
Today, the need for evidence has become as important in the
classroom as in the courtroom. In 2002, the Education Sci-
ences Reform Act (ESRA) created the Institute of Education
Sciences with the mission of “transforming education into an
evidence-based field.” ESRA followed on the heels of the No
Child Left Behind Act’s demand for using “scientifically
based research” when choosing initiatives to improve educa-
tional results. 

The Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory—which
has long been known for its research and development activi-
ties—is rising to the challenge by launching a series of rigorous
scientific studies that will yield the type of evidence educators
can readily use. “Since the Laboratory was founded almost 40
years ago, we’ve considered ourselves as ambassadors of scien-
tific evidence, taking research into the field in ways that stim-
ulate and support its effective application in educational policy
and practice,” says Carol Thomas, NWREL’s Chief Executive
Officer. “We are building on that tradition by conducting rig-
orous studies to examine the effects of proposed policies, pro-
grams, or practices on academic achievement related to
high-priority needs of the region.”

Under the new Regional Educational Laboratory (REL)
contract, NWREL will conduct three randomized controlled
trials that test the efficacy of interventions in reading, writing,
and mathematics in elementary, middle, and high schools.
Each of these long-term studies will use a sufficient number
of experimental and control groups to ensure rigor. Accord-
ing to Steve Nelson, director of the Office of Service and
Planning Coordination, “There will be careful consideration
in recruiting and selecting sites so there’s fidelity of imple-
mentation, geographical and educational contexts, and size
and diversity of student populations.”

Kim Yap, head of the Center for Research and Evaluation,
explains that this type of “gold standard” scientific research
“increases the certainty of knowing that an intervention—
and not other factors—has made a difference.” Yap adds,
“You can talk to teachers, parents, and students and they can
tell you if something has made a difference, but those are
perceptions and not empirical evidence. For gold standard
research, you need to isolate other variables so you can say
the intervention is solely responsible for the result.”

An external group of nationally known researchers—both
methodologists and content experts—will serve as a technical
advisory board. The distinguished group (see list below) will
critique the design of the studies and offer feedback.
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• Raymond Barnhardt, director of the Center
for Cross-Cultural Studies and co-director of
the Alaska Rural Systemic Initiative at the
University of Alaska, Fairbanks

• Johannes Bos, president and CEO of 
Berkeley Policy Associates

• William Demmert, Jr., director of the
Applied Research and Development Center
at Western Washington University

• Allen Glenn, professor of curriculum and
instruction and former dean of the College
of Education at the University of Washington

• Dan Goldhaber, associate professor at the
University of Washington and an affiliated
scholar of the Urban Institute’s Education
Policy Center

• Richard Lesh, the Rudy Distinguished Profes-
sor of Education at Indiana University

• Audrey Champagne, professor of educa-
tional theory and practice at the State Uni-
versity of New York, Albany

• Joan Herman, co-director of CRESST and
the Center for the Study of Evaluation at the
University of California, Los Angeles

• Michael Kamil, professor of education at
Stanford University

• LeAnne Robinson, assistant professor at
Western Washington University

• Lynn Santelmann, associate professor at
Portland State University

• Sam Stringfield, professor at the Depart-
ment of Teaching and Learning, University
of Louisville

NWREL’S TECHNICAL WORKING GROUP
These experts in research methodology and content areas will serve as advisers to NWREL’s experimental studies:

“You can talk to teachers, 
parents, and students 
and they can tell you if
something has made a
difference, but those are
perceptions and not empirical
evidence. For gold standard research, you need

to isolate other variables so you can say the

intervention is solely responsible for the result.”

—Kim Yap, NWREL Center for 
Research and Evaluation
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In addition to the experimental studies, a series of shorter
term, “fast response” research projects will address issues of
special interest to the Northwest. During the next year, these
projects will focus on the effectiveness of literacy coaches,
professional development policy in science and mathematics,
improving principal leadership, the role of external facilita-
tors in school improvement efforts, and parental choice in
supplemental educational services. 

“These studies rely on extant research, rather than new
data,” notes Yap. “For example, we’ve collected a lot of data
on literacy coaching as a result of our statewide evaluations of
Reading First results. By analyzing that data, we can draw
conclusions about the different types of coaching and which
are more effective with certain types of students and teach-
ers.” In future years, NWREL will select other fast response
topics based on regional needs assessments.

Getting the results of research into practitioners’ hands
remains a high priority for the Laboratory. “At NWREL, dis-
semination has always meant something more than mere dis-
tribution of information,” says Dave Wilson, head of the
Office of Development and Communication. “For dissemi-
nation of knowledge to be meaningful, it must result in some
positive effect on policy, practice, and ultimately learner 
outcomes.”

Teachers and educational leaders will be able to access
briefing papers and research reports through postings on a
national Laboratory Network Web site as well as NWREL’s
own Web site. Upcoming issues of Northwest Education will
also share research findings, which will form the basis of
future trainings and other products.

Yap stresses that the findings will be helpful to teachers
and administrators in terms of practice and policy. “We’re not
doing esoteric research,” he says. “We’re trying to help 
educators find answers.” ■

EXPERIMENTAL RESEARCH STUDIES
NWREL will conduct three long-term, rigorous experimental studies:

• Research on Elementary Writing—Led by
Michael Coe, this study will examine how
NWREL’s 6+1 Trait® Writing model affects
teacher practices and student achievement in
grades 3–5. It will involve 60 schools in four to
six school districts, with six teachers participat-
ing in each school. Both urban and rural school
districts will be represented, along with stu-
dents from different racial/ethnic minority
groups, income levels, and English proficiency levels. A teacher sur-
vey and student pretest will provide baseline data. Writing samples
and multiple assessments of students in both a treatment group and
a control group will be used to determine the impact of instruction
in the writing traits.

• Research on High School Reading—This ran-
domized study, under Jim Kushman, will test
the effectiveness of a reading comprehension
program called Project CRISS (Creating Inde-
pendence Through Student Owned Strategies).
The study will focus on ninth- and 10th-grade
students in approximately 20 comprehensive
high schools with large numbers of nonprofi-
cient readers. The research will ask whether
direct tutoring and teacher strategies in the classroom have a posi-
tive effect on struggling readers and if there are different effects
when students are grouped by NCLB subgroup categories.

• Research on Middle School Mathematics—
Edith Gummer will examine NWREL’s mathe-
matics problem-solving model and its impact
on improving mathematical thinking in the
classroom. The study will not only look at 
student achievement, but how professional
development in the model affects teachers’
classroom practices. The research is linked to
another study of the problem-solving model,
funded by the National Science Foundation Interagency Education
Research Initiative. 
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