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During the SIIA Fly In on April 7-8, education software publishers and other attendees raised serious 

concerns over many of the aspects of the What Works Clearinghouse, ranging from its underlying 

intent to procedures to communicate with software publishers.  Several days earlier, USED 

announced the Year One topics to be addressed by the Clearinghouse which, as stated in the Press 

Release, included: 

 

 interventions for beginning reading; 

 

 curriculum-based interventions for increasing K-12 math achievement and other 

performance indicators; 

 

 preventing high school dropouts; 

 

 programs for increasing adult literacy; 

 

 peer-assisted learning in elementary schools:  reading, science, and math gains; 

 

 interventions to reduce delinquent, disorderly, and violent behavior in and out of school; 

 

 interventions for elementary English language learners:  increasing English language 

acquisition and academic achievement. 

 

Background and current activities were highlighted by Marty Orland, Special Assistant, Institute for 

Education Sciences; Becki Herman of the American Institutes of Research, the WWC Project 

Director; and Steve Fleishman who is the communications co-leader at WWC.  The WWC was 

created under the No Child Left Behind Act and, according to Orland, was “consumer-driven.”  In 

reality, the Senators and Representatives, and their staffs, who inserted the term “scientifically-based 

research” into more than 100 provisions of the Law, also supported the What Works Clearinghouse 

with little comment, if any, from the general public.  Like other provisions in the Law, the WWC 

was conceived as the result of Congressional frustration with previous legislation and the lack of 

enforcement by USED.  
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The WWC presenters emphasized what the WWC is not to be; specifically, “The WWC is not 

designed to endorse particular educational approaches or interventions.  The WWC is not designed to 

develop and execute field studies on the effects of programs.”  The major WWC activities were 

noted as the following:  

 

 conduct and publish reviews of evidence,  

 establish standards of excellence for causal inference;  

 create and work with a “respected” Technical Advisory Group (TAG);  

 select topics for review;  

 produce evidence reports upon demand from “consumers”; 

 refine and expand standards.   

In an attempt to build awareness about the use of WWC products, communications and collaboration 

with groups such as publishers would be encouraged.  Also, a registry of outcome evaluators would 

be created.  However, as noted by the presenters, no attempt will be made to assess the 

appropriateness or capabilities of individuals or firms who submit their names to be included in the 

registry of evaluators (and who could be hired by publishers to conduct evaluations).  Some 

attendees expressed their concerns that it would be foolhardy to expect a person “off the street” to 

produce evaluations that will meet the criteria for scientifically-based research. 

 

At the heart of the WWC is a Technical Advisory Group which will help establish standards for 

evidence reviews and recommend whether draft reviews of evidence should be entered into the 

WWC database.  In addition to TAG chairperson Larry Hedges, other members include: Dr. Doug 

Carnine, University of Oregon, who was a co-developer of the Systems Impact Core Concept 

Program while working with Ingleman and Becker of “Direct Instruction” fame; and Dr. Andrew 

Porter, University of Wisconsin, who directed numerous research and development projects while at 

the National Institute of Education during the 1970s and 1980s.   

 

Work has been initiated on several of the topics identified above - Evidence Report Number One -- 

on curriculum-based interventions for increasing K-12 math proficiency at the middle school level -- 

is scheduled for release in Fall 2003, as are the reports on Topic Three -- Preventing High School 

Dropouts -- and Topic Four -- Programs for Increasing Adult Literacy.  Two reports on reading 

incentives are due in the Spring 2004 and Winter 2004.  However, as Marty Orland noted, if the 

evidence reports are found not to be objective or complete, no report will be issued.  When the 

question-and-answer period opened, the presenters were almost overwhelmed by the crescendo of 

issues and concerns laid out by software publishers.   

 

One of the first questions (asked by Dr. Linda Roberts, former Director of Technology, USED), was 

how will the WWC find out about research studies on programs, practices, products, and policies? 

The answer was that the WWC would be very “proactive,” looking through data bases and journals. 

Becki Herman also noted that they had a particular interest in “fugitive” literature and encouraged 

firms who conduct internal research to submit such research reports to the Clearinghouse.  Larry 

Snowhite expressed concern about how specific products, which may have been interventions for 

some of the high-priority subgroups receiving initial focus, would be treated or what the role of the 
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developer would be?  The initial response was that developers could be very involved and would be 

notified if their product is included in the one or more of the “evidence reports.”  Then later, in 

response to a similar question, Becki Herman noted that, if the description of a product and its 

features in a report prepared by a third-party evaluator is not complete, the WWC would make a 

“limited, but not heroic effort” to get more information (e.g., more complete descriptions of features, 

etc.) from the publisher to be included in the report.  The WWC plans to conduct reviews of topics 

every three years.  What happens if someone conducts research or finds sound evidence on the 

effectiveness of a particular product before the next official review begins?  The response was that 

the Clearinghouse could conduct “off-year topic reviews.”  However, when questioned as to whether 

the publisher would have to pay for the review (as is the case with the FDA under the 

“pharmaceutical model”), the response was we haven’t determined that yet! 

 

Another question dealt with how the priority subtopics were selected.  The answer was, through a 

rather hurried process necessary to meet deadlines.  Contacts were made with potential users and 

advice was solicited from the Technical Advisory Group.  This represented a “consensus” approach 

which was in violation of the philosophical underpinning of the What Works Clearinghouse!  Also, 

if product research had been submitted but found to be inadequate or otherwise did not meet the 

criteria underlying scientifically-based research and the product could be found through a search, 

what would be the nature of the evidence which would be presented in the report?  This created some 

concerns for publishers who feel graduate students and other third-party evaluators may have 

included their products in badly designed research efforts.  Some attendees felt that the report should 

make it clear that the evidence was inadequate because of the lack of a rigorous research design, not 

necessarily because of the use of a specific product or practice.  Otherwise, potential customers may 

question the effectiveness of the product.  

 

In closing, Orland reemphasized that, if there is not enough solid evidence in a subtopical area for 

particular products, practices, policies and/or programs, then there would be no evidentiary report in 

that subtopical area.  He also noted parenthetically, that if the WWC does not have a positive effect 

on the “education enterprise,” which includes school decision makers and education publishers, then 

it will have to be reorganized significantly or redirected.  He did encourage publishers to participate 

actively and to submit their research and other evidence on the effectiveness of their products or 

practices which their products can facilitate.   

 

Because of the early Fall 2003 and Spring 2004 deadlines, it is likely that most of the products and 

practices included in the first evidence report, will rely heavily on that research conducted by Reid 

Lyon’s group at NICHD, which identified the five critical components of developing early reading 

skills.  In his presentation during the SIIA Fly In (see April TechMIS Washington Update), Mr. Lyon 

mentioned that his group had evidence on supplemental intervention practices.  It would behoove 

TechMIS subscribers to contact his office to determine whether any of their supplemental products 

have been used to facilitate an effective practice or program.  Research conducted by other groups 

are also likely to be included in the initial evidence report, particularly the University of Texas at 

Houston, the University of Oregon, the University of Wisconsin at Madison, the University of 

Memphis, Vanderbilt University, and the University of South Florida.  NICHD’s website is 

http://www.nichd.nih.gov or go to the What Works Clearinghouse website at http://w-w-c.org. 

http://www.nichd.nih.gov/
http://w-w-c.org/

