
Using Data to Understand  
What Works
Research and the COVID-19 Crisis

Spotlight: Texas

The Houston Education Research 
Consortium (HERC) is a partnership of 
Rice University and 11 Houston-area 
school districts serving more than 700,000 

students combined. This partnership is putting research into 
action by supplying survey data to assist local government and 
nonprofits in identifying needs in communities and allocating 
resources appropriately. HERC has been able to document 
the impact of COVID-19 on employment, education (e.g., the 
digital divide), and physical and mental health for historically 
marginalized communities in real time. Initiatives like HERC can 
serve as models for states to use as they create or support similar 
programs in other districts or even build a statewide version of a 
research partnership. 

Visit HERC’s Gulf Coast Coronavirus (COVID-19) Community Impact 
Survey Data Dashboard to learn more. 
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Recovering from the COVID-19 crisis will take coordinated action across multiple critical issue areas from 
policymakers, elected officials, researchers, advocates, and other education leaders. To support these efforts, 
the Data Quality Campaign (DQC) has compiled a series of resources on key issue areas states must address as 
they map their paths forward. Leaders can refer to these resources to learn why these issues matter to their 
education goals, how to prioritize actions now and down the line, and where to find additional guidance. 

Why Does Research Matter Right Now?   
State and district leaders face many challenges heading into the next school year, leaving them to make tough decisions about 
what to prioritize and where to invest resources. Adapting the state’s existing research agenda or investing in new research 
solutions can provide states with critical information that will enable them to spend responsibly and identify best practices in 

the current education landscape. Building an effective research infrastructure can be a long-term, multistep process, and states should begin the 
work to set that process in motion. Getting started now will ensure that state and district leaders take actions such as the following:

 y developing research models to estimate the impacts of school 
closures on student learning to identify where resources will be 
needed the most 

 y building evidence about which intervention strategies are and are 
not working to make effective administrative and programmatic 
decisions for the school year ahead

 y designing studies to understand how this crisis is affecting student 
pathways through education and into the workforce and what 
those findings mean for economic recovery  

State and district budgets will be spread thin as a result of the 
pandemic, and actionable research provides state and district leaders 
with insights into the policies and programs that best serve their 
communities. As states and districts prepare for the year ahead, they 
must use the evidence available to them to continuously improve 
policies and programs so that they meet the needs of all students. 
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https://kinder.rice.edu/gulf-coast-coronavirus-community-impact-survey
https://kinder.rice.edu/gulf-coast-coronavirus-community-impact-survey
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What Actions Do States Need to Take to Support Student Learning and 
Recovery Efforts? 
Building and maintaining a robust data infrastructure is the foundation for conducting useful research. In the short term, state 
leaders must prioritize investing in their data systems, quickly gathering information from the communities they serve, and 
mobilizing research partnerships to answer more complex questions. These priorities may mean that states need to consider new 

or temporary data collections that help answer questions about the results of the pandemic. Longer term, they should use their data governance 
body to manage their research agenda and modernize their cross-sector longitudinal data systems (e.g., P–20W, integrated data systems, data 
trusts) so they are equipped to build evidence and identify solutions that address present and future challenges. 

Near-Term Priorities  

 y Use recently allocated funding to make needed investments in 
data systems and rapid research. When state budgets are tight, 
state leaders should maximize their use of federal supplemental 
investments to address their data priorities. Examples include the 
following:

 – States can use federal Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic 
Security (CARES) Act funding to improve data connections 
across sectors, build evidence related to interventions, and 
move forward with addressing questions that can be answered 
now. Funding from the CARES Act—allocated to K–12 and 
higher education as well as directly to governors—is flexible 
and can be used for data and research. 

 – States that recently received a new round of state longitudinal 
data system (SLDS) grants should stay the course on projects 
they committed to in their applications that will improve data 
systems and increase their research capacity. 

 y Take the necessary steps to mobilize research partnerships. 
As states begin to deploy strategies to address the impacts of 
COVID-19, research partnerships can provide much-needed 
capacity to analyze what is and is not working. States should act 
now to get the most out of these partnerships. Examples include 
the following:

 – Ensure that memoranda of understanding or other data-
sharing agreements necessary to engage with researchers and 
practitioners are in place and up to date.

 – Consult with research partners about planned interventions 
so they are designed in a way that enables state leaders to 
measure whether or not they are effective.

 – Work with researchers to survey parents, students, and 
educators from all backgrounds to identify pressing questions 
and challenges created by COVID-19, and use this information 
to guide additional research that informs policy and practice. 

Long-Term Considerations

 y Strengthen data governance. Data governance bodies are 
the best way to ensure that everyone involved with state data 
systems can come to the table to set priorities and identify who 
is responsible for implementing those priorities. States should 
use these bodies to design a research agenda that addresses the 
state’s most important questions, to make recommendations for 
directing resources toward research, and to manage relationships 
with research partners who can analyze the data. Now is a 
good time to examine who has a seat—and a voice—in these 
decisionmaking bodies to ensure that they are representative of 
stakeholders who need data to answer questions and take action. 

 y Modernize data systems. States must continue the hard 
work of integrating data systems to enable states and their 
research partners to answer increasingly complex questions. In 
particular, connecting K–12 data systems with early childhood, 
postsecondary, and workforce data is critical for addressing 
long-term challenges related to education and economic 
recovery. States should keep an eye out for new sources of 
funding, including those that may not be explicitly for data. 
Pulling together small amounts of funding from multiple sources 
can be an effective way to maintain momentum on data system 
enhancements. 

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/slds/grant_information.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/slds/grant_information.asp
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The Data Quality Campaign is a nonprofit policy and advocacy organization leading the effort to bring 
every part of the education community together to empower educators, families, and policymakers 
with quality information to make decisions that ensure that students excel. For more information, go 
to www.dataqualitycampaign.org and follow us on Facebook and Twitter (@EdDataCampaign).

Resources 
States can refer to the resources below for clear, actionable information related to building and using evidence.  
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UUssiinngg  tthhee  CCAARREESS  AAcctt  ttoo  SSttrreennggtthheenn  EEdduuccaattiioonn  DDaattaa  CCoolllleeccttiioonn  aanndd  UUssee  
 

The Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act (CARES) Act provides $30.75 billion in emergency aid to 
address the impact of the COVID‐19 pandemic on early learning, elementary, secondary, and postsecondary 
programs. This dedicated education funding can be used for a very wide range of initiatives, which includes using 
funds to support data priorities such as rapid data collection, data system integration, and increased data system 
transparency. States can and should consider using some of this federal funding to increase the capacity of their data 
infrastructure. 
 
RRAAPPIIDD  DDAATTAA  CCOOLLLLEECCTTIIOONN  AANNDD  UUSSEE.. CARES Act funding may be used for the collection and use of data to evaluate 
learning loss and fully understand the pandemic’s broader impacts on students, school systems, and vulnerable 
communities:  

 The CARES Act specifies that K–12 relief funding may be used to provide principals and other school leaders 
with resources to address the needs of their individual schools and to promote coordinated response and 
preparation.  

 CARES Act funding may be used for teacher and leader data training consistent with the ESEA’s professional 
development provisions (Title II‐A).  

 Postsecondary institutions may use CARES Act funding to cover “any costs” associated with significant 
changes to the delivery of instruction due to the coronavirus. 
 

CCOONNNNEECCTTIINNGG  DDAATTAA  SSYYSSTTEEMMSS.. CARES Act funding may be used to complete vitally important efforts to connect state 
agency data systems to provide comprehensive information about the programs serving children and older students:  

 The CARES Act generally permits states to use the funding “for emergency needs as determined by the state 
educational agency to address issues responding to coronavirus.”  

 Specific provisions of the Student Support and Academic Enrichment block grant (“SSAEG”, ESEA, Title IV‐A) 
permit investments in “technology”, including “data systems”, “communications networks”, and “software 
applications.”  
 

PPRROOVVIIDDIINNGG  AACCCCEESSSS  TTOO  DDAATTAA.. CARES Act funding may be used to provide teachers, leaders, families and other 
stakeholder with access to useful information through data dashboards and other data tools:  

 The CARES Act permits uses related to ESEA, which features specific references to data through the SSAEG, 
Title I, and other provisions.  

 The CARES Act permits funds to be used for broadly defined purposes that help schools and institutions 
address student needs, as described in previous sections. 
 

CARES Act funding is available now for states to use for these and other priorities. Also worth watching is the 
HEROES Act, recently passed in the House and up for consideration in the Senate. If passed, it would provide further 
opportunities to invest in education data, including through the bill’s focus on promoting state agency coordination 
and based on the Elementary and Secondary Education Act’s allowable data and technology investments. Using 
available funds for a targeted investment in data systems will better equip policymakers and educators to remediate 
the significant expected student learning loss caused by the pandemic, design the upcoming school year to meet 
student needs safely, and prepare students for college and the workforce.   

Using the CARES Act to 
Strengthen Education Data 
Collection and Use is a 
DQC fact sheet that details 
how states can and should 
consider using some of this 
federal funding to increase 
the capacity of their data 
infrastructure.

Research Partnerships  
Are Key to Improving Practice

MARCH 2020

States and districts face challenges around the construction, production, and use of research in education. 
And without research partnerships, most state and district leaders are left to make policy and practice changes 
based on anecdote rather than evidence. Stronger connections between researchers and practitioners, more 
meaningful and accessible circulation of relevant research to decisionmakers, and governance systems and 
processes that grant researchers appropriate access to data from state and local systems are all steps to ensure 
that research partnerships can provide states and districts with the evidence-based information they need to 
benefit students. In short, research partnerships present a real opportunity to improve student outcomes. 

Research partnerships create space for researchers and education 
leaders to collaborate across sectors to discover unmet needs, let go 
of conventional norms that are no longer effective, and trail blaze by 
identifying innovative teaching and learning approaches. Research 
partnership agreements involve guidelines for designing, accessing, 
using, and protecting the research. And the organizing principle with 
these partnerships is a commitment among researchers as well as 
state and local leaders to translate the data-driven evidence into 
meaningful policy and practice. 

By integrating the expertise of researchers, research partnerships 
reduce the burden on educators and legislators to generate best 
practices and policies on their own. Alongside researchers, leaders of 
state and local education agencies can tap into state and local data 
systems and investigate, analyze, and produce findings to inform 
education policies and practice. At their best, research partnerships 
can help address gaps in research capacity as well as  

 y provide technical support to educators and legislators; 

 y strengthen data governance or the existing state guidance for 
managing and accessing data;

 y improve data quality and privacy; and 

 y reorient data collections to better address policy and practice 
questions. 

Core Characteristics of Research Partnerships
While research partnerships consist of different models, participants, and topic areas, they share five core characteristics: 

1. No matter the scope of the research, central to these partnerships 
is the commitment to address problems of practice. Partnerships 
may be organized to address a specific education dilemma or a 
broader challenge that involves a number of education issues. For 
example, the Better Math Teaching Network is a collaborative of 40 
urban and rural educators working specifically to improve algebra 
comprehension among high schoolers, while the Florida Career 
Readiness Research Alliance focuses on improving graduation 
rates and workforce readiness programs. 

2. Research partnerships are designed with collaboration in mind; 
involved parties understand that their exchange of knowledge 
and evidence molds future policy and practice. Partnerships tend 
to include state and local education agencies alongside research 
institutions, but they can also include community organizations, 
knowledge brokers, and design experts such as collective impact 
organizations like StriveTogether. 

3. Research partnerships decode their research into accessible 
and actionable findings. Partnerships focus on the creation of 
evidence for the purpose of effecting change. For example, the 
Midwest Career Readiness Research Alliance works to access 

What is a “research partnership”?

We use the term “research partnerships” to encompass all the 
diverse partnerships that bring education researchers and 
practitioners together to create and use evidence to inform practice. 
Research partnerships can be traditional research–practice 
partnerships or other improvement-focused collaborative research 
models like collective impact, design-based implementation 
research, and networked improvement communities.

Research Partnerships Are Key 
to Improving Practice is a DQC 
brief that lays out how research 
partnerships can benefit states 
and districts along with the core 
characteristics and drivers of 
research partnerships. 

How to teach 3rd
grade reading

READING
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GRADERS

When Researchers Have Access to Data, Students Succeed

RESEARCH HELPS STUDENTS 
 AND SCHOOLS SUCCEEDData-driven research is behind 

many of the tools and strategies 
that help educators engage, 
teach, and guide students—
from early warning systems 
to personalized learning.

Policymakers have questions 
about our schools. How do we 
keep students from dropping out? 
What can we do to retain the best 
teachers? With access to quality 
data and the training to use and 
safeguard it, researchers can help 
find answers and solutions.

Without trustworthy research, 
policymakers, school leaders, and 
teachers are making decisions in the 
dark—and students get left behind. 
But when researchers have access 
to high-quality data, people can 
make the best decisions to support 
student learning in the classroom.

Data-driven research helps 
states make better policy 
investments, like choosing 
an effective curriculum or 
developing an early 
childhood program that 
prepares students for success.

Data-driven research 
helps educators and 
policymakers understand 
emerging issues and 
challenge conventional 
practices.

RESEARCH SUPPORTS INDIVIDUAL STUDENTS

RESEARCH INFORMS BETTER DECISIONS

RESEARCH BUILDS KNOWLEDGE FOR THE FUTURE

RESEARCH IS ABOUT 
ANSWERING QUESTIONS

HERE’S HOW RESEARCH CAN BE USED...
BY POLICYMAKERS

When policymakers and researchers work together to answer questions about education, students 
and schools do better. That’s because research is more than an academic exercise. It creates 
discoveries that have a direct impact on the students of today and tomorrow. Smart state and federal 
investments in research and data pay off—in both innovations and student outcomes.

Research helps answer policy- 
makers’ questions and identify 
programs that are a good use 
of state funds and resources.

BY EDUCATORS
Research leads to effective 
tools, like early warning 
systems that help educators 
keep at-risk students on track.

BY PARENTS
Families rely on research to help 
make decisions about which 
schools and programs are the best 
fit to support their child’s goals.

BY HIGHER-ED LEADERS
Research shows postsecondary 
leaders how students move through 
their schools so they can better 
prepare them to graduate.

dataqualitycampaign.org

When Researchers Have Access 
to Data, Students Succeed, an 
infographic from DQC, provides 
an illustration of how research 
can affect students in the 
classroom.

Roadmap for Effective Data Use  
and Research Partnerships between 
State Education Agencies and 
Education Researchers
Key Focus Areas for Using Research Partnerships to Improve 
Student Outcomes 

QUALITY IMPLEMENTATION ROADMAPS

Where are we going?
When students, parents, educators, and partners have the right 
information to make decisions, students excel. By forming research 
partnerships, state education agencies (SEAs), policymakers, 
practitioners, and education researchers at universities and other 
research institutes can work together to use research to provide 
the best education possible for all students. Without high-quality 
and trustworthy education research, communities will be making 
decisions in the dark, and more students will be left behind. This 
roadmap is a guide for SEAs, policymakers, and policy leaders on how 
to partner with researchers to address important education questions 
through research. 

Why is research important? 
Research identifies areas of unmet need and opportunity, helps 
education leaders invest in effective and innovative practices, and 
pinpoints factors that keep kids on track for success. In addition, 
research uncovers dynamics that might challenge conventional 
wisdom and guide practitioners to more effective solutions to improve 
teaching and learning.

Research benefits states, districts, schools, educators, and families in 
three main ways: 

 y supporting the success of individual students

 y making the best education programming and policy decisions 

 y building knowledge about how students learn

Access to research helps states and districts take the following 
actions: 

 y Develop tools and strategies to support each student’s learning.

 y Use tools, strategies, and resources most effectively by better 
understanding what interventions work best for which students 
and under which circumstances.

 y Identify education inequities and the populations most at need or 
most likely to benefit from an intervention.

 y Understand the long-term effects of education policies and 
practices on student outcomes. 

 y Understand emerging issues related to conditions and policies 
affecting students.

 y Develop a greater understanding of how students learn.

Why form partnerships with education 
researchers? 
Research partnerships formed with trained and engaged experts can 
result in answers to questions that cannot be found anywhere else. 
These answers can inform decisions about programming, staffing, 
how to use limited resources, and how to support each student’s 
growth. 

Additionally, forming partnerships with education researchers can 
improve the work of states and districts in the following ways: 

 y Build research capacity and data management expertise.

 y Improve data quality, governance, and privacy.

 y Provide technical support. 

 y Highlight new ways to use existing data collections. 

 y Help refine current data collections to better address state policy 
and practice questions.

What Is Research?

The American Educational Research Association (AERA) defines education research in part as “the scientific field of study that examines 
education and learning processes and the human attributes, interactions, organizations, and institutions that shape educational 
outcomes.” Education research uncovers the evidence that policymakers and practitioners need to improve educational outcomes for all 
students.

Roadmap for Effective 
Data Use and Research 
Partnerships between 
State Education Agencies 
and Education Researchers 
is a resource from DQC 
that lays out eight focus 
areas for education leaders 
looking to build meaningful 
collaborations with research 
partners. 

“ An Evidence-Based Response 
to COVID-19: What We’re 
Learning,” posted by the 
National Center for Education 
Evaluation and Regional 
Assistance, shares rapid-
response research on distance 
learning from the What Works 
Clearinghouse. 

Using State Data Systems to 
Create an Information Culture 
in Education

Claus von Zastrow and Zeke Perez Jr. 

APR 2019

In 1942, renowned statistician W. Edwards Deming wrote that 

“data are not taken for museum purposes; they are taken as a basis 

for doing something. If nothing is to be done with the data, then 

there is no use in collecting any.” More than 75 years later, this 

observation neatly summarizes a persistent challenge: States have 

more sophisticated education data systems than ever before, yet 

too many still struggle to use those data to inspire effective action. 

State leaders can begin to address this challenge by fostering a 

culture that celebrates data and information as critical  

to improvement.

In November 2018, Education Commission of the States convened 

more than a dozen education leaders for a Thinkers Meeting to 

discuss how states can foster an information culture. Throughout 

the meeting, participants returned to an overarching theme: It is 

up to state leaders to ensure that data systems serve the needs 

of the people involved — students, families, community members, 

teachers and leaders — rather than narrow, bureaucratic mandates.1 

Participants offered concrete guidance on how state leaders 

could build a culture to empower diverse stakeholders with the 

information they need to make critical decisions about education.

Though many of the ideas raised at the meeting are already in 

motion, at least to some extent in some states, far too many people 

still lack the information they need to improve education — for 

themselves, their communities or their constituents. Participants 

stressed that only state policymakers have the capacity to move 

beyond these islands of excellence to realize a more coherent 

statewide vision. This report outlines their insights on how state 

policymakers can improve the information culture in their states.

www.ecs.org | @EdCommission

What Is a State 
Education Data 
System? 

Every U.S. state and the 

District of Columbia 

maintain a system 

to collect and store 

education data. These 

systems vary widely 

in their scope and 

sophistication — and, by 

extension, in their ability 

to provide information 

that can guide decision-

making. Most states have 

developed statewide 

longitudinal data systems, 

which establish formal 

connections among 

systems from two or 

more of the following 

four core state agencies: 

early learning, K-12, 

postsecondary and 

workforce. Such systems 

make it possible to follow 

students’ progress from 

early childhood to career.

Using Data Systems to 
Create Information Culture 
in Education, a policy 
guide from the Education 
Commission of the States, 
documents how leaders 
can leverage existing data 
systems to create stronger 
infrastructure to meet policy 
and research demands.  
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