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The U.S. Department of Education’s “What Works Clearinghouse” (WWC) is supposed to adjudicate the scientific
validity of competing education research claims so that policymakers, reporters, practitioners, and others don’t have
to strain their brains to do it themselves. It would be much smarter for folks to exert the mental energy themselves
rather than trust a government-operated truth committee to sort things out for them.
WWC makes mistakes, is subject to political manipulation, and applies arbitrary standards. In short, what WWC
says is not The Truth. WWC is not necessarily less reliable than any other source that claims to adjudicate The Truth
for you. Everyone may make mistakes, distort results, and apply arbitrary standards. The problem is that WWC has
the official endorsement of the U.S. Department of Education, so many people fail to take their findings with the
same grains of salt that they would to the findings of any other self-appointed truth committee. And with the
possibility that government money may be conditioned on WWC endorsement, WWC’s shortcomings are potentially
more dangerous.
I could provide numerous examples of WWC’s mistakes, political manipulation, and arbitrariness, but for the brevity
of a blog post let me illustrate my point with just a few.
First, WWC was sloppy and lazy in its recent finding that the Milwaukee voucher evaluation, led by my colleagues Pat
Wolf and John Witte, failed to meet “WWC evidence standards” because “the authors do not provide evidence that
the subsamples of voucher recipients and public school comparison students analyzed in this study were initially
equivalent in math and reading achievement.” WWC justifies their conclusion with a helpful footnote that explains:
“At the time of publication, the WWC had contacted the corresponding author for additional information regarding
the equivalence of the analysis samples at baseline and no response had been received.”
But if WWC had actually bothered to read the Milwaukee reports they would have found the evidence of equivalence
they were looking for. The Milwaukee voucher evaluation that Pat and John are leading has a matched-sample
research design. In fact, the research team produced an entire report whose purpose was to demonstrate that the
matching had worked and produced comparable samples. In addition, in the 3rd Year report the researchers devoted
an entire section (see appendix B) to documenting the continuing equivalence of the matched samples despite some
attrition of students over time.
Rather than reading the reports and examining the evidence on the comparability of the matched samples, WWC
decided that the best way to determine whether the research met their standards for sample equivalence was to email
John Witte and ask him. I guess it’s all that hard work that justifies the multi-million dollar contract Mathematica
receives from the U.S. Department of Education to run WWC.
As it turns out, Witte was traveling when WWC sent him the email. When he returned he deleted their request along
with a bunch of other emails without examining it closely. But WWC took Witte’s non-response as confirmation that
there was no evidence demonstrating the equivalence of the matched samples. WWC couldn’t be bothered to contact
any of the several co-authors. They just went for their negative conclusion without further reading, thought, or effort.
I can’t prove it (and I’m sure my thought-process would not meet WWC standards), but I’ll bet that if the subject of
the study was not vouchers, WWC would have been sure to read the reports closely and make extra efforts to contact
co-authors before dismissing the research as failing to meet their standards. But voucher researchers have grown

accustomed to double-standards when others assess their research. It’s just amazingly ironic to see the federallysponsored entity charged with maintaining consistent and high standards fall so easily into their own doublestandard.
Another example — I served on a WWC panel regarding school turnarounds a few years ago. We were charged with
assessing the research on how to successfully turnaround a failing school. We quickly discovered that there was no
research that met WWC’s standards on that question. I suggested that we simple report that there is no rigorous
evidence on this topic. The staff rejected that suggestion, emphasizing that the Department of Education needed to
have some evidence on effective turnaround strategies.
I have no idea why the political needs of the Department should have affected the truth committee in assessing the
research, but it did. We were told to look at non-rigorous research, including case-studies, anecdotes, and our own
experience to do our best in identifying promising strategies. It was strange — there were very tight criteria for what
met WWC standards, but there were effectively no standards when it came to less rigorous research. We just had to
use our professional judgment.
We ended up endorsing some turnaround strategies (I can’t even remember what they were) but we did so based on
virtually no evidence. And this was all fine as long as we said that the conclusions were not based on research that
met WWC standards. I still don’t know what would have been wrong with simply saying that research doesn’t have
much to tell us about effective turnaround strategies, but I guess that’s not the way truth committees work. Truth
committees have to provide the truth even when it is false.
The heart of the problem is that science has never depended on government-run truth committees to make progress.
It is simply not possible for the government to adjudicate the truth on disputed topics because the temptation to
manipulate the answer or simply to make sloppy and lazy mistakes is all too great. This is not a problem that is
particular to the Obama Administration or to Mathematica. My second example was from the Bush Administration
when WWC was run by AIR.
The hard reality is that you can never fully rely on any authority to adjudicate the truth for you. Yes, conflicting
claims can be confusing. Yes, it would be wonderfully convenient if someone just sorted it all out for us. But once we
give someone else the power to decide the truth on our behalf, we are prey to whatever distortions or mistakes they
may make. And since self-interest introduces distortions and the tendency to make mistakes, the government is a
particularly untrustworthy entity to rely upon when it comes to government policy.
Science has always made progress by people sorting through the mess of competing, often technical, claims. When
official truth committees have intervened, it has almost always hindered scientific progress. Remember that it was
the official truth committee that determined that Galileo was wrong. Truth committees have taken positions on
evolution, global warming, and a host of other controversial topics. It simply doesn’t help.
We have no alternative to sorting through the evidence and trying to figure these things out ourselves. We may rely
upon the expertise of others in helping us sort out competing claims, but we should always do so with caution, since
those experts may be mistaken or even deceptive. But when the government starts weighing in as an expert, it speaks
with far too much authority and can be much more coercive. A What Works Clearinghouse simply doesn’t work.
Tweet

User Agreement | Privacy Policy
Reporting Copyright Infringement | Guidelines for Submissions | Permissions | FAQ
Web-only content Copyright © 2011 President & Fellows of Harvard College
Journal content Copyright © 2011 by the Board of Trustees of Leland Stanford Junior University
Business Office
Program on Education Policy and Governance

2

Harvard Kennedy School
79 JFK Street, Cambridge, MA 02138
Phone (877) 476-5354 Fax (617) 496-1507

