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At SERVE Center, we believe that education is advanced through knowledge, innovation, and action. For two
decades SERVE Center has been committed to improving education for all students by:
e Building new knowledge through rigorous and relevant research;
e Promoting “best practices” and offering accessible and user-friendly resources and services; and
e Transforming knowledge into action through quality professional development and hands-on
technical assistance for educational professionals.
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Making Informed Decisions About Programs,
Policies, Practices, Strategies, & Interventions

Educators regularly make decisions about what to do to improve student motivation and
achievement. They use data, research, and evaluation to inform their decisions.

o Use of data: Educators are familiar with the idea of basing school improvement plans on
the results of prior years’ student test results, and monitoring trends in the data over time.
With the increasing sophistication of state and district databases, educators have access to
important information about student progress over time.

o Use of research: Educators are also aware of the need to examine available research on the
effectiveness of programs they are considering, particularly Scientifically-Based Research
(SBR) studies that compare an intervention’s impact on students or teachers to a “business
as usual” group.

o Use of evaluation: Finally, leaders realize that important improvement initiatives should
be evaluated to find out whether they worked as intended, had the expected results, and
how the plans of action could be improved.

One term that stresses the need to make more informed decisions using all these sources is
“evidence-based decision-making.”

Evidence-based decision-making is a term that is being used across many professions which are
trying to apply research and evaluation to their decision-

making about clients. For example, the Oncology Nursing “Evidence-based practice (EBP) is
Society has produced “Evidence-Based Education based upon the belief that the use
Guidelines” for its members (who are practitioners) to use of the strongest available evidence

in presenting at meetings. The implication of the guidelines [ Che R EeR IRyl

is that nurses should be able to articulate the “evidence
base” for the nursing practices they recommend to others.

contributes to quality patient care
and a better outcome for patients.”

Evidence-based practice means delivering services to students (clients) in ways that integrate the
best available evidence from data, research, and evaluation; professional wisdom gained from
experience; and contextual knowledge of the particular classroom, school, district, or state that
might impact the design or implementation.
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Defining Evidence-Based Decision-Making

The graphic below provides an overview of evidence-based decision-making. The terms
included are described following the graphic.
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Evidence base: In making decisions about a course of action that will affect significant numbers of
students, education leaders need an understanding of the evidence base for the programs or
practices under consideration. In addition to seeking out high quality research studies on the
effectiveness of the interventions, programs, or strategies under consideration in the planning
stage, effective leaders also continuously improve their programs, once implemented, through the
use of data.
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1) Published research on intervention effectiveness: The importance of seeking out the
best available research on a program or practice is a thread running throughout the No

Child Left Behind legislation. The term used for such research about whether an

intervention “works” (or is effective in achieving the outcomes desired with the target
audience) is Scientifically-Based Research (SBR). The term implies that educators should
put a priority on trying to find out whether or not the interventions they consider have

been shown to be effective through well-designed experimental studies.

2) Local evaluations to answer questions about implementation or impact in your
context: As compared to “research” which implies studies conducted to expand the

knowledge base relative to what works and other kinds of questions, evaluation implies

information collected to directly assist particular decision-makers in their decision-

making. Even though a research study might show a particular intervention improved
achievement significantly when compared to a control group that didn’t experience the
intervention, implementation of that intervention in a new school setting might not have

the same impact. Thus, it is critical for leaders to collect evaluation data on

implementation and outcomes when an important new program, practice, or intervention

is implemented. Formative evaluation data should help to refine the features of the

program to make it work better in a particular setting. Summative evaluation data should

help you consider whether the program is getting the intended results.

3) Databases: Monitoring trends in data over time is critical for developing a clear
understanding of what is going on with a particular subgroup or program. More and
more schools and districts have access to extensive state and district databases that

allow them to create reports that answer particular questions about current conditions.

These longitudinal data systems are powerful sources of information for decision
making.

The evidence base (information gathered from research, evaluation, and data) needs to be

understood by educators working to address a particular need for improvement. However, the
evidence base is not the only input into decision making. Information from research, evaluation,

and data should be considered in light of the following:

Professional wisdom: This is the judgment that individuals acquire through experience (e.g.,
beliefs, attitudes, pedagogical knowledge, content knowledge, etc.). Individual professional
wisdom differs from collective professional wisdom in that a single teacher accumulates an
individual experiential history that informs beliefs and actions, but a collection of individuals
(as in a faculty or a department) can also develop a common experiential history that guides
their collective thinking about improvements needed.
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Context/Constraints: The importance of considering context comes from the common finding
that a change implemented in one school may not transfer well to all other schools. That is,
context involves the interrelated conditions in which something exists or occurs—the current
or historical setting (e.g., leadership capacity, politics, client needs, etc.). Context and
interventions interact in ways that are sometimes predictable. For example, high quality
principals or school leaders are considered an important pre-condition for the success of most
complex school reforms. On the other hand, less effective principals are often mentioned as a
barrier to the successful implementation of a new program or initiative in particular schools.

In sum, evidence based decisions involve the integration of professional wisdom with the best
available empirical evidence in making decisions that impact schools, teachers and students.

“Imagine that reading program A has been shown in several
well designed studies to be somewhat more effective than
reading program B. However, the cost of adopting and
supporting A are higher than those for B. With both costs

and effectiveness in mind, a district chooses B rather than A
as its new reading program. That is a respectable evidence
based [rational] decision.”

— Grover Whitehurst (2004)

Evidence-Based Decision-Making (EBDM) Cycle

One way of thinking about evidence-based decision-making is to visualize it as a cycle. The cycle
helps in thinking about how decisions can be strengthened at every step in an improvement cycle.
Each circle (stage in the cycle) can be considered separately, with revisions and improvements
within that circle taking place continually. Although the circles show a progression in decision
making reflecting the typical phases in planning, implementing, and evaluating an initiative, they
can also provide a means for reflecting on which areas need more attention after improvement
initiatives are underway. For example, oftentimes in the course of implementing a new initiative,
the articulation of outcomes becomes clearer over time and the logic model developed at the
beginning of the planning phase needs to be revised as implementation gets underway.
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Evidence-Based Decision-Making (EBDM) Cycle

Develop &

Implement
Action Plan
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Use Data to Understand Need

Entering into the cycle of evidence-based decision-making, educators use data to better understand
the need or issue. In many cases, these data are student achievement data. For example, educators
may examine math test scores and notice that students are performing particularly poorly on
graphing and problem-solving skills. In other cases, educators may look at data that alert them to
problems such as dropout rates, suspension rates, or problems with attendance. To supplement
achievement data, decision makers are increasingly interested in measures of students’ emotional,
behavioral, and cognitive engagement with their schools. Some states make data from teacher
working conditions surveys available to all schools so that they can take teachers’ perceptions into
account in their improvement planning.

Search for Information

The next stage of the EBDM Cycle involves searching for information about experiences of others
related to the problem and what interventions address the problem. Searches might include: 1) a
search for interventions related to the issue and 2) a search of the published literature on the issue.

If a particular set of studies is identified that might be relevant to decision making about an
intervention or program of interest, it can be useful to establish a protocol for how the team might
review and discuss the information identified. As potential interventions or strategies that might
address the needs within the context of the district or school are identified, it will be important to
also examine the quality of the research for the interventions/strategies. There are several
resources that provide such information for educators (see What Works Clearinghouse web site).

Examine Research

One kind of research that educators need to inform their thinking about the potential effectiveness
of various programs, strategies, and interventions is Scientifically Based Research (SBR). The most
rigorous studies of program effectiveness will use random assignment which compares an
intervention’s impact on students or teachers to that of a control group that didn’t get the
intervention. Such experimental studies of the effectiveness of interventions (with random
assignment to the treatment and control groups) are costly and difficult to do, and often take
several years to complete. Thus, not many of the programs or strategies considered will have this
level of evidence.
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Consider Contextual Factors

As educators examine studies, they may find some interventions that have been found to be
effective in settings different from theirs. Alternately, they may find that there are no high
quality studies on a specific topic. As a result, they have to consider the results they find from
research and literature in light of their professional wisdom. Educators may ask themselves
questions such as:

» Based on my experience, will this intervention work with my students or my teachers?
» Is this intervention supported by what my experience tells me?
» When I have implemented similar interventions in the past, what has happened?

Incorporating professional wisdom into the EBDM Cycle g based d 0
best possible choice within the

recognizes and values the experiences that individuals
have. constraints of the real world.

After investigating the research and informing the
research with professional wisdom, educators must work within the reality of their setting.
Questions that educators should consider as part of this process might be:

» What resources, particularly in terms of money and time, do [ have?
» How will the staff/other individuals involved feel about this?
» What political constraints (school board, parents, and community) might affect the decision?

Articulate Outcomes

Being able to articulate the change that is desired as a result of implementing an intervention or
strategy is a crucial early step in being able to assess later on whether the intervention has been
successful. Teams that are able to articulate the desired outcomes will then have a better
understanding of what will be required to implement an intervention effectively.

Developing a logic model is an effective process teams can use to help articulate outcomes of an
intervention, as well as, for identifying strategies and resources (or inputs) that need to be put into
place to achieve the stated outcomes. When developed by a team, a logic model can improve
coherence around implementation and can be used as a tool to communicate with stakeholders to
obtain buy-in.
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Monitor Implementation

Evidence-based decision-making is more than just looking for experimental research conducted
on interventions. The absence of definitive findings from research and the limited number of
studies conducted means that educators also need to use data and evaluations to help them
understand what is working, or not working, as interventions are implemented in their states,
districts, and schools. As a result, no matter what program, intervention or action is selected,
the leader should adopt an experimental attitude and “evaluate” how well the action taken was
implemented. It could be that the program was proven to work in a particular research setting
but when teachers don’t have the level of support provided (as in the research study), it won’t
work as well in a particular school. Any new program, policy, strategy, etc. that requires a
significant investment of time, or resources, or that has potential impact on students should
probably be piloted before it is used on a large scale. Evaluation is the collection of data that
informs a decision-maker’s next steps in the particular local context. Evaluation is key to any
planning process. This applies even at the level of the classroom in that a teacher’s lesson plans
should have an “evaluation” component to them (e.g.,, at the end of the lesson, what is the
current status of student learning and what needs to happen the next day as a result).

Evaluate Outcomes

Monitoring the implementation of a program provides key information about how the
intervention needs to be adapted in a specific educational environment. The final question,
however, is: “Did we get the impact we wanted?” As a result, the EBDM Cycle requires
considering the outcomes of the decision. What actually happened as a result of implementing
this program or policy? Did student achievement increase as expected? Has teacher attendance
improved? Did the dropout rates decline? Are parents spending more time volunteering at
school? Whatever the desired outcomes are, educators need to examine the results of their
decision.

Because this is a cycle, evidence-based decision-making does not end with evaluating outcomes.
Instead, it recognizes that evaluating outcomes gives data needed to make the next decision. If
the intervention worked, do we have the outcomes we want now? How we may modify the
program to increase its impact? If the program did not work, do we need to work on
implementation, revise the program, or toss it and start anew? The EBDM Cycle never ends; it
continues in a spiral-like way, providing educators with more and more information and
increasing the quality of the decision-making over time.

Ongoing Reflection
Included throughout the EBDM Cycle is the need for ongoing reflection. This reflection allows

educators to evaluate the process itself and determine how the process is meeting their needs
or how it needs to be modified to better meet their needs.
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