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Tiers of Evidence

ESSA’S DEFINITION OF A EVIDENCE-BASED
(21) EVIDENCE-BASED.—
(A) IN GENERAL. — Except as provided in subparagraph 
(B), the term ‘evidence-based’, when used with respect 
to a State, local educational agency, or school activity, 
means an activity, strategy, or intervention that—

(i) demonstrates a statistically significant effect on 
improving student outcomes or other relevant outcomes 
based on—

(I) strong evidence from at least 1 well-designed and 
well-implemented experimental study;
(II) moderate evidence from at least 1 well-designed 
and well-implemented quasi-experimental study; or
(III) promising evidence from at least 1 well-designed 
and well-implemented correlational study with 
statistical controls for selection bias; or

(ii)
(I) demonstrates a rationale based on high-quality 
research findings or positive evaluation that such 
activity, strategy, or intervention is likely to improve 
student outcomes or other relevant outcomes; and
(II) includes ongoing efforts to examine the effects 
of such activity, strategy, or intervention.

(B) DEFINITION FOR SPECIFIC ACTIVITIES FUNDED 
UNDER THIS ACT. — When used with respect to 
interventions or improvement activities or strategies 
funded under section 1003, the term ‘evidence-based’ 
means a State, local educational agency, or school activity, 
strategy, or intervention that meets the requirements of 
subclause (I), (II), or (III) of subparagraph (A)(i).1

experimental design but do control for factors, such as 
socio-economic status or gender, that could bias the results.

The second category contains a fourth tier (Tier 4), which 
requires that an activity or program is supported by a 
RESEARCH OR EVALUATION-BASED RATIONALE through 
which it will achieve the desired goals. Activities and 
programs in this category have the additional requirement 
to build a process for continued evaluation into the program 
to better understand the effects.

The passage of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) in 2001 
signaled a shift in federal education policy toward utilizing 
evidence to inform and strengthen educational practice. 
Under the term scientifically-based research, the law required 
that programs and strategies used to address many of the 
federal law’s priorities be proven by research that employed 
experimental or quasi-experimental methodology. With 
more than 100 mentions in NCLB, this provision had great 
reach across federally-funded education initiatives.2

ESSA builds on NCLB’s legacy of supporting effective 
programs by requiring that programs and strategies be 
evidence-based. However, the definition of evidence-based 
has significantly expanded from the limited scientifically 
based research in the earlier law. Rather than the two 
acceptable research designs allowed under NCLB, ESSA 
provides four tiers divided into two categories.

The first category calls for programs and strategies to be 
backed by “well-designed” and “well-implemented” studies3 
that demonstrate a statistically significant effect on the 
targeted student outcomes. Three of the tiers of evidence 
fall under this category:

 J Tier 1 — STRONG EVIDENCE: Evidence backed by an 
experimental study or randomized-control trial. Often 
referred to as the gold standard, these studies randomly 
assign subjects (for example, students) to either a 
treatment group (for example, the program being 
studied) or the control group (for example, a group that 
does not receive the treatment).4

 J Tier 2 — MODERATE EVIDENCE: Evidence backed by 
a study that uses a quasi-experimental design. These 
studies use two comparison groups and use either 
characteristics of the students (for example, gender, 
age) to match up pairs between the two groups or 
a natural cutoff (for example, birthdate cutoffs for 
kindergarten eligibility) to compare those on either side 
of the cutoff.5,6 

 J Tier 3 — PROMISING EVIDENCE: Evidence found in 
studies that do not employ either an experimental or quasi-

Ti
er

s 
o

f 
E

vi
d

en
ce

:  
M

ap
p

in
g

 o
p

p
o

rt
un

it
ie

s 
fo

r 
th

e 
ar

ts



www.AEP-Arts.org | @AEP_Arts www.ecs.org | @EdCommission

25

E
SS

A
: M

ap
p

in
g

 o
p

p
o

rt
un

it
ie

s 
fo

r 
th

e 
ar

ts

Where ESSA requires evidence-based programs, states 
and districts may, with one exception, choose programs 
that meet the criteria of any of the four tiers. Programs 
funded under the 7 percent of funds reserved for state 
school improvement grants (Title I, Part A, Section 1003) 
must use evidence meeting one of the first three tiers of 
evidence above.

U.S. Department of Education Non-
Regulatory Guidance
The four tiers of evidence outlined in ESSA still leave 
policymakers and educators with many unanswered 
questions on effectively utilizing evidence when choosing 
and approving programs and strategies. To provide 
further clarity to states and districts, the U.S. Department 
of Education released Non-Regulatory Guidance: Using 
Evidence to Strengthen Education Investments, drawing on 
the standards developed for the What Works Clearinghouse 
and the Education Department’s General Administrative 
Regulations (commonly referred to as EDGAR). 

This document provides added clarity and recommendations 
to help states and districts utilize evidence in their 
implementation of ESSA programs. For example, it describes 
what it means for a study to be well-designed and well-
implemented and defines what it means for a program to 
have a rationale based on research and evaluation.7,8

EVIDENCE-BASED POLICYMAKING

As Martin West, associate professor of education at 
Harvard University, indicated in a 2016 Brookings 
report, ESSA’s use of programs grounded in high-quality 
research provides an opportunity for states to expand 
the practice of evidence-based education policymaking.10 
However, effectively using evidence in policymaking 
involves more than just employing evidence during the 
initial policymaking. It also involves program evaluation, 
in which a state examines data from program and policy 
implementation to identify the effects of the program and 
using that data to improve upon the programs/policies in 
future policymaking.11 

Much like how the U.S. Department of Education’s model 
for using evidence includes a feedback loop of examination 
and reflection for facilitating continuous improvement in 
local programs, instituting a process for incorporating 
evaluation and reflection into policies allows policymakers 
and policy implementers to learn from experience and 
data to better meet the goals of policies.12,13 This practice 
ensures that states deploy the limited staff and financial 
resources used to address education and other policy 
priorities in ways that demonstrate success in achieving 
the identified goals. 

While ESSA and the non-regulatory guidance provided 
by the U.S. Department of Education do suggest the 
importance of using ongoing research and evaluative 
efforts, except for Tier Four, it is not required. The impetus 
for creating a broader evidence-based policymaking system 
is the responsibility of the state. Some states are already 
beginning to tackle this issue. A November 2016 report by 
the Building State Capacity and Productivity Center and a 
webinar hosted by American Youth Policy Forum provide 
examples of how three states — Massachusetts, Michigan 
and Tennessee — approach this work.14,15
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However, as the guidance offered by the U.S. Department 
of Education is not mandatory, states may adopt other 
legitimate definitions, provided they fall within ESSA’s broad 
language.9 For this reason, the research identified later in this 
report focuses primarily on the language provided in ESSA.

TIER 1: STRONG EVIDENCE

Experimental Study

TIER 4: RESEARCH-BASED RATIONALE

Research demonstrating a logical reasoning for 
program to improve student outcomes

Tiers of EVIDENCE
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 1
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 2

TIER 2: MODERATE EVIDENCE

Quasi-experimental study

TIER 3: PROMISING EVIDENCE

Correlational study with statistical controls

https://www2.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/guidanceuseseinvestment.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/guidanceuseseinvestment.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/research/from-evidence-based-programs-to-an-evidence-based-system-opportunities-under-the-every-student-succeeds-act/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/from-evidence-based-programs-to-an-evidence-based-system-opportunities-under-the-every-student-succeeds-act/
http://www.bscpcenter.org/resources/publications/SEAF_6_11.2016_final_Essay3_What_Works.pdf
http://www.aypf.org/resources/essa-and-research-evidence-opportunities-and-challenges-for-states/
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Mapping Opportunities for 
the Arts
Since few arts in education studies used experimental 
or quasi-experimental designs, most studies exploring 
arts in education programs did not meet NCLB’s strict 
definitions for scientifically based research. For this 
reason, those studies could not be cited as evidence of the 
effectiveness of arts-based strategies when addressing 
NCLB’s priorities. However, with ESSA’s expansion of 
acceptable research in the four tiers of evidence, the 
door is now open for the inclusion of many more studies 
related to the arts in education.

Below are opportunities within ESSA’s programs for 
engaging the arts, as well as research supporting the 
role of the arts in addressing program priorities. Studies 
chosen for inclusion here focus on a program or initiative, 
include findings relevant to the ESSA program identified, 
and have a methodology that would potentially place 
them in one of the four tiers as described in ESSA. Since 
states may operationalize their tier levels differently, the tier 
classifications are listed as potential.

Title I, Part A
Title I, Part A, Sections 1008 & 1009 — The primary programs 
under Title I, Part A, schoolwide programs and targeted 
assistance schools, focus on ensuring that academically at-
risk students have educational programs that allow them 
to meet their state’s academic standards — particularly 
in the areas of English language arts and mathematics. 
Schoolwide programs accomplish this through plans to 
improve the overall educational programming of a school. 
Targeted assistance schools accomplish this by identifying 
specific groups of academically at-risk students and 
developing programs focused on helping those students 
succeed. As part of ESSA’s well-rounded education, states 
can include the arts as strategies in both ESSA programs. 
See Title I, Part A for more information on incorporating 
the arts into District Title I plans.

ArtsEdSearch research supporting these goals:

 J The effects of creative dramatics on vocabulary 
achievement of fourth grade students in a language 
arts classroom: An empirical study. (Potentially Tier 1)
This experimental study explores the impact of a 
drama-integration program on language development 
for fourth-grade students. The study found that 
students participating in the program demonstrated 
better vocabulary acquisition than those who did not 
participate in the program.

 J Academic Music: Music instruction to engage third-
grade students in learning basic fraction concepts. 
(Potentially Tier 3)
This study examines the impact of a music program on 
mathematic achievement in third-grade students. The 
study found that students participating in the music 
program were able to solve fraction problems better 
than students who did not participate in the music 
program.

For additional ArtsEdSearch studies on the impact of the 
arts on achievement in English language arts, mathematics 
and overall academics, click here. 

Title II Grants
Title II, Section 2002 — The funds provided under Title II 
grants provide educators with professional development 
opportunities that strengthen their ability to help students 
reach the state’s standards. Programs utilizing the arts or 
arts-based techniques to improve student achievement in 
those state standards would be eligible for the Title II grants. 
See A Well-Rounded Education for more information on 
incorporating the arts into Title II grants.

ArtsEdSearch research supporting these goals:

 J Embracing the Burden of Proof: New strategies for 
determining predictive links between arts integration 
teacher professional development, student arts 
learning and student academic achievement outcomes. 
(Potentially Tier 3)
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http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/the-effects-of-creative-dramatics-on-vocabulary-achievement-of-fourth-grade-students-in-a-language-arts-classroom-an-empirical-study
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/the-effects-of-creative-dramatics-on-vocabulary-achievement-of-fourth-grade-students-in-a-language-arts-classroom-an-empirical-study
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/the-effects-of-creative-dramatics-on-vocabulary-achievement-of-fourth-grade-students-in-a-language-arts-classroom-an-empirical-study
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/academic-music-music-instruction-to-engage-third-grade-students-in-learning-basic-fraction-concepts
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/academic-music-music-instruction-to-engage-third-grade-students-in-learning-basic-fraction-concepts
http://www.artsedsearch.org/advanced-study-search?category_types%5B16%5D%5B%5D=all&category_types%5B17%5D%5B%5D=all&category_types%5B18%5D%5B%5D=all&category_types%5B19%5D%5B%5D=all
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/embracing-the-burden-of-proof-new-strategies-for-determining-predictive-links-between-arts-integration-teacher-professional-development-student-arts-learning-and-student-academic-achievement-outcomes
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/embracing-the-burden-of-proof-new-strategies-for-determining-predictive-links-between-arts-integration-teacher-professional-development-student-arts-learning-and-student-academic-achievement-outcomes
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/embracing-the-burden-of-proof-new-strategies-for-determining-predictive-links-between-arts-integration-teacher-professional-development-student-arts-learning-and-student-academic-achievement-outcomes
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/embracing-the-burden-of-proof-new-strategies-for-determining-predictive-links-between-arts-integration-teacher-professional-development-student-arts-learning-and-student-academic-achievement-outcomes
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This study found that teacher participation in an arts 
integration professional development program resulted 
in the improvement of student standardized achievement 
scores and the reduction of the achievement gap.

 J Arts integration and the Mississippi Arts Commission’s 
Whole School Initiative. (Potentially Tier 4)
This study focuses on the student outcomes of a 
model for whole school arts integration. The results 
indicate that successful implementation of the model 
significantly reduced the achievement gap for low-
income students. Educators’ participation in arts 
integration professional development played a primary 
role in this reduction.

For additional ArtsEdSearch studies on the impact of the 
arts professional development programs, click here. 

Literacy Education for All, Results 
for the Nation
Title II, Section 2002 — The Literacy Education for All, 
Results for the Nation program is a competitive grant 
program designed to provide professional development 
programs to strengthen educators’ abilities to help all 
students achieve literacy. When applying to the state 
for this grant, districts must describe their plans for 
ensuring literacy for all students and how they intend to 
incorporate literacy across the curriculum — including into 
a well-rounded education. This provides opportunities for 
professional development programs for non-arts teachers 
to incorporate arts strategies for improving literacy in their 
classrooms, and for arts teachers to incorporate literacy 
into their classrooms. See A Well-Rounded Education for 
more information on incorporating the arts into Title II 
Literacy Education grants.

ArtsEdSearch research supporting these goals:

 J Contribution of drama-based strategies. (Potentially 
Tier 1)
This experimental study explores the impact of a drama-
integration and professional-development program on 
the language arts and social studies outcomes for fourth- 

and fifth-grade students. The results from the study 
found that standardized language arts scores for those 
participating in the program were significantly higher 
than those who did not participate in the program.

 J An investigation of an arts infusion program on creative 
thinking, academic achievement, affective functioning 
and arts appreciation of children at three grade levels. 
(Potentially Tier 3)
This study focused on the outcomes of a whole school 
arts infusion program that included professional 
development as one of the key program components. 
The results of the study found that students attending 
schools implementing the whole school arts infusion 
program performed ahead of students who attended a 
control school on measures of reading achievement.

For additional ArtsEdSearch studies on the impact of the 
arts in education on literacy development, click here. 

Student Support and Academic 
Enrichment Grants
Title IV, Part A, Subpart 1 — New in ESSA, the Student 
Support and Academic Enrichment Grants program 
provides funding to districts to expand and improve 
education in their schools. ESSA outlines three categories 
for these grants: providing a well-rounded education, 
ensuring safe and healthy schools, and improving the usage 
of technology within a school. While the arts can play a 
role in strategies aligned to all three of these priority areas, 
ESSA only requires evidence-based strategies for programs 
funded to ensure safe and healthy schools, and to improve 
the usage of technology within a school. Funds can be used 
for in-school programs and partnerships with community 
organizations. See A Well-Rounded Education for more 
information on incorporating the arts into Student Support 
and Academic Enrichment grants.

ArtsEdSearch research supporting these goals:

 J The effects of a creative dance and movement program 
on the social competence of head start preschoolers. 
(Potentially Tier 1)
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http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/arts-integration-and-the-mississippi-arts-commission-s-whole-school-initiative
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/arts-integration-and-the-mississippi-arts-commission-s-whole-school-initiative
http://www.artsedsearch.org/study-search?s=professional+development&commit.x=0&commit.y=0&commit=Search
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/contribution-of-drama-based-strategies
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/an-investigation-of-an-arts-infusion-program-on-creative-thinking-academic-achievement-affective-functioning-and-arts-appreciation-of-children-at-three-grade-levels
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/an-investigation-of-an-arts-infusion-program-on-creative-thinking-academic-achievement-affective-functioning-and-arts-appreciation-of-children-at-three-grade-levels
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/an-investigation-of-an-arts-infusion-program-on-creative-thinking-academic-achievement-affective-functioning-and-arts-appreciation-of-children-at-three-grade-levels
http://www.artsedsearch.org/study-search?s=literacy+professional+development+&commit.x=0&commit.y=0&commit=Search
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/the-effects-of-a-creative-dance-and-movement-program-on-the-social-competence-of-head-start-preschoolers
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/the-effects-of-a-creative-dance-and-movement-program-on-the-social-competence-of-head-start-preschoolers
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This study examined the effects of a creative dance and 
movement program on the development of social skills 
for preschool children. The results found that students 
participating in the program exhibited fewer issues with 
anxiety, depression and aggressive behavior.

 J Evaluation of a theater-based youth violence prevention 
program for elementary school children. (Potentially 
Tier 3)
This study explored the impact of a theatre improvisation 
violence prevention program on fourth-grade students 
attending an urban school. The program found that, 
over time, students who participated in the program 
demonstrated lower levels of violent or aggressive 
behavior than those who did not participate in the 
program.

For additional ArtsEdSearch studies on the how the arts can 
support the creation of safe and healthy schools, click here.

21st Century Community Learning 
Centers
Title IV, Part B, Section 4203 — Continued in ESSA is the 
competitive grant program for 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers. This grant program provides funding 
to enrich educational opportunities of students attending 
low-performing schools so they can meet the state’s 
academic standards. Included in the acceptable activities 
are the arts and music, allowing applicants — schools or 
community organizations — to include arts programs in 
their applications. See A Well-Rounded Education for more 
information on incorporating the arts into 21st Century 
Community Learning Center grants.

ArtsEdSearch research supporting these goals:

 J The educational value of field trips. (Potentially Tier 1)
This experimental study explored the impact of a field 
trip program to an art museum. The results demonstrated 
that students participating in the field trip exhibited 
higher levels of critical thinking and tolerance than the 
students in the control group.

 J Culturally-based after-school arts programming for 
low-income urban children: Adaptive and preventive 
effects. (Potentially Tier 3)
This study examined the impact of an arts-based 
afterschool program. Results from the study showed 
that students participating in the program demonstrated 
improved social skills, leadership and self-esteem.

For additional ArtsEdSearch studies on the impact of the 
arts in educational opportunities outside the school day, 
click here.

QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER: 
USING EVIDENCE TO INCLUDE THE ARTS IN 
ESSA PLANS AND APPLICATIONS

1. Program Outcomes
 9 What outcomes am I trying to achieve with my 

program?

 9 Is this program appropriate for my context and 
setting?

 9 Is there evidence that the program I am considering 
will achieve the intended outcome?

2. Tiers of Evidence
 9 What guidance has my state provided on the tiers of 

evidence?

 9 Does the evidence I plan to use focus on the program 
I intend to implement?

 9 Is the evidence based on a well-designed and well-
implemented study?

 9 Is the evidence based on a randomized control trial? 
(If so, this is potentially Tier 1).

 9 Is the evidence based on a quasi-experimental study? 
(If so, this is potentially Tier 2).

 9 Does the study use two separate groups and control 
for bias in the results? (If so, this is potentially Tier 3).

 9 Are the study results positive for the outcomes I am 
considering?
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http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/evaluation-of-a-theater-based-youth-violence-prevention-program-for-elementary-school-children
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/evaluation-of-a-theater-based-youth-violence-prevention-program-for-elementary-school-children
http://www.artsedsearch.org/study-search?s=behavior&commit.x=0&commit.y=0&commit=Search
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/the-educational-value-of-field-trips
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/culturally-based-after-school-arts-programming-for-low-income-urban-children-adaptive-and-preventive-effects
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/culturally-based-after-school-arts-programming-for-low-income-urban-children-adaptive-and-preventive-effects
http://www.artsedsearch.org/summaries/culturally-based-after-school-arts-programming-for-low-income-urban-children-adaptive-and-preventive-effects
http://www.artsedsearch.org/advanced-study-search?category_types%5B3%5D%5B%5D=20
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3. Other Evidence
 9 Are there other studies available that examine this 

program or strategy?

 9 If so, are the results consistent or contradictory?

 9 If they are contradictory, is the study of equal or 
higher quality than the evidence I am using? (If so, 
the evidence is likely not sufficient for this purpose).

4. Continual Improvement 
 9 Am I required to include a plan for continued 

evaluation (Tier 4)?

 9 Do I have a plan for evaluating and better 
understanding the outcomes of the program?
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