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I ntroduction.
Thank you for giving me the opportunity to address the AERA on the subject of

therole of the NCESinthe IES ea

TheTasksof NCES.

NCES has been cdled “the jewd of the Department of Education,” and | am
pleased to endorse that description. The collection, analys's, reporting, and dissemination
of data, satistics, and reports on the “ condition of education” continuesto be an
important duty of the Department of Education, and we are proud to be responsible for it.

In carrying out its duties, NCES has two primary points of reference. On the one
hand, we are afederd Satistica agency. We are a component of the federd satigtical
system aong with our sister agencies such as the Census Bureau, the Bureau of Labor
Statigtics, and the National Center for Hedth Statistics. We are proud of the satistical
standards we devel oped and published, which seek to insure the wide distribution of
accurate data, while protecting respondent confidentidity. In continuing our misson, we
griveto live up to the principles of the National Research Council report on federa
datistical agencies. *

On the other hand, NCES is now a mgjor component of the Ingtitute of Education
Sciences (IES).2 We are proud to be a part of thismgor effort in improving the rigor of

education research. We participate by upgrading the rigor of our own work and utilizing

! See Principles and Practices for a Federal Statistical Agency. 2" Edition. Washington, DC: National
Academy Press, 2001.

2 Whitehurst, Grover. “ The Institute of Education Sciences: New Wine, New Bottles,” AERA Invited
Paper, April 22, 2003.



the new possihilities for interdisciplinary cooperation made available by the enhanced
IES3

In carrying out its statutory duties, NCES serves the Department of Education and
reports to Congress and the American people; and | take our reporting and statutory
responsbilities quite serioudy. These are not dl of the congtituencies we serve. Our data
products and research reports are and should continue to be useful to academic and think
tank researchers, to policy shops of widely varying ideologica views, to education
practitioners, and to members of the generd public who are interested in education or
have specific information needs concerning educeation. However, the above two points of
reference, namely the federd datisticd community and the Ingtitute of Education
Sciences, serve as the primary intellectua beacons by which we navigate our coursein

the seas of education data and research.

My View of the Education Sciences.

While there are many good things being done in the world of education research,
there is much room for improvement. In a recent volume, the National Research Council
concluded: “In no other field are persond experience and ideology so frequently relied on
to make policy choices, and in no other field is the research base so inadequate and little
used” (Nationa Research Council, 1999, p. 1). | am not sure whether the research baseis
S0 inadequate because people see no need for it, or whether in fact people see no need for
aresearch base because it is so inadequate. For those who prefer schematics, does A (a
perception of no need for research) cause B (having an inadequate research base), does B

(having an inadequate research base) cause A (a perception of no need for research), or

3 See also Mosteller and Boruch, 2002; National Research Council, 2002.



are A and B part of avicious cycle, each reinforcing the other and producing neither a
strong research base nor interest in improving the existing research base?

Whilel do not propose here and now to do the research necessary to find the
answer to this question, | will hazard the guessthat A (perception of no need for
research) is the more important of the two causes. However, the fact that thisis changing,
asis evidenced by the formation of IES, brings hope that we can help improve the quality
of the research base. Having done research in a number of socid sciencefields, | am adso
not entirely sure that education research is so sngular in its problems. However, it istrue
that much improvement is needed and it is dso true that NCES as part of I1ES can play an
important part in helping the field to progress.

The view of the education sciences | advance here is congtrained by the fact that it
concerns primarily what is relevant for NCES as afederd datistical agency. The
research carried out by afederd datistica agency is not necessarily areflection of the
entirety of education research. This may be easier to see if we examine in some detail the
kinds of questions asked by the social and behaviora sciences (SBS) # in education and

focus on those of special relevance to NCES.

Resear ch Questionsand Answers.
SBS research activities can be placed in three categories: 1) description, 2)

association, and 3) explarnetion. Let me note at the outset that these are not judgmental

“ Exactly what to call the various disciplines is a problem. The label “social sciences” appears to omit
psychology, which would be a great mistake, while the label “behavioral sciences’ appears to omit
economics and the relevant parts of political science, which would also be a great mistake. Thus, the |abel
“social and behavioral sciences’ (SBS) appears best.



categories, but rather as useful ways of describing the work to be done in education (and

in other SBSfidds).

DESCRIPTION.
What is Description?

Descriptive studies pose and answer the question of “what isthat?’ and seek to
describe what is out there. A dightly more formd definition is: Descriptions congst of
systematicaly recorded observations of what is out there according to systematic rules of
dassification.® If one takes the |ES mission to be the study of education and schooling
throughout the life-course, then NCES s descriptive data and studies based on them seek

to describe selected aspects of the universe of educationdly relevant “ phenomena.”

Theimportance of accurate descriptive data.

In discussions of scientific research and methods, description is sometimes
downplayed in favor of explanation. The former is sometimes consdered to betrivid,
while the latter is of sole importance. Thisiswrong. Of course adequate explanationin
the form of scientific theory, containing abody of verified knowledge, is the ultimate
god of any scientific discipline, applied or theoreticd. Experience in other scientific
fields has shown that such development is the result of a cumulative effort requiring
“conjectures and refutations’ in acycle of cumulative research that builds a growing
body of knowledge. Contrary to its above reputation, descriptive data serve as building
blocks for scientific theories and explanations. Properly understood and executed, careful

description is a conceptud, even theoretical activity that requires careful attention to be

® Adapted from Loether and McTavish, 1974, p. 14.



paid to questions of definition as well as to the process of data collection. No science can

do without them, including SBS in education.

Data Collection and Dissemination at NCES.

Statigtical description at NCES takes the form of collecting and disseminating
descriptive data. Thisisacore activity of the kind of population-based studies that any
federal datistica agency does and thusisaprimary task of NCES. This has traditionaly
taken two forms: thefirgt is exemplified in our universe collections--the Common Core
of Data (CCD) and the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS)
databases. The second is exemplified by the descriptive components of our many surveys.

Our descriptive databases serve a multitude of functions. First, they provide basic
publicly available information on schools and schooling at every leve of the educationd
system: CCD for public schoolsincluding grades K- 12, the pardld data collection effort
cdled the Private School Survey (PSS) for private schoolsincluding grades K-12, and
IPEDS for postsecondary education. These serve the public's need to locate basic
information about particular inditutions and, as important, serve NCES as sampling
frames for our numerous surveys.

Our surveys are nationd probability samples of important populations, including
education organizations. Respondents are asked detailed questions about schooling and
educationd topics and related information. In addition to the Nationa Assessment of
Educationd Progress (NAEP), the “Nation’s Report Card,” these include the Schools and
Staffing Survey (SASS), the Nationad Education Longitudina Study of 1988 (NELS: 88),

the Education Longitudina Study of 2002 (ELS: 2002), the Early Childhood



Longitudind Study-Kindergarten Class of 1998-99 (ECL S-K), the Early Childhood
Longitudind Study-Birth Cohort (ECLS-B), the Beginning Postsecondary Study (BPS),
the Baccalaureate and Beyond Longitudind Study (B&B), our adult education surveys,
and our internationd surveys. Many of the surveys are longitudina data collections,
structured to permit studies of changes over extended periods of time. For example,
NELS: 88 begins with an 8" grade sample and follows them through college. These
require consderable substantive and methodological skillsto design, collect, andyze,
disseminate, and report on. Developing and sustaining these research databasesis an
especidly important task for afedera statistica agency such as NCES.

In general, ethnographies® and documentary historical investigations, while they
have their place in education research, are not an appropriate focus for an agency such as
ours. Quantitative historica or trend andyses of student achievement has been done
using both main and trend NAEP and by making comparisons amnong the Nationa
Longitudina Study of the High School Class of 1972 (NLS-72), High School and
Beyond (HS&B), and EL S:2002.

Collecting these data gives NCES subgtantid influence on what is studied in
education and how rigoroudly it can be studied. Thisis because such data collection
efforts determine what adminigtrative records are collected and tabulated and what survey
guestions are posed to which kinds of respondents, the manner in which, and how often

they are asked and tabulated.”

® An exception might be the 1999 Third International Mathematics and Science Study-Repeat (TIMSS-R),
which combines an international assessment with avideo-recorded study of mathematics instruction in
seven countries including the United States. (Hiebert et al., 2003). However, thisis a comparative study
using probability samples of classroomsin seven nations; it is not an impressionistic study by asingle
researcher. Also, academic achievement cannot be assessed qualitatively.

" For more information on NCES surveys and activities, please see Programs and Plans of the National
Center for Education Statistics, 2003 Edition (U.S. Department of Education, 2003).



Asaresult, we have to pay specid attention to the quality and scope of the
information we collect, regardless of whether it is obtained from adminidtretive agencies
or by questioning respondents (or very rardly, from direct observation). The point can be
seen in adightly different manner. Any wdl-trained researcher can compute regression
equations using our data, but no one but NCES can collect the kind of datawe collect as

wel we can.

Conceptualization and M easur ement.

Since dl description isto some extent concept-1aden, proper description is
inherently tied up with problems of conceptudization and measurement. Following from
this, a second important NCES scientific task, one the agency iswell equipped to pursue,
isassgting in the proper explication of educational concepts and congtructs.

In some respects this may gppear strange, but it is not. As adultsliving in the
society in which we work, we encounter as “natural objects’ such persons as teachers,
sudents, parents, principals, and administrators, and such ingtitutional facts as classes,
schools, school districts, and state education agencies as part of “everyday life” ® This
natura attitude (Sometimes caled a* common sensg’ view) serves us well enough in the
busness of daly life. However, it isinadequate for both scientific and public policy
purposes, because these naturd “typifications’ are poorly conceptuaized, poorly defined,

poorly counted, poorly measured, and poorly related to each other.

8 The approach | have used draws from sociologists Berger and Kellner (1981), but it does not require
accepting any particular theoretical framework and my views depart from their views on a number of
points, including the utility of quantitative empirical data. Animportant contrasting framework also
compatible with the approach taken here is given in Coleman (1990).



While consderable progress has been made in these activities, not nearly enough
has been done to provide standardized definitions, measurements, and counts, so asto
insure that researchers, policymakers, and the generd public are dl talking about the
same persons, states, organizations, and processes. While descriptive accuracy by itself
does not guarantee scientific progress, it is a necessary component of such progress.

In psychometrics, afield that is very relevant to education and education research,
the importance of careful attention to problems of conceptudization and measurement is
well recognized (e.g., Nunndly and Berngtein, 1994). In education itsdlf, the need for the
careful conceptudization and measurement of educationa achievement iswiddy
understood. Here one considers an underlying construct, say mathematics achievement,
and one proceeds to measure it, often precisaly enough to be used in individua
assessment.? For NCES, the development of IRT methodology and its utilization in
NAEP and in our other sample surveys dlow us to measure educationd achievement of
nationa random samples of 4™, 8" and 12" graders with a high degree of reliahility,
validity, and comparability over time. This represents atechnica triumph of consderable
magnitude. Even more of atriumph in this regard is the development of the margind
maximum likelihood (MML) methodology used to congtruct achievement test scoresin
NAEP and other NCES surveys. It isamatter of agency pride that such methodologies
are being usad in other countries and in other socid sciencefiddsaswell (eg.,
measuring hunger and hedlth).

We need to make similar progress in defining and measuring other important

constructs in the fields of education and schooling, especidly, but not only, predictor or

° Asafederal statistical agency, NCES does not perform individual assessment of the kind used in applied
psychological work.



independent variables (see below). Proper conceptudization and measurement can
include something as smple as ensuring that al school digiricts count the number of
classroom teachers in each school, digtrict, and state across the United Statesin the same
way and at the sametime.

It can dso include counting or measuring something more complex, such as date
or nationa high school graduation and completion rates. IESYNCES recently sponsored a
conference on counting and measuring dropouts. It is not quite as Smple as it might first
appear. Some possible measures of school completion are: a satusrate, an event rate, and
acohort rate among others. Which are better measures of this concept and for what
purposes? How should GEDs and specid State certifications for some kinds of disabled
students be included (if at dl) in measuring high school completion? Adding to the
complexity, the No Child Left Behind Llegidation (NCLB) has its own definition built
into its authorizing legidaion. The NCLB definitionis:
“(... the percentage of students who graduate from secondary school with aregular
diplomain the standard number of years).”1°

To mention only two complications introduced: the phrase “regular diploma’
would seem to exclude the Genera Educationa Development (GED) test and the specia
certifications, while the phrase “in the standard number of years’ would seem to imply
that those who were retained in their grade would not be counted as graduates or perhaps
be excluded entirely from the caculations (i.e., from the denominator as well asthe
numerator of any completion or graduation rate). Y et we know that many eventualy

graduate or receive GEDs.

1020 U.S.C. 6311(b)(2)(C)(vi).
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There are many more such concepts to be defined with constructs that require
precise measurement. Consder the following examples: charter schools, tracking and
grouping, teacher quality, student engagement, classroom order/disorder, retention,
homework, and parenta involvement. Thelist is not meant to be exhaustive, only
illugtrative. These topics provide fodder for frequent disputes about educational matters
among parents, professonds, policymakers, and researchers dike, but even a superficia
scrutiny of these arguments reveds that there is little agreement on whet is being talked
about. This makes research difficult and coherent policy discusson and argument even
more difficullt.

Properly defined concepts can provide building blocks to construct a set of
educationa indicators both for the nation and for the dates. Already, we have Satidticaly
reliable NAEP scores for every state in reading and mathematics. A more complete set of
indicators would include measures of educational perdstence and measures of supportive
educationd behaviors by parents and schools. It might also include measures of sate
behavior, such as the implementation of choice policies and of spending patterns. Again,
thisis not acomplete ligt, but is meant to be suggestive only.

In sum, improving the conceptudization and measurement of other non-test score
education variablesis critical to the progress of education research and a key task that

NCES can undertake because of its unique position in the world of educational research.

Statistical Association.*

M The reader should be clear that by association, | mean any means whereby the relationship between two
variables can be described. Associations can be expressed as mean differences, percentage differences, or
correlations or as various kinds of ratios, including odds ratios.

11



Asmost descriptive data cannot be understood in isolation from other data or
information, a second important NCES task is reporting on statistica associations among
educationd, schooling, and other variables. This takes two forms first as agency reports
and second as data that is made available for other researchers to use for their own
pUrpOSes.

Many predictive factors are required or at least strongly recommended in our
authorizing legidation as information we need to collect. We can and do routingly cross-
classfy educationd phenomena by race/ethnicity, socio-economic status (SES), family
gructure, region, gender, disability, limited English proficiency, mobility, and urbanicity
among others. These correations are usudly reported in the form of descriptive cross
tabulations, applications of the generd linear modd, and other forms of multivariate
andyss.

Aswith measures of individud indicators, these bivariate or multivariate
descriptive analyses serve severa purposes. Firgt, they provide the findings that serve as
the building blocks for theories about education. Well-known average educationa and
achievement differences among members of different demographic groups provide both a
chdlenge to scientific understanding and a difficult policy chalenge. The well-known
Black-White test score gap is only one example of such a difference, asis the difference
in achievement among individuas with different socio-economic backgrounds.

Second, they provide auseful set of factors that need to be taken into account
routingly in order to congtruct more accurate scientific explanations of student
achievement and other educationa phenomena, even when the analyst is interested

primarily in other issues because these differences are persstent, stable generaizations.

12



For example, comparisons of achievement levels among states are mideading unless
these differences are taken into account.

Presenting datain the form of atistical associations serves the additiona ussful
purpose of assisting in the development of a set of interrelated socid indicators among
ogensbly different phenomena, which may fdl under different adminigrative purviews
by an accident of adminigtration. For example, it islikely to be the case that those
students who do poorly in school and who behave badly there (e.g., cut classes, act out in
class, fail to do homework) are dso those who are likely to try drugs, engage in various
kinds of ddlinquent behavior and the like, both in and outside of the immediate school
environment.*? Without presuming any particular view as to whether poor performancein
school causes involvement in delinquent behavior, whether the reverse is true, or whether
the statistical relationship is due to one or more common factors, it would be worth
showing to what extent these behaviors tend to occur together as symptoms of underlying
problems. Thiswill be ussful not only for researchers but for policymakers and even for
practitioners and for parents, who can be aerted to the fact thet one set of problemsis
likely to be symptomatic for al the rest and to act accordingly in their individua

circumstances.

Explanation and Causation.
The payoff from dl these activitiesis scientific explanation and its gpplication to
public policy issues. This requires the development of scientific theory based not only on

descriptive generdization and laws but causal ones dso. NCES does not and should not

12 Hirschi and Gottfredson (1990) provide a detailed theoretical and empirical argument as to why this
might be so.



have an “officia” theory'® of educational achievement, but as noted above, the data that
we collect and disseminate are gathered with certain assumptions in mind; we ask certain
questions and not other questions because a some level these are concept-impregnated
activities. For example, if we believe that parentd attributes and behavior are important
predictors of student achievement, we ask questions about parents or include parent
guestionnaires as components of our surveys. Hopefully, in doing so, we draw on the
widest possible assortment of sources and ideas, so that we are not unduly limiting the

scope of our data collection efforts.

Some Featur es of Resear ch Design.

It would be nice to have highly developed theories of educationa process, but
these exist mogtly in fragments (but see the interesting paper written by Walberg, 2003).
Similarly, it would be nice to be able to tell policymakers and practitioners of exactly
what works, but we often can't.

An especialy important aspiration isto be able to make causd inferences. If we
understand how educationa phenomena behave, then the field would be able to use our
findings to improve the outcomes of schooling and understand the operation of other
educationd processes (e.g., class Size, school sze, tracking, homework, private vs. public
vouchers and the like).

In many instances, randomized experimentation is the most reliable way to make

causd inferences. Thisis because experiments meet the classica criteria of ascertaining

13 Theories explain established empirical generalizations and predict as yet unknown empirical
generalizations (Wallace, 1969, p. 90). A theory can be either deductive in that empirical generalizations
are deduced from asmall set of basic principles or they can be part of a pattern (e.g., Kaplan, 1964). There
is no need here to discuss the enormous literature on the philosophy of science, but it does serve as
background for what follows.



causdlity: corrdation, time order, and lack of spuriousness, with the fewest assumptions.
Random assgnment by definition diminates respondent sdlection. Contralling the
adminigtering of trestments to subjects automaticaly imposes a causal ordering on any
results. Obtaining a gatigticaly sgnificant difference, then, provides strong evidence of
causation. To put it in the language of Campbe |l and Stanley, such an inference hasa
high degree of internd validity.™*

Non-experimenta studies can aso be used for this purpose, but it is much more
difficult, epecidly to ascertain whether subtle differences among school factors act as
potential causes for student achievement (or non-achievement). When causa order
among the variables cannot be convincingly established, then the task is virtudly
impossible. When such order can be established, it requires detailed theoretical argument
supported by extengve literature review, and above al, careful explication and testing of
potentid aternative explanations to diminate possible sources of spuriogty. As might be
imagined, this can be quite difficult to do.*

Here we reach aredtriction on NCES s activities. Carrying out NCES s functions
asadatigica agency well places limits on the kinds of studies NCES underteke. NCES's
primary role as an agency isto provide and report on data that can be used to generate
well-established empiricd facts and generdizations that are criticd to understanding the
causes and dynamics of educationa achievement and must be taken into account for any

theory or explanation of educational phenomenon to work at al. With the exception of

14 See Campbell and Stanley (1966), Cook and Campbell (1979), and Shadish et al. (2002). Rossi et al.

(2002) make asimilar argument for evaluation research.

15 The case of smoking and lung cancer indicates that it is not impossible. Of course, thisis predicated upon
anumber of unique conditions. First, the time ordering is easily established. Second, the statistical
association between prolonged heavy smoking and the onset of lung cancer isvery strong in conventional
terms (odds ratios in the 20s). Third, many different kinds of research designs, each with different flaws,
produced similar results. Many of these conditions do not apply in various parts of education research.

15



methodologica experiments, such as those concerning response rates and different
methods of survey adminigtration, NCES does not perform or fund experiments; thisis
the role of other components of IES.

NCES does play an extremely important role as a critic of the overly smplistic
explanations resorted to by others, because while it is hard to demongtrate causdity by
means of surveys, such data and evidence can often refute such clams*® For example,
individuas routindy atempt to infer causdity from bivariate differencesin test scores
among dates, without even taking well-established differencesin population compostion
with different levels of achievement into account. Thisisan invalid inference.

| am willing to go even further than this by gtating that without prior measures of
student ability/achievement, no assertion of the putative educationa impact of particular
policies or programs that makes causal dlamsis likdly to be worth very much. One
implication of thisis that reports based on cross-sectional surveys such as NAEP are
unlikely to yield srong causd inferences as to the influence of many educationd
elements on academic achievement. A second implication is that our many longituding
surveys, discussed above, are better avenues for exploring these issues. Such surveys
provide one method for dealing with such problemsin a survey research context.

The above discusson does't imply that randomized experiments are the perfect
research method; no method is perfect for dl purposes. In particular, it can be difficult to
generdize from experimenta results and experiments are often very expengve and dow
to carry out. Also, there are some questions concerning education and schooling that

cannot be answered by experiments for either practical or ethical reasons. For example,

18 For the sake of completeness, | note the possible existence of spurious non-correlation also exists, but
thisisless of aproblem than spurious correlation.



research attempting to explain family and demographic influences on educationa
outcomesis unsuitable for experimentation. Nether can the effects of state policies such
as high- stakes testing on achievement be studied in thisway. Y et these are important

subjects that can be studied in part by usng NCES data.

We can highlight the NCES role in another way by referring to Shadish and Cook,

and Campbd|’s (2002, pp. 37-102) dassfication of types of inferentid validity of
inferences in the context of various research designs: 1) internd vdidity, 2) externd
validity, 3) statistical conclusion vaidity, and 4) construct validity.” Whileinferences
using NCES data are normaly weaker than experiments or quasi-experiments on interna
vdidity, they are strong on externd vaidity and representativeness, largely because of
high response rates attained from probability samples of respondents. NCES research
reports are aso strong on statistical conclusion validity, because they use proper
datistical procedures that produce correct standard errors and confidence intervals and
because they use advanced dtatistical methods correctly. | have previoudy discussed the
substantial congtruct vaidity of NCES measures of educationa achievement and the
importance of increasing the congtruct vaidity of other NCES educationd indicators and
predictor variables where they need improvement. Improving educationa
conceptudization and measurement of educationd phenomena isthe mgor focus of

NCES as part of a scientific research agency.

EDUCATIONAL KNOWLEDGE AND CONTENT ASTHE SUBSTANTIVE

NCESFOCUS.

Y This phrase refers to whether an item measures what it is supposed to measure.
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It is convenient to sketch out briefly some key foci for NCES data collection
efforts by adapting a framework developed origindly by aformer professor of mine,
James Coleman (1966 et d.; 1990; 1997 et d.). His origind 1966 framework focused on
academic achievement as the main outcome/dependent variable of schooling and he used
both out-of-school and in-school factors as his main predictor/independent variables. |
will use this framework to describe some problems and prospects in education research

relevant to NCES.

Outcome/ Dependent Variables.

The primary outcome variables for NCES data collection activities should be the
amount and growth of knowledge at dl levels of education from pre-kindergarten through
the Ph.D., and in the adult population. These include achievement test scores, grades (a
much neglected set of indicators), completion/dropping out, retention, receiving
educationd honors, and the like. While psychometricians tend to prefer test scoresto all
other measures of academic achievement, a preference not without reason, grades
continue to be given and are thus important outcomes to study. Asfar as| am aware,
virtudly every middle or high school uses grades of the familiar sort. Smilarly, every
college and university of which | am aware does the same. (Nota bene: Thisisnot an
argument for or againgt such practices. | merely state that since grades are widely used,
they should be studied.)

Another kind of dependent variable specificaly mentioned in our authorizing
legidation is school crime and safety. NCES carries out two data collectionsin this area:

1) the School Crime Supplement to the National Crime Victimization Survey (a Bureau

18



of Justice Statistics household survey) and 2) the School Survey on Crime and Safety
(SSOCS), asurvey of principds. | hope to continue thiskind of investigation but to
expand the focus of such efforts to include school disciplinary issues and classroom
disorder issues (e.g., Achilles, 2002, pp. 235-266). Of course, in the context of
educational achievement, classroom order/disorder can be a predictor variable too.
While our data collections can and should be used by others for their own
purposes, these are the key foci for NCES data collection efforts and reports. We are
mandated to collect certain kinds of data (including some not listed here) and will

continue to do so.

Predictor or Independent Variables.

There are two categories of variables that are of interest: school factor variables and non

school factor variables®

Non-School Factor Variables.

Our data collections and descriptive reports should at a minimum contain the
NCLB independent variable/predictor categories. race/ethnicity, gender, socio-economic
status (low-income), limited English proficiency (LEP) satus, and student disability (SD)
datus. They should dso include such variables as urbanicity, region, mohility, family
Sructure, and not least, measures of the value families and therefore students place on

education and learning.

18 \We are mindful that there are certain restrictions placed on what we can study under the provisions of
NCLB.



They should include questions of parenta control of student behavior, which is
not aswell understood at it should be. For example, what kinds of educationa
performances do parents find to be acceptable and what do they do about substandard
performances? One study by Lawrence Steinberg et . (1996, p. 161) described the
minimum acceptable grades students were alowed to bring home and described what
parent(s)/guardians felt about poor performance.’® We need to be able to replicate these
descriptions, with the hope of eventualy helping advise parents on how to better manage

their kids.

School Factor Variables.

There are many important such variables for NCES data collection and reports of
which | can list only afew here. Some of the rlevant variables are organizationd, such
as the type of schooling attended: public (including charters), private, and home-schooled
status. Some refer to units at higher levels of aggregation, such asthe kind of externa
standards and testing schools are required to be accountable for. Studies of dternative
schools are important dso, asis the increasing use of ancillary services, summer schoadl,
after school programs, and tutoria services by parents.

Teachers (and professors) are an important focus of study. Obvioudy teachers
matter in sudent achievement, but it isless clear exactly what about them matters. In the
environments typica of today’ s schools, the quaity of teaching may well matter more

than any other single school-level variable in affecting achievement outcomes. Thereis

19 They reported that the average student-reported “trouble threshold,” the lowest grade that could be
received without parents becoming angry, was C- for Black and Latino students, for White studentsthe
“trouble threshold” was between aB and a C, and among Asian students the “trouble threshold” was A - (p.
161).

20



some empirica literature to support this view. One of the mogt gtriking findings of the
origind Coleman report was that teacher verbal ability seemed to matter more than other
teacher and school characterigtics in predicting student achievement; teacher ability had
particularly noteworthy effects for Black students in predicting student achievement
(Coleman et al., 1966, pp. 316-318).2° This view was recently resffirmed in two recent
reviews of the literature (Mayer et a. 2001; Wayne and Y oungs, 2003).%

There are anumber of quaifications to be made to that Statement. Firdt, | do not
forget my warning above about corrdation not being causation. Although many of the
gudies cited in the above literature reviews use numerous control variables in presenting
interpretations of their results, and the interpretations are plausible, there remains some
guestion about sdection effects. In other words, do high-ability teachers somehow
manage to sdlect largely high-ability students to teach? This requires further
invedtigation.

Second, aso following upon my methodologica drictures above, | am unaware
of any studies usng randomized trias that assgn high-ability teachersto an experimenta
group, low-ability teachers to a control group of sudents, and investigates the rlative
achievement gains of the two groups of students after some period of time has elgpsed.

Neither review cited above points to any such studies.

20 coleman subsequently stated that this was one of the most neglected parts of his original report
gCoI eman, 1990-1, pp. 18-20).
11t is noteworthy that an extensive meta-analysis of the job performance literature suggests that for awide
variety of occupations over along period of time, mental ability isamajor predictor of job performance
and trainability (Hunter and Schmidt, 1998).
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Findly, teacher verba ability doneis not likely to be the only important predictor
of the quality of teaching.?? Obviously, teacher content knowledge matters also,
especidly in science and math.2® We at NCES have been working on developing a paper-
and-pencil set of measures of teacher quality that will encompass teacher content
knowledge, but also teacher knowledge of student characteristics and teacher knowledge
of optimd srategies for enhancing student engagement. Thisis very preiminary work, o
| don’t want to say much more now. | expect that we will eventudly develop some useful
measures of al these aspects of teacher qudlity.

Let me just briefly mention some other areas. The study of the number of courses
taken in various subjects and the kinds of courses taken in these subjects (e.g., gifted and
talented (GT), honors, advanced placement (AP), international baccaaureate (1B)
courses, as well as specific subject matter courses) is atype of intermediate in-school
outcome variable. On the one hand, it can be argued that the greater the rigor of a
student’ s course selection and completion, the higher his or her level of achievement will
be, & least up to some limiting point of course difficuty. On the other hand, thiskind of
investigation is subject to the methodologica limits described above. The process of
selection into such courses as influenced by student ability, parental involvement, and
school guidanceis itsdf aworthy subject of study, which can be carried out by using

NCES data.

22 Hunter and Schmidt (1998) examine other factors that predict job performance, such as tests of integrity,
conscientiousness, highly structured interviews, and work samples. The literature cited by these authors
appears useful for suggestions on how to measure teacher quality.

2 Stressed by Darling-Hammond and Y oungs (2002).
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Other important school policies include those mentioned above:
tracking/grouping, retention/promotion, including socia promotion, student engagement,

classroom order/disorder, and schoal disciplinary policies.

In Summary: The Tasksof NCES
NCES will focus on improving the conceptualization and measurement of
relevant schooling and educational (dependent/outcome and
independent/predictor) variables, so we can develop a system of education
indicators thet are usable for researchers, policy shops, practitioners, and the
generd public. In some cases, this may involve improving exiging deta sysems
and surveys, while in other casesit may involve collecting new data, ether
adminidrative or from surveys.
NCES will continue to upgrade our statistical capacities, the capacity of our
andydts, and our training efforts. This means we should learn to use the most
advanced statistical tools and the most sophisticated means of carrying out our
surveys.,
Other agencies have extensive programs for improving their sampling designs,
question wording and the like. NCES needs to develop a coherent program of
methodologicd research in this area. Such a program will lead to improvements
in our data products and research reports.
While the new |ES structure has caused some trepidation, in fact, it represents an
opportunity for the kind of interdisciplinary cooperation that could benefit dl

parts of IES. Educeation is an gpplied area of study and is thus inherently



interdisciplinary. While many at NCES are trained as sociologigts, including
mysdf, othersin IES are trained in psychology. The potentia synergy of such
interdisciplinary collaboration has much to contribute to understanding education.
We expect to utilize this potentid to telling effect in the coming months and
years.
In short, there is much work to do a NCES and I’ m looking forward to rolling up my
deevesto work on these topics. Thank you. | welcome any comments and questions. My

e-mal isrobert.lerner@ed.gov.
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