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The Every Student
Succeeds Act
(ESSA)

ESSA is a national education
law enacted in 2015 to replace
No Child Left Behind.

It emphasizes state and district
decision-making in education
and encourages evidence-
based interventions that have
demonstrated success in
improving student outcomes. 

Product evidence is evaluated
based on the rigor of the study
design, how student groups
were formed, and how they
were compared.

S E T T I N G  T H E  S C E N E



What is Evidence for ESSA? 

The federal government runs the What Works Clearinghouse

(WWC), which only reviews research published in ERIC and

they decide what and when to review new products.

Another national organization, run by John Hopkins' Center for

Research and Reform in Education, aims to fill the gap left by

WWC. 

Their Evidence for ESSA website reviews any public report

submitted, shares the results in a timely manner, and uses

the same requirements as the WWC.

https://eric.ed.gov/
https://www.evidenceforessa.org/


Why do educators need to
understand ESSA Evidence Tiers? 

Of research is NOT reviewed by

What Works Clearinghouse, so

companies and evaluators use Tiers

or Levels of ESSA evidence to

provide their own evaluation of a 

 product's efficacy.

Educators who are critical and knowledgeable
consumers can use common definitions to identify
discrepancies across vendors and make evidence-
informed decisions. 

99%



Key Terminology 
E V A L U A T I N G  P R O D U C T  E F F I C A C Y

Treatment
students who used
the product students who did

not use the product

Control or
Comparison

Study
could be a report, an
article, a case study, a
whitepaper, published
by the company on a
website or in a journal

Methods
the section of a
report or article that
typically has
information about
the study design



ESSA Tiers of
Evidence

Tier 1, Level 1
Strong

Tier 2, Level 2
Moderate

Tier 3, Level 3
Promising

Tier 4, Level 4
Demonstrates

a Rationale



Tier 1, Level 1
Strong studies have an
experimental design. 

Treatment vs. Similar Control
Groups

Schools or classrooms are
randomly selected to use
product, unselected group does
not. 

Researcher choses groups in
advance

At least 350 students



Tier 2, Level 2
Moderate studies have a
quasi-experimental design.  

Treatment vs. Similar Control
Groups

Schools or classrooms are
chosen or volunteer to use
product, unselected group does
not.

Educator choses groups in
advance

At least 350 students



Tier 3, Level 3
Promising studies have a
correlational design.  

Treatment group may compare
frequent users to infrequent
users, and not be compared to
a control group
Schools or classrooms may be
chosen or volunteer to use
product, or intended users may
end up not using it and become
a comparison group
Groups may or may not be
chosen in advance

No minimum number of
students



Tier 4, Level 4
Demonstrates a Rationale
Documentation

A logic model (a description of
what the product does and how
it theoretically impacts student
and educator behavior and
outcomes) uses rigorous
research on related topics.  
A research paper that describes
the research-base of the
product and its features.
A research roadmap and
strategy is being planned or
currently underway 
No students may have ever
used the program



Level 3 products need
the most critical eye.
Questions to ask: 

What two groups are being compared?
High users vs. low users or users vs.
non-users
When did the groups use the program
(during same year or consecutive
years)
What is the timeframe for the
comparison?
Were the groups similar or different at
the start of the study?
What was the comparison group doing
or getting?  



Things to watch out for: 
L O O K I N G  C L O S E R

How different was the comparison group's
experience from the treatment group? 
E.g. Group 1 got 60 minutes of tutoring a day and Group 2 got
30 minutes of group instruction 3x a week

How many students were cut because they
didn’t use the program enough or with
fidelity?
E.g. 450 students had the opportunity to use the program and
125 used it 60 minutes/week as recommended



Who created the tests?
E.g. The researcher created their own test that perfectly
matched the product’s scripts or a standardized test was used

How similar is the group in the study to your
students?
E.g. Students who are above the national average or students
who are way below the national average

Who delivered the test?
E.g. The student’s classroom teacher hand scored each
student’s response or a computer-administered test

K E E P  L O O K I N G



Beginning Your
Journey

You've taken the first step towards
making evidence-informed
decisions by recognizing the
importance of reviewing the
evidence. 

Don't worry if you're new to the
terminology and format – take it at
your own pace and be patient with
yourself.

Starting somewhere is better than
not starting at all. Keep going,
you've got this!

N O W  W H A T ?
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