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Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) evidence tiers
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Navigating clearinghouses

Questions



Regional Educational Laboratories



ESSA Tiers 1–3

Strong, Moderate, and Promising 
Evidence



Strong Evidence Moderate Evidence Promising Evidence

Well-designed and 
implemented 
experimental study

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented QED or 
RCT with high 
attrition

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented 
correlational study or 
well-designed and 
implemented RCT or 
QED without a 
large/multisite sample

Statistical controls for 
selection bias

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Aligns with WWC Meets 
Standards w/o Reservations



Strong Evidence Moderate Evidence Promising Evidence

Well-designed and 
implemented 
experimental study

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented QED or 
RCT with high 
attrition

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented 
correlational study or 
well-designed and 
implemented RCT or 
QED without a 
large/multisite sample

Statistical controls for 
selection bias

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Aligns w/ WWC positive and 
potentially positive evidence ratings



Strong Evidence Moderate Evidence Promising Evidence

Well-designed and 
implemented 
experimental study

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented QED or 
RCT with high 
attrition

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented 
correlational study or 
well-designed and 
implemented RCT or 
QED without a 
large/multisite sample

Statistical controls for 
selection bias

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

At least 500 students

At least 2 districts (can combine 
across multiple studies)



Strong Evidence Moderate Evidence Promising Evidence

Well-designed and 
implemented 
experimental study

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented QED or 
RCT with high 
attrition

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented 
correlational study or 
well-designed and 
implemented RCT or 
QED without a 
large/multisite sample

Statistical controls for 
selection bias

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Different for each district



Strong Evidence Moderate Evidence Promising Evidence

Well-designed and 
implemented 
experimental study

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented QED or 
RCT with high 
attrition

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented 
correlational study or 
well-designed and 
implemented RCT or 
QED without a 
large/multisite sample

Statistical controls for 
selection bias

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Aligns with WWC 
Meets Standards with 

Reservations



Strong Evidence Moderate Evidence Promising Evidence

Well-designed and 
implemented 
experimental study

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented QED or 
RCT with high 
attrition

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented 
correlational study or 
well-designed and 
implemented RCT or 
QED without a 
large/multisite sample

Statistical controls for 
selection bias

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Aligns with WWC 
positive and potentially 
positive effectiveness



Strong Evidence Moderate Evidence Promising Evidence

Well-designed and 
implemented 
experimental study

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented QED or 
RCT with high 
attrition

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented 
correlational study or 
well-designed and 
implemented RCT or 
QED without a 
large/multisite sample

Statistical controls for 
selection bias

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

At least 500 
students

At least 2 districts (pool 
across several studies)



Strong Evidence Moderate Evidence Promising Evidence

Well-designed and 
implemented 
experimental study

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented QED or 
RCT with high 
attrition

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented 
correlational study or 
well-designed and 
implemented RCT or 
QED without a 
large/multisite sample

Statistical controls for 
selection bias

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Different for 
each district



Strong Evidence Moderate Evidence Promising Evidence

Well-designed and 
implemented 
experimental study

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented QED or 
RCT with high 
attrition

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented 
correlational study or 
well-designed and 
implemented RCT or 
QED without a 
large/multisite sample

Statistical controls for 
selection bias

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Correlational studies not 
aligned with WWC standards

RCTs and QEDs that would 
otherwise meet Tier 1 or 2



Strong Evidence Moderate Evidence Promising Evidence

Well-designed and 
implemented 
experimental study

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented QED or 
RCT with high 
attrition

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented 
correlational study or 
well-designed and 
implemented RCT or 
QED without a 
large/multisite sample

Statistical controls for 
selection bias

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Control for other variables 
associated with the outcome



Strong Evidence Moderate Evidence Promising Evidence

Well-designed and 
implemented 
experimental study

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented QED or 
RCT with high 
attrition

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Large, multisite sample

Overlaps with 
population of interest

Well-designed and 
implemented 
correlational study or 
well-designed and 
implemented RCT or 
QED without a 
large/multisite sample

Statistical controls for 
selection bias

Significant + effect on 
relevant outcome

No overriding 
negative effects from 
causal studies

Aligns with WWC positive and potentially 
positive effectiveness ratings



Aligning ESSA 
standards with other 
clearinghouses



Evidence-based clearinghouses focusing 
on literacy

• What Works Clearinghouse
• Top Tier Evidence
• Blueprints Programs



WWC-ESSA—Alignment
WWC standard Positive/

potentially
positive

Large, multisite
sample

ESSA standard

Meets standards 
without
reservations

Strong Evidence 
(Tier 1)

Promising 
Evidence (Tier 3)
Does not meet 
ESSA Tiers 1–3

Meets standards 
with
reservations

Moderate Evidence 
(Tier 2)

Promising 
Evidence (Tier 3)
Does not meet 
ESSA Tiers 1–3



TTE-ESSA—Alignment

TTE standard Large multisite 
sample

ESSA standard

Top Tier Strong Evidence 
(Tier 1)

Promising
Evidence (Tier 3)

Near Top Tier Promising
Evidence (Tier 3)



Blueprints Criteria

• Experimental and Quasiexperimental 
designs

• Study design, implementation, magnitude 
of effect, sustained benefits, replicability

• Requires “an absence of iatrogenic 
effects” for participants 

• Provide sample size, cost, and sample 
characteristics in evaluation abstracts



Blueprints ratings

Model + Programs
• Two RCTs or one RCT and one QED
• Sustained positive effects, no negative 

effects
• Well described implementation, 

outcomes, and logic model
• Results independently replicated



Blueprints ratings

Model Programs
• Two RCTs or one RCT and one QED
• Sustained positive effects, no negative 

effects
• Well described implementation, 

outcomes, and logic model



Blueprints ratings

Promising Programs
• One RCT or two QEDs
• Sustained positive effects, no negative 

effects
• Well described implementation, 

outcomes, and logic model



Blueprints-ESSA—Alignment 
Blueprint 
standard

Large multisite 
sample

RCT ESSA standard

Model+ 
programs

Strong Evidence 
(Tier 1)

Promising Evidence 
(Tier 3)

Model 
programs

Strong Evidence 
(Tier 1)

Promising Evidence 
(Tier 3)

Promising 
programs

Strong Evidence 
(Tier 1)

Moderate Evidence 
(Tier 2)

Promising Evidence 
(Tier 3)or



Navigating clearinghouses



What Works Clearinghouse



WWC-ESSA—Alignment
WWC standard Positive/

potentially
positive

Large, multisite
sample

ESSA standard

Meets standards 
without
reservations

Strong Evidence 
(Tier 1)

Promising 
Evidence (Tier 3)
Does not meet 
ESSA Tiers 1–3

Meets standards 
with
reservations

Moderate Evidence 
(Tier 2)

Promising 
Evidence (Tier 3)
Does not meet 
ESSA Tiers 1–3



WWC: Finding interventions with positive 
outcomes

Evidence of effectiveness icons (by 
intervention)

• Positive/potentially positive effects

• Mixed/no discernable evidence

• No evidence 



WWC: Finding interventions with positive 
outcomes

Six effectiveness ratings (by outcome):

Negative
Potentially negative
No discernable 
Mixed

- - - 0 + - + ++

ESSA Tiers 1-3



WWC: Finding interventions with positive 
outcomes

Six effectiveness ratings (by outcome):

Potentially positive
Positive

- - - 0 + - + ++

ESSA Tiers 1-3



WWC: Finding interventions with positive 
outcomes

Click on an intervention



WWC: Summary of evidence pages



WWC: Summary of evidence pages



WWC: Summary of evidence pages



WWC: Summary of evidence pages



WWC: Summary of evidence pages



WWC: Summary of evidence pages



WWC: Summary of evidence pages



WWC: Summary of evidence pages

Does not meet Tiers 1–3

Strong evidence (Tier 1)

Promising evidence (Tier 3)



WWC: Contextual 
information provided

Evidence snapshots:
• Summary of all research 

settings and samples 
from studies meeting 
standards can include:
• Race/ethnicity
• Gender
• English learners
• Free/Reduced Lunch
• Delivery method
• Locale 



WWC: Meeting the needs 
of diverse learners

Literacy interventions can 
also be reviewed under 
other topics, such as:
• Early childhood
• English learners
• Students with 

disabilities



WWC: Meeting the needs of diverse 
learners



WWC: Meeting the needs of diverse 
learners



Blueprints programs



Blueprints: Finding interventions for 
emergent literacy skills



Blueprints-ESSA—Alignment 
Blueprint 
standard

Large multisite 
sample

RCT ESSA standard

Model+ 
programs

Strong Evidence 
(Tier 1)

Promising Evidence 
(Tier 3)

Model 
programs

Strong Evidence 
(Tier 1)

Promising Evidence 
(Tier 3)

Promising 
programs

Strong Evidence 
(Tier 1)

Moderate Evidence 
(Tier 2)

Promising Evidence 
(Tier 3)or



Navigating Blueprints programs



Navigating Blueprints programs



Navigating Blueprints 
programs

Here you may find:

• Sample size information
• Study design

A word of caution:

It’s necessary to read both 
the evaluation 
methodology and 
outcomes sections. 



Thank you!  Questions?



Elisabeth (Lyzz) Davis

AIR Senior 
Researcher

edavis@air.org
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