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ESSA Evidence Quick Reference Guide 
How to Make the Most of ESSA’s Tier 4 Evidence 

Why Tier 4? As part of its definitions of “evidence-based,” ESSA’s approach gives districts the flexibility to adopt and 
evaluate new approaches. Districts can implement programs and refine them based on research they conduct. Without 
building evidence, it is impossible to know how programs are being implemented, how they are working, or how to tailor 
them to meet the needs of students. 

What are the tiers of evidence in ESSA? ESSA defines four categories or tiers of evidence. The definitions of the first 
three categories are based solely on study methodology and design and not by the strength of the study results or their 
applicability to a district’s context. The first three tiers require a previous study to have demonstrated a statistically 
significant effect on improving student outcomes or other relevant outcomes. The fourth level is designed for ideas that 
hold promise but do not yet have an evidence base qualifying for the first three levels, so long as those approaches are 
coupled simultaneously with ongoing efforts to examine the effects. 

Are Tiers 1 through 3 better than Tier 4? No. An intervention based on a Tier 4 evidence base may be very effective; it is 
just that research has yet to be conducted or published on the intervention with a study design that meets the criteria 
for the first three tiers. Tier 4 is the base of the pyramid above because DESE thinks many interventions districts are 
actually implementing qualify for Tier 4. Numerous educational practices simply do not have strong experimental 
evidence, and Tier 4 can help build that necessary evidence. Tier 1 evidence is particularly hard to find because it means 
successfully conducting a randomized trial, which is difficult in public education settings. 
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What do districts have to do? When districts apply for their ESSA funds (specifically Title I, Title II-A, and Title IV-A) and other 
state-sponsored grants, they should be aware of when evidence is required and when Tier 4 evidence is an option. The tables 
below outline the required and allowable uses of the ESSA evidence-based provisions where Tier 4 evidence is applicable. If 
districts are spending ESSA funds on the categories below, they must plan some way to examine the effects of the strategies 
they are implementing. As DESE and Massachusetts districts develop knowledge of these evidence tiers, the expectation that 
districts can build evidence will grow. DESE expects that this process will be gradual to give districts time to gain familiarity 
with the evidence base and how to access it. 

 
 Tier 4 allowed? 

LEA Required Uses: Must Do and Must Be Evidence Based 
Title I: School comprehensive support and improvement (CSI) plans must include one or more evidence-based 
interventions (EBI). Schools that receive funds from the Title I 7% set aside (Section 1003 services funds) must 
use EBIs that meet the top three levels of evidence as defined by ESSA. 

 
NO 

Title I: LEA Targeted support and improvement (TSI) plans for schools with low performing subgroups must 
include one or more evidence-based interventions. Schools that receive funds from the Title I 7% set aside 
(Section 1003 services funds) must use EBIs that meet the top three levels of evidence as defined by ESSA. 

 
NO 

Title I: LEAs must conduct, with the meaningful involvement of parents and family members, an annual 
evaluation of their parent and family engagement strategies and policies and then use the findings of such 
evaluation to design evidence-based strategies for more effective parental involvement, and to revise, if 
necessary, the parent and family engagement policies described. 

 
YES 

 

LEA Allowable Uses: May Do, But If Done, Must Be Evidence-Based 
 Title II-A: reduce class size to a level that is evidence-based  YES 

Title II-A: support other activities that meet the purpose of this title except for activities that are allowed 
without evidence, for example developing educator evaluation and support systems, and initiatives to recruit, 
hire, and retain effective teachers.* 

 
YES 

Title II-A: provide high-quality, personalized professional development except for professional development 
activities that are allowed without evidence, for example professional development on when and how to 
refer students affected by trauma, high-quality instruction, and effective strategies to integrate rigorous 
academic content* 

 
YES 

Title IV-A: provide drug and violence prevention activities and programs YES 
Title IV-A: provide comprehensive school-based mental health services YES 
Title IV-A: reduce exclusionary discipline practices YES 

*Please see page 162-165 of ESSA for Title II-A activities and professional development that do and do not require evidence. 
 

How can districts demonstrate a rationale based on research? As part of its efforts to support districts in using, 
building, and sharing evidence, the department has launched the “How Do We Know?” Initiative. “How Do We Know?” 
includes web pages, resources, guiding questions, and other sources of information. On these web pages, the section on 
“How do I evaluate and select evidence-based interventions?” includes a list of questions that will help districts to 
identify a research-based rationale to support trying out a particular intervention. 

 
How can districts examine the effects of an intervention? DESE has developed a brief evaluation guide, "How Do We 
Know" … if Our Program is Working? An Introduction to Program Design and Program Evaluation. The guide provides an 
overview of the major steps and considerations in program evaluation design. 

 
Why is building evidence important? ESSA’s Tier 4 gives districts an opportunity to build evidence on locally designed, 
research-informed interventions. Building evidence generates the information necessary to examine and reflect on both 
the implementation and impacts of an intervention. Examining and reflecting is a step in a cycle of continuous 
improvement that is critical to adjusting interventions to better meet the needs of your district. Without evidence that 
allows you to determine whether an intervention was implemented in the way you intended or whether it has the 
impacts you hoped for, it is impossible to know whether an intervention met its objectives or how to improve it. For this 
reason, DESE encourages districts to engage in Tier 4 evidence-building as part of a process of continuous improvement 
whenever possible, not just when ESSA requires evidence. 

 

https://www2.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/essacctchart1127.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/essacctchart1127.pdf
https://legcounsel.house.gov/Comps/Elementary%20And%20Secondary%20Education%20Act%20Of%201965.pdf
http://www.doe.mass.edu/research/howdoweknow/
http://www.doe.mass.edu/research/howdoweknow/?section=evaluateselect



Accessibility Report


		Filename: 

		2019NovemberESSAEvidence.pdf




		Report created by: 

		

		Organization: 

		




[Enter personal and organization information through the Preferences > Identity dialog.]


Summary


The checker found no problems in this document.


		Needs manual check: 0

		Passed manually: 2

		Failed manually: 0

		Skipped: 1

		Passed: 29

		Failed: 0




Detailed Report


		Document



		Rule Name		Status		Description

		Accessibility permission flag		Passed		Accessibility permission flag must be set

		Image-only PDF		Passed		Document is not image-only PDF

		Tagged PDF		Passed		Document is tagged PDF

		Logical Reading Order		Passed manually		Document structure provides a logical reading order

		Primary language		Passed		Text language is specified

		Title		Passed		Document title is showing in title bar

		Bookmarks		Passed		Bookmarks are present in large documents

		Color contrast		Passed manually		Document has appropriate color contrast

		Page Content



		Rule Name		Status		Description

		Tagged content		Passed		All page content is tagged

		Tagged annotations		Passed		All annotations are tagged

		Tab order		Passed		Tab order is consistent with structure order

		Character encoding		Passed		Reliable character encoding is provided

		Tagged multimedia		Passed		All multimedia objects are tagged

		Screen flicker		Passed		Page will not cause screen flicker

		Scripts		Passed		No inaccessible scripts

		Timed responses		Passed		Page does not require timed responses

		Navigation links		Passed		Navigation links are not repetitive

		Forms



		Rule Name		Status		Description

		Tagged form fields		Passed		All form fields are tagged

		Field descriptions		Passed		All form fields have description

		Alternate Text



		Rule Name		Status		Description

		Figures alternate text		Passed		Figures require alternate text

		Nested alternate text		Passed		Alternate text that will never be read

		Associated with content		Passed		Alternate text must be associated with some content

		Hides annotation		Passed		Alternate text should not hide annotation

		Other elements alternate text		Passed		Other elements that require alternate text

		Tables



		Rule Name		Status		Description

		Rows		Passed		TR must be a child of Table, THead, TBody, or TFoot

		TH and TD		Passed		TH and TD must be children of TR

		Headers		Passed		Tables should have headers

		Regularity		Passed		Tables must contain the same number of columns in each row and rows in each column

		Summary		Skipped		Tables must have a summary

		Lists



		Rule Name		Status		Description

		List items		Passed		LI must be a child of L

		Lbl and LBody		Passed		Lbl and LBody must be children of LI

		Headings



		Rule Name		Status		Description

		Appropriate nesting		Passed		Appropriate nesting






Back to Top
