected, but excludes proposals for which the NCEERA review
was in process. The denominator for the percentage of accepted FRP reports includes all of the
reports that, by December 1, 2009, were either approved for publication or rejected, but excludes
reports for which the IES review was in process. Readers should note that, even if a REL’s
proposal for an FRP was accepted by NCEERA and the project was authorized to proceed, the
resulting report could be rejected by NCEERA as a result of subsequent review by NCEERA or
ATS contract staff.

Of 297 proposals for FRPs reviewed by NCEERA by December 1, 2009, 46 percent (137) were
accepted, and the REL was authorized to proceed with the project. The number of proposals
submitted by each REL ranged from 17 to 45, and the percentage accepted by IES for each REL
ranged from 24 to 67 percent. Of 166 FRP reports reviewed by IES by December 1, 2009, 55
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percent (92) were accepted for publication as IES reports. The number of reports submitted by each
REL varied from 10 to 27, and the percentage accepted ranged from 25 to 80 percent. The
percentages of proposals and reports accepted for each REL are provided in the REL-specific
chapters of the report.

In addition to calculating acceptance rates for FRP proposals and reports, the study team selected
IES-published FRP reports and corresponding proposals for independent review by expert panels of
methodological and content experts. Because of resource limitations for the evaluation, the
evaluation study team and NCEERA decided to focus panel reviews on the beginning and end of
IES-published FRP reports. Revised proposals, proposals that were rejected or were still under
review, and proposals for reports that were not published by IES were all excluded from panel
review. Consequently, findings on the quality and relevance of proposals refer only to proposals
resulting in IES-published FRP reports that were released by December 1, 2009. The study team
collected from REL web sites and from the REL program office all of the FRP reports that met
these criteria, as well as the corresponding initial proposals that were submitted by the RELs. In
total, the RELs produced 91 IES-published reports by this date, 88 of which were derived from 75
initial proposals. In some cases, a single proposal led to multiple IES-published reports (e.g., one for

each state in a region).

The study team developed two rubrics for use in the expert panel review: one for reports and one
for initial proposals (Appendix A). The rubrics included two dimensions: technical quality and
relevance. Each dimension was further defined by multiple indicators. The rubrics for rating
proposals and reports shared six indicators of quality and three indicators of relevance. Two
additional indicators of quality and one additional indicator of relevance were included in the rubric
for rating reports. Indicators for the dimensions were rated on a 5-point scale, with 1 being the

lowest rating and 5 being the highest rating (Figure ES-1).

The study team recruited 48 experts in content and/or methodology, screened them for conflicts of
interest, and trained them to use the rubrics for evaluating the quality and relevance of IES-
published FRP reports and corresponding proposals. Training of panelists occurred in January and
February 2010. Comments from panelists during the training were used to make minor revisions to
each rubric. A total of 79 panels were organized to review FRPs, including 46 experts and an average
of 2.92 experts per panel. The number of panels on which any one expert served averaged 5.02 and
ranged from 2 to 10. Three panels reviewed no proposal, since no written initial proposal for the

FRP was available. All other panels reviewed both the proposal for the FRP and the resulting IES-
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published report. Five panels reviewed multiple IES-published reports that arose from the same
proposal. While three experts were generally assigned to review each set of FRP documents based
on content or methodology expertise, in five cases, fewer experts were assigned to review a product
because no other panelists had the necessary expertise. Ratings for each FRP document (proposal or
report) were generated by averaging the scores across all panelists and across dimension-specific

indicators. Panel reviews and reconciliation phone calls occurred between February and May 2010.

On average, the expert panels rated IES-published FRP reports and corresponding proposals as
being between “adequate” and “strong” in quality. The IES-published reports received a mean
quality rating of 3.81 on a 5-point scale, while the corresponding FRP proposals received a mean
quality rating of 3.24. For proposals, 9.1 percent of quality ratings were at the highest level of quality
(“very strong”), while for IES-published reports, 26.9 percent of quality ratings were “very strong”
(Figure ES-1).

The expert panels rated IES-published FRP reports and corresponding proposals, on average, as
being between “adequate” in relevance and “relevant.” The IES-published reports received a mean
relevance rating of 3.64 on a 5-point scale, while the corresponding FRP proposals received a mean
relevance rating of 3.39. For proposals, 13.0 percent of relevance ratings were at the highest level of
relevance (“highly relevant”), while for IES-published reports, 19.3 percent of relevance ratings were

at the level of “highly relevant” (Figure ES-1).

The body of the report provides more detailed REL-specific findings on the quality and relevance of
the FRP reports and corresponding proposals.
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Figure ES-1. Distribution of expert panelist indicator-level quality and relevance ratings for IES-
published Fast Response Project reports and corresponding proposals from all 10
RELs combined
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Figure Reads: 9.1 percent of the indicator-level proposal quality ratings submitted by expert panelists had a value of 5 (“very strong”) on a
5-point scale.

NOTE: The distributions for proposal quality and relevance were based on 1,280 and 656 indicator-level ratings, respectively, which is
largely attributed to differences in number of indicators associated with quality and relevance. The distributions for IES-published report
quality and relevance were based on 2,051 and 1,065 indicator-level ratings, respectively. The difference in number of indicators
associated with quality and relevance between IES-published reports and proposals is due to the fact the number of IES-published reports
is larger than that of proposals (see page xv). Ratings of “not applicable” were not included in these frequency distributions.
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Introduction 1

The Regional Educational Laboratories (RELSs) are a networked system of 10 organizations that serve

the educational needs of 10 designated regions across the United States and its territories (Table 1-1).
The U.S. Department of Education (ED) is authorized by the Education Sciences Reform Act (ESRA)

to award contracts to 10 RELs to support applied research, development, wide dissemination, and

technical assistance (T'A) activities. > The REL program is administered by the Knowledge Utilization

Division of the National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance (NCEERA) within
ED’s Institute of Education Sciences (IES), which was established by ESRA in 2002.

ED, through the Knowledge Utilization Division of the NCEERA within IES, awarded 5-year
contracts to 10 RELs on a competitive basis in FY 2006. These contracts were subsequently extended
to end in FY 2012. Table 1-2 lists the organizations holding the 10 REL contracts from 2006 to 2011
as well as their history of REL funding (i.e., whether they have held REL grants/contracts in the past).

Table 1-1. States and territories served by each REL
Region States and territories
Appalachia Kentucky, Tennessee, Virginia, West Virginia
Central Colorado, Kansas, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, South Dakota, Wyoming
Mid-Atlantic Delaware, District of Columbia, Maryland, New Jersey, Pennsylvania
Midwest lllinois, Indiana, lowa, Michigan, Minnesota, Ohio, Wisconsin

Northeast & Islands

Northwest

Pacific

Southeast
Southwest

West

Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New York, Puerto Rico, Rhode
Island, Vermont, Virgin Islands

Alaska, Idaho, Montana, Oregon, Washington

American Samoa, Federated States of Micronesia, Guam, Hawaii, Northern Mariana
Islands, Republic of the Marshall Islands, Republic of Palau

Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina
Arkansas, Louisiana, New Mexico, Oklahoma, Texas

Arizona, California, Nevada, Utah

3 The portion of ESRA pertaining to the Regional Educational Laboratories, Section 174 of P.L. 107-279, is available at http://ies.ed.gov/pdf/PL107-
279.pdf [accessed April 19, 2013].
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Table 1-2.

REL prime contractors, 2006-2011

Region Prime contractor History of Funding
Appalachia CNA CNA received a REL contract for the first time
in FY 2006 (awarded February 6, 2006). CNA
was also awarded a REL contract for this
region in FY 2012.
Central Mid-Continent Research for Education and McREL had held the REL grant/contract
Learning (McREL) continuously since 1966. The FY 2006 contract
was awarded on January 20, 2006.
Mid-Atlantic The Pennsylvania State University (PSU), with 4  PSU received a REL contract for the first time
primary subcontractors: Rutgers University, ICF  in FY 2006 (awarded March 23, 2006).
International, ANALYTICA, and the Metiri Group
Midwest Learning Point Associates (LPA) LPA had held a REL grant/contract since 1984.

The FY 2006 contract was awarded on March
9, 2006. The American Institutes for Research,
(AIR) which merged with LPA in 2011, was
awarded a REL contract for this region in FY
2012.

Northeast & Islands

Education Development Center (EDC), with
Learning Innovations at WestEd and AIR as
primary subcontractors

EDC held one of the original REL grants but did
not hold one immediately before the FY 2006
award. The FY 2006 contract was awarded on
March 15, 2006. EDC was also awarded a REL
contract for this region in FY 2012.

Northwest

Education Northwest

Education Northwest, previously known as
Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory,
had held the REL grant/contract since 1966.
The FY 2006 contract was awarded on
February 1, 2006. Education Northwest was
also awarded a REL contract for this region in
FY 2012.

Pacific

Pacific Resources for Education and Learning
(PREL)

PREL had held the REL grant/contract since
1990. The FY 2006 contract was awarded on
March 16, 2006.

Southeast

SERVE Center, University of North Carolina at
Greensboro

SERVE had held the REL grant/contract since
1990. The FY 2006 contract was awarded on
March 16, 2006.

Southwest

Edvance Research, Inc.

Edvance received a REL contract for the first
time in FY 2006 (awarded March 15, 2006).

West

WestEd

WestEd had held the REL grant/contract since
1966. The FY 2006 contract was awarded on
January 18, 2006. WestEd was also awarded a
REL contract for this region in FY 2012.

NOTE: Subcontracting arrangements are not shown and may have varied over time, even if the prime contractor remained the same. The
end date for the 2006-2011 REL contracts was December 31, 2011.

The table shows that three contractors (CNA, Pennsylvania State University, and Edvance Research,

Inc.) held first-time REL contracts in FY 20006; four contractors (Learning Point Associates,

Education Development Center, Pacific Resources for Education and Learning, and SERVE Center

at the University of North Carolina at Greensboro) held previous REL contracts; and three
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contractors (Mid-Continent Research for Education and Learning, Education Northwest, and
WestEd) held continuous REL contracts since the inception of the program in 1966. The table notes

whether the same prime contractor was awarded a REL contract for the same region in FY 2012.

Annual appropriations for the REL program varied over the period of performance of the 2006-
2011 REL contracts. Appropriations in FY 2006 and under the FY 2007 continuing resolution
equaled $65.470 million each year. Over the following 3 years, appropriations rose, to $65.569
million in FY 2008, $67.569 million in FY 2009, and $70.650 million in FY 2010. For FY 2011 and
FY 2012, appropriations fell to $57.535 and $57.426 million, respectively.

Missions of the REL Program

While the REL program was begun in 1960, it was most recently reauthorized under ESRA in 2002.
Section 174(g) of ESRA specifies 10 missions for the RELs:

1. Provide training and technical assistance to constituents

2. Disseminate scientifically valid research, information, reports, and publications that are
usable for improving academic achievement, closing achievement gaps, and encouraging
and sustaining school improvement

3. Develop a plan for identifying and serving the needs of the region by conducting a
continuing survey of the educational needs, strengths, and weaknesses within the region

4. Carry out applied research projects that are designed to serve the particular educational
needs of the region, that reflect findings from scientifically valid research, and that result
in user-friendly, replicable school-based classroom applications geared toward promoting
student achievement

5. Provide educational applied research in usable forms that promote school-improvement,
academic achievement, and the closing of the achievement gaps and contribute to the
current base of education knowledge by addressing problems in elementary and
secondary education and access to postsecondary education

6. Collaborate and coordinate services with other technical assistance providers funded by
ED
7. Assist in gathering information on school finance systems to promote improved access to

educational opportunities and to better serve all public school students
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8. Assist in gathering information on alternative administrative structures that are more
conducive to planning, implementing, and sustaining school reform and improved
academic achievement

9. Bring teams of experts together to develop and implement school improvement plans
and strategies, especially in low-performing or high-poverty schools

10. Develop innovative approaches to the application of technology in education that are
unlikely to originate from within the private sector, but which could result in the
development of new forms of education software, education content, and technology-

enabled pedagogy

In 2005, the Knowledge Utilization Division of the NCEERA developed a statement of work
(SOW) to award contracts to the 10 RELs. This SOW specified six tasks:

e Task 1: Regional education needs analysis, training and technical assistance, and fast-
response applied research and development projects;

e Task 2: Rigorous applied research and development;
e Task 3: National Laboratory Network (NLN);

e Task 4: Regional dissemination;

e Task 5: Planning, management, and reporting; and

e Task 6: Coordination of REL network, website, and Intranet.

While most of the tasks of the REL statement of work aligned explicitly with the missions specified
for the RELs in ESRA, others did not. The tasks focused on regional needs identification (Task 1),
applied research and development projects (Tasks 1 and 2), regional dissemination (Task 4), and
cross-REL coordination (Task 6) corresponded directly with the first six statutory missions for the
REL program (Table 1-3). The National Laboratory Network (NLN) task (Task 3) and the
planning/management/reporting task (Task 5) did not correspond explicitly with any single REL
mission specified in ESRA, but could be understood as supporting the performance of the other
tasks. The NLN, for example, included Internet pages, accessible to the public from the IES
website, describing each of the RELs and providing downloadable copies of IES-approved REL
IES-published reports. The NLN also included an Intranet for internal use in cross-REL
collaboration and working groups. The last four statutory missions of the REL program specified in
ESRA—those focused on school finance, alternative administrative structures, school improvement

strategies, and innovative technologies in education—were not explicit in the tasks of the SOW.
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Table 1-3.

Alignment of REL statement of work tasks with statutory missions for the RELs

ESRA mission

Task in the REL Statement of Work

1.

Provide training and technical assistance to constituents

Regional education needs analysis, training
and technical assistance, and fast-response
applied research and development projects

2. Disseminate scientifically valid research, information, reports, and Regional dissemination
publications that are usable for improving academic achievement,
closing achievement gaps, and encouraging and sustaining school
improvement

3. Develop a plan for identifying and serving the needs of the region Regional education needs analysis, training
by conducting a continuing survey of the educational needs, and assistance, and fast-response applied
strengths, and weaknesses within the region research and development projects

4. Carry out applied research projects that are designed to serve the Regional education needs analysis, training
particular educational needs of the region, that reflect findings and assistance, and fast-response applied
from scientifically valid research, and that result in user-friendly, research and development projects
replicable school-based classroom applications geared toward
promoting student achievement

5. Provide educational applied research in usable forms that Rigorous applied research and development
promote school-improvement, academic achievement, and the
closing of the achievement gaps and contribute to the current
base of education knowledge by addressing problems in
elementary and secondary education and access to
postsecondary education

6. Collaborate and coordinate services with other technical Coordination of REL network, website, and
assistance providers funded by the Department of Education Intranet

7. Assist in gathering information on school finance systems to Not explicitly included in the REL statement of
promote improved access to educational opportunities and to work
better serve all public school students

8. Assist in gathering information on alternative administrative Not explicitly included in the REL statement of
structures that are more conducive to planning, implementing, work
and sustaining school reform and improved academic
achievement

9. Bring teams of experts together to develop and implement school  Not explicitly included in the REL statement of
improvement plans and strategies, especially in low-performing or work
high-poverty schools

10. Develop innovative approaches to the application of technology in  Not explicitly included in the REL statement of

education that are unlikely to originate from within the private
sector, but which could result in the development of new forms of
education software, education content, and technology-enabled

pedagogy

work

Not explicitly included in the REL missions 3. National Laboratory Network

Not explicitly included in the REL missions 5. Planning, management, and reporting

Table Reads: The first statement of work task, Regional education needs analysis, training and technical assistance, and fast-response
applied research and development projects, aligned with the first mission, provide training and technical assistance to constituents.

SOURCE: Education Sciences Reform Act (P.L. 107-279) and the statement of work developed by NCEERA in 2005.
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Under the contracts in place between 2006 and 2011, the RELs performed two broad categories of
projects to prepare reports that were released and disseminated as IES publications. Fast response
projects (FRPs) were short-term education research and technical assistance projects intended to (1)
respond to regional and national education needs and priorities and (2) inform policy and practice.
FRPs used various methods, such as literature reviews, analyses of extant data, and qualitative
studies. Impact studies were projects designed specifically to make causal inferences about an
intervention, policy, or practice, typically using randomized controlled trials or regression
discontinuity designs. To assist the reader in understanding the content of the remainder of the
report, Table 1-4 provides definitions and explanations of these and other terms describing the work
of the REL program between 2006 and 2011.

Independent Evaluation of the RELs

Section 174(j) of ESRA requires NCEERA to provide for independent evaluations of each of the
REL:s in carrying out their duties, and transmit these results to Congress, the National Board for
Education Sciences, and the appropriate REL governing boards. In 2009, the Evaluation Division of
the NCEERA—which is administratively distinct from the Knowledge Ultilization Division that
manages the REL program—contracted with Westat to conduct these evaluations as well as an
evaluation of the REL program as a whole. The REL program evaluation was designed to address,

for the program and for each REL funded between 2006 and 2011, the following questions:

e What activities did the RELs undertake to fulfill the missions specified in ESRA?

e What were the technical quality and relevance of REL Fast Response Project reports
published by IES and of the corresponding proposals?

e What were the technical quality and relevance of the REL impact study reports published by
IES and of the corresponding proposals?

e How relevant and useful were the REL technical assistance products to the needs of the
states, localities, and policymakers in their regions?

This interim evaluation report addresses the first two research questions for the evaluation; the other

two questions will be addressed in the final evaluation report.
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Table 1-4.

Definition and explanation of terms describing the work of the RELs, 2006-2011

Activity

Description

Fast Response Projects
(FRPs)

Bridge Events, formerly
called Experts-Bring-
Evidence-to-Practitioners

Collaboration/
coordination

National Laboratory

Network (NLN) Internet

Working groups

REL Reference Desk

Ask-A-REL

Thursdays @ 3

Short-term projects intended to inform policy and practice, FRPs used various methods—
such as literature reviews, analysis of existing data sets, and qualitative studies—to inform
decision-making. Designed to be completed within 1 year, FRPs could report on recent data,
studies, or reviews or tap into state or district resources to summarize the evidence on
educational issues or problems or on educational conditions or trends. They could also
summarize scientific evidence through descriptive analyses of local, regional, or national
data or of existing studies or research summaries. REL staff and/or subcontractors designed
FRPs and collected data for these studies.

Interactive forums conducted by the RELs that brought together IES-approved experts with
education practitioners and policymakers. These events could be held in-person or via
webinars.

ED awarded REL Mid-Atlantic responsibilities for specific coordination tasks (based on a
competitive bid process among the RELs). These activities included support for the NLN
Internet, NLN Intranet, six cross-REL working groups, REL Reference Desk, Ask-A-REL, and
Thursdays @ 3. Although REL Mid-Atlantic was responsible for coordinating certain REL
tasks, all RELs participated in the collaboration.

Housed on the IES website, the NLN Internet was for public use. It contained web pages for
each of the RELs and provides links to REL report publications. Alternatively, the NLN
Intranet was also for internal REL use. It was primarily used for cross-REL collaboration and
working group space.

A form of REL collaboration that included working groups on: (1) data, (2) dissemination, (3)
rural issues, (4) the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), (5) the REL Reference
Desk, and (6) the NLN. Working groups typically met by phone on either a regular schedule or
intermittently.

In collaboration with the National Library of Education, the REL Reference Desk responded to
technical assistance questions and listed experts available to answer technical questions
that have not been previously asked and responded to by the RELs. All labs could use the
Reference Desk to respond to their individual technical assistance requests.

A component on each individual REL’'s webpage that allowed users to ask questions of
specific RELs and receive corresponding responses from REL staff. Responses were
generally provided by email, or through the IES website or the REL’s own website.

Bimonthly teleconference to promote discussion and collaboration among the RELs.
Project officers from the Knowledge Utilization Division of the NCEERA usually joined the
teleconference.

NOTE: Information for this table was taken from interviews with REL directors as well as a review of REL web sites.

Report Organization

The remainder of this report is organized in the following manner. Chapter 2 describes the design of

the evaluation and specific methods used to address the research questions for the interim

evaluation report. Data on the FRP proposals and reports accepted by IES, and expert panel reviews
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of the quality and relevance of those products, are presented in chapter 3. Ten subsequent chapters
describe the activities undertaken by each REL and the quality and relevance of each REL’s FRP
reports and corresponding proposals.® Appendix A includes the rubric used by the expert panel, and
Appendix B describes the process used for assessing inter-rater agreement among expert panel
members. Appendix C includes the interview protocol used with REL directors. Appendix D lists

the Technical Working Group (TWG) members advising the evaluation study team.

¢ Due to the open-ended natute of the interviews with REL staff, the documentation of REL activities as reported in those intetviews are presented
only in the REL-specific chapters of this report, and results are not summarized across RELs.
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Evaluation Desigh and Methods

This report addresses the following two research questions:

e What activities did the RELs undertake to fulfill the missions specified in ESRA?

e What were the technical quality and relevance of the REL Fast Response Project reports
published by IES and of the corresponding proposals?

The study team for the evaluation used a variety of data collection and analysis activities to address
these questions. Plans for these activities were developed in consultation with members of a
Technical Working Group with expertise in program evaluation and education-related technical
assistance (Appendix D), and with technical guidance from the project officer and leadership within
the Evaluation Division of the NCEERA.

To describe the activities the RELs had completed under the 10 REL missions specified in ESRA,
members of the evaluation study team conducted interviews with staff members from each REL,
including each REL’s director. To evaluate the technical quality and relevance of FRP reports and
proposals, the study team obtained information from the REL program office in the NCEERA
Knowledge Utilization Division on the number of FRP proposals submitted for NCEERA
approval, and the number of FRP reports approved for release as IES publications. The study team
also organized expert panels consisting of individuals with relevant content and/or methodological
expertise to rate the technical quality and relevance of FRP reports published by IES by December
1, 2009, and of the corresponding initial proposals.

Interviews with REL Staff

To describe the projects and activities the RELs had completed under the 10 missions specified in
ESRA, including those not specified explicitly in the statement of work for the REL contracts, the
evaluation study team from Westat and its subcontractor, Policy Studies Associates (PSA),
conducted in-person interviews with staff members from each REL, including each REL’s director.
Interviews took place between May 2010 and July 2010 and lasted approximately 4 hours per REL.
In some cases, the director was accompanied by additional members of the REL’s staff, such as

those in chatrge of business, dissemination, research, coordination, and/or the Reference Desk.

Evaluation of the Regional Educational Laboratories: Interim Report
9



The evaluation study team used an open-ended interview protocol (Appendix C) that asked REL
staff to describe up to three major projects or activities their REL completed under each ESRA
mission. REL staff were told before the interview that they could indicate that no activities had
been conducted under a mission if that were the case. REL staff were permitted to report the same
activity as a major activity for more than one mission, and to define “major activity” as they saw fit.
If REL staff interpreted non-IES published documents’ or reports developed using REL funds as
major activities, they were able to report them. Embedded in each overarching question were
multiple probing questions to ensure that the evaluation study team received detailed and
comprehensive responses from REL staff. Follow-up questions addressed RELs’ participation in
collaboration/coordination activities, such as Thursdays @3, working groups, and Ask-A-REL. The
interviewers did not invoke the prompts in the protocol in all instances, leaving some responses to

the judgment of the REL staff being interviewed.

The interviews with REL staff were taped and then transcribed. Analysts on the study team
reviewed the transcripts and their interview notes to prepare a document that described the major
REL activities reported by REL staff as addressing each of the 10 missions. If necessary, additional
information, such as the complete title for an impact study mentioned in the interview, was taken
from the REL websites. Since the design of the interview protocol required that REL staff members
respond to individual questions pertaining to each mission, the study team used the protocol to
organize responses by mission. To verify the accuracy of the write-ups, each REL director reviewed

the document and made any necessary factual corrections.

Limitations of Interviews With REL Staff

With respect to the results of the interviews with REL directors, it is important to recognize that
these descriptive findings are based on activities reported by REL staff. Other than documenting
REL reports published by IES, the evaluation study team made no attempt to verify independently
the reported information on REL activities, so the accuracy and completeness of this information is
unknown. Due to the semi-structured and open-ended nature of the interviews with REL staff, the
information gathered from these interviews is neither a systematic nor a comprehensive reporting of
all REL program activities conducted between 2006 and 2010. The suggested prompts in the

interview protocol were not always used, so it is possible that some research or technical assistance

7 A “non-IES published report” could either be (1) a report disseminated by means other than publication through 1ES (for example, a report
published by the organization holding the REL contract), or (2) a report reviewed in draft form by IES but not released to the public. Neither
NCEERA nor the evaluation study team gathered systematic information on the number of reports in either category.
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activities reported voluntarily by one REL director were not reported by another REL director, even
if similar activities had occurred for both RELs. Because the interview protocol left the definition of
a “project” or “activity” up to the judgment of the REL staff being interviewed, reported REL
activities are not necessarily comparable across RELs. For these reasons, the documentation of
REL activities as reported by REL staff is presented only in the REL-specific chapters of this report,
and results are not summarized across RELs. Chapters 4 through 13 of this report present, by REL
and for each mission specified in ESRA, the specific research and technical assistance activities

described by REL directors in their interviews with members of the evaluation study team.

IES Acceptance of Fast Response Project Proposals and Reports

The evaluation study team’s plan to assess the quality and relevance of REL FRPs included
gathering data from the Knowledge Ultilization Division of the NCEERA on the percentage of FRP
proposals accepted for continuation as IES-supported studies, and gathering data from the
Knowledge Utilization Division on the percentage of FRP reports accepted for publication as IES

reports.

Section 186(c) of ESRA requires all research, statistics, and evaluation reports conducted by, or
supported through, IES, to “be subjected to rigorous peer review before being published or
otherwise made available to the public.” In the case of REL FRP reports, this review occurred
through an Analytical and Technical Support (ATS) contract, which NCEERA awarded to
Mathematica Policy Research, Inc., on September 29, 2006. A REL would first submit a proposal
for the FRP to its NCEERA project officer for review. Additional review of the proposal occurred
through anonymous external reviewers working under the ATS contract. These reviews informed
NCEERA’s decision to reject a proposal, approve the project, or request the REL to revise its
proposal. For approved projects, RELs would perform the work and submit draft reports to the
NCEERA project officer for review. External review through the ATS would again inform
NCEERA’s decision to reject a report or request revisions. The final decision of whether to approve
an FRP report for publication by IES was made by the NCEERA commissioner based on prior
review by NCEERA staff and the ATS contractor. The ATS contract ended on March 28, 2012.

For the calculation of the percentage of FRP proposals approved by IES, the evaluation study team
excluded proposals being developed by the RELs that had yet to be submitted to the NCEERA.
The numerator for the percentage of FRP proposals accepted by IES by December 1, 2009, was
based on the number of all FRP proposals that, by that date, had been accepted by IES and
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authorized to proceed as a project, regardless of whether a repor# from the FRP had already been
approved for IES publication, had been rejected for IES publication, was still under IES review, or
had not yet been submitted for IES review. The denominator included the total number of FRP
proposals received for which the status of the proposal had been resolved by December 1, 2009, and
therefore excluded proposals submitted to the NCEERA for which the proposal review was still in

process:

Acceptance rate for FRP proposals =
# FRP proposals accepted by NCEERA /
(# FRP proposals received by NCEERA— # FRP proposals with NCEERA review in process)

For the calculation of the percentage of FRP reports approved as IES publications, the study team
excluded reports under preparation by the RELs that had yet to be submitted to IES. The
numerator for the percentage of FRP reports accepted for IES publication by December 1, 2009,
was equal to the number of reports accepted for IES publication by that date. The denominator
included the total number reports submitted to IES for which the status of the report had been
resolved (either acceptance or rejection for IES publication), and therefore excluded reports

submitted to IES for which IES review was still in process:

Acceptance rate for reports =
# FRP reports accepted for IES publication /
(# FRP reports received by IES— # FRP reports with IES review in process)

Readers should note that, even if a REL’s proposal for an FRP was accepted by NCEERA and the
project was authorized to proceed, the resulting report could be rejected by NCEERA as a result of
subsequent review by NCEERA or ATS contract staff.

Expert Panel Review of FRPs

In addition to calculating acceptance rates for FRP proposals and reports, the evaluation study team
selected FRP reports published by IES and corresponding proposals for independent review by
expert panels of methodological and content experts. RELs submitted initial as well as revised
proposals as part of the FRP process. The evaluation study team chose to focus the proposal review
on initial proposals. While later proposals could be seen as representing the collective work of the

REL, IES, and its ATS contractor, the initial proposals could be more completely attributed to the
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REL:s. In addition, by evaluating the initial proposals and IES-published reports, the study is able to
document ratings before and after the contributions of the IES review process. Because of resource
limitations for the evaluation, the evaluation study team and NCEE decided to focus panel reviews
on the beginning and end of IES-published FRP reports. Revised proposals, proposals that were
rejected or were still under review, and proposals for reports that were not published by IES were all
excluded from panel review. Consequently, findings on the quality and relevance of proposals refer

only to proposals resulting in IES-published FRP reports that were released by December 1, 2009.

The evaluation study team collected from REL web sites and from the REL program office all of
the accepted FRP reports published by IES on its website, as well as the corresponding initial
proposals that were produced by the 10 RELs between January 18, 2006 and December 1, 2009.° A
total of 91 FRP reports were published by IES over this period of time. Of these 91 reports, 88
arose from 75 proposals, out of a total of 297 FRP proposals from the RELs documented over this
period. Several of the 75 proposals resulted in multiple IES-published FRP reports: two proposals
each led to five reports, one proposal led to three reports, and three proposals each led to two
reports. The remaining 3 of the 91 FRP reports published by IES over this period did not have
corresponding written initial proposals available from the Knowledge Utilization Division for panel
review.” These three reports were themselves included in the panel review of reports, in order to
represent fully the FRP reports published by IES by December 1, 2009.

The study team grouped the 91 FRP reports and their corresponding proposals into 10 topic areas
to assign them to content area expert panel members: (1) assessment, (2) standards, (3) staffing, (4)
language arts and literacy, (5) math and science, (6) education policy, (7) at-risk populations, (8)
school improvement, (9) data-driven decision-making, and (10) other. Methodologies represented in
FRPs included descriptive and correlational studies, literature and document reviews, and qualitative

studies. Many reports used mixed-methods approaches.

The study team developed two rubrics to assist in the expert panel review of FRPs: one for IES-
published reports and one for initial proposals (Appendix A). The draft rubrics underwent a series
of external reviews and tests. First, the draft rubrics were reviewed by two TWG members for

content accuracy and validity. In addition, they were pilot-tested by two groups in two content areas.

8 It is important to note that the REL program contract start dates varied by REL as follows: REL Appalachia, February 6, 2006; REL
Central, January 20, 2006; REL Mid-Atlantic, March 23, 2006; REL Midwest, March 9, 2006; REL Northeast, March 15, 2006; REL
Notrthwest, February 1, 2006; REL Pacific, March 16, 2006; REL Southeast, March 16, 2006; REL Southwest, March 15, 2006; and
REL West, January 18, 2006. IES extended the contract end dates through December 31, 2011.

° These three reports were from REL Midwest, REL Southwest, and REL West.
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Each group, comprising three members (two external and one internal to the study team), tested
four products (two IES-published reports and two related initial proposals). Cognitive interviews of
pilot-test reviewers were used to assess their understanding of the rubrics and rationale for the
ratings. The external reviews and pilot-tests provided feedback used to further refine the rubrics.
The final rubrics were designed to reflect and accommodate the heterogeneity of the FRPs. The
rubrics included two dimensions: technical quality and relevance. Each dimension was further
defined by multiple indicators. The rubrics for rating proposals and reports shared six indicators of
quality and three indicators of relevance. Two additional indicators of quality and one additional
indicator of relevance were included in the rubric for rating reports. The quality dimension

indicators were as follows:

1. The research questions are clearly stated and are empirically testable.
2. The data sources are appropriate for addressing the research questions.
3. The population being studied and the sampling techniques (i.e., sample size, sampling

strategies) are appropriate for addressing the research questions.

4, Data collection instruments and their implementation are valid and reliable for the
research questions.

5. The analyses conducted are appropriate for the data used.
6.  All of the research questions are/will be adequately addressed.
7. (reports only) The findings are clearly supported by the data.

8. (reports only) The limitations of the project are clearly described.

The relevance dimension indicators were as follows:

1. The report provides/will provide information that can be used to inform decisions
about policies, programs, or practices.

2. The report contributes/will contribute new information to the topic being addressed.
3. The report builds/will build on key literature and/or previous research in the topic area.
4. (reports only) The report is easy to read and understand given the intended audience.

Indicators for the dimensions were rated on a 5-point scale, with 1 being the lowest rating and 5
being the highest rating. Descriptive “anchors” were provided for the extreme and median points on

the scale (values 1, 3, and 5). Indicators could also be rated as “not applicable” (NA) for a given
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FRP. An indicator-specific comment field was provided to justify ratings of not applicable and to
record rater’s notes, and a general comment field permitted reviewers to indicate uncertainty about

the rating or note strength or weaknesses not linked to a specific indicator.

The evaluation study team recruited 48 experts in content and/or methodology, screened them for
conflicts of interest, and trained them to use the rubrics for evaluating the quality and relevance of
IES-published FRP reports and corresponding proposals. Panelists were primarily academics but
also included contractors with expertise relevant to the content of the FRPs and/or methods used.
Forty of the 48 experts participated in a 1.5 day, in-person training in Houston, Texas, in January
2010, and the remaining 8 experts participated in 1-day make-up training via WebEx in February
2010. The specific purposes of the training were to inform expert panelists about their roles and
responsibilities; teach them about the review process; help them become familiar with the scoring
rubrics; and provide opportunities to practice scoring products using the rubrics, debrief, and
undertake reconciliation with other experts. Comments from panelists during the training were used

to make minor revisions to each rubric.

A total of 79 panels were organized to review FRPs, including 46 experts and an average of 2.92
experts per panel. The number of panels on which any one expert served averaged 5.02 and ranged
from 2 to 10. Three panels reviewed no proposal, since no written initial proposal for the FRP was
available. All other panels reviewed both the proposal for the FRP and the resulting IES-published
report. Five panels reviewed multiple IES-published reports that arose from the same proposal.
While three experts were generally assigned to review each set of FRP documents based on the
experts’ content or methodology expertise, in five cases, fewer experts were assigned to review a
product because no other panelists had the necessary expertise. In all but one instance, expert
panelists submitted their ratings for each of the IES-published FRP reports and corresponding
proposals assigned to them. Ratings for each FRP document (proposal or report) were generated by

averaging the scores across all panelists and across dimension-specific indicators.

To assess the reliability of the expert panel reviews, the study team measured inter-rater agreement
by product type (i.e., proposals and IES-published reports) and by dimension (i.e., quality and
relevance) using the “Rwg(j)” index (LeBreton and Senter 2008, see also Appendix B). Rwg(j) values
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Table 2-1. Rwg (j) statistics for reviews of IES-published Fast Response Projects and
corresponding proposals

Dimension
Product Quality Relevance
Proposals (N=75) 0.92 0.85
Reports (N=91) 0.92 0.85

Table Reads: For the 75 proposals, the mean inter-rater agreement for indicator ratings along the quality dimension was 0.92.

SOURCE: Rubric and Scoring Form for the Quality and Relevance of Regional Educational Laboratories’ Fast Response Projects (For
Reports); Rubric and Scoring Form for the Quality and Relevance of Regional Educational Laboratories’ Fast Response Projects (For
Proposals) (Appendix A).

range from O to 1 and provide estimates of the level of inter-rater agreement between sets of experts
who provide ratings for different targets (i.e., IES-published reports and proposals in this case) using
multiple items. Levels of Rwg(j) can be interpreted as follows (LeBreton and Senter 2008): 0.00-0.30
(lack of agreement), 0.31-0.50 (weak agreement), 0.51-0.70 (moderate agreement), 0.71-0.90 (strong

agreement), 0.91-1 (very strong agreement)."’

While, in general, the initial inter-rater agreement was high (e.g., a mean Rwg(j) higher than 0.80), the
study team held 11 reconciliation discussions with panels whose reviewed products had an Rwyg less
than 0.30, for a rate of 8 percent of all the products reviewed by the panelists. Five of the calls
related to proposals and six to IES-published reports. Panel reviews and reconciliation phone calls
occurred between February and May 2010. In reconciliation sessions, all three members convened
over a conference call that was facilitated by a study team researcher. Panelists did not see the ratings
of the other members of their panel, since confidentiality of ratings was assured to panelists. Only
the dimensions and indicators with low agreement were reconciled. On the calls, experts were asked
to discuss the strengths and weaknesses of the proposal or report relative to the indicator in
question and were given an opportunity to revise their scores voluntarily after the call. Experts
participating in reconciliation used the on-line rating system to modify their scores or informed the
study team within 3 business days of the reconciliation call that no changes were being made. Three
of the panelists chose not to change any of their scores after the reconciliation calls. All the others

changed at least one of their scores.

After reconciliation, mean inter-rater agreement for different types of reports and dimensions was
high, with especially high mean levels of inter-rater agreement for the “Quality” dimension (Table 2-

1). Further analysis of the Rwg(j) ratings indicated that they were negatively skewed and that the

10 Additional information on the use of the Rwg(j) can be found in Appendix D.
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median Rwg(j) is higher than the mean (e.g., “Quality” ratings on IES-published reports had a
median Rwg(j) of 0.95 vs. A mean of 0.92.).

Limitations of Expert Panel Review

The expert panel review of FRP reports and proposals was characterized by several limitations in
terms of the generalizability of the findings. FRP proposals that did not result in IES publications
by December 1, 2009, were not included in the expert panel review nor were draft FRP reports or
reports published after December 1, 2009, included in the review. In addition, the expert panels
organized for this report did not review other REL technical assistance products or dissemination
events (such as Bridge Events). A list of the IES-published FRP reports included in the expert panel

review is provided in the REL-specific chapters of the report.
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Cross-REL Findings on the Quality and
Relevance of Fast Response Projects

This chapter summarizes the ways in which the RELs addressed their missions and focuses in
particular on the technical quality and relevance of IES-published FRP reports and corresponding

proposals.

What activities did the RELs undertake to fulfill the missions specified in ESRA?

In general, the RELSs reported activities under each of the 10 statutory missions for the REL
program, including those missions that were not explicit in the tasks of the statement of
work for the REL contracts. Due to the semi-structured and open-ended nature of the data
collection from REL staff to describe REL activities, the specific activities reported by each REL are
documented only in the REL-specific chapters of this report, and results are not summarized across
RELs. Chapters 4 through 13 of this report present, by REL and for each mission specified in
ESRA, the specific activities described by REL directors in interviews with the evaluation study team
between May 2010 and July 2010.

What were the technical quality and relevance of the REL Fast Response Project reports
published by IES and of the corresponding proposals?

In completing an FRP, RELs typically submitted an initial proposal to the NCEERA Knowledge
Utilization Division. The NCEERA Knowledge Ultilization Division project officer could request
changes or send the FRP proposal directly for external review through the ATS contractor. The
review by ATS contract personnel could lead NCEERA to reject a proposal, accept it, or request
revisions by the REL. Likewise, draft reports based on accepted proposals for FRPs were reviewed
by project officers and other staff of the Knowledge Utilization Division and by the ATS contractor.
Each level of review could result in NCEERA rejecting the report, accepting it for publication by
IES, or requesting revisions by REL staff. Approval of the NCEERA commissioner was required
before an FRP report was published by IES. There were no limits on the number of FRPs that a
REL could propose to IES. However, each REL had an expected number of FRP products that was
negotiated with the NCEERA project officer. To be approved under a REL contract, a project
needed, in the judgment of the NCEERA, to address regional needs and be feasible to perform both
technically and within the REL’s budget. Proposals for FRPs were typically included in RELS’

Evaluation of the Regional Educational Laboratories: Interim Report
18



contract proposals and as part of the RELs” annual plans, although additional FRP proposals were

introduced by the RELs at other times as well.

Of 297 proposals for FRPs reviewed by NCEERA by December 1, 2009, 46 percent (137) were
accepted, and the REL was authorized to proceed with the project. Of 166 reports from FRPs
reviewed by IES by December 1, 2009, 55 percent (92) were accepted for publication as IES reports.
The number of proposals for FRPs submitted by each REL ranged from 17 to 45, and the
acceptance rate for each REL ranged from 24 to 67 percent. The number of reports submitted for
possible IES publication by each REL varied from 10 to 27, and the acceptance rate ranged from 25
to 80 percent. Acceptance rates for each REL are included in the REL-specific chapters of this

report.

Independent panels of technical and content experts rated the technical quality and relevance of 91
FRP reports published by IES by December 1, 2009, as well as the 75 initial proposals that led to 88
of these reports.'' Panelists rated quality and relevance using indicators on a 5-point scale, with 5

being the highest value.

The average quality ratings for the 91 FRP reports and 75 FRP proposals were 3.81 and 3.24,
respectively. These ratings fell between “adequate” and “strong” on the 5-point quality
scale. For proposals, 9.1 percent of quality ratings were “very strong” (5), while for IES-published
FRP reports, 26.9 percent of quality ratings were “very strong” (Figure 3-1). Indicator-specific
ratings of quality are provided in Figure 3-2.

The average relevance ratings for the 91 FRP reports and 75 FRP proposals were 3.64 and
3.39, respectively. These ratings fell between “adequate” in relevance and “relevant” on the
5-point relevance scale. For proposals, 13.0 percent of relevance ratings were rated “highly
relevant,” compared with 19.3 percent for IES-published reports (Figure 3-1). Ratings of IES-
published FRP reports and corresponding proposals by specific indicators of technical quality or

relevance are provided in Figure 3-2.

11 Of the 92 reports counted as approved for publication by December 1, 2009, one report was not published until January 2010 and
was not included in an expert panel review. Three of the 91 FRP reports published by IES by December 1, 2009, were without a
written initial proposal available for panel review.
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Figure 3-1. Distribution of expert panelist indicator-level quality and relevance ratings for IES-
published Fast Response Project reports and corresponding proposals from all 10
RELs combined
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Figure Reads: 9.1 percent of the indicator-level proposal quality ratings submitted by expert panelists had a value of 5 (“very strong”) on
a 5-point scale.

NOTE: The distributions for proposal quality and relevance were based on 1,280 and 656 indicator-level ratings, respectively, which are
largely attributed to differences in number of indicators associated with quality and relevance. The distributions for report quality and
relevance were based on 2,051 and 1,065 indicator-level ratings, respectively. The difference in number of indicators associated with
quality and relevance between reports and proposals is due to the fact the number of reports was larger than the number of proposals
(see page xv). Ratings of “not applicable” were not included in these frequency distributions.

SOURCE: Rubric and Scoring Form for the Quality and Relevance of Regional Educational Laboratories’ Fast Response Projects (For
Reports); Rubric and Scoring Form for the Quality and Relevance of Regional Educational Laboratories’ Fast Response Projects (For
Proposals) (Appendix A).

Readers are cautioned that it is not possible from the expert panel reviews of IES-published FRP
reports and initial proposals to distinguish the contributions of the REL, the ATS contractor, or
NCEERA to the quality or relevance ratings for the FRP reports published by IES. Readers should
also be aware that, although there is correspondence between the 91 FRP reports reviewed and the
75 initial proposals that resulted in 88 of those reports, the average indicator-level quality and
relevance ratings are distributed differently for reports than for proposals, for two reasons. First,
because some initial proposals led to more than one report, and three reports were without a
corresponding written proposal, the average ratings are distributed differently across FRPs for reports
and for proposals. Second, because the rubric for reviewing reports added two additional indicators
of quality, and one additional indicator of relevance, to the six quality indicators and three relevance
indicators in the rubric for rating proposals (Figure 3-2), the average ratings are distributed

differently across indicators for reports and for proposals.

The separate chapters for each REL discuss detailed REL-specific expert panel review findings.
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Figure 3-2. Mean quality and relevance ratings of IES-published Fast Response Project reports
and corresponding proposals, by rating indicator

Quality
1A: Research questions 379
1B: Data sources 3.98
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1D: Data collection instruments 58
1E: Analysis 7
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Figure Reads: For indicator 1A, proposals received a mean rating of 3.48, and reports received a mean rating of 3.79.
NOTE: Legend for Figure 3-2 (indicators marked with * are unique to reports).

1A: The research questions are clearly stated and are empirically testable.

1B: The data sources are appropriate for addressing the research questions.

1C: The population being studied and the sampling techniques (i.e., sample size, sampling strategies) are appropriate for addressing the
research questions.

1D: Data collection instruments and their implementation are valid and reliable for the research questions.

1E: The analyses conducted are appropriate for the data used.

1F: All of the research questions can be/are adequately addressed.

1G: The findings are clearly supported by the data.*

1H: The limitations of the project are clearly described.*

2A: The report provides information that can be used to inform decisions about policies, programs, or practices.

2B: The report contributes new information to the topic being addressed.

2C: The report builds on key literature and/or previous research in the topic area.

2D: The report is easy to read and understand given the intended audience.*

SOURCE: Rubric and Scoring Form for the Quality and Relevance of Regional Educational Laboratories’ Fast Response Projects (For

Reports); Rubric and Scoring Form for the Quality and Relevance of Regional Educational Laboratories’ Fast Response Projects (For
Proposals) (Appendix A).
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REL: Appalachia 4

Regional Educational Laboratory (REL) Appalachia is one of 10 RELs nationwide authorized under
the Education Sciences Reform Act (ESRA, P.L. 107-279) to support applied research, development,
wide dissemination, and technical assistance activities that serve the educational needs of designated
regions. Like the other RELs, REL Appalachia is funded through the Knowledge Utilization
Division of the National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance (NCEERA)

within the U.S. Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences (IES).

REL Appalachia serves a region that includes the following states:
e Virginia;
e West Virginia;
e Tennessee; and

e Kentucky.

For the 2006-2011 contract period, REL Appalachia was housed at the CNA Institute for Public
Research, a nonprofit research firm in Alexandria, Virginia. The FY 2006 award was the first time

CNA had held a REL contract.
Description of Projects and Activities

In May 2010, a member of the evaluation study team interviewed the REL Appalachia director and
two REL staff members. REL staff were asked to provide up to three examples of the work their
REL had completed under each mission specified in ERSA."” Other than documenting REL reports
published by IES, the evaluation study team made no attempt to verify independently the reported

information on REL activities, so the accuracy and completeness of this information is unknown.

12 For a more detailed description of the methodology, see chapter 2.
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Mission #1: Training or Technical Assistance

REL Appalachia identified four major technical assistance activities, although it noted that all its
activities could be considered technical assistance. REL. Appalachia staff highlighted the following

projects and activities occurring under this mission:

e Field Analysts. REL Appalachia assigned a research analyst to be responsible to assist each
state department of education in the office of the commissioner (or close by). REL
Appalachia reported that these field analysts had rigorous training in analysis and scientific
method and worked with state agency personnel and educators across the state to help them
think differently about education issues that have high priority in the state. For example,
Tennessee was moving from a high-stakes exit exam to end-of-course exams. The state
needed an index that categorized how each district rated under one system versus the other
to answer the question: Is the change having disproportionate effects on certain types of
schools? The REL Appalachia field analyst offered suggestions for different ways in which
the index could be developed.

e Bridge Events. At the time of the interview, REL Appalachia had conducted Bridge Events
(as defined in Table 1-4) on the following five topics:

1. Dropout Prevention;

2. Assisting Students Struggling with Reading: Response to Intervention (Rtl) and
Multi-Tier Intervention in the Primary Grades;

3. Dropouts in Tennessee and Strategies for Prevention; and

4. Turning Around Chronically Low-Performing Schools.

e Growth Models and Value-Added Assessments. REL Appalachia received a request
from the Virginia Department of Education for a national expert on value-added "’
assessment. REL Appalachia prepared a Reference Desk response on value-added models
and used its video teleconferencing facility to bring the team from the Virginia Department
of Education together with representatives from three other states and nationally known
experts. Following the event, REL Appalachia conducted follow-up activities with each of
the states. Virginia and West Virginia subsequently communicated with one of the national
experts about how to design their models.

13 Specific examples of REL Appalachia’s work on value-added are located at http://www.cna.org/centers/education/selected-
projects/vanderbilt.
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e Special Projects. REL Appalachia characterized special projects as responses to specific
requests for information from state or local officials. One example of a special project
focused on universal access and public funding for pre-K. Constituents in West Virginia
wanted to know what pre-K models were being used in the region. In response to the
request, REL Appalachia did a quick-turnaround analysis and produced an annotated
bibliography. At the time of the interview, the REL Appalachia staff members indicated that
they had subsequently submitted a proposal to IES for a Fast Response Project (FRP) on
pre-K to be conducted in 2011.

Mission #2: Dissemination

REL Appalachia staff members reported that they view dissemination as a form of two-way
communication with their customers. As the REL director noted, it is not just a matter of sending
materials (i.e., publications) to its customers. It is also trying to figure out how to get feedback about
regional needs. REL Appalachia staff members added that successful dissemination requires meeting

with customers face-to-face.

REL Appalachia highlighted three tools it used to disseminate information: publications and
products (examples of which are described below), the Internet, and in-person or face-to-face
meetings with stakeholders. REL Appalachia reported that it tries not to send people a lot of long
documents. Instead, the REL tries to target material to the appropriate groups. REL Appalachia
staff members also noted the benefit of having local intermediaries, such as district superintendents,
telling customers that the REL is a reliable source of information. REL Appalachia staff highlighted

the following projects and activities occurring under this mission:

e Pubplications and Products. In addition to the IES-accepted reports, REL Appalachia
produces a newsletter, information bulletin, and occasional e-blasts (e.g., emails sent
simultaneously to large groups). In the newsletter, the REL selects an education issue and
provides one or two pages on each of the states’ activities on the specific issue, as well as
references relevant National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) or What Works
Clearinghouse publications, and other research links. The REL Appalachia information
bulletin is distributed monthly and provides information about research newly released by
IES.

e Internet. REL Appalachia has an email distribution list that allows it to target recipients of
materials by role (e.g., principals) and by state. In addition, REL Appalachia had just updated
its website at the time of the interview so that it could be used for video teleconferencing.
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o Face-to-Face Meetings. REL Appalachia staff members attend a variety of meetings,
including all the state school superintendent association meetings for all four states in the
region, to foster relationships with customers and support dissemination.

Mission #3: Needs Assessment or Needs Sensing

REL Appalachia used a composite of information from different sources to gauge the needs of its
constituents. The REL staff members said that they informed their activities by reviewing national
trends, state trends (particularly in the state legislatures), and local education agency (LEA) trends.
The staff members also stated that they obtained a more “grounded” view by talking to customers in

the region.

REL Appalachia reported that at the start of the contract, it developed a list of priorities that drove
the studies and refined the list over time. The REL proceeded to a monitoring phase to ensure that
the work continued to be relevant to the region. For example, the REL staff members noted that
since Tennessee won a Race to the Top (RTT) award,'* the REL’s research took on added
significance. In response, REL Appalachia worked with the Tennessee State Collaborative on
Reforming Education (SCORE) (described under Mission #06), which is a nonprofit multi-sector
education reform group that monitors and supports implementation of RTT in Tennessee. REL

Appalachia staff highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under this mission:

e Data Mining. Publicly available data—on demographic trends and student achievement, for
example— provided REL Appalachia with background information to inform its work and
suggested areas of regional need/interest. For example, at the time of the interview, the REL
Appalachia staff members said that they had recently examined the characteristics of rural
schools and districts.

e Monitoring. The REL staff members reported that when REL Appalachia started its needs-
sensing activities, it examined broad needs of the states in the region and gained much of its
original information through formal discussions and focus groups with regional
constituencies—regional officials, school superintendents, and principals. According to REL
staff members, after gaining understanding of those broad needs, the REL investigated the
details through a number of sources. REL Appalachia monitored what was reported and
written on education-related issues in each of the four states. The REL’s governing board"
also served as a needs-sensing body, as did the field staff members embedded with state
education agencies (SEAs) who routinely provided reports, not only on analysis, but also on
the content of state board meetings and trends and issues in the four states.

14 The U.S. Department of Education awarded Tennessee a Race to the Top grant on March 29, 2010 (see:
http:/ /www2.ed.gov/programs/racetothetop/awards.html).

15 Each REL has a governing board that is designed to help identify and prioritize the educational needs of the region, review plans
and products, and assist with outreach and dissemination efforts.
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Mission #4: Carrying Out Applied Research Projects

REL Appalachia staff highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under this mission:

Impact Studies. At the time of the interview, REL Appalachia was conducting two impact
studies. The first study, The Effects of Opening the World of Learning (OWL) on the Early Literacy
Skills of At-Risk Urban Preschool Students, evaluated whether a research-based preschool
curriculum increases the literacy achievement of children at risk. The study used a
randomized pretest-posttest design in a large urban district in Tennessee, with students and
teachers as units of observation. The second study, The Effects of Hybrid Algebra I on Teaching
Practices, Classroom Quality, and Adolescent 1_earning, tested whether a hybrid Algebra I program
improves classroom quality and increases student engagement and achievement.'® The
hybrid program used online resources in face-to-face technology-enhanced classrooms to
facilitate the use of standards-based instructional practices. Participating teachers engaged in
sustained professional development focusing on effective pedagogy and the use of
technology. The randomized study used a two-cohort research design.

Issues and Answers Reports. At the time of the interview, REL Appalachia had published
seven FRP reports and had an additional six of these reports underway.

“Real Time” Analysis. REL Appalachia reported that it performed “real time” (quick-
turnaround) analysis in partnership with a number of the universities in the region.

Mission #5: Providing Applied Research Projects in a Usable Format

REL Appalachia staff highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under this mission:

West Vitginia Pre-K This project, mentioned previously under Mission #1, provided
information in a variety of formats, including in-person events and publications written for
a lay audience.

English Language Learners (ELL). REL Appalachia’s work on ELL student registration
began as part of a report and was later turned into a practice guide and webinar. The REL
staff members reported that because ELL registration was identified as an area of need in
the region, but few school officials knew how to track and monitor the educational progress
of immigrant and ELL students, the REL printed a large number of guides.

Reference Desk. The REL staff members reported that they had completed many
Reference Desk requests during the contract period. In work on the Reference Desk, REL
Appalachia staff members indicated that they produced materials aimed at helping
constituents understand the research and present information in a way that can be used in
decision-making. REL Appalachia synthesized the research in brief documents, limiting the
length to three pages.

16 JES published a report from this study in April 2012.
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Mission #6: Coordination and Collaboration

In addition to the collaboration described below, REL Appalachia established formal partnerships
with two types of organizations: (1) institutions of higher education (IHEs) and other organizations
with regional presence and depth in their respective states and communities; and (2) subject matter
experts, such as Child Trends, the Rural School and Community Trust, and the Center for Applied
Linguistics. REL Appalachia staff highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under

this mission:

e SEAs and LEAs. According to the REL staff members, state education agencies were their
most prominent partners as they worked to build regional capacity to conduct research and
analysis. The lab also built on its relationships with SEA program managers to generate
relationships and cooperative partnerships with local school district officials. Field scientists
enabled REL Appalachia to maintain direct and ongoing relationships (one on one) with
key SEA officials, including state superintendents. REL Appalachia also worked at the local
education agency level, contacting LEAs through locally based national associations, such as
the Council of Great City Schools, American Association of School Superintendents, and
National Secondary School Principal Association. For example, the REL staff members
reported working with a county school district in West Virginia with a strong interest in
developing a research-based teacher assessment and professional learning community. The
staff members noted that while REL Appalachia worked specifically with the LEA, it was
also with the intent to carry the work over into other districts.

e Community of Stakeholders. REL Appalachia worked with stakeholders and partners in
the larger community, such as university researchers and education reformers. For example,
the REL staff members reported that they established a collaborative relationship with the
Tennessee State Collaborative on Reforming Education (SCORE) to work with state and
local governments in Tennessee to encourage sound policy decisions in public education as
well as to advance innovative reform on a statewide basis. The REL staff members noted
that SCORE includes the chief state school officer, business leaders, university presidents,
and other drivers of change. REL Appalachia worked to guide SCORE toward available
relevant research to help inform its decisions.
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e Cross-REL Collaboration. REL Appalachia cited several examples of its involvement in
cross-REL collaborations. The REL reported it served as the leader of the REL data
working group and played a large role in the rural working group. REL Appalachia co-
hosted an American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) event with several other labs
(and the ED-funded Comprehensive Centers) and also co-produced a presentation at the
NCES Management Information Systems conference. In addition, REL. Appalachia
described a proposal that involves all 10 RELs to study teacher effectiveness. The study
addressed two questions: (1) How do states define teacher effectiveness, and (2) What data
do they collect? REL Midwest served as the lead organization for this collaborative effort.

Mission #7: School Finance Systems

REL Appalachia staff highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under this

mission:

e Changes in the Cost of Enetgy in One State’s School Districts (FRP). This FRP
documented energy expenditures in Tennessee school districts from 2002-03 to 2007-08 to
document how much district spending on energy rose and whether the increase
disproportionately affected districts with certain characteristics. At the time of the
interview, the REL staff members reported that they were proposing an update to this
study.

o Instructional Funding. REL Appalachia proposed a study in 2009 that addressed ways
states determine the percentage of funding that is allocated to instructional activities. The
REL staff members noted that several state legislatures passed laws requiring that a
specified percentage of funds be spent on classrooms, but SEAs need information on ways
to determine these percentages. Although IES did not accept the initial FRP proposal, at
the time of the interview, the staff members said that the proposal was being revised and
resubmitted to IES.

e Post-Recovery Act Education Finance. At the time of the interview, the REL staff
members were in the early stages of work with states to plan for when the federal Recovery
Act funds run out.

Mission #8: Alternative Administrative Structures

REL Appalachia staff highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under this

mission:
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o Hybrid Math (Impact Study). REL Appalachia conducted an impact study of hybrid
math (described under Mission #4) that the REL staff members reported has implications
for administrative structures. Specifically, if districts implement hybrid delivery (i.e., a mix
of web/traditional classroom instruction) on a larger scale, administrative structures may
change to accommodate the new service delivery model.

e Pre-K Collaboration. In the REL Appalachia region, pre-K is administered by a variety of
agencies (e.g., education, health and human services). REL Appalachia conducted a study
to document state laws and regulations related to pre-K and how they are implemented.
Kentucky was on the verge of adopting legislation regarding pre-K, so REL Appalachia put
this information together as technical assistance that initially served Kentucky but that was
also used by other states.

e Superintendent Turnover in Kentucky (FRP). At the time of the interview, the REL
staff members were working on a study that examined superintendent turnover in
Kentucky with an explicit focus on rural school districts and their communities. The report
examines differences in turnover among communities with varying demographic and
socioeconomic characteristics. It also explores variations in the characteristics of school
districts experiencing different levels of turnover.'”

Mission #9: School Improvement Plans

REL Appalachia staff highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under this

mission:

e Turning Around Chronically Low-Pertforming Schools. REL Appalachia developed a
page on its website with papers and links to resources on turning around chronically low-
performing schools. The web page complemented the five-part webinar series on the same
topic. The REL reported it has followed up by having specific conversations in each state
around these issues.

e Other. REL Appalachia staff members said that the REL believes its work has informed
the development of good school improvement plans. According to the staff members,
REL Appalachia did a Bridge Event in Nashville, Tennessee, on the response to
intervention in eatly reading, an aspect of school improvement. REL Appalachia has also
worked with districts to strengthen professional learning communities as part of a
statewide school improvement plan.

Mission #10: Technology in Education

REL Appalachia staff highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under this

mission:

17 JES published a report from this study in August 2011.
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o Hybrid Math (Impact Study). Hybrid math, described eatlier under Mission #4, deals
directly with issues of technology as it explores the impact of online delivery of
mathematics instruction.

e Technology-Based Programs for Instructing ELL Students. At the time of the
interview, REL Appalachia was working on an FRP on ELL technology and resources to
help customers understand the use of technology in the classroom to support ELL
students. The FRP focuses on the following questions: (1) What are the uses of
technology-based resources for ELLs in districts? (2) How do districts support or hinder
the use of technology-based resources for instruction of ELLs? and (3) What types of data
are available to district administrators in reporting on the use of technology-based
resources?

e REL Appalachia Technology Usage. REL Appalachia has undertaken a variety of
activities to increase use of technology in its research-to-practice Bridge Events and in
disseminating research-related information. The REL reported that these technology tools
are particularly useful because many of the states in the region have no travel funds
available. For example, the REL has established an online professional development
platform. In this application, the software guides the user through the site materials,
including video footage. It provides links to referenced documents throughout, so users
can locate additional materials.

Quality and Relevance of Fast Response Projects

As of December 1, 2009, 37 percent (11) of REL Appalachia’s 30 FRP proposals were accepted by
NCEERA and approved to continue as IES-supported projects, compared to 46 percent for all 10
RELSs combined (Table 4-1). Thirty-one percent (4) of REL Appalachia’s 13 submissions for FRP
reports were accepted for publication by IES, compared to 55 percent for all 10 RELs combined.

By December 1, 2009, REL Appalachia had four FRP reports accepted and published by IES:

1. Regstering Students From Langnage Backgrounds Other Than English (September 2007);

2. Assessing the Likelibood That Virginia Schools Will Meet the Proficiency Goals of the No Child 1eft
Behind Act (September 2007);

3. Preparing to Serve English Language Learner Students: School Districts With Emerging English
Langnage Learner Communities (June 2008); and

4. West Virginia’s Progress Toward Universal Prekindergarten (April 2009).

Evaluation of the Regional Educational Laboratories: Interim Report
30



Table 4-2 shows the expert panel quality and relevance ratings for these IES-published reports from

REL Appalachia and for the three corresponding proposals.'® Average quality and relevance ratings

for proposals and reports from all 10 RELs are provided for reference. Quality rating categories

ranged from 1 (“very weak”) to 5 (“very strong”), and relevance rating categories ranged from 1

(“not relevant”) to 5 (“highly relevant”). Ratings of 3 were labeled “adequate.”

Table 4-1. Percentage of Fast Response Project proposals and reports accepted by IES for REL
Appalachia and all 10 RELs combined as of December 1, 2009
Number Number Percentage
submitted accepted accepted
Proposals
Appalachia 30 11 37
All RELs 297 137 46
Reports
Appalachia 13 4 31
All RELs 166 92 55

Table Reads: Of the 30 REL Appalachia proposals submitted, 11 (37 percent) were accepted.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, NCEERA.

For all 10 RELSs, proposals for Fast Response Projects resulting in IES-published reports approved

by December 1, 2009, received a mean quality rating of 3.24 on a 5-point scale, and IES-published

reports received a mean quality rating of 3.81. FRP proposals from REL Appalachia received a mean

quality rating of 3.38, and the corresponding IES-published reports received a mean quality rating of

4.06. Among the three REL Appalachia proposals, mean quality ratings ranged from 3.17 to 3.72.

Among the four REL Appalachia IES-published reports, mean quality ratings ranged from 3.50 to

4.71.

18 One proposal resulted in two reports, as noted in Table 4-1. Appendix A describes in detail the indicators that make up the quality
and relevance dimensions.

Evaluation of the Regional Educational Laboratories: Interim Report
31



Table 4-2. Expert panel quality and relevance ratings for IES-published Fast Response Project
reports and corresponding proposals from REL Appalachia and all 10 RELs
combined (on a 5-point scale with 5 being the highest)

Mean Ratings
Quality Relevance

Proposals for corresponding reports

All REL FRP proposals (N = 75) 3.24 3.39

All Appalachia FRP proposals (N = 3) 3.38 3.52
Assessing the Likelihood That Virginia Schools Will Meet 3.72 2.89
the Proficiency Goals of the No Child Left Behind Act
Preparing to Serve English Language Learner Students: 3.17 3.33
School Districts With Emerging English Learner
Communities; and Registering Students From Language
Backgrounds Other Than English
West Virginia’s Progress Toward Universal 3.25 4.33
Prekindergarten
Reports

All REL FRP reports (N =91) 3.81 3.64

All Appalachia FRP reports (N = 4) 4.06 4.03
Assessing the Likelihood That Virginia Schools Will Meet 4.71 4.00
the Proficiency Goals of the No Child Left Behind Act
Preparing to Serve English Language Learner Students: 3.50 3.75
School Districts With Emerging English Language Learner
Communities
Registering Students From Language Backgrounds Other 4.00 4.25
Than English
West Virginia’s Progress Toward Universal 4.06 412
Prekindergarten

Table Reads: For the 75 proposals for FRPs from all RELs, the mean quality dimension rating was 3.24.

NOTE: N = Number of FRP IES-published reports released by December 1, 2009, or corresponding proposals, reviewed by the expert

panels.

SOURCES: Rubric and Scoring Form for the Quality and Relevance of Regional Educational Laboratories’ Fast Response Projects (For
Reports); Rubric and Scoring Form for the Quality and Relevance of Regional Educational Laboratories’ Fast Response Projects (For

Proposals) (Appendix A).

With respect to relevance, all 10 RELs combined received a mean rating of 3.39 on a 5-point scale

for proposals resulting in IES-published FRP reports by December 1, 2009, and a mean rating of

3.64 for the actual IES-published reports. REL Appalachia proposals received a mean relevance

rating of 3.52, and the corresponding IES-published reports received a mean relevance rating of

4.03. Among the three REL Appalachia proposals, the mean relevance ratings ranged from 2.89 to

4.33. Among the four REL Appalachia IES-published reports, the mean relevance ratings ranged

from 3.75 to 4.25. Additional detail on the distribution of expert panelist indicator-level quality and

relevance ratings is provided in Figure 4-1.
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Figure 4-1. Distribution of expert panelist indicator-level quality and relevance ratings for IES-
published Fast Response Project reports and corresponding proposals from REL

Appalachia
2.1 | Ratings
Proposals [gitfe 45.8 35.4 8.3
"? |1 (Veryweak)
Tg i W2 (Weak)
2.5
g Reports |l Mk 42.0 37.0 m 3 [Adequate)
_ 4 (Strong)
5 (Very strong)
i m 1 (Not relevant)
Y  Proposals [EEREPE 25.0 375 16.7 m 2 (Marginally relevant)
§ i m 3 (Adequate)
9 4 (Relevant)
& Reports 61.4 227
| | | | 5 (Highly relevant)
T T T T T

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Figure Reads: 8.3 percent of the indicator-level proposal quality ratings submitted by expert panelists had a value of 5 (“very strong”) on a
5-point scale.

NOTE: The distributions of ratings for proposal quality and relevance were based on 48 and 24 indicator-level ratings, respectively. The
distributions of ratings for report quality and relevance were based on 81 and 44 indicator-level ratings, respectively. Ratings of “not
applicable” were not included in these frequency distributions.

N (Proposals) = 3
N (Reports) =4

SOURCE: Rubric and Scoring Form for the Quality and Relevance of Regional Educational Laboratories’ Fast Response Projects (For
Reports); Rubric and Scoring Form for the Quality and Relevance of Regional Educational Laboratories’ Fast Response Projects (For
Proposals) (Appendix A).
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REL: Central

Regional Educational Laboratory Central serves a region that includes the following states:

e Colorado;

e [Kansas;

e  Missouri;

e Nebraska;

e North Dakota;

e South Dakota; and
e Wyoming.

For the 2006-2011 contract period, REL Central was housed at Mid-continent Research for
Education and Learning (McREL), a nonprofit organization located in Denver, Colorado. At the
time of data collection, McREL had held the REL contract continuously since 19606.

Description of Projects and Activities

In May 2010, two members of the evaluation study team interviewed the REL Central director and
two REL staff members. REL staff were asked to provide up to three examples of the work their
REL had completed under each mission specified in ESRA."” Other than documenting REL reports
published by IES, the evaluation study team made no attempt to verify independently the reported

information on REL activities, so the accuracy and completeness of this information is unknown.

19 For a more detailed description of the methodology, see chapter 2.
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Mission #1: Training or Technical Assistance

The REL Central staff members reported that they primarily served the administrators of state
education agencies (SEAs) and their personnel, school districts, and school boards. These
constituents contacted the REL and asked for guidance or assistance on education issues. REL
Central responded to these requests via short-term technical assistance projects, such as responses
from the REL Reference Desk. The REL team noted that it had completed approximately 38 short-
term technical assistance projects. In some cases, the REL responded to the constituents’ questions
with longer term projects. At the time of the interview, the REL team reported that it had completed
12 longer term projects. In addition, REL Central had responded to constituents’ requests by
conducting Bridge Events. REL Central staff highlighted the following projects and activities

occurring under this mission:

e Technical Assistance to the Nebraska Department of Education (NDE). NDE
contacted REL Central and requested the REL’s assistance to analyze achievement gaps
between student subgroups on the state assessment, including those for English language
learners (ELLs) and highly mobile students. The REL helped the state to develop applicable
measures and then delivered data to NDE broken out by school district for inclusion in the
state’s report.

e Technical Assistance to the Topeka School District. Topeka School District contacted
REL Central and asked for the REL’s assistance to examine two different tests that the
district was giving its ELL students, a state test and the IPT.** The district was interested in
learning if it was necessary to give the students both tests in order to predict performance.
REL Central analyzed the two tests and reported to the school district that both tests were
useful, but for different grade levels.

e Technical Assistance to the Pueblo School Disttict. Pueblo School District asked REL
Central to evaluate district-wide data and work with principals to help design and monitor a
school improvement process.

Mission #2: Dissemination

The REL director stated that the REL focused dissemination on products used throughout the
region. For example, the REL focused on issues such as high school dropouts, American Indian
education, and rural education. In addition to disseminating REL Central-specific products, such as
a newsletter that discussed REL activities and reports, the REL also disseminated IES-published
practice guides. The REL also used meetings as a means for dissemination. REL Central staff

highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under this mission:

20 http:/ /www.ballard-tighe.com/products/la/iptFamilyTests.asp
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Website. REL Central’s website allowed constituents to download PDFs of the REL’s
reports and received approximately 300 hits a month.

Bridge Events. REL Central hosted various Bridge Events based on the IES practice
guides to disseminate information to its constituents. The REL held events on issues such as
Response to Intervention (Rtl), literacy, and out-of-school time (OST). The OST event was
requested by Nebraska’s education commissioner in conjunction with the Nebraska
Community Learning Center Network.”' The event was based on an IES practice guide on
OST, and one of the authors of the practice guide, a REL Central employee, spoke at the
event. At the time of the interview, the REL had conducted Bridge Events on five topics:

1. Turning Around Chronically Low-Performing Schools

2. The National Math Panel Report: Recommendations, Lessons Learned, What’s
Here for You?

3. Bringing Research to Statewide Longitudinal Data Systems
4. Structuring Out of School Time to Improve Student Achievement
5. Assisting Students Struggling With Reading: Response to Intervention (Rtl)

Policy Forums. In collaboration with the Comprehensive Center also hosted by McREL,
REL Central held an annual meeting called a Policy Forum for the region. All SEA chiefs in
the region were invited to attend. In addition, representatives from each state’s governor’s
office and legislature were invited. REL Central reported that approximately three to five
people attended from each state. Experts in certain education areas were invited to speak.
Each meeting had a specific focus area, such as special education, restructuring, or state
assessment/accountability systems. During the meetings, SEA chiefs had the opportunity to
discuss issues that affect their states, particularly emphasizing rural schools and finance. The
meeting attendees also discussed questions such as, How might we create new policy? After
the forums were over, the REL distributed summaries of the events via the monthly
newsletter. The REL Central director said that while these meetings were a form of
dissemination, they also served as a mechanism for technical assistance and needs assessment.

Mission #3: Needs Assessment or Needs Sensing

In addition to formal needs assessments, REL Central conducted informal needs assessments when
it held meetings, such as Bridge Events and policy forums. At these meetings, the REL asked the
participants what their needs were. REL Central also asked its Governing Board for feedback on

regional needs.

21 http:/ /www.nebraskaclcnetwork.org/
P g
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Once the REL collected needs assessment data from the region, it analyzed the data and created

state profiles based on needs. According to the REL, these needs assessment results informed the

REL’s technical assistance and training components. REL Central staff highlighted the following

projects and activities occurring under this mission:

Gallup Otganization Survey. REL Central received the Office of Management and
Budget’s approval to have the Gallup Organization conduct a needs assessment of the region.
Respondents were asked to rate 26 topics and indicate whether each issue was an important
one for REL research or technical assistance.

Semi-Annual Meeting of the Chief State School Officers. The REL staff members met
biannually with the chief state school officers in the region. During this meeting, the chiefs
shared with the REL their states’ needs as well as how the REL could best meet those needs.

State Liaisons. REL Central assigned state liaisons to each state in the region. State liaisons
were responsible for understanding the important issues in their state and connecting these
issues to REL Central’s work.

Mission #4: Carrying Out Applied Research Projects

REL Central staff highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under this mission:

A Study of Classroom Assessment for Student Learning (CASL) (Impact Study). The
purpose of this randomized controlled trial was to examine the effect of CASL’s professional
development on student achievement on a statewide achievement test. The primary research
question was: Does teacher participation in CASL have a significant impact on student
achievement? At the time of the interview, the REL staff members stated that this study was
in its final stages. The REL had submitted a first draft of the report to ED’s Analytical and
Technical Support contractor for review. The study was conducted in fourth- and fifth-grade
classrooms for mathematics. REL Central reported that 67 public schools in Colorado
participated in the study: 33 treatment schools and 34 control schools.”

A Study of the Differential Effects of English Language Learner (ELL) Training and
Materials (Impact Study). The purpose of this randomized controlled trial was to evaluate
the effectiveness of the On Our Way to English (OWE) program for ELL students in
conjunction with the Responsive Instruction for Success in English (RISE) program for ELL
teachers. The study’s primary research question was: Does participation in RISE in
conjunction with the use of OWE have a significant impact on the acquisition of English
language skills? The secondary question was: Does the use of OWE in conjunction with
RISE participation result in changed teacher pedagogical practices reflected in teacher
behaviors and skills related to ELLs? At the time of interview, REL Central was finishing

22 JES published a report from this study in April 2011.
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data collection and said that a draft report would be submitted to IES at the end of July 2010.
REL Central reported that a total of 48 schools in three states participated in the study.”

e A Study of the Effectiveness of a2 School Improvement Intervention (Success in Sight)
(Impact Study). The study’s primary research question was: Does implementation of
Success in Sight significantly improve student achievement? This study evaluated the
effectiveness of a McREL product, Success in Sight, which is a comprehensive school
improvement process. The REL staff members reported that in order to maintain objectivity
and refrain from having a conflict of interest, an outside consulting firm did the evaluation
and will write the report. McREL staff members, however, implemented the study. At the
time of interview, this study was in the analysis stage. The REL staff members said that an
interim report would be submitted to IES in early 2010. REL Central reported that 52
schools participated in this study—26 treatment schools and 26 control schools. The target
population was low- to mid-performing elementary schools.*

Mission #5: Providing Applied Research Projects in a Usable Format

REL Central provided applied research projects in usable formats to its constituents in several ways,
such as Fast Response Projects (FRPs), shorter topical reports, and supplemental materials provided
at Bridge Events or other meetings. The REL staff members reported that they created shorter
documents (known as Research-in-Brief), that summarize the FRPs. The REL also created shorter
documents to summarize the impact studies. REL Central staff highlighted the following projects

and activities occurring under this mission:

e A Desctiption of Student Mobility in Rural and Nonrural Districts in Five Central
Region States (FRP). A group of district superintendents and school principals in rural
areas in several constituent states requested that REL Central report on differences in
mobility patterns between rural and non-rural locales. REL Central prepared maps that
showed variations in mobility by school district and urbanicity. In addition, the REL
compared average mobility rates by locale code for each state. At the time of the interview,
the REL staff members noted that the report had been accepted by IES and would shortly be
posted to the REL website.

e High School Dropout and Completion Rates in the Central Region States (FRP). This
study examined high school dropout and school completion rates in the each state in the
Central region.

o Examining American Indian Perspectives in the Central Region on Parent
Involvement in Children’s Education (FRP). REL Central prepared a report that
examined American Indian parents’ perceptions of parent involvement in their children’s
education and factors that may encourage or discourage involvement. The REL staff
members stated that to ensure that this report reached the constituents, supplemental

23 JES published a report from this study in April 2012.
24 TES published a report from this study in February 2012.
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materials on the report’s findings were distributed at American Indian conferences. The REL
also presented the report’s findings on several occasions.

Mission #6: Coordination and Collaboration

REL Central staff members reported that they coordinated and collaborated with other RELs,

Comprehensive Centers, and substantive experts. REL Central participated with the other RELs in

working groups (data, dissemination, rural, reference desk), Thursdays @ 3, REL director meetings,

and the Reference Desk. The REL has also participated in cross-lab FRPs and has co-hosted

webinars with other RELs on topics of mutual interest to the regions. REL Central staff highlighted

the following projects and activities occurring under this mission:

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) Forums. In collaboration with
several RELs, Comprehensive Centers, and Regional Resource Centers, REL Central co-
sponsored two ARRA forums that addressed ARRA funding streams and opportunities,
Statewide Longitudinal Data System Funds, and Title I School Improvement Grants. REL
Central reported that representatives from all seven states in its region attended these forums.

Cross-REL Projects. In collaboration with several RELs, REL Central participated in the
FRP on the achievement gap for Native American students. Specifically, REL Central
collected and analyzed data. At the time of the interview, the REL staff members said that
they planned to develop six study briefs from the FRP that focus on the REL Central states.

Technical Working Group (TWG). REL Central staff members stated that through their
own TWG, the REL collaborated with research experts in various areas (i.e., research design,
statistics, psychometrics, etc.). Their TWG met annually to receive a general overview of all
ongoing studies and to address methodological and content concerns for individual studies.
The TWG members provided guidance on all of REL Central’s impact studies.

Mission #7: School Finance Systems

REL Central staff highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under this mission:

Access to Supplemental Educational Setvices (SES) in the Central Region States
(FRP). SEA SES® staff members requested that REL Central examine Title I program
allocations to SES in the Central region because student participation in SES was below
national averages. According to the REL staff members, the resulting report showed that
rural schools and districts were having difficulty setting aside 20 percent of the Title I dollars
for a program that did not appear to be working in isolated rural schools.

High-Poverty Distticts. At the time of the interview, the REL Central staff members stated
that they had recently received a request from the state of Nebraska to develop a project to
assist the state in determining the research basis of components of their poverty plans.

25 http:/ /www2.ed.gov/nclb/choice/help/ses/description.html
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According to the REL staff members, in Nebraska, schools must submit poverty plans by a
specified deadline in order to receive funding. Officials from Nebraska requested that REL
Central conduct a literature review to determine which factors are effective for the high-
poverty schools.

Four-Day School Week. At the time of the interview, the REL Central staff members stated
that they were working on a district request for assistance with examining the outcomes of
going to a 4-day school week. According to the REL, this issue was of particular importance
to small, rural districts moving to 4-day school weeks for cost savings. The REL reported
plans to help the district design an evaluation and conduct the needed interrupted time series
analysis to examine student attendance and possibly student achievement effects.

Mission #8: Alternative Administrative Structures

REL Central staff highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under this mission:

A Study of the Effectiveness of a School Improvement Intervention (Success in Sight)
(Impact Study). Described in Mission #4, this impact study evaluated the effectiveness of a
McREL product, Success in Sight, which is a comprehensive school improvement process.

Four-Day School Week. Described in Mission #7, REL Central staff members reported at
the time of interview that they planned to assist a district with an interrupted time series
analysis to study the effect of the 4-day school week on student attendance and possibly
student achievement.

Identitying Differences Between Two Groups of High-Needs High Schools (FRP). At
the time of the interview, the REL staff members were working on a study to examine
differences in student achievement between a group of high-performing high-needs (HPHN)
high schools and a group of low-performing high-needs (LPHN) high schools. The study was
intended to determine whether specific factors (such as administrative factors) were related to
student achievement in HPHN and LPHN high schools.

Mission #9: School Improvement Plans

REL Central staff highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under this mission:

High School Dropout and Completion Rates in the Central Region States (FRP).
Noted in Mission #5, this study examined high school dropout and school completion rates
in each state in the Central region.

Examining American Indian Perspectives in the Central Region on Parent
Involvement in Children’s Education (FRP). Described in Mission #5, REL Central
examined American Indian parents’ perceptions of parent involvement in their children’s
education and factors that may encourage or discourage involvement.

A Study of the Effectiveness of 2 School Improvement Intervention (Success in Sight)
(Impact Study). Noted in Mission #4 and Mission #8, this study evaluated the effectiveness
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of a McREL product, Success in Sight, which is a comprehensive school improvement
process.

Mission #10: Technology in Education

REL Central initially proposed two studies in the area of technology and education. However,
neither study moved forward. REL Central staff highlighted the following projects and activities

occurring under this mission:

e Describing the Use of Technology in Eighth-Grade Mathematics. This proposed study
was designed to answer questions regarding student-reported use of computers in
mathematics instruction.

e Enbhancing Education Through Technology (EETT). This proposed study was designed
to examine how a specific school district was allocating its funding for the EETT program.

Quality and Relevance of Fast Response Projects

As of December 1, 2009, 40 percent (8) of REL Central’s 20 FRP proposals were accepted by
NCEERA and approved to continue as IES-supported projects, compared to 46 percent for all 10
RELs combined (Table 5-1). Forty-seven percent (7) of REL Central’s 15 submissions for FRP

reports were accepted for publication by IES, compared to 55 percent for all 10 RELs combined.

By December 1, 2009, REL Central had seven FRP reports accepted and published by IES:

1. Access to Supplemental Edncational Services in the Central Region States (July 2007);

2. Using Strategy Instruction to Help Struggling High Schoolers Understand What They Read (October
2007);

3. What States Can Learn Abont State Standards and Assessment Systems From No Child Left Bebind
Documents and Interviews With Central Region Assessment Directors (March 2008);

4. High School Standards and Expectations for College and the Workplace (June 2008);
5. High Schoo! Dropont and Graduation Rates in the Central Region (July 2008);
6. Preparing Teachers to Teach in Rural Schools (July 2008); and

7. Examining American Indian Perspectives in the Central Region on Parent Involvement in Children’s
Education (August 2008).
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Table 5-1. Percentage of Fast Response Project proposals and reports accepted by IES for REL
Central and all 10 RELs combined as of December 1, 2009

Number Number Percentage
submitted accepted accepted
Proposals
Central 20 8 40
All RELs 297 137 46
Reports
Central 15 7 47
All RELs 166 92 55

Table Reads: Of the 20 REL Central proposals submitted, 8 (40 percent) were accepted.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, NCEERA.

Table 5-2 shows the expert panel quality and relevance ratings for these IES-published reports from
REL Central and for the seven corresponding proposals.”® Average quality and relevance ratings for
proposals and reports from all 10 RELs are provided for reference. Quality rating categories ranged
from 1 (“very weak”) to 5 (“very strong”), and relevance rating categories ranged from 1 (“not

relevant”) to 5 (“highly relevant”). Ratings of 3 were labeled “adequate.”

For all 10 RELs, proposals for Fast Response Projects resulting in IES-published reports approved
by December 1, 2009, received a mean quality rating of 3.24 on a 5-point scale, and IES-published
reports received a mean quality rating of 3.81. FRP proposals from REL Central received a mean
quality rating of 3.15, and the corresponding IES-published reports received a mean quality rating of
3.64. Among the seven individual REL Central proposals, mean quality ratings ranged from 2.59 to
3.47. Among the seven individual REL Central IES-published reports, mean quality ratings ranged
from 2.92 to 4.80.

With respect to relevance, all 10 RELs combined received a mean rating of 3.39 on a 5-point scale
for proposals resulting in IES-published FRP reports by December 1, 2009, and a mean rating of
3.64 for the actual reports. REL Central proposals received a mean relevance rating of 3.46, and the
corresponding IES-published reports received a mean relevance rating of 3.43. Among the seven
REL Central proposals, the mean relevance ratings ranged from 2.67 to 3.78. Among the seven REL
Central IES-published reports, the mean relevance ratings ranged from 2.33 to 4.00. Additional
detail on the distribution of expert panelist indicator-level quality and relevance ratings is provided in

Figure 5-1.

26 Appendix A describes in detail the indicators that make up the quality and relevance dimensions.
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Table 5-2. Expert panel quality and relevance ratings for IES-published Fast Response Project
reports and corresponding proposals from REL Central and all 10 RELs combined

(on a 5-point scale with 5 being the highest)

Mean Ratings
Quality Relevance

Proposals for corresponding reports

All REL FRPs (N = 75) 3.24 3.39

All Central FRPs (N =7) 3.15 3.46
Access to Supplemental Educational Services in the
Central Region States 3.22 3.67
Examining American Indian Perspectives in the Central
Region on Parent Involvement in Children’s Education 2.78 3.56
High School Dropout and Graduation Rates in the Central
Region 3.47 3.22
High School Standards and Expectations for College and
the Workplace 3.28 3.67
Preparing Teachers to Teach in Rural Schools 2.59 3.67
Using Strategy Instruction to Help Struggling High
Schoolers Understand What They Read 3.29 3.78
What States Can Learn About State Standards and
Assessment Systems from No Child Left Behind
Documents and Interviews With Central Region
Assessment Directors 3.44 2.67
Reports

All REL FRPs (N = 91) 3.81 3.64

All Central FRPs (N =7) 3.64 3.43
Access to Supplemental Educational Services in the
Central Region States 3.29 3.75
Examining American Indian Perspectives in the Central
Region on Parent Involvement in Children’s Education 3.21 3.00
High School Dropout and Graduation Rates in the Central
Region 4.80 4.00
High School Standards and Expectations for College and
the Workplace 3.43 3.75
Preparing Teachers to Teach in Rural Schools 3.71 3.83
Using Strategy Instruction to Help Struggling High
Schoolers Understand What They Read 2,92 2.33
What States Can Learn About State Standards and
Assessment Systems from No Child Left Behind
Documents and Interviews With Central Region
Assessment Directors 412 3.33

Table Reads: For the 75 proposals for FRPs from all RELs, the mean quality dimension rating was 3.24.

NOTE: N = Number of IES-published FRP reports released by December 1, 2009, or corresponding proposals, reviewed by the expert

panels.

SOURCE: Rubric and Scoring Form for the Quality and Relevance of Regional Educational Laboratories’ Fast Response Projects (For
Reports); Rubric and Scoring Form for the Quality and Relevance of Regional Educational Laboratories’ Fast Response Projects (For

Proposals) (Appendix A).
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Figure 5-1. Distribution of expert panelist indicator-level quality and relevance ratings for IES-
published Fast Response Project reports and corresponding proposals from REL

Central
Ratings
:'? Proposals m 1 (Very weak)
© 2 (Weak)
(o} m 3 (Adequate)
Reports 4 (Strong)
5 (Very strong)
o H 1 (Not relevant)
% Proposals M 2 (Marginally relevant)
E m 3 (Adequate)
& Reports 4 (Relevant)
5 (Highly relevant)

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Figure Reads: 4.1 percent of the indicator-level proposal quality ratings submitted by expert panelists had a value of 5 (“very strong”) on a
5-point scale.

NOTE: The distributions of ratings for proposal quality and relevance were based on 123 and 63 indicator-level ratings, respectively. The
distributions of ratings for report quality and relevance were based on 163 and 84 indicator-level ratings, respectively. Ratings of “not
applicable” were not included in these frequency distributions.

N (Proposals) = 7
N (Reports) =7

SOURCE: Rubric and Scoring Form for the Quality and Relevance of Regional Educational Laboratories’ Fast Response Projects (For
Reports); Rubric and Scoring Form for the Quality and Relevance of Regional Educational Laboratories’ Fast Response Projects (For

Proposals) (Appendix A).
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REL: Mid-Atlantic

Regional Educational Laboratory Mid-Atlantic serves a region that includes the following

jurisdictions:

e Delaware;

e District of Columbia;
e Maryland;

e New Jersey; and

e DPennsylvania.

For the 2006-2011 contract period, REL Mid-Atlantic was based at the Pennsylvania State
University (PSU) in University Park, Pennsylvania, and included four primary subcontractors:
Rutgers University, ICF International, ANALYTICA, and the Metiri Group. Three of the REL Mid-
Atlantic partner organizations had primary responsibility for TA and outreach for specific
jurisdictions within the region. PSU worked with Pennsylvania; Rutgers University was responsible
for New Jersey and Delaware; and ICF International worked with the District of Columbia and
Maryland. The 2006-2011 contract period was the first time PSU or any of its partner organizations
held a REL contract.

Description of Projects and Activities

In May 2010, a member of the evaluation study team interviewed the REL Mid-Atlantic director
and, at the director’s request, conducted a subsequent telephone interview with another of the REL
staff members to fill in missing information. This follow-up interview was only to obtain more
detailed information on REL Mid-Atlantic’s collaboration and coordination projects (i.e., Mission
#06), which are primarily led by ICF International. In the interviews, REL staff members were asked
to provide up to three examples of the work their REL had completed under each mission specified

in ESRA.” Other than documenting REL reports published by IES, the evaluation study team made

27 For a more detailed description of the methodology, see chapter 2.
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no attempt to verify independently the reported information on REL activities, so the accuracy and

completeness of this information is unknown.

Mission #1: Training or Technical Assistance

REL Mid-Atlantic staff highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under this

mission:

Creating an Early Warning System: Predictors of Dropouts in Delaware (FRP). At the
request of the Delaware Department of Education and Delaware’s P-20 Council, REL Mid-
Atlantic prepared a Fast Response Project (FRP) on the key indicators of dropouts for
Delaware students in grades 9—12.

A Descriptive Review of the Matyland State Department of Education’s (MSDE)
Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) Education Initiative
Grants (FRP). The Maryland Department of Education asked REL Mid-Atlantic to review
its STEM grants. Specifically, the department wanted the REL to (1) synthesize information
across school systems and across three grant cycles to identify program characteristics and
practices developed by Maryland school systems in projects funded through the grant and
(2) provide information to the states as they prepare subsequent Requests for Proposals and
refine the grantee reporting requirements.

The Predictive Validity of Selected Benchmark Assessments in the Mid-Atlantic
Region (FRP). REL Mid-Atlantic examined the availability and quality of predictive validity
data for a selection of benchmark assessments used within the Mid-Atlantic region, as
identified by state and district personnel.

Mission #2: Dissemination

REL Mid-Atlantic reported that it disseminated information to its constituents in multiple ways,

such as Bridge Events, laboratory extension specialists, the REL Mid-Atlantic website, internal list
serve, and Ask-A-REL. REL Mid-Atlantic staff highlighted the following projects and activities

occurring under this mission:

Bridge Events. At the time of the interview, REL Mid-Atlantic had held Bridge Events on
26 topics. A list of the event titles are at the end of the Mission #2 section below. The REL
director noted that REL Mid-Atlantic had 13 additional Bridge Events planned. At the
REL’s Bridge Events, participants discussed the Bridge Event topic, in addition to hearing a
presentation by the Bridge Event expert. REL Mid-Atlantic followed up with participants
after Bridge Events via webinars, upon request. During the webinars, participants were able
to converse with the presenter. The REL director noted that the REL valued maintaining
communication with its constituents in this way, rather than hosting “one dose” Bridge
Events. According to the REL director, in recognition of its rural constituents and school
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districts’ budget constraints, REL Mid-Atlantic used video technology to hold the Bridge
Events in multiple locations simultaneously. The titles of the Bridge Events were:

1
2
3
4
5.
6
7
8
9

10.
11.

12.

13.

14.
15.

16.
17.

18.
19.
20.

21.
22.
23.

24.

25.

Improving Adolescent Literacy in NJ: Effective Classroom and Intervention
Improving Adolescent Literacy in DE: Effective Classroom and Intervention
Turning Around Chronically Low Performing Schools in DC

Turning Around Chronically Low Performing Schools in MD

Dropout Prevention in MD

Improving Adolescent Literacy: Effective Classroom and Intervention Practice
Organizing Instruction and Study to Improve Student Learning in PA
Reducing Behavior Problems in the Elementary School Classroom in DE
Reducing Behavior Problems in the Elementary School Classroom in NJ
Turning Around Chronically Low Performing Schools

Organizing Instruction and Study to Improve Student Learning: A Research Forum
for Mid-Atlantic Region Leaders

Reducing Behavior Problems in the Elementary Classroom: Bridging the Gap
Between Research and Practice

Improving Adolescent Literacy: Effective Classroom and Intervention Practices, A
Research Forum for Mid-Atlantic Region Leaders

Informing Leadership at the School Level With Educational Research

Structuring Out-of-School Time to Improve Academic Achievement in
Washington, DC

Encouraging Girls in Math and Science

Assisting Students Struggling With Reading: Response to Intervention and Multi-
Tier Intervention in the Primary Grades

Research-Based Practices in K-12 Literacy
Organizing Instruction and Study to Improve Student Learning

Assisting Students Struggling With Mathematics: Response to Intervention (Rtl) for
Elementary and Middle Schools

Dropout Prevention
Using Student Achievement Data to Support Instructional Decision Making

Effective Literacy and English Language Instruction for English Learners in the
Elementary Grades

Thinking Strategically Across American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA)
Reform Initiatives

Helping Students Navigate the Path to College: What High Schools Can Do
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26. Structuring Out-of-School Time to Improve Academic Achievement

Laboratory Extension Specialists and Related Staff. The REL employed approximately
17 part-time staff members, called laboratory extension specialists (LES), to connect with its
constituents at the local education agency (LEA) and school levels and in professional
associations. These staff members were often retired superintendents and principals. LES
contacted each LEA approximately twice every year and visited with professional
organizations such as school boards. According to the REL director, this task was
challenging due to the large number of LEAs in the Mid-Atlantic. When speaking with
constituents, LES explained the role of the REL and provided information on ways to
contact the REL (e.g., Ask-A-REL). REL Mid-Atlantic also employed state coordinators
whose responsibility was to interact with personnel in the SEAs. In addition, the REL
director reported that the REL employed methodological experts, known as research
extension specialists (RES), who were regionally dispersed.

Additional Dissemination Activities. The director described several other ways that REL
Mid-Atlantic disseminated information. For example, it published documents and hosted a
website designed to allow constituents to access recorded Bridge Events (video and audio).
REL Mid-Atlantic also had a list serve and a toll-free number that it used to disseminate
information. REL Mid-Atlantic contributed to the Ask-A-REL database used to respond to
constituent inquiries.

Mission #3: Needs Assessment or Needs Sensing

REL Mid-Atlantic conducted needs assessments in several ways. For example, the REL director

noted that REL staff members met with SEAs, LEAs, and school boards to discuss their needs and
how the REL could help them. REL Mid-Atlantic staff highlighted the following projects and

activities occurring under this mission:

Laboratory Extension Specialists (LES). As described above, the REL director reported
that LES were continuously in the field asking how REL Mid-Atlantic could best serve
constituents. Identified needs were entered into a database and summarized to direct the
majority of REL Mid-Atlantic’s technical assistance work.

Conversations With the Governing Board and SEAs. Twice a year, REL Mid-Atlantic
assembled its Governing Board to discuss research needs. The REL director asked the Board
to look to the future, specifically considering anticipated policy decisions and ways the REL
could help present issues and/or prepare members for these decisions. Similarly, the REL
director stated that REL Mid-Atlantic visited the SEAs to ask them how the REL could best
help them.

Ask-A-REL and Toll-Free Number (1-866-RELMAFYI). The REL director said that
REL Mid-Atlantic had over 146 information requests from its constituents via Ask-A-REL.
The director stated that the constituents who submitted questions represented a cross-section
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of people, such as teachers, principals, curriculum coordinators, superintendents, SEA
personnel, school board members, and, to a lesser degree, policymakers.

Mission #4: Carrying Out Applied Research Projects

REL Mid-Atlantic’s applied research projects comprised impact studies and FRPs. The first two
projects highlighted below are impact studies and originated from requests from the field about how
to identify effective math curricula. REL Mid-Atlantic staff highlighted the following projects and

activities occurring under this mission:

e A Multisite Cluster Randomized Ttial of the Effects of Compass Learning Odyssey
Math on the Math Achievement of Selected Grade 4 Students in the Mid-Atlantic
Region (Impact Study). According to the REL director, this study involved 70 schools and
was the first study to assess the impact of Odyssey Math on student achievement that met the
quality standards of the What Works Clearinghouse. The REL director said that REL Mid-
Atlantic and its stakeholders chose to conduct an impact study on math curriculum as a result
of a national push to improve math achievement. The study’s results showed that Odyssey
Math did not have a statistically significant effect on end-of-year student achievement in
grade four.

e The Effects of Connected Mathematics 2 on Math Achievement in Grade 6 in the
Mid-Atlantic Region (Impact Study). At the time of the interview, this 2-year study was in
its second year. The sample consisted of 69 schools, 300 classrooms, and 7,000 students. The
REL director reported that the study examined the effect of Connected Mathematics 2, a
curriculum aligned with the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics standards that
emphasizes authentic, relevant problem-solving practices to help students build math skills in
a useful multidisciplinary context. Connected Mathematics 2 was used in intervention schools
as the primary curriculum for grade six math during the 2008-09 (Year 1) and 2009-10 (Year
2) school years. Control schools used their normally scheduled curricula for both study years.
The primary outcome, student math achievement, was measured with pre- and post-tests
using a standardized math test.”

e Identitying Selected Language Arts Literacy, Mathematics, and Science Instructional
Matetrials in the Mid-Atlantic Region (FRP). According to the REL director, REL Mid-
Atlantic SEAs had very little information regarding the instructional materials their school
districts adopt. This report described first-year results of a project to share information on
texts, materials, and assessments used by elementary, middle, and high school grade levels in
language arts/literacy, mathematics, and science in the Mid-Atlantic region. Not only did this
project result in an FRP report, but REL Mid-Atlantic also developed a searchable database
of instructional materials used by districts across the region. The database could be accessed
from the REL website.”

28 TES published a report from this study in March 2012.

29 In order to conduct this FRP, the REL received Office of Management and Budget (OMB) approval.
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Mission #5: Providing Applied Research Projects in a Usable Format

REL Mid-Atlantic staff highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under this
mission:

e Fact Sheets. REL Mid-Atlantic produced “fact sheets” written for a lay audience. The fact
sheets explained the REL research agenda, products, and services, including needs-sensing
activities, impact studies, FRPs, and the services the LES provide. LES distributed the fact
sheets during face-to-face visits to school districts, at conferences, and at other professional
meetings.

e Podcasts and “Trailer” Videos. In the update to its Year 5 plan, REL Mid-Atlantic
proposed to develop brief videos and a series of audio podcasts to promote interest in REL
work. At the time of the interview, REL Mid-Atlantic planned to post these videos and
audios on the web page where the reports were posted. According to the director, the videos
would be short, like a Hollywood “trailer,” while the podcasts would be longer. People would
be able to subscribe to the podcasts in order to receive new podcasts automatically. The REL
director reported that the overarching intent behind the podcasts and videos was to help
readers better understand report content. REL Mid-Atlantic expected to conduct this work in
cooperation with one or more other RELs.

Mission #6: Coordination and Collaboration

REL Mid-Atlantic staff highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under this

mission:

® Rural Working Group. A REL Mid-Atlantic employee created this working group in 2007
and continued to lead the group through the time of the interview. The primary purpose of
the working group was to share information about developments in rural education, build a
stronger network among RELs around these issues, and identify opportunities for the RELs
to serve rural constituents. This working group presented at the National Rural Education
Association (NREA) conferences. In addition, the working group invited speakers from other
organizations with a rural research and education focus.

e Bridge Event on Response to Intervention With REL Southeast: “Using Research to
Strengthen Response to Intervention (Rtl) Decision Making and Implementation.”
REL Mid-Atlantic worked with REL Southeast to build attendance for this Bridge Event. At
the event, REL Mid-Atlantic introduced panel members, led table group discussions, and
provided videotaping services. After the event ended, REL Mid-Atlantic edited the videos
and provided them to REL Southeast, so REL Southeast could post them on its website.

e FRP Collaboration With REL Southwest. SEAs requested that REL Mid-Atlantic write a
report to help them understand effective practices and policies in use for statewide data
systems. Once REL Mid-Atlantic identified the four best state systems, it contacted REL
Southwest, since two of the identified states were in that region, and developed a partnership
with REL Southwest to collect data and write the report.
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REL Mid-Atlantic was different from the other RELs in that it had the additional responsibility for
cross-REL collaboration and coordination. Of the organizations that made up REL Mid-Atlantic,
ICF International, led the activities that fell under the collaboration and coordination task. Some of

the collaboration and coordination activities included:

National Laboratory Network internet and intranet,

Six cross-REL working groups,

REL Reference Desk,

Ask-A-REL, and

Thursdays @ 3.

The National Laboratory Network (NLN). The NLN Internet was housed on the IES website
and was for public use. It contained web pages for each of the RELs and links to REL report
publications. The NLN coordinated content updates and provided monthly website usage statistics.
Alternatively, the NLN Intranet was also for internal REL use. It was primarily used for cross-REL

collaboration and working group space.

Working Groups. The six cross-REL working groups focused on different issues, such as data,
dissemination, rural education, ARRA, and REL Reference Desk. The various working groups held
periodic conference calls, and NCEERA Knowledge Utilization Division project officers sometimes
joined as well. Additionally, there was dedicated space on the NLN Intranet for the working groups
to share materials with members. Finally, a distribution list existed for each working group to allow
for information dissemination. The level of REL participation and the specific types of activities

varied by working group.

REL Reference Desk. The REL Reference Desk housed responses to technical assistance
questions and also had experts available to answer questions that had not been previously addressed
by the RELs. The Reference Desk collaborated with the National Library of Education (NLE);
RELSs were able to contact the library for assistance in answering constituents’ questions. The NLE
also provided the RELs with access to online journals. All RELs were able to use this resource to

respond to their individual technical assistance requests.

Ask-A-REL. This was a link on the REL website (hosted at IES) that allowed users to ask questions

of specific RELs and receive corresponding responses (generally by email) from REL staff members.
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Thursdays @ 3. These were bimonthly conference calls in which RELs discussed and collaborated
on various issues. Anywhere from two to four people from each REL typically participated in
Thursdays @ 3.

In addition to its cross-REL coordination and collaboration activities, REL Mid-Atlantic also
collaborated with non-REL entities, such as the Pennsylvania Association for Supervision and
Curriculum Development, the New Jersey Council of Teachers of Mathematics, SEAs, and the Mid-
Atlantic Comprehensive Center (MACC). The REL had a liaison that worked directly with MACC;

the two organizations co-sponsored Bridge Events.
Mission #7: School Finance Systems

REL Mid-Atlantic staff highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under this

mission:

e Good Cents: State Strategies for Increasing Education Cost Efficiency in the Mid-
Atlantic Region (FRP). The Associate Secretary for Administration and Innovation at the
Delaware Department of Education asked REL Mid-Atlantic to supply the SEA with
information about the cost-effectiveness measures other SEAs in the region were using. This
study was underway at the time of the interview. Researchers were compiling these data
through searches of publicly available websites and documents as well as structured
telephone interviews with eight SEA personnel, two from each SEA that agreed to
participate in the study.

® Recruited Participants for REL Southwest Bridge Event, “Educator Staffing,
Quality, and Teacher Retirement Benefit Systems.” 'To help REL Southwest recruit
attendees for this Bridge Event, REL Mid-Atlantic recruited participants from the Mid-
Atlantic region. The REL director noted that this Bridge Event topic was particularly
relevant at the moment of the interview, since many school districts were struggling with
how to finance teacher retirements.

Mission #8: Alternative Administrative Structures

REL Mid-Atlantic staff highlighted the following project or activity occurring under this mission:

e The Fiscal and Academic Impacts of School District Consolidation (FRP). REL Mid-
Atlantic met with the National Rural Education Research Center and the Pennsylvania Center
on Rural Education to discuss research on the fiscal and academic impacts of school district
consolidation. The director reported that the Pennsylvania governor has proposed creating a
commission to study how best to “right-size” Pennsylvania’s local school districts. According
to the director, the governor would like to have no more than 100 school districts in a state
that currently has more than 500 school districts. This is a request that at the time of the
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interview had not yet received IES acceptance. REL Mid-Atlantic proposed to synthesize the
research on school district consolidations and potentially use student data systems to update
previous research with new information.

Mission #9: School Improvement Plans™

REL Mid-Atlantic staff highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under this

mission:

Bridge Events on Tutning Around Low-Performing Schools. At the time of the
interview, REL Mid-Atlantic had presented five Bridge Events based on a What Works
Clearinghouse Practice Guide, Turning Around Low-Performing Schools. These events were
held in the District of Columbia, Maryland, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania. Experts presented
at the Bridge Events, followed by panel discussions that featured practitioners who had
experience turning around low-performing schools. Participants then took part in table
discussions about how to make similar progress in their schools.

“Schools Like Mine” database. According to the REL director, although IES did not
release this product after several rounds of review, REL Mid-Atlantic developed an online
tool that allowed school leaders and others to make cross-school comparisons of schools’
academic performance to determine whether their school was “doing well, for a school like
ours.”

Mission #10: Technology in Education

REL Mid-Atlantic staff highlighted the following projects and activities occurring under this mission:

Key Issues in Creating a Statewide Virtual School: Paths Taken and Lessons Learned
(FRP). The REL director reported that Pennsylvania recently passed legislation creating a
Virtual High School Study Commission to investigate the creation of a “virtual high school”
to provide students with educational services over the Internet. The commission requested
that REL Mid-Atlantic produce a report that analyzes issues associated with establishing a
statewide virtual high school to inform policy discussion and guide the development of new
state virtual high schools in Pennsylvania and elsewhere. Drawing on data from four states
that have statewide virtual schools, this report addressed three key questions:

o Which options did education leaders consider; what decision did they make; and
what were the reasons for choosing that position?

o How well are those decisions serving the school today?

o What changes are being considered, and what forces are creating the need to
consider making these changes?

30 The REL director reported that REL Mid-Atlantic’s work on school improvement plans is connected with its Mission #8 work on
alternative school structures.
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e Odyssey Math (Impact Study). As discussed under Mission #4, the REL director stated
that this study was the first study to assess the impact of Odyssey Math on student
achievement. Because Odyssey Math is a web-based, K-8 mathematics curriculum and
assessment tool, the director noted that REL Mid-Atlantic considers it pertinent to the
mission on use of technology in education.

e Bridge Event on Research on Technology-Based Interventions. REL Mid-Atlantic
proposed a Bridge Event on several studies related to the use of technology in education,
including its own Odyssey Math impact study and IES studies on technology use.

Quality and Relevance of Fast Response Projects

As of December 1, 2009, 24 percent (5) of REL Mid-Atlantic’s 21 FRP proposals were accepted by
NCEERA and approved to continue as IES-supported projects, compared to 46 percent for all 10
RELSs combined (Table 6-1). Twenty-five percent (3) of REL Mid-Atlantic’s 12 submissions for FRP
reports were accepted for publication by IES, compared to 55 percent for all 10 RELs combined.

By December 1, 2009, REL Mid-Atlantic had three FRP reports accepted and published by IES:

1. The Students With Disabilities Subgroup and Adegnate Y early Progress in Mid-Atlantic Region (July
2007);

2. Subgronps and Adequate Y early Progress in Mid-Atlantic Region Schools (September 2007); and

3. The Predictive 1 alidity of Selected Benchmark Assessments Used in the Mid-Atlantic Region (November
2007).
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Table 6-1. Percentage of Fast Response Project proposals and reports accepted by IES for REL
Mid-Atlantic and all 10 RELs combined as of December 1, 2009

Number Number Percentage
submitted accepted accepted
Proposals
Mid-Atlantic 21 5 24
All RELs 297 137 46
Reports
Mid-Atlantic 12 3 25
All RELs 166 92 55

Table Reads: Of the 21 REL Mid-Atlantic proposals submitted, 5 (24 percent) were accepted.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, NCEERA.

Table 6-2 shows the expert panel quality and relevance ratings for these IES-published reports from
REL Mid-Atlantic and for the three corresponding proposals.31 Average quality and relevance
ratings for proposals and reports from all 10 RELs are provided for reference. Quality rating
categories ranged from 1 (“very weak”) to 5 (“very strong”), and relevance rating categories ranged

from 1 (“not relevant”) to 5 (“highly relevant”). Ratings of 3 were labeled “adequate.”

For all 10 RELSs, proposals for Fast Response Projects resulting in IES-published reports approved
by December 1, 2009, received a mean quality rating of 3.24 on a 5-point scale, and the
corresponding IES-published reports received a mean quality rating of 3.81. FRP proposals from
REL Mid-Atlantic received a mean quality rating of 2.61, and the corresponding IES-published
reports received a mean quality rating of 3.85. Among the three REL Mid-Atlantic proposals, mean
quality ratings ranged from 2.11 to 2.89. Among the three REL Mid-Atlantic IES-published reports,

mean quality ratings ranged from 3.33 to 4.38.

31 Appendix A describes in detail the indicators that make up the quality and relevance dimensions.
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Table 6-2. Expert panel quality and relevance ratings for IES-published Fast Response Project
reports and corresponding proposals from REL Mid-Atlantic and all 10 RELs
combined (on a 5-point scale with 5 being the highest)

Mean Ratings
Quality, Relevance

Proposals for corresponding reports

All REL FRPs (N = 75) 3.24 3.39

All Mid-Atlantic FRPs (N = 3) 2.61 2.74
Subgroups and Adequate Yearly Progress in Mid-
Atlantic Region Schools 2.89 2.33
The Predictive Validity of Selected Benchmark
Assessments Used in the Mid-Atlantic Region 211 2.78
The Students With Disabilities Subgroup and Adequate
Yearly Progress in Mid-Atlantic Region Schools 2.83 3.11
Reports

All REL FRPs (N =91) 3.81 3.64

All Mid-Atlantic FRPs (N = 3) 3.85 3.53
Subgroups and Adequate Yearly Progress in Mid-
Atlantic Region Schools 4.38 3.83
The Predictive Validity of Selected Benchmark
Assessments Used in the Mid-Atlantic Region 3.83 3.67
The Students With Disabilities Subgroup and Adequate 3.33 3.08
Yearly Progress in Mid-Atlantic Region Schools

Table Reads: For the 75 proposals for FRPs from all RELs, the mean quality dimension rating was 3.24.

NOTE: N = Number of IES-published FRP reports released by December 1, 2009, or corresponding proposals, reviewed by the expert

panels.

SOURCE: Rubric and Scoring Form for the Quality and Relevance of Regional Educational Laboratories’ Fast Response Projects (For
Reports); Rubric and Scoring Form for the Quality and Relevance of Regional Educational Laboratories’ Fast Response Projects (For

Proposals) (Appendix A).

With respect to relevance, all 10 RELs combined received a mean rating of 3.39 on a 5-point scale

for proposals resulting in IES-published Fast Response Project reports by December 1, 2009, and a

mean rating of 3.64 for the actual reports. REL Mid-Atlantic proposals received a mean relevance

rating of 2.74, and the corresponding IES-published reports received a mean relevance rating of

3.53. Among the three REL Mid-Atlantic proposals, the mean relevance ratings ranged from 2.33 to
3.11. Among the three REL Mid-Atlantic IES-published reports, the mean relevance ratings ranged
from 3.08 to 3.83. Additional detail on the distribution of expert panelist indicator-level quality and

relevance ratings is provided in Figure 6-1.

Evaluation of the Regional Educational Laboratories: Interim Report
56



Figure 6-1. Distribution of expert panelist indicator-level quality and relevance ratings for IES-
published Fast Response Project reports and corresponding proposals from REL

Mid-Atlantic
Ratings
> m 1 (Very weak)
Proposals

% P m 2 (Weak)
S m 3 (Adequate)
o

Reports 4 (Strong)

5 (Very strong)
9 H 1 (Not relevant)
g Proposals M 2 (Marginally relevant)
E H 3 (Adequate)
& Reports 4 (Relevant)
! ! ! ! ! 5 (Highly relevant)
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Figure Reads: 1.9 percent of the indicator-level proposal quality ratings submitted by expert panelists had a value of 5 (“very strong”) on a
5-point scale.

NOTE: The distributions of ratings for proposal quality and relevance were based on 54 and 27 indicator-level ratings, respectively. The
distributions of ratings for report quality and relevance were based on 72 and 36 indicator-level ratings, respectively. Ratings of “not
applicable” were not included in these frequency distributions.

N (Proposals) = 3
N (Reports) =3

SOURCE: Rubric and Scoring Form for the Quality and Relevance of Regional Educational Laboratories’ Fast Response Projects (For
Reports); Rubric and Scoring Form for the Quality and Relevance of Regional Educational Laboratories’ Fast Response Projects (For
Proposals) (Appendix A).
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REL: Midwest 7

Regional Educational Laboratory Midwest serves a region that includes the following states:

e lllinois;

e Indiana;

o Jowa;

e Michigan;
e Minnesota;
e Ohio; and
e Wisconsin.

For the 2006-2011 contract period, REL Midwest was housed within the research portfolio of a
non-profit company, Learning Point Associates (LPA), headquartered in Naperville, Illinois. LPA is
an affiliate of the American Institutes for Research (AIR). At the time of data collection, LPA had

held previous REL contracts.
Description of Projects and Activities

In June 2010, a member of the evaluation study team interviewed the REL Midwest director. The
director was asked to provide up to three examples of the work that REL Midwest had completed
under each mission specified in ESRA.” Other than documenting REL reports published by IES,
the evaluation study team made no attempt to verify independently the reported information on

REL activities, so the accuracy and completeness of this information is unknown.

Mission #1: Training or Technical Assistance

A component of REL Midwest’s technical assistance was its Midwest Urban Research Network

(MURN). According to the director, this network brought together local education agencies (LEAS)

32 For a more detailed description of the methodology, see chapter 2.
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in the region that had between 10,000 and 60,000 students. The REL director reported that these
districts were large enough to have their own research and evaluation offices but often did not have
the resources to do sophisticated evaluations. The director stated that the districts came together
once a year to network with one another and share with REL Midwest their issues and needs as they
related to research and evaluation. MURN also allowed REL Midwest the opportunity to conduct
Bridge Events and webinars. Bridge Events were interactive forums conducted by the RELs that
brought together IES-approved experts with education practitioners and policymakers. These events
were held in-person or via webinars. At the time of the interview, REL Midwest planned to work
with the districts in the network on how they could use their data to develop an eatly warning
indicator system, meaning a system to identify students who show early warning signs that they are
at risk for dropping out of high school. REL Midwest staff highlighted the following projects and

activities occurring under this mission:

e Reach and Teach. REL Midwest helped the state of Michigan develop an evaluation plan
for the statewide initiative, Reach and Teach. To help Michigan with this evaluation, the
REL worked with the state to develop a theory of action, which is a statement of how
program operations are supposed to lead to desired program effects, for the initiative. Once
the theory of action was defined, REL Midwest aided Michigan’s development of program
measures and outcomes. At the time of the interview, the initiative was in its second year,
and REL Midwest was still helping Michigan to shape the evaluation.

e Indiana Full-Day Kindergarten. REL Midwest worked with Indiana to develop a plan to
evaluate the implementation of legislation that expanded full-day kindergarten.

e Beyond Accountability. This project aimed to help states think beyond using their data for
accountability purposes, such as annual report cards, to answer more policy-relevant
questions. For one component of this project, REL staff members worked with the state to
help principals and SEAs monitor whether schools were meeting the highly qualified teacher
requirement for the Michigan Merit Curriculum.”

Mission #2: Dissemination

To disseminate information, REL Midwest assigned staff members to each state in the region.
Individuals in these states worked with state education agency (SEA) personnel and other
stakeholders, such as state legislators and school board administrators. For the most recent contract,
the REL director reported that REL Midwest made a concerted effort to visit its constituents to
explain in detail what resources the REL could provide to the various entities. The REL also
participated in the REL-wide dissemination effort, Ask-A-REL, through which REL Midwest

33 http:/ /www.michigan.gov/documents/mde/New_MMC_one_pager_11.15.06_183755_7.pdf
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constituents are able to ask the REL education-related questions. REL Midwest staff highlighted the

following projects and activities occurring under this mission:

e Practice Guides. In several cases, REL Midwest worked with states to disseminate
information that the states had requested. For example, the REL director reported that REL
Midwest worked closely with the SEA personnel in Ohio to help them better understand
dropout issues and trends in the state. The REL used the IES practice guide on dropout
prevention as a base of knowledge to help the state and disseminated the guide to
participants in state meetings and working groups on dropouts. According to the director,
based on their experiences in Ohio, REL Midwest provided this dissemination tool to other
states in the region.

e Bridge Events. The REL director noted that Bridge Events were one of the major tools of
dissemination for REL Midwest. REL Midwest held events on topics such as teacher
evaluation, assessment, and accountability. Also, the REL collaborated with 