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Agenda 
•Discussion of Evidence-Based Decision Making 
•Using WWC Evidence Sources to Inform Decision Making 
•WWC Practitioner Example 
•Wrap Up and Q&A
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Goals of the Webinar 
• Share how WWC resources can provide a foundation to inform the 
critical decisions that principals and other administrators must 
make. 

• Increase awareness about particular WWC features. 

• Explain key research standards for education studies and strategies 
to communicate about research standards with principals, teachers, 
and other staff.
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Using the Zoom Webinar Platform 
• If you aren’t already connected to audio, click 
Join Audio in the Zoom toolbar. 
• You have the option to dial into the phone line or listen 

through computer audio. 

• Click on the Chat box to introduce yourself, ask 
questions for the presenters, or let us know 
about any technical issues. 

• We have live closed captioning available during 
the webinar – to see the captions, click on 
Closed Caption.
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Using Research to Guide Decision Making 

• In the simplest context, any attempt to 
gather information and answer a 
question could be considered 
research. 

• Research can be defined as both 
• a process of collecting, analyzing, 
and interpreting information; and 

• a way to advance human 
knowledge.
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Not all research is created equal. 

Research, even that which is published in 
academic journals or by organizations, can 
vary extensively in terms of the quality and 
strength of the findings.
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Using Research to Guide Decision Making 
(continued)
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• Academic research studies provide a 
common, formalized set of steps to collect 
and assess information. 

• Even across different methodologies, the 
basic tenets and expected standards for 
research remain consistent and allow others 
to evaluate a given study’s level of quality.
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Using Research to Guide Decision Making 
(continued)



8

Expected standards about elements such as 
participants, research design, measures, 
statistical methods, and interpretation of 
findings provide a framework against which to 
judge a study.
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Using Research to Guide Decision Making 
(continued)
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• Research studies can provide key 
information to inform and guide education 
decisions. 

• Data that demonstrate the outcomes — 
and therefore the potential effectiveness 
— of an intervention, curriculum, or 
program can provide support for choosing 
a particular path.
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Using Research to Guide Decision Making 
(continued)
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•Using evidence to guide decisions 
helps schools or districts avoid 
oChoosing what “seems best;” 

oDoing “what we’ve always done;” 
and 

oFollowing “what the other districts 
are doing.” 
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Using Research to Guide Decision Making 
(continued)
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Assessing Quality 
Expected research standards can be translated into typical questions asked 
about the different parts of a study. For example: 

Participants 
• How were participants recruited? Is the sample appropriate to the 

research questions? How were participants assigned to treatment 
groups? 

Research Design 
• Did the researchers choose a rigorous design? Does the chosen design 

align with the research questions?
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Assessing Quality (continued)

Measures 

• Did the researchers choose measures 
(tests, surveys, observations, etc.) that 
are appropriate to the research 
questions and research design? 

• Have the measures been used in other 
studies? Have they been shown to be 
valid?
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Assessing Quality (continued)

Analyses 

• Are the statistical tests chosen for the 
study in line with the research 
questions and research design? 

• Does the study clearly and 
comprehensively explain the statistical 
results?
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Assessing Quality (continued)

Interpretations 

• Do the researchers offer explanations 
of the results that can be reasonably 
drawn from the outcomes, or do they 
go beyond what was found? 

• Are there other possible explanations 
for the results that are not discussed?
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Assessing Quality (continued)

While such questions can help clarify 
the issues that influence research 
quality, most people are not trained 
as researchers, and many educators 
may not feel prepared to identify and 
select research studies across all 
educational topics. 

This is okay!
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Assessing Quality (continued)

WWC research experts follow a set 
process for evaluating studies and 
providing ratings so that WWC users 
can easily identify those studies or 
interventions that meet particular 
expectations. 
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Evaluating Evidence 

The WWC process and rating system can 
help users understand how research 
quality is determined. 

In particular, the WWC provides 
information about the strength of the 
evidence provided by different studies or 
interventions. 
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Evaluating Evidence (continued)

So what is needed to go beyond simply 
considering a study’s quality to also 
assessing the evidence? 

In short, what is strong evidence? 
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Evaluating Evidence (continued)
Many researchers consider the randomized 
controlled trial (RCT) to be the “gold standard” of 
research on effectiveness. An RCT… 

• randomly assigns participants to intervention 
and control groups; 

• maintains careful procedures throughout the 
study to avoid factors that could lead to 
inaccurate findings; and 

• establishes whether participating in the 
studied intervention causes significantly 
different outcomes from not participating.
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Evaluating Evidence (continued)

RCTs fall within the category of true experiments. 
True experiments require three key things: 

• An experimental group and a control group 
• Random assignment of participants to groups 
• A variable that can be adjusted by the 

researchers and studied
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Evaluating Evidence (continued)

• However, RCTs are not always possible in 
education, for varied practical and ethical reasons. 

• This does not mean that other methods cannot be 
considered high-quality. Other designs that are 
considered rigorous and trustworthy: 

• Quasi-experiments 
• Correlational studies with statistical controls for 

selection bias
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Using Research to Guide Decision Making 

At the classroom level 
• Introducing a play-based 

intervention for kindergartners 
• Revamping a peer tutoring plan 

At the school level 
• Choosing a new literacy 

curriculum 
• Identifying an effective anti-

bullying program
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Using Research to Guide Decision Making (continued)

At the district level 
• Defining effective strategies to support 

English language learner students 
• Identifying innovative teaching strategies 

for students with dyslexia 
At the state level 

• Improving plans to increase graduation 
rates 

• Defining requirements for charter 
schools



24

Using WWC 
Evidence Sources to 
Inform Decision 
Making 
Lyzz Davis, Senior Researcher 
American Institutes for Research



Aligning WWC design standards to 
ESSA Tiers of Evidence



Why do we care about ESSA tiers of evidence? 

• Schools identified for targeted supports must implement at least 
one intervention that meets promising evidence 

• Some federal grant programs (such as Striving Readers and 
Promise Neighborhoods) require interventions that meet strong 
or moderate evidence 

• Other activities require interventions that at least demonstrate a 
rationale



Four tiers of evidence under ESSA 

Tier 1: Strong Evidence 
Tier 2: Moderate Evidence 
Tier 3: Promising Evidence 
Tier 4: Demonstrates a Rationale



Tier 1: Strong Evidence 

Well-executed experimental study 
• Uncompromised random assignment: 

• Equal chances of being in treatment or control 
• No adding, switching, or dropping 

• Low attrition: 
• How many people left the study after randomization and before 

the analysis? 

NOTE: This criteria aligns with WWC’s 
Meets Standards Without Reservations



Tier 1: Strong Evidence (continued)

Statistically significant favorable effect on a relevant 
outcome 
• Studies often examine impact on more than one outcome 

No overriding negative effects from experimental or 
quasi-experimental studies 
• Look to WWC to find this information



Large sample 
• At least 350 participants in the sample 

Multisite sample 
• Study was conducted in more than one school 

NOTE: Samples and settings can be combined 
across studies to meet these criteria 

Both population and setting in the study are 
similar to your population and setting

Tier 1: Strong Evidence (continued)



Tier 2: Moderate Evidence 

Well-executed quasi-experimental design 
• Group formation: Can be through matching, nonequivalent 

groups, or before and after. 

• Baseline equivalence: Treatment and control are similar on key 
measures before the intervention was implemented 

NOTE: This criteria aligns with WWC’s 
Meets Standards With Reservations



Tier 2: Moderate Evidence (continued)

Statistically significant favorable effect on a 
relevant outcome: 
• Studies often examine impact on more than one 

outcome 

No overriding negative effects from experimental 
or quasi-experimental studies 
• Look to WWC to find this information



Large sample 
• At least 350 participants in the sample 

Multisite sample 
• Study was conducted in more than one school 

NOTE: Samples and settings can be combined 
across studies to meet these criteria 

Either population or setting in the study are 
similar to your population and setting

Tier 2: Moderate Evidence (continued)



Tier 3: Promising Evidence 

Well-designed, well-implemented 
correlational study 
• Uses statistical controls to account for differences between 

treatment and control groups 

Statistically significant favorable effect on 
a relevant outcome: 
• Studies often examine impact on more than one outcome



Tier 3: Promising Evidence (continued)

No overriding negative effects from 
experimental or quasi-experimental studies 
• Look to WWC to find this information 

Studies that don't meet the Tier 1 or Tier 2 
sample size and multisite requirements, but 
meet the other requirements for those tiers, 
are considered Tier 3



Tier 4: Demonstrates a Rationale 

• A well-specified logic model that explains how 
intervention is likely to improve outcomes 

• Supported by rigorous research in the field 
• An effort to study the effects is currently or will 

be underway



WWC-ESSA Alignment



Applying ESSA Tiers of Evidence to 
WWC Practice Guides



WWC Practice Guides 

Three standards of evidence in the practice guides: 

1. Strong evidence base 
2. Moderate evidence base 
3. Minimal evidence base 

Overlap of terms can be confusing!



WWC Practice Guides (continued)

ESSA Tier WWC Practice 
Guide Rating 

Overlap WWC 
Handbook 
Requirements 

Strong (Tier 1) Strong Sample and 
setting 

Version 2.1 or 
later (3.0 or 
4.0) 

Moderate (Tier 
2) 

Strong or 
Moderate 

Sample or 
setting 

Version 2.1 or 
later (3.0 or 
4.0) 

Promising (Tier 
3) 

Strong or 
Moderate 

No overlap 
necessary 

No 
requirements



Find What Works with the WWC



Visit the What Works Clearinghouse Website 

Source: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/


Select a topic area 

Source: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/


Select an intervention 

Source: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/FWW/Results?filters=,Literacy

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/FWW/Results?filters=,Literacy


Review the effectiveness rating for each 
outcome of interest 

Source: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Intervention/1287

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Intervention/1287


Review sample size 

To meet the large sample criteria, a study (or group of studies) 
must have at least 350 students. 

Source: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Intervention/1287

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Intervention/1287


Select a specific study 

Source: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Intervention/1287

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Intervention/1287


Review the study’s WWC rating 

Source: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Study/85470

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Study/85470


Review the study’s details 

Source: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Study/85470

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Study/85470


Review the study’s context 

To meet the multisite criteria, a study (or group of studies) 
must take place in at least 2 schools. 

Source: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Study/78712

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Study/78712


Review the study’s context 

Source: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Study/78712

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Study/78712


Review the study’s context 

Align the population and setting of the study with your own. 

Source: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Study/78712

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Study/78712


Determine alignment with ESSA Tiers 

Note: It will be different for each district whether the studies 
overlap with your population and setting, the final criteria 
needed to align with ESSA Tiers. 

Source: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Intervention/1287

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Intervention/1287


Align population and setting 

• If a study (or group of studies) meets Strong evidence 
(Tier 1) under ESSA, both its population and setting 
must also align with your population and setting. 

• If a study (or group of studies) meets Moderate 
evidence (Tier 2) under ESSA, either its population or 
setting must also align with your population or setting.



Align population and setting (continued)

• If a study (or group of studies) meets Promising 
evidence (Tier 3) under ESSA, neither its population 
nor setting must also align with your population or 
setting.



Meeting the needs of diverse learners 

Interventions can be reviewed under 
multiple topics at once. 

For example, you can look at Literacy 
in conjunction with: 
• Students with disabilities 
• English learners 
• Early childhood



Listed interventions have been reviewed under 
both topics of interest 

Source: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/FWW/Results? 
filters=,Literacy,Children-Youth-with-Disabilities

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/FWW/Results?filters=,Literacy,Children-Youth-with-Disabilities
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/FWW/Results?filters=,Literacy,Children-Youth-with-Disabilities


Review the research relevant to a specific topic 

Source: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Intervention/325? 
evidenceLink=4%3A1%2C5%3A1%2C6%3A1%2C

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Intervention/325?evidenceLink=4:1,5:1,6:1,
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Intervention/325?evidenceLink=4:1,5:1,6:1,
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State Practitioner 
Perspective on Using 
the WWC and Evidence-
Based Decisionmaking 

Heather Boughton, Director of Research, 
Evaluation & Advanced Analytics 
Ohio Department of Education 



Understanding Evidence-Based 
Strategies 

What is an 
evidence-based 

mindset? 

 We’ve always done it this way. 
Are we seeing the improvements we 
expected? If not, why? 

 Everyone believes this works. 
How do we know for sure? What does 
the data tell us? 

 Our students need support. Are there 
strategies out there that have been 
used, tested and proven to work?



Understanding Evidence-Based 
Strategies (continued)

Why do 
evidence-based 

strategies 
matter? 

Student needs are diverse 
and resources are limited. 

Evidence-based strategies 
go a long way to enable 
student success.



Understanding Evidence-Based 
Strategies (continued)

Cycle of 
Continuous 

Improvement 

Selecting Evidence Based 
Strategies only part  of the 
cycle of continuous 
improvement – and it’s 
not the first step.



Understanding Evidence-Based 
Strategies (continued)

Key 
Considerations 
beyond ESSA 

Definitions 

Cost 
Time 
Implementation 
Buy-In 
Local Context 
Strategy / Program
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Question and Answer Session
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Contact 

Bridget Thomas, Senior Education Researcher 
Quality Information Partners 
bridgetthomas@qi-partners.com 

Lyzz Davis, Senior Researcher 
American Institutes for Research 
edavis@air.org 

Heather Boughton, Director, Office of Research, Evaluation & Advanced Analytics 
Ohio Department of Education 
heather.boughton@education.ohio.gov 

WWC 
https://whatworks.ed.gov

mailto:bridgetthomas@qi-partners.com
mailto:edavis@air.org
mailto:heather.boughton@education.ohio.gov
https://whatworks.ed.gov
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