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Introduction
The implementation of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015 
represents America’s greatest shift in federal education law since the 
passage of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) in 2001. While there are a 
number of key differences between NCLB and ESSA, one of the key 
areas in which the law has evolved considerably is the focus on 
proven results for educational programs, especially those that use 
federal funds. ESSA raises the bar of what qualifies as an “evidence-
based” educational activity, and the new law better reflects efficacy 
research in general.

ESSA’s new approach gives states and districts the flexibility to adopt 
and evaluate new approaches, but also strongly encourages the 
adoption of activities with established evidence bases and proven 
results. Most notably, ESSA recognizes the importance of “evidence-
based” research and efficacy to improve student outcomes, and 
includes specific evidence-based requirements for the use of school 
improvement funds under Title I. Knowing and understanding not 
only the technicalities of what the law deems “evidence-based,” but 
also what common-sense questions to ask about that evidence-based 
designation, will help districts find the products and programs that 
best fit their needs. 
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ESSA defines 
four evidence 
categories, or 
levels. These 

categories are 
defined solely  
by the type of 

study conducted, 
not by the 

strength of the 
study results.

How Does ESSA Define  
“Evidence-Based”?
ESSA defines four evidence categories, or levels. These categories are defined solely 
by the type of study conducted, not by the strength of the study results.

Evidence Level Type of Study 

Level  

1
Strong  

Evidence
A well-designed and implemented experimental 
or randomized control trial study (RCT)

An RCT requires special effort and data collection 
including the random identification of students to 
receive (or not receive) the intervention. An RCT 
presents unique logistical and technical challenges.

 

Level  

2
Moderate  
Evidence

At least one quasi-experimental study

A quasi-experimental study can be performed using 
available data or data specifically collected for the study. 
This type of study is common in educational research 
and often uses data from prior years. It requires some 
method of “matching” to ensure the students in the 
treatment and control group are as similar as possible.

Level  

3
Promising  
Evidence

At least one correlational study with  
statistical controls for selection bias

A correlational study is usually performed using 
available data and these are common in educational 
research. These studies do not allow for causal 
inferences (i.e., one cannot say the intervention 
“caused” learning to happen; it can only say there is a 
“relationship” between the intervention and changes  
in learning).

Level  

4
Demonstrates  

a Rationale
Relevant research or evaluation showing that 
the product will likely improve student outcomes; 
still needs other support that it has a favorable 
effect

A relevant research study or evaluation gives districts 
the ability to adopt new, promising approaches not yet 
supported by high-quality efficacy research.

The ESSA evidence categories propose an easy-to-use taxonomy of “evidence-based” 
studies. However, these evidence categories fail to clarify very important concerns: 
namely, how strong are the results, how credible are the results, and how relevant 
are they to a particular district’s goals and challenges? 

We propose asking some illuminating questions to reveal the substance of the 
evidence in the next section.
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Is one ESSA evidence category better than another?

ESSA’s evidence categories are determined by the type of study conducted, but the 
type of study alone should not be the deciding factor in determining whether to 
select a product or activity. In many cases, other criteria may matter a lot more.  
A product that is supported by evidence from a randomized control study (Level 1) 
is not necessarily of higher quality than a product backed by a strong correlational 
study (Level 3); however, factors such as the content standards used in the study, 
and having diverse students in the study sample, could hold greater weight than 
the type of study in determining which products are best for a given school  
or district.

In addition, a randomized control trial study (Level 1) study is hard to achieve,  
not because it means the results are stellar, but because successfully performing a 
randomized control study in education is difficult, if not unfeasible. In a randomized 
experimental study, some students do not receive the intervention in order to act as 
a control for the sake of the study. Randomized control trial studies (Level 1) often 
occur in a university setting or under the direction of a research institution. Additional 
questions are required to understand if a randomized control trial study (Level 1) 
truly represents a superior product or if the product merely met the singular study 
criterion. A quasi-experimental or correlational study (Level 2 or 3, respectively) is 
usually faster and more practical for a study of broadly used educational activities. 
Therefore, if researchers chose a different type of study to meet the evidence-
based guidelines, it is often because another study type is better suited for 
meeting the more practical criteria that concern most districts.

Five Questions You Should Be 
Asking about Evidence-Based 
Interventions under ESSA
To assist schools and districts with the task of evaluating evidence claims for  
ESSA, we’ve created five questions districts should ask to cut through the  
evidence-based jargon. 

When was the study conducted? 

ESSA does not require that the research evidence be current  
or up to date. However, we know that a lot can change in education 
in a few short years. Educational standards change, instructional 

methods change, students’ preparation levels change, and even how we assess 
students changes. While most programs will highlight their most current, relevant 
evidence, it is worth learning more about when a study was conducted and how it 
relates to your proposed uses. The rapid pace of change in education can render 
even the highest quality study obsolete. Make sure to understand when the  
study or studies were conducted, and think about how the evidence relates to your 
current situation.

A Level 1  
study is hard  

to achieve,  
not because it 

means the results 
are stellar,  

but because . . .  
in a randomized 

experimental 
study, some 
students do 

not receive the 
intervention  
in order to act  

as a control  
for the sake of  

the study.
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. . . if researchers 
chose a different 

type of study 
to meet the 

evidence-based 
guidelines, it is 
often because 

another study 
type is better 

suited for 
meeting the 

more practical 
criteria that 

concern most 
districts.

Was the educational program in the study 
based on current content and standards?

The guidelines for ESSA research implicitly assume that 
educational programs being studied are aligned with a state’s 

current content standards, but it is up to districts to find out for sure. It is possible 
that an educational program in a randomized control trial study (Level 1) used 
older standards or even standards from another state. In other cases, a study may 
have been completed prior to a change in standards, so it would be impossible for 
the study to evaluate the product’s efficacy relative to current standards. To ensure 
good standards alignment, ask which content standards the program featured 
in a research study are built upon. Also, note the program’s purpose. Was the 
product designed as more of a skills-based intervention or tied to a standards-based 
curriculum? Knowing the purpose of the product will help to compare whether the 
product will fit the solution the district is looking for.

How large was the sample size for the study 
and did the sample include a diverse set of 
students including subgroups?

For some study designs, randomized control trial and quasi-
experimental studies for example, ESSA guidance dictates that studies include a 
“large” sample size (typically meaning more than 350 students) and that the 
sample come from multiple sites.1 However, since evidence categories are self-
reported, it’s important to ask how many students and which students were included 
in the study. Well-implemented studies should also include students of diverse 
backgrounds—gender, ethnicity, and socioeconomic backgrounds, among others. 
The subgroup designations used in ESSA reporting may also be important. Quality 
efficacy studies mirror diverse district demographics. Studies can have general 
applicability, but relevance to different student populations and types of schools 
gives districts more confidence that the product will work for all students. To ensure 
the product shows gains among diverse students, districts will need to ask clarifying 
questions about the study methodology. Ask specifically if the study mirrors the 
demographics and diversity of students served in your school district.

Were the results favorable?

ESSA defines favorable as “statistically significant and positive.” 
Randomized control trial, quasi-experiemental, and correlational 
studies (Levels 1–3) should have statistically significant, 

positive results. However, many studies contain a mix of positive, negative, and 
indeterminate findings. It’s important to understand what each finding means and 
how it might affect your district. Evaluating effect sizes can provide a guide to how 
strong the results were. Effect sizes are a common way of measuring the strength 
of an educational intervention. Larger effect sizes indicate a greater effect. Because 
the outcomes are more challenging to influence with interventions, the average 
effect sizes in research fields such as education, medicine, and economics are smaller 
than in other fields of research. Specifically, effect sizes of .25 or greater are 
considered “large” in education research.2 

1  U.S. Department of Education. 
(Sept. 2016). Non-regulatory 
guidance: Using evidence to 
strengthen education investments. 
Retrieved from https://www2.
ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/
guidanceuseseinvestment.pdf.

2  Lipsey, M.W., Puzio, K., Yun, C., 
Hebert, M.A., Steinka-Fry, K., Cole, 
M.W., et al. (2012). Translating the 
Statistical Representation of the 
Effects of Education Interventions into 
More Readily Interpretable Forms. 
(NCSER 2013-3000). Washington, 
DC: National Center for Special 
Education Research, Institute of 
Education Sciences, U.S. Department 
of Education. This report is available 
on the IES website at http://ies.
ed.gov/ncser/.
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Does the product truly help students?

While the statistical results are an important part of a well-designed 
study’s specifications, the real question is: does the product 
produce positive outcomes for students? What evidence besides 

the studies required by ESSA shows positive, practical outcomes? Ask about other 
groups that have used or reviewed the product for content alignment, efficacy, and 
usability. Federal guidance agrees that “stakeholders should consider the entire body 
of relevant evidence.” Getting additional perspectives will give districts the best 
information possible to make the most effective use of federal funds.

Conclusion
There is no formal mechanism for approval of an intervention under the ESSA 
regulations. While states sometimes suggest districts rely on online clearinghouses, 
it’s really up to educators to ask the right questions to get the best interventions, 
curricula, and activities. By asking these five questions, districts and schools will get  
a better picture of whether a product truly is the best fit for them.

. . . it’s really up 
to educators 

to ask the right 
questions to 
get the best 

interventions, 
curricula,  

and activities.
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ESSA Evidence for i-Ready and Ready
i-Ready and Ready are backed by timely research conducted in diverse educational settings.  

This research meets the criteria for “evidence-based” as defined by ESSA. 

i-Ready  
Instruction 

Ready® Mathematics
Blended Core Program* 

Ready Reading &  
Ready Mathematics

When was 
the study 

conducted?

2017–2018
school year

2017–2018
school year

2016–2017
school year

Was the study 
based on current 
state standards?

Yes Yes Yes

How large and 
representative 

was the sample?

930,000 students  
in grades K–8 from a diverse 

nationwide sample.**

21,000 students  
in grades K–5 from a diverse 

nationwide sample.**

 3,000 schools  
serving students in grades 

3–8 from a diverse sample.**

Were the 
 results 

favorable?

Students who used i-Ready 
Instruction experienced 

substantial learning 
gains compared to 
students who did not.

Students using Ready 
Mathematics Blended 

Core outperformed 
comparable students using 

other core programs.

Schools using Ready 
outperformed 

comparable schools 
not using Ready.

Does the  
product truly 

help students?

Get the story! 
CurriculumAssociates.com/ 

iReadyESSA

Get the story! 
CurriculumAssociates.com/ 

BlendedMathESSA

Get the story! 
CurriculumAssociates.com/ 

ReadyESSA

*Ready Mathematics Blended Core Program includes Ready Mathematics, i-Ready Instruction, and i-Ready Diagnostic.

**Sample included students who are English Learners, students with disabilities, students who are economically disadvantaged, 
and students from various race/ethnicity groups.

http://CurriculumAssociates.com/Research
http://www.curriculumassociates.com/ireadyessa
http://www.curriculumassociates.com/ireadyessa
http://www.curriculumassociates.com/blendedmathessa
http://www.curriculumassociates.com/blendedmathessa
http://www.curriculumassociates.com/ReadyESSA
http://www.curriculumassociates.com/ReadyESSA
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i-Ready received high ratings from 
the  National Center on Intensive 

Intervention (NCII).

Ready Mathematics received “all green”  
for each of EdReports’ three gateways:  

focus and coherence • usability •  
rigor and mathematical practices

i-Ready received a positive review in the 
Twentieth Mental Measurements Yearbook 

(published by the Buros Center for Testing).

i-Ready has been awarded the 
2016 Software & Information 

Industry Association (SIIA) 
CODiE Award in the  

Best Student Assessment 
Solution category.

TOP 
RATED

by EdReports 
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