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Purpose and Executive Summary

This Guide seeks to provide educational practitioners with user-friendly tools to distinguish
practices supported by rigorous evidence from those that are not.

The field of K-12 education contains a vast array of educational interventions — such as reading and math
curricula, schoolwide reform programs, after-school programs, and new educational technologies — that claim
to be able to improve educational outcomes and, in many cases, to be supported by evidence. This evidence
often consists of poorly-designed and/or advocacy-driven studies. State and local education officials and
educators must sort through a myriad of such claims to decide which interventions merit consideration for
their schools and classrooms. Many of these practitioners have seen interventions, introduced with great
fanfare as being able to produce dramatic gains, come and go over the years, yielding little in the way of
positive and lasting change — a perception confirmed by the flat achievement results over the past 30 yearsin
the National Assessment of Educational Progress long-term trend.

The federal No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, and many federal K-12 grant programs, call on educational
practitioners to use “scientifically-based research” to guide their decisions about which interventions to
implement. As discussed below, we believe this approach can produce major advances in the effectiveness of
American education. Yet many practitioners have not been given the tools to distinguish interventions
supported by scientifically-rigorous evidence from those which are not. This Guide isintended to serve asa
user-friendly resource that the education practitioner can use to identify and implement evidence-based
interventions, so as to improve educational and life outcomes for the children they serve.

If practitioners have the tools to identify evidence-based interventions, they may be able to
spark major improvements in their schools and, collectively, in American education.

Asillustrative examples of the potential impact of evidence-based interventions on educational outcomes, the
following have been found to be effective in randomized controlled trials — research’s “gold standard” for
establishing what works:

= One-on-one tutoring by qualified tutors for at-risk readers in grades 1-3 (the average tutored
student reads more proficiently than approximately 75% of the untutored studentsin the control group).*

« Life-Skills Training for junior high students (low-cost, replicable program reduces smoking by
20% and serious levels of substance abuse by about 30% by the end of high school, compared to the
control group).?

« Reducing class size in grades K-3 (the average student in small classes scores higher on the
Stanford Achievement Test in reading/math than about 60% of studentsin regular-sized classes).®

« Instruction for early readers in phonemic awareness and phonics (the average student in
these interventions reads more proficiently than approximately 70% of students in the control group).*

In addition, preliminary evidence from randomized controlled trials suggests the effectiveness of:

« High-quality, educational child care and preschool for low-income children (by age 15,
reduces special education placements and grade retentions by nearly 50% compared to controls; by age
21, more than doubles the proportion attending four-year college and reduces the percentage of teenage
parents by 44%).5
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