The What Works Clearinghouse Beginning Reading Reports

and Rating ofReading MasteryAn Evaluation and Comment

Jean StockardPh.D.
Director of Research
National Institute for Direct Instruction
Eugene, Oregon

SeptembeR008

Techncal Report 20094

© 2008 National Institute for Direct Insttion
PO Box 11248 A Eugene, OR
1-877-4851973

97440



The What Works Clearinghouse Beginning Reading Reports
and Rating ofReading MasteryAn Evaluation and Comment

NIFDI Technical Report 2008
September, 2008
Executive Summary

The What Works Clearinghouse is a federallydedprogram established in 2002 that
evaluates educational i nterventions on the ba
summary ratings on its website. Ratings have appeared only §id¢edhd some dhe work of
the Clearinghouse hadreadybeen subjected to harsh aitm This paper adds to the body of
critiques.

Direct | ReadingMasternguwricudus is a comprehensive core reading
program that has been found, in decades of re
recent review oReading Mastergoncluded that no studies met their evidence standards and
they were Aunable to draw any conclusions bas

A careful examination of the research cited by the WWC foundhisatonclusion was
not well founded. The WW@ailed to examine close to 100 research studies that were cited in
other weltknown reviews of the literature. In addition, reviews of studies that were included
were flawed. For instance, one large, weljarded stdy was rejected because training of
teaclerstousetheur ri cul um was considered a Aconfound:c
Other studies were dismissed because the treatiReatling Mastef) and control groups were
unequal at baseline. Yet, tieegdifferences were statistically controlled and, in two cases, the
treatment groups had lower pretest scoregfual andhigher posttest scores.

Examination of reviews of other curricula indicatieatat least some of the material
posted on thevebsite ismisleading. Summaries do not reflect the conclusions of the articles and,
in at least one case, are exactly opposite to the published conclusions.

Attempts have been made to communicate these concerns and recommendations for
change to the WWC and Meematica Policy Research, Inc., which administers the
Clearinghouse. These conceamsl suggestions, which parallel those of other researttars,
been rejected.

Given the very serious problems in the review procedures and policies, the NIFDI
researh staff suggests extreme caution in the use of any ratings or conclusions from the WWC.
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The What Works Clearinghouse Beginning Reading Reports
and Rating ofReading Matery. An Evaluation and Comment

This document discusses serious concerns with the policies, procedures and judgments of
the federally funded What Works Clearinghouse, focusing both on a recent Clearinghouse
review of the Direct Instruction prograReadirg Masteryas well as more general issues
regarding their procedures and conclusions. The report begins with a brief description of the
stated mission of the WWC and criticisms of their proceduress@&t@ndsection provides a
det ai | ed an alsyesentsepont DReadimgeMa¥tBiyde8cribing the extensive
extant body of scientific research on the program and serious errors within the WWClTiegort.
third section describes more general concerns with the work of the WWC and misrepresentations
of research orone other curricular prograrand the final section provides recommendations for
changes in WWC proceduresppendices provide supporting material.

The What Works Clearinghouse
The What Works Clearinghou$®&/WC) was established in 2002 througlgrant from

the U.S. Department of Educationds Institute
and trusted source of scientific evidence for
reviews studies of educational interventions, assessimgg fir i gor of r esearch
Agiving educators t he t btpliss.ed.gov/noea/wve/aboutfs/o r me d
The WWC has focused its work on analyzing individual curricula, gikggighest rankings to

generally small, but tightly carolled, experimental studies ¢ime impact of different curricufa.

After a very slow start, the Clearinghouse began issuing reviews in 2007, periodically
posting summary judgments of individuakgaular programs on its website. The assessments
appear to be internally developed by WWC staff with no external oversight of the process or
results.Unlike most of the scientific literate, the assessments are exqposed to peer review or
other indepedent judgment by experts in the field. Not surprisingly, the work of the WWC has
faced extensive criticism for its procedures and methodology including the ways in which studies
are identified, the manner in which summary rankings are constructed, tihacgooithe
reviews that have been produced, and the absence of any outside or independent oversight (e.g.
McArthur 2008, Slavin, 2008).

The author of this documeqtieried the WWC regarding its practices imail
communicationgrom December, 2007 tbugh April, 2008 Based on the responses received to
those queries and further examination of WWC materials, a detailedtegesento
Mathematica, therganizatiorresponsible foadministering the Clearinginghouse on June 25,
2008.This lettersummarz ed concer ns wit h dipdicesAvepyvas pr oc ed
received fronMathematicaon September,8vith a cover letter from the CEO of Mathematica
and a more detailed report, apparently prepared by Mark Dynarski, the project director of the

! This focus is somewhat surprising given the emphasis within the echadat@mmunity and research literature on

the importance of comprehensive changes within schools to produckastimgy changes in achievement. In

addition, the WWC6s AStatement of worko claims that thi
fieducati onal interventions, 0 parenthetically defined as
Statement of Work, Section I.B., paragraph 1).
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WWC. All of these communications are included in Appendiaml are occasionally
referenced in this document

Unfortunately, one of the informatiothat has beeprovided by the WWC or
Mat hematica has eased the concertimdinthet h t he W
original queries. The material below summarizes some of these concerns andsndigdte
conclusions of the WW(oth with respect tReading Mastergnd to other instructional
programsshouldbe seriously questioned.

Direct Instruction , Reading Masteryand the WWC

Numerous studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of Direct Instruction with a wide
variety of students in very different settings. Matalyses that examine large bodies of research
literature also consistently point toet superiority of Direct Instruction. For instance, a recent
metaanalysis of the achievement effects of different models (Borman et al 2003) found that
Direct Instruction was the most researched of any of those studied and had the most research
conducteby those not affiliated with the develope
Direct I nstruction is very extensive and of v
different models used in their analysis, Direct Instruction had the strongestavafezffects on
student achievement. Numerous other analyses have reached similar conclusions (e.g. Adams
and Engelmann 1996, AFT 1998, Beck and McCaslin 1978, Herman, et al 1999, Kennedy 1978,
Schieffer et al 2002). Additional studies expound upon tportance of the principles that
underlie Direct Instruction, especially systematic and explicit instruction (see Adams 1990,
Anderson et al 1985, Baker 1994, Bond and Dykstra 1967, Chall 1967, Foorman 1995, Fukkink
and deGlopper 1998, Grossen 1997, ICHHD@, Juel and Minde@upp 2000, National
Reading Panel 2000, NICHHD 1996, Pflaum, et al 1980, Smith et al 2001, Snider 1990, Snow et
al 1998, Stanovich 1994). Finally, Direct Instruction has been lauded as not just the purveyor of
effective curricular matéls, but also as an important model of comprehensive school reform,
guiding the transformation of schools into effective organizations in which all students can have
high achievement (e.g. Borman 2002, Buechler 2002, CSRQ 2006).

Direct | Remding Masterncuricudus is a comprehensive core reading
program with multiple levels and is the most widely used program within the DI curricular
library. It has long been acclaimed as highly effective, with strong research accumulated over
decades of wdt, supporting its development and documenting its success.

Despitethe large body of research on Direct Instrucaon the various associated
curricular programsReading Masteryas not included in the initial WWC review process for
Beginning Readinglrhrough midsummer, 2008, the WWC website simply stateihout
further explanatiorthat they chose not to includReading Masterin their review of Beginning
Reading materidl In mid-August, 2008, however, the WWC issued a repoiReading Mastery
with the following conclusion:

ZIn July, 2007, the WWC posted a reviewQ@drrective Readingn its Beginning Reading pag@orrective

Readings a Direct Instruction program designed for children in the upper elementary grades who are reading below
grade level. No explanation was given for why this program was included in the Beginning Reading category when
its target audience did notatch either the intended grade level or the general classroom focus of the review. While
the review accepted one study@drrective Readings meeting its criteria and determined that it showed
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No studies oReading Masterthat fell within the scope of the Beginning

Reading review meet WWC evidence standards. The lack of studies meeting
WWC evidence standards means that, at this time, the WWC is unable to draw
any ®onclusions based on research about the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of
Reading Mastery

To support their conclusiolmé WWC report liss 61 citationson Reading Masteryhat were
examinedand a summary of the reasoneytdid not meet h e W¥gWDh@rds of evidence

Because the WWC conclusion regarditgading Mastergontrasts so starkly with
previous findings of the scientific community, ttesearch staff of thidational Institute for
Direct Instruction(NIFDI) carefullyexamined théistedworks and compared theta the extant
literatureand other reviewsAs detailed below, ur examinatioruncoverechumerous examples
of faulty judgments by the WW. heseinvolve three major points, all of which are elaborated
below: 1) the WWC remrt ignored darge body of the extamésearch through seemingly
arbitrary review decisions, 2) the WWC report did not find or review a significant proportion of
the research oReading Masteryhat should have met their review criterad 3) thdew
reviews that wex conducteaften misconstrued and misinterpreted the research evidence.

Basedoomur review, othersodé critiques of the w
research base that has documented the effectiveness of Direct InsandiReading Mastery
we concludehat the WWC statemenegardingReading Masteris inaccurateand misleading
A large body of literature points to the very strong effedioéct Instruction andReading
Masteryon chil drends reading achievement.

The WWC Ignored a Significant Body of Research onReading Mastery
The WWC limited its review of studies for the Beginning Reading category to those that
involve students in general educatiargrades K3 and thatwvere published between 1985 and
20072 WhenN1 FDI 6 s Di rrehguestionedate deRision & égnore studies published
before 1985the WWCresponded h at {ofhdate df Q@ years is a parameter set to ensure
the research reviewed is most relevantiassrooms as they operate todé&mail
correspondence, Apr9, 2008, see Appendix AThe report included with the September 8 letter
from Mathematica&xpands upon this reasoning by suggesting that numerous other changes over
time such as increased levels of reading readisegpposedlyas a result of increas@deschool
enrol |l ment), Astronger trainingo of teachers
i mplications for the effectiveness oifthean i nte

Apotentially positive ecfuneecntts ,h roe gtahred iinsBeaddgEkladssapisceevdi e wn ot fl
apply to its review ofCorrective ReadingOne study oReading Masteryas also included in the ELL portion of

the WWC webpage, but again this placement does not reflect the target audigeediofMastery It should be

noted, however, that the high ratings these studies of@RtmdRM received, even with these alternative

audiences, should be seen as further evidence of the quality of the programs.

® The WWC Reading Mastery report, including ttedies they reviewed, can be found at
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/ WWC_ReadingMastery 081208lptfrestingly, the September, 2008 letter from
Mathematica (Dynarski repoftage 4) notes the addition of the RM review to the website on August 12, 2008. It is

unclear to what extent the review was prompted by our letter of June 25, 2008.
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correspondencgointedly excludes any mention efpiricaldata to support the causal linkage
that is suggestet.

We have not been able to find any studies cited oMteéC website, or elsewhere, that
document that <chil dr entdesaclheearrsndi nagc tsitoynlse s ,orc |sac
organizational structures W& drastically changesince 1985As noted above, an extensive body
of research cites the importance of systemic and explicit instruction in promoting achievement.
This research spans the lagtetades and has produced consistent resgtsatter whethe
research was conducté&ke Adams 1990, Anderson et al 1985, Baker 1994, Bond and Dykstra
1967, Chall 1967, Foorman 1995, Fukkink and deGlopper 1998, Grossen 1997, ICHHD 2000,
Juel and MindetCupp 2000, National Reading Panel 2000, NICHHD 1996, Pflatial, 1980,
Smith et al 2001, Snider 1990, Snow et al 1998, Stanovich 1994). In all the other areas of
scientific study with which we are familiar, such as medicine, psychology, or the other social
sciences, the full range of research articles are udednailate policy, and there is no arbitrary
date for inclusion or exclusion of resulischanges wer time are hypothesized, the possibility
of such changes ®ubjected to empirical ted¥flany analyses of the research literature
systematically examineariations in results by the time when the study occurred.

This limitation of the time period for revielad a disproportionately largmpact
on the number of studies Direct Instruction ncl uded i n the WWCO&s scope
compared to other interveonsprecisely because DI has such a long and strong research
base A strong body of seminal research on DI was conducted before 1985, including
Project Follow Through, the largest educational experiment in the history of the United
States’ In general, esearch on interventions tendsmost active soon after the
creation of the program. BecauReading Masteryas developed in the 1960s and high
guality research conducted at that time demonstrtgexffectiveness with a wide range
of students, reseehers have had little incentive to conduct additional stu@e®n the
consistatly positive results from earlier decadts current recentesearch focubas
moved to populations of students with more extensive needs, such as older children who
had rot yet learned to redt.

A significant amount of research 8eading Masteryas ignored by the WWC
because of the seemingly arbitrary choice of 1985 for-aftuAppendix Bof this report
includes a patrtial list aftudies oReading Mastergnd its pecursorghat were
completed before 1985The list was compiled by reviewing published literature reviews

* The citations provided are to madevel data regarding increased preschool and kindemanrollment as well

as to a study regarding the relationship of race and-setinomic status to achievement. None rekitber

directly or indirectlyt o vari ations over time in the impact of curri
styles or achievement.

® Project Follow Through employed a strong experimental design and an extremely large sample to compare a wide
variety of elementary curricula. The results provided very strong evidence of the superiority of Direct Instruction in

raisi ng academic achievement as well as studentsé self i
® Studies of children in special education should have been within the purview of the review. In fact, the description

of Apopul ations to be includedod ibhhahefiWtV€CédasBegtondéent:
|l earning disabilitiesélag behind the population as a wl
are of particular interest.o No mention is made of excl
" The cutoff date of 1985 used for the Reading Mastery report differs from the general WWC protocol for the

Beginning Reading studies, which uses 1983 as theftdate. We have found no explanation for this discrepancy

NIFDI Technical Report 2008 -7- September, 2008



and metaanalyses, all of which should have been availabteeé WWC staff The list
includes38items?® It should be stressed that this list & exhaustive, but simply relied
on easily available met@nalyses and reviews that should have been accessible to the
WWC staff.

In short, umless the WWC can provide scientific evidence to the conttamguld appear
reasonable to suggest tiagh qudity studies conducted before 1985 are still relevant t@aaly
should be included in any evaluationRdading MasteryAny conclusion regarding the
effectiveness oReading Masterthat does not consider this part of the literature should be
challenged sincomplete and inaccurate.

The WWC Failed to Review Many Existing Studies oReading Mastery

In additionto excluding studies published prior to 198 WWC review
omitteda large number aftudies published after 1985 that cobéye been included.
Appendix Cprovides a partial lisvf these studies and includesdifierent citations.
Like Appendix B this list was largely generated by examining earlier revibatsshould
have been available to the WWC st&ffthough the WWC lists a methodologyrfo
retrieving studies, the fact that they could miss so many citations that were in already
published reviews suggests serious difficulties with their selection criteria.

As with the vast majority ofvork in this areathestudies listed in Appendix C
gererallyfound thatReading Masteryas superioto other approacheBor instance, an
article byKamps and associates (2003) uses rbeNtel analytic techniques to examine
data fran schools that implemented different reading curricula and found that ttuden
Reading Masterpad significantly stronger achievement gains than in any of the other
programs both for those with and without social behavioral riskisilarly, Gunn and
associates (2000) report a study in which students were randomly adsigned
interventions and found that both Hispanic and-Hdispanic students who received
instruction inReading Masterpad significantly more improvement over time than other
students.

It should also be noted thidite WWC list of writings onReading Mastery
includes materiahatwould generally not be included in summaries of the scientific
literature.Many itemson the listare not research reports and were never intended as
such A large proportion iseports by school principals, teachers, and/or supedateés
of the success their schools have experienced with Direct Instruction. These testimonials
appeared in publications of the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development
and Council of Chief State School Officers (accountingfof the itemson the list of 61
studies) and on the website of SRA, the publisher of DI materialsf (p@items)?® Two
other studiesn the listclearly targetedtudents outside the stated age ranggh the
titles indicatingthat hey | ooked at ader soh (Amdha@em td20 @5 )

8 A large number of these studiesamined DISTAR, the name by which the content now in Reading Mastery, was
once known.

? Most of the testimonials include results from norm referenced achievement tests, often involving data from several
years. These could have been used, if the WWQeatkdb compare the achievement in these schools with national
norms.
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school students(Shippen et al 2006An additional study (Flores and Ganz 2007) did

not look atReading Masterybut atCorrective Readinga different Direct Instruction

curricular programThree studies in the lisid not have reading achievement as a

dependent measure, but instead were content analyses of textbook stories Q@Bylan 2

a qualitative study oftere st udent s®é understandings of what
and arexaminationo t ud e nt s dviors (8molkamski eb & 20@5kinally, a few

others appeared to have never been subjected to the usual scientific standards of peer

review, such as articles posted on websites, papers given at professional meetings, and
unpublished dissertatior(6 studies in all)*®**

When thesd6 studies are omitted from the list, the WWC actually examaréy
15 studiesof Reading Masteryhat would generally be considered part of the scientific
research base. This numbetless tharonefourth of the number giveim the reportThe
l i sting of mat er i aReading Mastéerimgliestat@é researchpor t on
base that was reviewed waschuarger than it, in fact, was.

In generaljt appears that the WWC list materials that were reviewed suffers
from arors ofbothexclusion and inclusior large number of studies appear to have
been ignored. Our review of already existing reviews of the literature re\aaledt one
hundredarticles that ould have beenonsulted ifa full analysisvere to occurThese
citations were easily found through simply searching the reference list of already
published literature reviewand thus are no doubt an undercount of the available
resourcesThe WWC review missed a large proportion of the research base, not just
through the time parameters that were used but also, apparently, through a search of the
literaturethat was far from thorough At the same time, much of the material listed in
their report should have fallen outside the domain of a comprehensive review of the

Meta-analyses often include such unpublished works in their reviews, and that has been the case with several
metaanalyses of beginning reading. Given that the WWC review is not stibjpeer review, omitting these

studies from their work could be one way to add additi
review, including unpublished work would be |l ess probl
2008, ktter addresses the issue of peer review, citing a study of publication bias in medical rédesttoér. or not

the result with medical research applies to educational research is an empirical quesicitatiwh to the

education or more general sd@aience literature would be more appropri&te know of no study that has found

that high quality social science work remains unpublishredny case, the standard practice in raatalyses and

other reviews is to treat the issuetloé relationship opublication statuso resultsas an empirical question and

compare the unpublished and published articles.

" The WWC categorized one of the studies that had not been subjected to peer review (CSRQ 2006) as

Ai neligibleébecause itti veomessnotf eanamnhnertvleetefomed® Thi s
regarded Comprehensive School Reform Quality Center, reviewed and summarized the evidence on the

effectiveness of 22 different school reform models, including Direct Instruction. As withsottle reviews, there

were more studies available regarding the effectiveness of Direct Instruction than for any other model and the results
indicated that Direct Instruction was consistently one of the most effective, if not the most effective, intbach of
categories examined. Thus, while the CSRQ document did not address the effectiveness of a single intervention, to
dismiss it because it examined numerous models could be seen as misleading.

2|ronically, one of the literature reviews used to genetadistings in Appendices B and C was the 2006 report of

the Comprehensive School Reform Quality Center (source e in the listings) and discussed in footnote 10 above. The
WWC | ists this report as one t hat butlagarentyadidmtukettied and f
references for further examination.
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scientific literature, providing a misleading representation of the amount of literature that
was examined.

Inaccuracies in the Reviews oReading Mastenstudies

The WWCreportprovides one sentence summaries ofrfason that a studyas judged
nottomeett hei r e st ab btandahe Bhesé reasonslievolvedeither questions about
the comparability of the control and experimental groups or the existence of a possible
Aconfoundd to the treat ment. E tedforphkse easens e g i v
and explanations of the faulty logic involved in the conclusi®hs.errors in these examples are
so serious that they should raise serious con

Equivalence of Experimental and Cont@ioupsi Threeof thepublishedstudies
examined by the WWhat addressed student achievenvesite rejected becaysathough they
used aexigaraisment al designo with baheydian Ainmotte r \
establish that the comparisgroup was comparable to the treatment group prior to the start of
t he i nt &The NIRDI iesearch staffarefullyexamined theethreearticlesand found
that, in each case, the conclusion of the We@aId be questionedin one of the studie@Brent
et al, 1986}he presentation of the resutiearlynoted that adjustments had been made, using
standard multivariate procedurés:, any possiblg@retesdifferencedetween the treatment and
control conditionsin the two other studig®© 6 Br i e rare 200620 Thdkhson 1991he pretest
scores of the treatment group (those receilegding Mastefywere lower than the scores of
studentsn thecontrol goup. Such a situation is routinely consideasdnindication of a
conservative test, for it biaseesults against the treatmeautd is not used as a reason to
automatically discount the results. Again, supportirglarge body oéxtantevidencethese
three studies all showed positive effectRRefiding Masterp n st udent sé6 achi even

Confoundng Factorsi Ninestudies were rejectddr om t he WWHEaUse revi ew
although they used a quasiperimental design, the reviewers determined that theré vaas
confounding factor, such as combining with other interventions, which makes it impossible to
attribute the observed effect solelyReading Masterp Unfortunately,the WWCprovided no
specificdetailsin the report published on the wedgardinghow theyreached this conclusidor
each studyAgain, however, the review by tiFDI Researclstaf suggests that this judgment
may not be appropriater at least some of the works

For instance, e of the studiesejected in th&keading Masteryeview for having a
Aconf oundi nCGarisbhandtF@ande200faesaluation of the RITE prograrfor
some reason this study had mistakermiect been in
InstructionCorrective Readingrogram and had aldzeenrejectedn that reviewfor a supposed
confound. This rejection was questioned in the letter writtdhaihematica on June 25, 2008,
and the response to this query in the September 8 correspondence sheds greater light on the
WWCOG6s def i confaundoTinis explanaioni@lso, howeveajses serious questions
about the validity of th&/WC review andts implications for educators.

13The WWC report lists 6 studies that were rejected for this reason, but three of these were unpublished works such
as those described above.
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The Carlson and Francis stuithyolved thousands of students, hundreds of teachers, and
dozens of schools antedsophisticated multivariate techniques to analyze the @iataonly
intervention in the experimental schouwlas Direct Instructiod Reading Masteryand as with
the other studies, the results strongly favored this curriculdtar scouring the article, the
NI FDI research staff found one possible expla
143, the authordescribedhe interventioni | n addi ti on to the teaching
to the RM curricula, thé program also strives to provide teachers with strong classroom
management t ecThe Spptembey 8, 0P8, corhrduBidation from Mahiica
confirms this interpretation, with the statem
indicates that findings cannot be separated into effedeadling Masterglone and effects of
Reading Mastergupplemented by the support providedte ac her s t hrough t he |
(Dynarski, p. 5).

In reality, strong classroom management is part and parcel of the Direct Instruction
approachTraining teachers in such managemsimart of the inservice training that teachers
receive in learningpow to implement the curriculuas well agprominentlyincluded within the
teacher 6s g ui Padgofthereasdn that Plise@sucaassful is that it provides not
just well designed curricular materials but well developed, resémsbd guidaze on how the
curriculum should be administerdgiecausettese guidelines are well documented in the various
guides to the programtheyshould have been part of the knowledge base of a competent
reviewer. The classroom management was not a confouneimget of the intervention, but
was an integral part of theiciculum and its appropriate delivery.

More importantly, wtually all curricular programs include elements of teacher training
anddiscussions of classroom managem#ns. reasonable targue that ifstudies oReading
Masterythat include training for teachease to be excludedl other studies that include
training for teachers shouldsobe excluded. We know of virtually no legitimate curriculum that
does not include some type of ingttional overview for teachers.

In addition, complete training in a program is vital to ensuring that it is implemented with
fidelity. Disallowing such elements from a design could produce a very serious threat to internal
validity of a studySurprising y, t he WWC6s approach seems to d
fidelity of treatment | mplementation, suggest
rate and assess fidelityodo and that a,whiehtter a
ensures that any one study in which fidelity issues may have arisen are averaged with findings
from other studies ( Dynar s ki 2008, p . 3) .

At least two very seriousroblems are immediately apparent with these statements. First,
those familiar withany number of structured learning and behavioral approaches know that there
is in fact a well developed literature of fidelity measures and that such measurements are very
important both in helpindo train practitiones and to assess the extent to whiobgrams are
being adequately implementélb suggest that such measures do not exist is to demonstrate an
unfortunate unfamiliarity with the literature. Secoralrely on replications as a substitute for

4 The WWC Reading Mastery bibliography listg tBarlson and Francis article as in doeirnal of Direct
Instruction The article also appeared in theurnal of Education for Students Placed at RisR002, volume 2,
issue 2, pp. 14166. The page number in the text refers to this citation.
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measures of fidelitgould well produce very miskeling resultsNumerous replications of a

poorly implemented program can, in no stretch of the imagination, provide an adequate test of a
program  To assume that poor i mplementations are
is, at besta contenton that should be subject to empirical téébre realistically, relying on

such an assumption would likely produce very inaccurate and misleading, festlie errors

that result from ignoring fidelity are systematically biased. As detailed in App&ndinrcluding

studies with poor fidelity within summary analyses produces higher ratings of poor programs and
lower ratings of good programs, thus providing very misleading conclusions for consumers.

Finally, wo other studies that were rejected for Be@ged confound were those Bunn
and associates (2002, 2005). These works report the results of a study that indluded bo
behavioral intervention ardeading MasteryWhile it is understandable that a naive reviewer
might quickly reject these articlea careful reading shows thaetauthors directly address the
issue of any possible confound and, based on both their results and other works in the field, note
that this was unlikelyAgain, these articles, plus a third by the authors that was notlettin
the WWC listing, find results strongly in favor Beading Mastery®

Summary
To summarize, examinationf t he What Wor ks CReadingi nghouse
Masteryindicates a number of aspects thladuld lead consumers to question the accushidye
report.Part of the problem involveake ways in which studies were selected for inclusion and
exclusion from reviewAn arbitrary time frame resulted ilage number of studies being
excluded. In addition, however, the Clearinghouse ignaneslen large number of studies
published within the chosen time frame. It appears that the WWC made no attempt to examine
any of the large and easily available matelyses and literature reviews and use the studies
listed in those documents. In additione ticcuracy of the WWC report should be questioned
becaus®f the quality of the review3.he reviews appear to be both inaccurate and misleading.

Inaccuracies in Other WWC Reports
As noted abovehe letter of Jun@5, 20080 Mathematicavas written bedre the
ReadingMasteryreviewwas postedOne issue discussed in the letter is of such concern that it
deserves additional discussion in this commentntiseepresentation of resufisr at least one
program that was given high ratings

The WWC has gienhighratings to the Reading Recovery program, a steonh tutoring
intervention. The WWeadngResovery@as foond to havedpestivet h a t

15 Of theremaining three peer reviewed studies examined by WWC, two were excluded from review because they
did not include a comparison group, but relied on comparison of pretest and posttest scores for a single group of
subjects (Humphries et al 2005 and Marchifattella et al 2006). A third (Kamps and Greenwood 2005) was
excluded because it fAdoes not examine the effectivenes:
that, in fact, just the opposite is trug¢he study reports the results of thesfifew months of a randomized trial of
interventions comparing several more highly structured curricula, including Reading Mastery, with less structured
approaches. Although descriptive statistics indicate that the students exposed to Reading Mastad; have
substantially higher rates of progress than students in the traditional settings, inferential statistics that examine
differences between the settings were not includibds, while definitive judgments could not be made regarding

the statistical sigficance of the results, to indicate that this study does not involve an intervention is, at best,
misleading.
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effects on students' alphabetics skills and general reading achievement outcomes andypotential
positive effects on comprehension and fluency
(http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/reports/beginning_reading/reading_recpwrgdreful reading of

the articles cited bthe website, however, indicated that, in at least two cases, the WWC review

did not accurately reflect the content of tkeearctstudies.

For instancepnearticle (Baenen, et al 1997) was cited as showing positive impacts of
RR yet even a cursory reiag of the article indicates thte authors found remarkably little
success, especially in the letegym, for students in the program. The article concludes (p. 176)
that although about ortealf of the students in the tutoring program had successfabhesl first
grade reading levels at the end of the year, success rates declined in subsequent years of
implementation. In addition, by third grade, there was no difference in achievement seedss
for retention, special education, or Chapter 1 assigtsre@students who had participated in
Reading Recovemnd other students. The authors concludedRkatling Recovenyas very
expensive to implement in relation to the benefits that it provided.

The seemingly erroneous conclusion of the WWC was Iivoioghe attention of
Mathematica in the June 25 letter. The response (Dynarski 2008, p. 4) acknowledged the results
outlined above, but defended MBNC 6 s ¢ o nbcyl usstiaotnisng t hat their r
oneyear resul tso anrdngthédrastlts in later grhdeswere inaudedina g a
technical appendixret, as teachers, parents and students would attest, how well one reads at the
end of third grade is much more crucial in determining eventual success than how well one reads
at the ad of first grade. Learning to read is not a-gear process, but is a mujtear endeavor
If gains in first grade do not persist through third grade, the first grade gains have very little
worth. Ignoring the very important conclusions of Baenen andczses would seem to do a
disservice to parents and teachers.

An even moralisturbing example involves amticle by Iversen and Tunmer (1993),
which was also cited by the WWC as supporting the conclusioRiRiateffective. The major
purpose of thistady was to compare the stand&Bp r ogr am t o a fAmodi fi edbo
included explicit instruction in phonological skills. The major variable of interest to Iversen and
Tunmer was how long children took to reach a level of competency where they could
discontinue special tutoring, the major goal of a tutoring program suRR &tudents in both
the unmodifiedReading Recovemrogram and the modified programdludinginstruction in
phonologically based elements) eventually caught up with the othérechibut thestudents in
the modified program were able to discontinue tutoring much earlier. The standard Reading
Recovery program was found to be 37 percent less efficient than the modified program. In
addition students in the modified program contthtehave higher levels of achievement and
higher rates of learning at the end of the school year. The authors provide an extensive
discussion and additional analgsthat demonstrate the fallacy involvedReading Recovery
about the ways in which wordaegnition skills develop. They clearly conclude tRatading
Recoverys not an efficient method for teaching children to read and that phonological training is
superior.

The WWC chose to ignore any results regarding this comparison, gvbigh received
phonological training and had superior achievemenit,e cause it was a modi f i
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st andar dThe Beptgmbar mesponse to our quegarding their judgmerstt at ed, fit he
WWC examined the results most relevant to the question of whethéingdéecovery

i mproves reading proficiency dJdmancpuaterfactialteso a r e
apparently, having no tutoring at all, not tutoring with a more effective progranstdteenent

goes on to netthat the results with the othemgparison groups were mentioned in an appendix

implying that such information could be available for those who were interested

Even though the WWC did acknowledge the negative results regd&damjng
Recoveryn a technical Appendix, the overall cdugion given on its website is certainly
misleading and does not reflect the conclusions of the articles. The chance of a parent or school
official accessing a technical appendix to find information that contradicts that given in the major
pages of the wesite is extremely remote. The actiafdhe WWCregarding the material on
Reading Recovenyot only resulted imisrepresenting the effectivenessRefading Recovery
but also that ophonologically based prograraad provides further evidence that itsiclusions
should be seriously questioned

Recommendations
Based on a careful review of the evidence, we suggest that consumers approach the
ratings of the WWC with extremdepticism. With respect tReading Masteryhe list of
sourceghat were reviewedias extremely selective and tapped only a very small proportion of
the extant literature. Perhaps even more disturbing, the reviews of the thatkvereselected
were often inaccurate and misleadidfe s ee no reason to accept the
evidenceo as valid.

From our correspondence with the WWC thalsmappear to be a number of very
serious policy and procedural issues that raise questions regarding the accuracy of any ratings
that they have developed. As detailed above, their politi@aumber of areas appear to differ
substantially from traditional scientific practices. These inchuddh areas atecisions about
how to select studies to examine, classifying teacher training procedures as a confounding
element, relying on replicationest faver age out o problems with fi
focusing on ongear studie rather than mulyear results, even when such myitiar results are
availableand more indicative of student success

Part of the reason that the WWC has redareoneous conclusions may reflect the way
in which its review process departs from well established traditions of scientific researgh. In
June, 2008, letter telathematicawe made several suggestions for changes to their procedures.
These suggestianin many cases overlapped with those made by othiess of WWC (see
Slavin 2008 andcArthur 2008).For instance, we suggested that using standard quality control
mechanisms, such as two reviewers for every article with a third if results differpaed a
review process before publication of ratings, could go far to help ensure more accurate results.
We suggested that the cumulative nature of the scientific enterprise should be acknowledged, and
the WWCO0s results shoul d |deeelopedbogyafrmet@halygsest h t he
and |iterature reviews. When WWC6s results di
why and adjust the results as needed. In addition, metrics that are commonly used within the
social sciences, such as measufesce f f ect si ze woul d greatly enh
conclusions. Issues of both internal and external validity in decisions regarding acceptable
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designs should be weighed. Much more accurate information could be provided if the WWC
understood the wideaviety of research approaches that can and must be used witHifereal
educational settings. l nstead of simply ratin
design, elements related to sample size, statistical significance, substantive sigifcah

length and fidelity of intervention should be included, with global ratings reflecting the

preponderance of evidence regarding interventions from all available data. Finally, it is crucial

that the WWC ensure that reviewers are knowledgeable suthstantive areas that they are

reviewing as well as in the methodological details.

Unfortunatdy, the concerns expressed in tteerespondence with Mathematica and the
WWC, as well as the concerns of earlier critics Slavin (2008) and McArthur (200&jrato
have been unheeded and, in fact, rejedisdstated in that letter, the recommendations were
madeii n the spirit of the 1intei adedretbprovide t he Wh a
schools and families withltheé emosti hedc nwrt &tde t ih
problems with the material posted on the website appear to be much more widespread than can
be handled in a pieameal fashion. To allow inaccurate material to remain does a disservice to
schools, families and students. o

The @mmunications with Mathematica appeared before the revi®eafling Mastery
was posted. Unfortunately, the quality of that review has made the earlier judgments of problems
with the WWC even more apparent and worthy of grave contfédviathematica refuseto
remove the faulty information from the WWC website, consumers should be extremely wary of
the ratings posted there and consult the standard social science literature for more accurate
information.
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Appendix A
Communications with the What Works Clearinghouse and Mathematica

1) email i December 2, 2007, from J. S. to WWC

2) Reply fran WWC, February 8, 2008

3) JS to WWC, March 16, 2008

4) WWC to JS, April 9, 2008

5) JS to Mathematica, June 25, 2008 (letter sent by U.S. post)

6) Follow-up letterJS to Mathematica, JuBA, 2008 (sent fedx with receipt notice)
7) Reply from PD to JSAugust 6, 2008

8) JSreply to PD, August 7, 2008

9) A. S. to JS, September 6, 2008

10) Replyfrom MathematicaSeptember 8, 2008
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1) email i December 2, 2007, from J. S. to WWC
Sent: Sunday, December 02, 2007 12:30 PM
To: Mark Dynarski

Subject: Questins on What Works Clearing House
Procedures

Dear Dr. Dynarski:

| am a sociologist with many years of experience in quantitative research and recently began
working with the National Institute for Direct Instruction (NIFDI). One of my first tasks was to

read as much of the background research in the area as | could. Along the way | ran into the
AWhat Works Clearinghouse. o I n my review | de
can answer.

First, | noticed that the WWC has listed relatively fefthe studies that deal with Direct

Il nstruction. While a few were rejected becaus
design, it appears that many others were rejected because they were published before 1985. |

have not been able to find a sci@afjustification for selecting this date. No studies were cited

t hat suggested childrends | earning styles had
structures or teachersodé6 actions haehdtohanged.
justify the methods was actually published in 197KD years prior to the beginning of your

targeted dates. This article dealt with phonological awareness, and had nothing to do with
systematic literature reviews and, of course, included nothisgdgest that processes related to
phonological awareness have changed over time.

In all the other areas with which | am familiar we use the full range of research articles and,
unless there are clear reasons established through the research litéoatateset an arbitrary

date for inclusion or exclusion of result§he choice of this date seems to have particularly
affected the DI literature because a great deal of the pioneering work was published before the

cutof f point . B e ¢ padicular wbrk, hwomdered if yoa cotlchprogide me with
any explanation based in the research literature for your choice of toff getr. | did find a
suggestion that, Aif sufficient time and reso

bereviewed. Do you know if this step will be taken? From my reading of the literature | believe
that your limit on dates of studies may have seriously limited the selection of effective resources
that educators will find on your website; and | know that thia primary aim of your project.

Second, | noticed that a number of studies were rejected because they included children outside
the K-3 grade range. | found this somewhat unusual, for the children that are most in need of
effective instruction are tise who have not learned to read by older ages. Because the
effectiveness of DI has been so well demonstrated with regular students &8 tjrade range,

the more recent focus on other ages seems only greater evidence of its worth. This is especially
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soin the case of special education students and those with behavioral and other issues. Thus, |
couldnét understand the rationale of omitting
students. Any explanation you might have of this decision wouldoalgpeatly appreciated.

Third, and perhaps most important, as | read studies more closely | found that the
Clearinghouseds interpretation of some of the
content of the reports. | know that these rew@eane often done by staff members or graduate

students who might not be familiar with all of the intricacies of social research. Thus, | assume

that we can send corrections and they will be added.

| look forward to hearing from you, either througimai (jeans@uoregon.edlor by phone
(541346500 5) . |l 6m sure that we shar @notmaterwhat t i mat
their background develop academic skills and appreciate your appreciate your help

Sincerely,
Jean Stockard, Professor Emerita
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2) Reply from WWC February 8, 2008

Dear Dr. Stockard,

Thank you for contacting the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC). Please see the response to the
guestions from your email dated December 2, 2007 below.

The first question you raised concerned theofliyear for studies that are reviewed by the

WWC. To maintain a focus on current research, our reviews examine research conducted in the
past 20 yearsThis cutoff date of 20 years is the standarddwery topic reviewed by the

WWC. The review for Early Childhood Education (ECE), under which Direct Instruction falls,
marked its cubff date at 1985 (the review began in 2005).

The ECE protocol states that irwdhaw ocomplatedi ent t
our review of research on interventions implemented post 1985, the ECE team will consider
reviewing ol der research on cThisdeterminatiamhashat ar
not been made to date.

In terms of the age/grad-ange for the review of Direct Instruction research, the ECE team
determined the parameters for the review. For further details on inclusion criteria please see the
ECE protocol ahttp://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/reports/early _ed/index.asp

In response to your third question about the qualifications of WWC topic review team members,
each team is comprised of several trained professionals, each playing an integral part in the
review processlhe Principal Investigator (PI) for each topic is a vkelbwn expert in his/her

field and is responsible for leadership in conceptualizing the specific topic area, identifying and
addressing issues during the review, and developing and reviewing topiteamention reports
developed for the topic. Leadership includes overseeing the quality in the production of the
reports and making decisions, based on methodological and substantive expertise, that are not
otherwise covered in the WWC protocols and pthoes for report production.

The Project Coordinator (PC) is an established education researcher with relevant
methodological and substantive expertise. The coordinator oversees the work of the WWC
Review Team; manages that specific review; reviewsareleaatings; and writes and revises the
work plan, protocol, and draft and final reports in collaboration with the PI.

Individual reviewers, who prepare initial summaries of studies for the WWC, are professional
researchers with experience in researesigh and methodologyl hese reviewers undergo a
rigorous training and certification process before conducting WWC revidgws.more

information about the staff that make up the WWC team, visit
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/overview/index.asp

The WWC recently created a Quality Review Team to respond to concerns raised by study
authors, curriculum developers or other relevant parties about WWC reviews published on our
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website. These quality reews are undertaken when concerned parties present evidence that a
WWC review may be inaccurate. When a quality review is conducted, a researcher who was not
involved in the initial review undertakes an independent assessment of the study in question.
Theresearcher also investigates the procedures used and decisions made during the original
review of the studylf a quality review concludes that the original review was flawed, a revision
will be published.These quality reviews are one of tools usednsure that the standards
established by the Institute of Educational Sciences (IES) are upheld on every review conducted
by the What Works Clearinghouse.

If you have concerns about a published WWC review that you think warrant a quality review,
pleasesend those concerns to our Help Deskft@whatworks.ed.gavPlease identify the

study in question, the specific issue(s) that you think were handled incorrectly, and where
relevant, explain what you thinktlse correct interpretation of the study.

| hope you found this information helpfulf you have additional questions, please feel free to
contact us again.

What Works Clearinghouse

The What Works Clearinghouse was established by the U.S. Depadif&hication's Institute of Education
Sciences to provide educators, policymakers, researchers, and the public with a central and trusted source of
scientific evidence of what works in education. For more information, pleasétysifies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/
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3) March 16, 2008 JS to WWC

From: Jean Stockard [mailto:jeans@uoregon.edu]

Sent: Sunday, March 16, 2008 11:59 AM

To: WhatWorks

Subject: re: Questions on What Works Clearing House Procedures

Thank you fo your reply of February 8 to my query of December 2. | am pleased to hear that
you have established a Quality Review Team. Since my initial query | have continued to
examine the reviews and have found quite a few that appear very problematic. I, and my
caleagues, will be submitting our concerns to you within the coming weeks.

Unfortunatel vy, | 6m afraid that your reply fai
simply restated WWCO =ff year fonstudies and theeageade di ng t he
parameters without providing the requested justification. Again, | would be very interested in
knowing the scientific and pedagogical justifications for not incorporating the entire corpus of

work in your reviews and for limiting your reviews of studieonly those that included children

in grades K3.

My earlier, rather lengthy, explanation of my concerns is included in-tmigile If you wish me
to clarify any part of my query, please let me know. Thank you for your attention to this matter.

Sincerely,

Jean Stockard, Ph.D.
Emerita Professor
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4) WWC to JS, April 9, 2008
Dear Dr. Stockard,

Thank you for contacting the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC). Please see the response to the
guestions from your email dated March 16, 2008 below.

In respone to your first concern, the cotf date of 20 years is a parameter set to ensure the
research reviewed is meslevant to classrooms as they operate today, and to ensure that the
scope of studies to be reviewed is managealiat said, for every topieviewed by the WWC,
the Principal Investigator (PI) is given the flexibility to include studies published earlier, if they
think the expansion is important for the revielu.this case, the decision was made to keep the
20 year parameter in place.

In terms of the ag@rade parameters established, this is determined by the Pl and depends on the
topic area and the studies under review. In this case, because the focus of the topic is on early
childhood education, the aggade parameter was set te8K Other topic areas have also

focused on a subset of agede rangesAs the WWC expands, we anticipate expanding these
topics to examine outcomes for other-ggade ranges.

The WWC solicited nominations from many sources for the topic areas and pridhizegbic
areas based on the following criteria:

T potential to improve important student outcomes;

1 applicability to a broad range of students or to particularly important subpopulations;
1 policy relevance and perceived demand within the education commaimity

1 likely availability of scientific studies.

More information about this process and the specific topic areas can be found at
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/reports/

Three Direct Instruction intervenins were reviewed in two topic areas; the spread across topics
was due to the samples included in the studies. Direct Instruction falls under the Early Childhood
Education (ECE) area since it includes studies with preschool and kindergarten children where
the majority (60% or more) of children in the sample are in preschool. This criterion for

inclusion can be found &ttp://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/ECE_protocol.pdhe Direct

Instruction intevention is also included in the English Language Learners topic area since it was
used to supplement reading instruction for Spanish speaking students in giades K

We hope you found this information helpful. If you have additional questions, pleageécel
contact us again.

What Works Clearinghouse

The What Works Clearinghouse was established by the U.S. Department of Education's Institute of Education
Sciences to provide educators, policymakers, researchers, and the public with a central drebtmesteof
scientific evidence of what works in education. For more information, please visit http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/.
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5) JS to Mathematica, June 25, 2008 (letter sent by U.S. Post)
June 25, 2008

Anita A. SummersChairpersorand
Paul T. DeckerPresdent andCEO
Mathematica, Policy Research Inc.
P.O. Box 2393

Princeton, NJ 085423393

Dear Drs. Summers and Decker:

| write to express my deep concerns with the material posted on the What Works
Clearinghouse, which was, poleymakers, resehrehers, @antdthe pr o v
public with a central and trusted source of s
understand that Mathematica has now assumed responsibility for the Clearinghouse. | also know
that Mathematica has a welltallished reputation for high quality research. | write to you in the
hope that this correspondence can help you correct the errors in the current reports and establish
future review procedures that are in accordance with standard scientific practicgealbhef
the What Works Clearinghouse are too important to allow a flawed review process to continue or
faulty reviews to be posted. None of us wants parents or schools to be given faulty information
about the most effective curriculum for their students.

| am a sociologist with many years of experience in quantitative research and recently
began working with the National Institute for Direct Instructimnbeginning to familiarize
myself with the area I, of course, reviewed major analyses of Dirgotidtisn. As you no doubt
know, in recent years, metaalyses have become the most commonly accepted method for
examining large bodies of research literature. The most recentamegigsis of the achievement
effects of comprehensive school reform modeais wonducted by Geoffrey Borman and
associates (200Review of Educational Reseajciheir examination found that Direct
Instruction was the most researched of any of the models and had the most studies conducted by
third parties (those not affiliatedtvih t he devel opers). As they put
Direct I nstruction is very extensive and of v
different models used in their analysis, Direct Instruction had the strongest evidence of effects on
studentachievement.

In my reviews | found that this conclusion simply echoes that found in earlier meta
analyses and literature reviews. The overwhelming conclusion of the education community for
many years, based on solid experimental evidence, is that Disgeiction is one of, if not the,
most effective curriculum currently available for teaching reading and mathematics.

In my examination of the literature | also reviewed the reports on Direct Instruction that
had been prepared by the What Works Cle&idnge and was shocked and dismayed to find that
the WWC conclusions were in marked contrast to those of the extant literature. My concerns
with what | found prompted me to write to the Clearinghouse on two previous occasions
(December 2, 2007 and March 2®08). The replies | received did not clearly address my
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concerns. Even worse, my continuing examination of the work of the Clearinghouse has raised
even more serious concerns about the quality of the reviews.

tf
t
r

In recent months others have expressedsimr concerns regarding
conclusions and procedures. Two examples of
January/February, 2008 issuekafucational Researchern d Genevi eve McArth
the April, 2008 issue of #hAustralasian Journal of Special Educatioivhile Slavin and
McArthur focused their concerns on reviews related to Success for All (Slavin) and
FastForWor® (McArthur), many of the concerns they raise parallel the issues | discovered in
my review of theydgments of articles regarding Direct Instruction.

u

Below | outline in greater detail the extent of my concerns. | first discuss what | see as
severe limitations of the process used to decide what studies to include in the review process and
then give eamples of very severe errors in the reviews themselves. | end with a few suggestions
regarding what needs to be done to provide the most accurate information to the education
community and to parents.

Problems with Exclusion/Inclusion Decisions

Some of he most disturbing elements of the WWC process involve the ways in which
studies are selected for reviews. Some of these decisions arbitrarily limit the range of studies
included and thus the information available to schools and parents. For instanuatedsin my
earlier communications, the decision to reject all studies for inclusion that were published before
1985 appears to have no scientific justification. The reply to my April 9 query claimed that the
A c-afftdate of 20 years is a parameterteetnsure the research reviewed is most relevant to
classrooms as they operate today. o6 | have not
or el sewhere, that document ttheadcltdirnsdaraantdbiso :
s ¢ h o oghnsdtional structures have drastically changed over that time period. Most high
guality studies conducted before 1985 are still relevant t@ddaystated in earlier
correspondence, in all the other areas with which | am familiar we use the full faegearch
articles and do not set an arbitrary date for inclusion or exclusion of results.

Similarly, some areas of the review have a very restrictive grade range for studies that
will be included. For instance, for reviews of work on beginning readimymber of studies, of
both Direct Instruction and other approaches as well, were rejected because they included
children outside the 8 range, such as grade$ ®r grades K. It is hard to understand why
such studies would be summarily rejected.

The combination of the decision to limit reviews to work published after 1985 and to a
narrow band of grades directly affected the numbers of studies of Direct Instruction that were
reviewed. Even worse, this decision ignored the cumulative nature ofeseaerdcesearch
inquiry within education. Many studies of Direct Instruction with onk Ktudents were
completed before 1985. Given the consistently positive results from that work, the research focus
then moved to populations of students with more extengeeds, such as older children who
had not yet learned to read. Yet these studies were omitted because they were not focused on the
general population. The real losers from these decisions are, of course, children and their
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families who have been deniadcurate and complete information, collected over a long span of
time and from many different populations, about the most effective programs.

Some of the decisions regarding exclusion or inclusion of curricula and studies seem to
have occurredwithndsat ed justi ficati on. ReadingMastery ance, L
program has long been acclaimed as a highly effective reading program, with strong research
supporting its development and documenting its success. Yet, the WWC website stateg that the
chose not to includReading Masterin their review of Beginning Reading studies (apparently
not realizing that the RITE study noted below invol\Rehding Mastey No explanation is
given as to why this curriculum, which directly addresses begineajmg and which has a
very large research base, was ignored. Again, the real losers with this decision are the students.

Finally, the range of work considered has been limited by downgrading findings from
studies that do not incorporate strict randasignment. While we all know that random
assignment is the fAgol d st and aetlabcebnahis exper i m
criterion ignores the realities of how school organizations work. With this strict attention to
random assignment, other asiseaf research designs that are an even greater threat to internal
validity can be ignored. The most important of these is no doubt ensuring the fidelity of
treatment implementation, making sure that a program is implemented as the developers
designed itThe complete rationale behind this concern is too lengthy to include in this letter. |
worry that this criterion has involved a sterile and unthinking application of methodological rules
that may work for growing corn in a field or worms in a lab. Yet tinay be inappropriate, at
best, and potentially harmful, at worst, for students inlfsaschools and redife
neighborhoods where fidelity of treatment implementation is much more tenuous.

While the concerns noted above have resulted in fewelestbéing included, another
procedural decision of WWC has resulted in the inclusion of many studies that should probably
not have been considered. Unlike most scholarly writing, the WWC material that | have
reviewed has surprisingly little relationshiptte extant published literature. As | have explored
the studies that were reviewed for the website | found that many of them were very difficult to
find and, even more shocking, did not appear in-pe@ewed journals, the standard mark of
academic respéability. A surprisingly large number of the reports that were considered to have
met the evidence standards, either fully or with reservation, were unpublished manuscripts. In
some cases, | had to write to the original developers several times beformgate
manuscripts cited in the reviews. In contrast, numerous Direct Instruction articles that were
rejected for review have been published in pegrewed journals and are available to the
general public.

Finally, and perhaps most important, agvé read the studies and their evaluations more

closely | have foundthath e Cl eari nghouseb6s interpretations
content of the report8Below | give some examples of the problems that | have found to date. A
verylargeppoporti on of the reviews |1 6ve read have h
themselves.
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Quiality Problems with the Reviews

One of the programs that received a high rating from WWC in Beginning Reading is
Reading Recove®. Most of the other prognas reviewed by WWC, such as Direct Instruction,
are designed to be used with entire classrooms of students as part of the regular instructional
progr am. I n contrast, Roeuat doi npgr oRgercaonv, e royn ¢( RRh)a ti
when students ailgaving trouble in their regular classrooms. The inclusion of the tutorial based
Reading Recovery in the Beginning Reading Category is, in fact, rather surprising, given the
WWC6s stated objective of reportingcen Acompr
Awhol e school | i teracy, 0 a nsthodlivtelscal | ass/ streoxotnb ouoske
(http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PDF/BR_protocol,qulf5).

The WWC websi t eReadny RecoveryReas founcht@have positive
effects on students' alphabetics skills and general reading achievement outcomes and potentially
positive effects on comprehension and fluency
(http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/reports/beginning_reading/reading_recpwergdreful reading of
the articles cited by the website, however, indicates that the reviewers apparently did not
understand basic elements of the program or thetesboesearch.

For instance, the article by Baenen and associates (1997) is one of the articles cited as
supporting WWCOGs positive conclusions. I n t hi
participate in the pulbut tutoring program or to remaiim their regular classroom. Note that the
design does not compare Reading Recovery to an alternative curriculum, which would be a
rigorous test of the treatment, but instead to-&reatment situation. Even with this buiift
advantage, the authors fourainarkably little success, especially in the kbegn, for students
in the Reading Recovery program. The article concludes (p. 176) that although abbailf afie
the students in the tutoring program had successfully reached first grade reading tbeetsd
of the year, success rates declined in subsequent years of implementation. In addition, by third
grade, there was no difference in achievement scores of students who had participated in
Reading Recovery and other students. Two years after Himaet there were no differences in
needs for retention, special education or Chapter 1 assignments. The authors concluded that
Reading Recovery was very expensive to implement in relation to the benefits that it provided.

An even more disturbing examplevolves the article by lversen and Tunmer (1993),
which was also cited by the WWC as supporting the conclusion that RR is effective. The major
purpose of this study was to compare the stan
included explicit inguction in phonological skills. The WWC chose to ignore any results
regarding this comparison group fibecause it w
Unfortunately, this decision resulted in completely ignoring the major conclusions of the artic
and thus misrepresenting the effectiveness of Reading Recovery and phonologically based
programs as well.

The major variable of interest to Iversen and Tunmer was how long children took to
reach a level of competency where they could discontinue $pgciang, the major goal of a
tutoring program such as RR. Students in both the unmodified Reading Recovery program and
the modified program (with instruction in phonologically based elements added) eventually
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caught up with the other children. But theshimportant finding was that the students in the
modified program were able to discontinue the tutoring much earlier. The standard Reading
Recovery program was found to be 37 percent less efficient than the modified program. In
addition students in theadified program continued to have higher levels of achievement and
higher rates of learning at the end of the school year. The authors provide an extensive
discussion and additional analysis that demonstrate the fallacy involved in Reading Recovery
about he ways in which word recognition skills develop. They clearly conclude that Reading
Recovery is not an efficient method for teaching children to read and that phonological training
is superior.

Similar, very serious, problems occurred with the reviestadlies of Direct Instruction,
but the mistakes with these articles led the reviewers to dismiss the studies out of hand. One of
the most egregious cases involves the study by Carlson and Freeman (2002). The stated reason
for dismissing this study wastha it her e was a confound, with t
being modified or combined with other interyv
and it appears that the reviewer simply did not understand the nature of the intervention well
enough to accurately read the article. As with virtually all other studies of Direct Instruction, the
analysis, which used sophisticated multilevel techniques, had results strongly in favor of the DI
curriculum.

h
e

It is possible that the reviewers respastie this section of the description of the
intervention, whi ch waReadihgeMastezspdogranRof Oirecb and us e
Il nstruction: Aln addition to the teaching of
program also strivestoprod e t eacher s with strong cl assroom
143). Strong classroom management is part and parcel of the Direct Instruction approach. Part of
the reason that DI is so successful is that it provides not just well designed curriculadsnateria
but well developed, researtiased guidance on how the curriculum should be administered.

These guidelines are well documented in the various guides to the programs and should have
been part of the knowledge base of a competent reviewer. The classem@agement was not a
confounding element of the intervention, but was an integral part of the curriculum.

In other cases, articles regarding a Direct Instruction curriculum were rejected for
methodological issues, while those with a different curriculwmthe same methodological
approach, were accepted. For instance, Wai@ualer, et al (2002) found that students instructed
in the DI programlLanguage for Learninghad significantly higher achievement than those in
programs without explicit languagestruction, using analysis of covariance to control for pretest
scores. The study was rejected for considerat
groups cannot be considered equivalent at baseline, even with the use of covariates in the
a n al Hewewer, the published article includes means and standard deviations for both the
experimental and control groups. | calculated simypésstts and found that in fact there were no
significant differences between the groups attpst. Such a test was appntly not done by the
reviewers, despite their stated conclusion.

To help understand why the Waldr&oler article was dismissed, | examined studies of

Success for All that WWC deemed had met the minimal requirements for inclusion. (Success for
All is areading program that has been found to be effective almost as often as Direct Instruction
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and was modeled on many elements of DI.) Three of these papers, none of which had been
published in a peer reviewed journal, also used analysis of covariancesbfadpretest scores
(Dianda and Flaherty 1995; Ross, Alberg and McNelis, 1997; and Ross, McNelis, Lewis and
Loomis, 1998). Why this adjustment method would pass muster with the unpublished articles
regarding Success for All, but be dismissed with thdighud article regarding Direct

Instruction is very unclear and disturbing.

Similarly, two articles by Tobin (2003, 2004) on tHerizonsDI reading program were
rejected because the study groups were suppos
agan published in peer reviewed journals, used a technique of matching students in the
experimental and treatment groups on pretest measures. Tobin (2003) reported that there were no
statistically significant pretest differences between the groups, ansias the results
supported the superiority of the DI program. Again | looked at the accepted studies of Success
for AlIl to try to understand why Tobindés art.i
accepted SFA studies (Smith, Ross, Faulks, é98I3) also individually matched students on
pretest scores. Unfortunately, this unpublished paper only reports the results in graphical form
and it was impossible to actually examine the means and standard deviations to test for any
differences. Again, Ira baffled as to why the unpublished Smith et al piece, which omitted
crucial methodological details, would be accepted while the published Tobin pieces, with similar
methodology and including the statistical details, were rejected.

Recent innovations thte WWC websi te have only compound
your own s u mmg/fieg.ed.géveaee/wwc/Repdrts/Topic.aspx?tig+iNites
viewers to create a summary of tleports by simply clicking a button. The resulting page lists
interventions in the order of the Ai mprovemen
list are the most effective while those at the bottom of the list are least effective.

One ofthe programs often listed near the top of the Beginning Reading lists is Reading
Recovery; but, as explained above, the reviews of the program were fatally flawed and
inaccurate. Another program rated near the top is Early Intervention in Reading (EHR). Li
Reading Recovery, EIR involves special tutoring for low performers, yet, as with the reviews of
Reading Recovery, the judgment of EI ROG6s effec
regarding EIR is based on one unpublished study, involving 59 stuHiafitef these students
received tutoring in addition to their classroom instruction and their reading achievement was
compared to those who received no additional systematic instruction. While the children who
received tutoring did better than those winbmbt, there is no way to tell if EIR is superior to
another type of intervention or if it is simply the additional practice time or attention that made
the difference.

In short, given the flawed process of selecting studies for review and the extpamely

gual ity of the review process, any neffective
misleading. To prominently display these ratings and encourage their use does a great disservice
to schools and parents throughout the country and willevéntual |1 bel i eve, harm

reputation of scientific integrity.

What Should Be Done
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| bring these very serious concerns to your attention in the hope that you will correct the
mistakes that have been made and establish procedures that will pnewefitom occurring in
the future. The articles by Slavin and McArthur provide a number of very good suggestions. For
instance, Slavin provides very cogent suggestions regarding the development of program ratings
that more accurately reflect the strengtithe evidence, altering the decision process regarding
acceptable study designs, and giving greater weight to larger studies and those of longer
duration. McArthur suggests that reviews be limited to studies that have passed peer review, that
measures badjusted to more accurately reflect the concepts that are supposedly being rated, that
the method of rating programs more accurately reflect the results and, most important, that
reviewers be familiar with the subject area and that all summaries be eevigvindependent
experts in the area before publication on the website.

| fully support these suggestions and applaud their common notion that the WWC should
use standard methods of scientific procedure and review and that those who do the reviews
shouldbe familiar with the areas under study. Acknowledging that there is overlap with the
suggestions of Slavin and McArthur, | will list my own recommendations:

1) Make the criteria used in searching for studies explicit and replicable.

2) Concentrate on peesviewed studies first.

3) Ensure that all studies accepted are available in full text for review by others.

4) Use all the available evidence regarding interventions, with no arbitraojf cldtes
or age or grade ranges that unfairly exclude a bo@yidence.

5) Ensure that reviewers are knowledgeable in the substantive areas that they are
reviewing as well as in the methodological details.

6) Develop standard quality control mechanisms, such as two reviewers for every article
with a third if resultgliffer and a peer review process before publication of ratings.

7) Develop procedures to ensure comparability from one area of the review to another.

8) Compare results that are obtained with the already well developed body of meta
analyses and literaturee vi ews. When WWC6s results differ f
and adjust results as needed.

9) Use measures of effect size that are more commonly used within the social sciences
and comparable to those used in other review studies. Include edamlaitd to sample size,
statistical significance, substantive significance, and length of intervention.

10) Weigh issues of both internal and external validity in decisions regarding acceptable
designs and recognize the wide variety of approaches thainckmust be used within rdidé
educational settings.

11) Organize topics in ways that reflect how schools actually operate, such as core
reading programs, supplemental programs, etc.

While all of these changes are vital to ensuring that future revaegvaccurate, they do
not deal with the faulty reviews that are already posted on the website. Given the very serious
concerns that Sl avin, Mc Art hur, and | (and pe
regarding the content of the WWC websitbelieve that the reviews and ratings that are now
posted must be removed until they can be reviewed for accuracy with well designed quality
control measures. The problems with the material posted on the website appear to be much more
widespread than carelhandled in a pieemeal fashion. To allow inaccurate material to remain
does a disservice to schools, families and students. | know that the vast majority of the work
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posted on the website was not done urmder Math
faulty material can only, wunfairly, sully Mat

Thank you for attending to my concerns. Please know that they are presented in the spirit
of the intent behind the What Works Clearinghousedesire to provide schools and families
with the most accurate information. If you wish to discuss any of my concerns further, please do
not hesitate to contact me. | look forward to hearing from you.

Sincerely,

Jean Stockard, Ph.D.
Director of Research
jstockard@nifdi.org

Toll free phone # 874851973
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6) Followup letter JS to Mathematica, JuBA, 2008, sent with return receipt via Fed

July 31, 2008

Anita A. SummersChairpersorand
Paul T. DeckerPresident an€@EO
Mathematica, Policy Research Inc.
P.O. Box 2393

Princeton, NJ 085423393

Dear Drs. Summers and Decker:

It has now been more than a month since | wrote you regarding my concerns with the
material posted on the What Works Clearinghouse website. Howdasare received no
response or even an acknowledgement of my letter. In case you did not receive the original
communication, | have included a copy in this package. | have also sent this letter via Federal
Express so that | may confirm that it has beerived.

As you know, | believe that the analyses of curricular material posted on the WWC
website are fatally flawed. They provide very erroneous information to educators and parents.
Because Mathematica only recently assumed responsibility for the Wé/Beaause | know
that Mathematica has had, in the past, a reputation for high quality work, | felt it important to let
you know of these problems privately so that you could address them.

The lack of response to my earlier letter suggests, howevemyhadncerns, as well as
those of others, have not been given serious credence. Given the serious nature of the issues
involved, unless | hear from you within the next 2 weeks, | will have to pursue alternative means
of dealing with this matter. | am avdile to speak via phone (tdliee at 877485-1973) or to
communicate via-enail (jstockard@nifdi.oryif you prefer those means of communication. |
hope to hear from you soon.

Sincerely,

Jean Stockard?h.D.

Director of Research
jstockard@nifdi.org

Toll free phone # 874851973
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7) Decker to JS, August 2008

Response to Your Letter
Dear Dr. Stockard:

Thank you for prompting me regardi ng a reponse to your concerns about the

What Works Clearinghouse (WWC). | received your earlier letter and reviewed

it carefully. As you know, your original letter contained a substantial

amount of material as well as 11 specific recommendations to chang e the
criteria and processes supported by the Clearinghouse. | therefore have

asked for input from both our team working on the project as well as our

client for this work, the Institute of Education Sciences (IES) at the U.S.

Department of Education, to develop an appropriate response to your letter.

As you probably know already, Mathematica is administering the WWC under

contract to IES, and our work is bound by the statement of work contained in

the contract. Furthermore, we work closely with IES to determine how best to
fulfill the statement of work as the details of the work unfold. Hence, any

potential changes that Mathematica could make in response to your

recommendations, including changes in the WWC web site, may be limited by the

contract or by the guidance of our client.

Thank you for your attention to the What Works Clearinghouse initiative. |

appreciate your thoughtful review, and | look forward to sending you a
lengthier response.

Paul Decker

Paul Decker

Presid ent and Chief Executive Officer
Mathematica, Inc.

Box 2393

Princeton, NJ 08543

609- 275- 2290
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8) JS to Decker, August 7, 2008

Dear Dr. Decker:

Thank you for your response to my letters. | look forward to receiving

your lengthier reply. Might you have an y idea of the time frame for this
response?

Again, thank you for attending to my concerns.

Sincerely,

Jean Stockard
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9) A.S. to J.S., September 6, 2008

Ms. Stockard: Thank you for copying me on your Aug. 29 letter to Paul
Decker. | am

following up o n it with him, and am assured that he is addressing the issues
meticulously. | will continue to connect with him on this matter.
Sincerely,

Anita A. Summers

10) Mathematicaaply, September 8, 2008
Note that this has two part: The first is a cover letter from Paul Decker the President and CEO of
Mathematica. The second is a more detailed response to the June 25 letter, apparently prepared
by Mark Dynarski. This is referred to the text as Dynarski, 2008.
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