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Executive Summary
Only 60 percent of students in post-secondary education in the United States graduate within six years of
enrollment. Some minority and disadvantaged students graduate at significantly lower rates. As
Congress considers reauthorizing the Higher Education Act, some consideration is being given to
promoting greater use of evidence-based programs and practices to address these gaps.
One option is to create a tiered evidence grant program to support the development, validation, and
scaling of evidence-based interventions. Congress has already shown an interest in this approach, with
the House Education and the Workforce Committee choosing to include a tiered evidence program, called
Impact Grants, in its reauthorization bill earlier this year. A tiered evidence grant program could help
address existing college completion disparities for the following reasons:
•

Existing College Completion Rates Are Too Low: The overall college graduation rate is too
low and even lower for disadvantaged students. The federal government currently spends over
$26 billion per year for Pell Grants for low-income students, but approximately half of these
students fail to graduate. The broader economy also suffers as these students fail to become
prepared for higher-wage jobs.

•

Evidence-based Strategies Can Improve Educational Outcomes: Researchers have begun to
identify evidence-based interventions – including remedial instructional reforms, academic
counseling and mentoring, and comprehensive supports – that have been shown to increase
graduation rates.

•

More Evidence Is Needed of What Works: Most of the existing research on post-secondary
interventions is still preliminary. Few interventions are backed by strong evidence of
effectiveness. Funding for further research is small, particularly when compared to the billions of
dollars spent annually on financial aid and direct assistance to colleges and universities.

•

Tiered Evidence Grants are a Cost-effective Evidence Building Strategy: Tiered evidence
grants, which have been used successfully in other program areas such as K-12 education, are a
promising strategy. Because they can be created within existing grant programs, they can build
the evidence base at little or no extra cost to the federal government.

This paper reviews the potential benefits of a federal tiered evidence grant program in higher education. It
includes a review of the existing evidence and draws on lessons learned from other tiered evidence grant
programs that could help improve its design.
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Evidence and Post-Secondary Education
Post-secondary education is a proven pathway to economic opportunity. 2 Unfortunately, according to the
latest data from the U.S. Department of Education, only 59.4 percent of students who enrolled in college
in 2009 graduated within six years.3 Moreover, there are significant gaps in the graduation rates among
different demographic groups. Graduation rates for white students (63.3 percent) and Asian students (73
percent) are higher than Hispanic (53.6 percent), Native American (41.2 percent), and African American
(39.5 percent) students.4 Completion rates also vary significantly by socio-economic status.5
Nontraditional older and returning students are also at increased risk of failing to graduate.6
Closing these gaps, increasing access, and increasing the overall college completion rate are major goals
for policymakers and post-secondary institutions. However, the data suggest significant variation in the
effectiveness of schools at achieving these goals. For example, according to data from the Education
Trust, approximately 40 percent of higher education institutions experience no or small gaps (less than 5
percent) in the graduation rates between white and Hispanic students, while others have gaps of 20
percent or more.7 There are similarly wide gaps among institutions for African American students.8
How can these gaps be closed and the overall graduation rate increased? Over the past two decades
there has been growing bipartisan interest in using research-based interventions to address such
disparities.
For example, the Institute of Education Sciences, which provides federal funding for education research,
was created during the Bush administration.9 Several evidence-based initiatives, including the Investing
in Innovation (i3) program at the Department of Education, were created during the Obama
administration.10 More recently, Congress has enacted a number of laws that require the increased use
of evidence-based programs and practices in K-12 education, school safety, child welfare, and
employment-related services.11
These efforts have already produced several successes. For example, the i3 program has generated
positive outcomes across an array of K-12 education programs that were validated by rigorous third-party
evaluations.12 Two of the program’s largest scale-up grantees, Reading Recovery and KIPP, successfully
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replicated their programs across dozens of schools. 13 These early successes were a precursor to much
larger scale-up efforts that will begin later this year under the recently enacted Every Student Succeeds
Act (ESSA).14
Could similar results be obtained in post-secondary education? There appears to be growing interest in
this strategy on Capitol Hill, where both the House and Senate are considering legislation that would
reauthorize the Higher Education Act.15
Earlier this year, the House Education and the Workforce Committee adopted a bill that would create a
new tiered-evidence initiative, called Impact Grants, in the federal TRIO program.16 The same legislation
also directs post-secondary institutions to develop evidence-based opioids use prevention programs.
Given its past support for evidence-related provisions in ESSA, it would not be surprising if the Senate
also moved legislation with similar provisions.

The Existing Evidence Base
As Congress considers legislation that may increase funding for research on, or support greater use of,
evidence-based practices, it will become increasingly important to understand the state of that evidence.
While a comprehensive review is beyond the scope of this paper, recent research has identified several
promising strategies. Examples include:
•

Remedial Instruction Reforms: A large proportion of students enter college unprepared and
many are assigned to remedial coursework.17 According to one estimate, approximately half of all
college students and 70 percent of community college students in 2009 had taken at least one
remedial course within six months of entering college.18
Unfortunately, students who enroll in such courses are less likely to obtain a degree and often
take longer to graduate.19 Rigorous research on the benefits of remedial instruction has found a
range of positive, negative, and null effects, although these effects may be more likely to be
positive for students with greater need.20
Research is currently underway to improve these outcomes. Some researchers are testing
alternative measures to more accurately identify students with greater remediation needs.21
Other research is examining alternative or compressed instruction models that may achieve
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•

Academic Counseling and Mentoring: Academic counselors who provide advice to
nontraditional students on issues such as time management and study skills may help them
achieve better outcomes.23 Summer counselors who act as mentors in the period immediately
after high school graduation have been shown to reduce barriers to college enrollment.24
Mentorships have produced positive results for students with disabilities.25 Some institutions have
utilized technology-based advisory tools to reduce costs.26

•

Financial Incentives for Student Achievement: Offering monetary awards to students for
meeting specified academic benchmarks has been found to increase college credits earned and,
when combined with other supports, produce a small increase in graduation rates. 27

•

Personalized Learning: Some researchers are testing personalized software or online-based
coursework to provide tailored instruction.28

•

Early Warning Systems: Some colleges and universities are using predictive analytics and early
warning systems to identify students who are at risk of failing to graduate and targeting them with
increased assistance.29 Similar early warning systems have been used in K-12 education.30

•

Summer Coursework: Studies indicate that students who are enrolled in summer and winter
coursework earn more academic credits, stay in school longer, and increase their completion
rates.31

•

Financial Aid: Personalized text messages have been shown to be effective at encouraging
students at community colleges to refile their Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA),
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thereby helping them to remain enrolled.32
•

Comprehensive Reforms: Some interventions are more comprehensive in nature, combining
several strategies at once. One promising example is the Accelerated Study in Associate
Programs (ASAP) initiative, a pilot program launched by the City University of New York that
combines developmental courses, tutoring, and financial aid.33 The program doubled the threeyear graduation rate for enrolled students. It is now being replicated in three other sites. 34

These are important first steps, but the overall state of the research is still nascent. Many of the
evaluated projects are relatively new (in some cases, the research is still underway). Many may need
further refinement. Most have not been widely replicated.
For example, a 2016 What Works Clearinghouse practice guide on remedial postsecondary education
reviewed the existing evidence across six related practice areas.35 Of these, it rated the existing
evidence as moderate for three and minimal for three. None were rated as having strong evidence of
effectiveness.
Another indicator is the number of studies included in the What Works Clearinghouse. In March 2018, it
included just nine post-secondary interventions, with only five rated as producing positive or potentially
positive effects.36 By comparison, the clearinghouse included 227 literacy-related interventions with over
50 rated as producing positive or potentially positive effects.37
Additional research will require more investment. Federal funding for research on post-secondary access
and completion comes primarily from the Institute of Education Sciences (IES) at the Department of
Education and from the National Science Foundation (NSF). In 2016, IES made 12 grants for postsecondary and adult education research totaling $20.4 million.38 NSF grants are devoted primarily to
research on STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math) programs.39

Tiered Evidence Grants: Lessons from Past Efforts
As part of its deliberation on the Higher Education Act, Congress is currently considering ways to further
build the evidence base in post-secondary education. One option, which has already been advanced in
the House, is the creation of a tiered-evidence grant initiative.40
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Tiered evidence initiatives commonly provide two or three levels of grant funding to support both new
ideas and to validate interventions with some evidence of effectiveness.41 Smaller developmental grants
are offered for promising or innovative interventions with only preliminary evidence of effectiveness or that
are rooted in strong theory. Larger grants are commonly used for interventions with stronger evidence,
but that need to be validated through replication across multiple sites. The largest scale-up grants are
usually used to replicate and expand interventions that have already been validated. Such grants
commonly include cost studies and focus on challenges associated with scaling an evidence-based
program, including developing appropriate fidelity measures and effective technical assistance.
The House reauthorization of the Higher Education Act (HR 4508) would create a tiered evidence grant
program within TRIO, a federal program that supports services for college students from disadvantaged
backgrounds. The legislation proposes setting aside 10 percent of program funds for a new initiative
called Impact Grants (see Appendix A).42 As is the case with other tiered evidence initiatives, the
proposal includes three tiers of grants (early-phase, mid-phase, and expansion). It incorporates evidence
definitions established under ESSA.43 It also requires funded interventions to be independently
evaluated.
If enacted, the proposed program would receive at least $100 million in funding per year (10 percent of
TRIO’s funding for FY 2018).44 This would be a significant funding increase for research on postsecondary access and completion.
However, it would also be a small fraction (less than one percent) of the $26.6 billion the federal
government spent on Pell Grants during the 2016-2017 school year. 45 About half of these students fail to
graduate.46 If a tiered evidence program produced scalable interventions that increased these graduation
rates, it could more than justify its cost.
While it is unclear if the House proposal will be enacted as written, there may be similar levels of support
for evidence-based strategies in both chambers. The same congressional committees with jurisdiction
over the Higher Education Act also approved the evidence provisions in ESSA in 2015.47 The senior
Democrat on the Senate HELP Committee, Sen. Patty Murray (D-WA), was also a cosponsor with House
Speaker Paul Ryan of bipartisan legislation creating a Commission on Evidence-Based Policymaking,
which reported its findings last year.48 A new tiered evidence grant program in higher education would
also build on an earlier program, called First in the World, which was briefly funded by Congress from
2014-2015 (many of these funded projects are still ongoing).49
As Congress deliberates on these issues, including the possible creation of a new tiered evidence grant
program, it may wish to consider lessons learned from other, similar efforts.50
41
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•

Targeting Gaps in the Evidence Base: The U.S. Department of Education usually uses
designated priorities and competitive preferences in its grant programs to steer applicants toward
areas of interest, consistent with the requirements of the program’s statute.51 In 2017, the
Department of Education released revised priorities for its discretionary grant programs. 52 These
priorities would probably need to be further refined for a tiered grant program devoted to college
access and completion.
Given the limited resources available for research, the department should focus its priorities on
identified gaps in the knowledge base. Some federal agencies have established formal learning
agendas for this purpose.53 Widely utilized interventions that lack sufficient evidence of
effectiveness are another potential priority. Statutory provisions may help strengthen and
prioritize such research.

•

Use of High-Capacity Grantees and Experienced Evaluators: In other tiered evidence grant
programs, success has usually been associated with high-capacity grantees working on projects
in which both they, and their evaluators, have significant experience.54 Evaluators that have
previously produced studies that met clearinghouse standards are more likely to do so again in
the future.
A tiered evidence grant program should prioritize high-capacity grantees and experienced
evaluators. In communities where most or all potential grantees are low-capacity, it should
incentivize the use of high-capacity outside partners.

•

Strong Evaluation Oversight and Technical Assistance: Absent significant oversight and
technical assistance, evaluations produced by practitioners often fail to meet the high standards
of rigor that are necessary to be included in an evidence clearinghouse.
Many (and perhaps most) grantees in the both the i3 program and the Social Innovation Fund at
the Corporation for National and Community Service began with a poor understanding of the
programs’ evaluation requirements. To address this issue, both programs quickly established
extensive oversight mechanisms to ensure that evaluation designs were sufficient to meet
clearinghouse standards.55 Sufficient resources should be set aside to cover the cost of such
oversight and technical assistance.

•
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Early-phase (Innovation) Grants: Innovation is the process of developing and testing new ideas
that may produce improved outcomes. Innovation often involves high failure rates and can take
years to produce results.56
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Early-stage innovation grants should be smaller, more flexible (allowing rapid testing and
improvements), allow for planning years or pilot stages, be more tolerant of failure, and allow for
early termination without penalty if a project is not generating intended results. 57
•

Mid-phase (Validation) Grants: Research has found that even peer-reviewed, published studies
can experience low replication rates. 58 Mid-phase grants are usually intended for interventions
that have some preliminary evidence (as described above) but need to be validated through
replication and rigorous impact evaluation across multiple sites.
Such grants are more likely to produce positive results if they are made to organizations that were
previously involved in the intervention’s development. Organizations that lack significant previous
experience with the intervention are more likely to produce null results.

•

Expansion (Scale-up) Grants: Tiered evidence initiatives commonly reserve the largest grants
for interventions backed by substantial research, often in multi-site studies as described in the
validation grants above. Scale-up grants should focus on issues that are relevant to successful
replication, such as the identification and design of fidelity measures, technical assistance for
partner organizations, cost-related research, and sustainability.
Such grants often consume a large portion of total funding in a tiered evidence initiative. These
resources can be stretched further, however, by requiring matching from other public sources,
including federal funds if allowed under OMB rules or by statute. Requiring public match dollars
can also infuse evidence into other publicly-funded programs that are not otherwise evidencebased.
Public matching funds can provide a basis for sustainability after the tiered evidence grant ends.
By contrast, private matching funds, such as those provided by foundations, are usually not
sustainable.

•

Faster Research: Many of the tiered evidence initiatives developed during the Obama
administration took a minimum of 4-5 years to complete, and often longer.59 In part, this was
because these programs encouraged grantees to create new projects in new locations, which
generated additional planning and set up activities that could delay the beginning of an impact
evaluation for at least 2-3 years.
There is a place for longer-term research. By definition, interventions intended to improve
graduation rates must wait for graduation to occur. However, some interventions and evaluations
could also focus on shorter-term outcomes, such as year-to-year retention, to provide faster and
meaningful interim results. Delays could also be reduced by funding projects that are already, to
the greatest extent possible, fully operational and evaluation-ready.
Low-cost, short-duration grants are another option. Such evaluations typically must be
implemented in the first year of a grant and rely heavily on existing administrative data sets to
lower costs. Examples can be found at the U.S. Department of Education and the Laura and John

57

58

59

Social Innovation Research Center, "Investing in Innovation (i3): Strong Start on Evaluating and Scaling Effective Programs, But
Greater Focus Needed on Innovation," January 19, 2017, pp. 27-29. Available at: http://socialinnovationcenter.org/wpcontent/uploads/2017/01/SIRC-i3-report.pdf
Patrick Lester, "Addressing the 'Replication Crisis': evidence-based Policy's Hidden vulnerability," January 19, 2018.
http://www.socialinnovationcenter.org/?p=2906
Social Innovation Research Center, "Social Innovation Fund: Early Results Are Promising," June 30, 2015, pp. 11-2. Available at:
http://www.socialinnovationcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Social_Innovation_Fund-2015-06-30.pdf; Social Innovation
Research Center, "Investing in Innovation (i3): Strong Start on Evaluating and Scaling Effective Programs, But Greater Focus
Needed on Innovation," January 19, 2017, pp. 2, 18, 29, 32, 55-56. Available at: http://socialinnovationcenter.org/wpcontent/uploads/2017/01/SIRC-i3-report.pdf
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Arnold Foundation, both of which have funded such grants.60
•

Improvement-focused Research: Some evidence-based programs may benefit from smaller,
incremental improvements or adaptations that would make them appropriate for new
populations.61 High-capacity providers, such as the Nurse-Family Partnership, frequently test
improvements to their existing evidence-based models.62
Other possible models include improvements tested by the Behavioral Interventions to Advance
Self-Sufficiency (BIAS) project at the Administration for Children and Families.63 Results for
America has used randomized A/B testing to improve the effectiveness of city services in its What
Works Cities initiative.64 Rapid-cycle evaluation is a similar promising technique. 65 Funding for
improvement-based research of this kind could be embedded within a low-cost, short-duration
grant program like the one described above.

Conclusion
Increasing college access and closing the existing gaps in graduation rates for disadvantaged and
minority students are important policy goals. Research has begun to identify several evidence-based
strategies for addressing these gaps, but more research is needed.
As Congress considers reauthorizing the Higher Education Act, it should consider creating a tiered
evidence grant program to support the development, validation, and scaling of evidence-based programs
in post-secondary education.

60

61

62

63

64

65

Laura and John Arnold Foundation, "Concept Paper: Low-cost RCTs are a Powerful New Tool For Building Scientific Evidence
About “What Works” to Address Major Social Problems," December 2015. http://evidencebasedprograms.org/document/conceptpaper-low-cost-rcts-12-2015/
For an example, see: Administration for Children and Families, "Design Options for an Evaluation of Head Start Coaching:
Review of Methods for Evaluating Components of Social Interventions," July 2014. Available at:
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/hspd_task_3_2_review_final_11_19_2014new_title.pdf
David Olds, et. al., "Improving the Nurse-Family Partnership in Community Practice," Pediatrics: Volume 132, Supplement 2,
November 2013. Available at: http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/pediatrics/132/Supplement_2/S110.full.pdf
Administration for Children and Families, "Behavioral Interventions to Advance Self-Sufficiency (BIAS), 2010-2016" at
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/opre/research/project/behavioral-interventions-to-advance-self-sufficiency; Social Innovation and
Research Center, "Behavioral Science" at http://www.socialinnovationcenter.org/directory/cross-cuttingtopics/innovation/behavioral-science
Patrick Lester, "What Mid-Size Cities Can Teach Feds About Performance," Government Executive, November 18, 2016.
Available at: http://www.govexec.com/excellence/promising-practices/2016/11/what-mid-size-cities-can-teach-feds-aboutperformance/133300/
Mathematica Policy Research, "Rapid-Cycle Evaluation" at: https://www.mathematica-mpr.com/our-capabilities/rapid-cycleevaluation
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Appendix A: Impact Grants Proposal
The following is the relevant language in HR 4508 for a proposed Impact Grants initiative that would
be created within the TRIO program.66
SEC. 402I. IMPACT Grants
(a) In general.—From funds reserved under subsection (e), the Secretary shall make grants
to improve postsecondary access and completion rates for qualified individuals from
disadvantaged backgrounds. These grants shall be known as innovative measures
promoting postsecondary access and completion grants or IMPACT Grants and allow eligible
entities to—
(1) create, develop, implement, replicate, or take to scale evidence-based,67 fieldinitiated innovations, including through pay-for-success initiatives, to serve qualified
individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds and improve student outcomes; and
(2) rigorously evaluate such innovations, in accordance with subsection (d).
(b) Description of grants.—The grants described in subsection (a) shall include—
(1) early-phase grants to fund the development, implementation, and feasibility
testing of a program, which prior research suggests has a promise, for the purpose
of determining whether the program can successfully improve postsecondary access
and completion rates;
(2) mid-phase grants to fund implementation and a rigorous evaluation of a program
that has been successfully implemented under an early-phase grant described in
paragraph (1); and
(3) expansion grants to fund implementation and a rigorous replication evaluation of
a program that has been found to produce sizable, important impacts under a midphase grant described in paragraph (2) for the purposes of—
(A) determining whether such outcomes can be successfully reproduced
and sustained over time; and
(B) identifying the conditions in which the project is most effective.
(c) Requirements for Approval of Applications.—To receive a grant under this section, an
eligible entity shall submit an application to the Secretary at such time, and in such manner
as the Secretary may require, which shall include—
(1) an assurance that not less than two-thirds of the individuals who will participate in
the program proposed to be carried out with the grant will be—
(A) low-income individuals who are first generation college students; or
(B) individuals with disabilities;
(2) an assurance that any other individuals (not described in paragraph (1)) who will
participate in such proposed program will be—
(A) low-income individuals;
(B) first generation college students; or
66
67

The PROSPER Act (HR 4508). See: https://www.congress.gov/bill/115th-congress/house-bill/4508/text
The term “evidence-based” is defined elsewhere in the bill as having the same meaning as Sec. 8101(21)(A) of the Every
Student Succeeds Act ((20 U.S.C. 7801(21)(A)). See
http://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=(title:20%20section:7801%20edition:prelim)
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(C) individuals with disabilities;
(3) a detailed description of the proposed program, including how such program will
directly benefit students;
(4) the number of projected students to be served by the program;
(5) how the program will be evaluated; and
(6) an assurance that the individuals participating in the project proposed are
individuals who do not have access to services from another programs funded under
this section.
(d) Evaluation.—Each eligible entity receiving a grant under this section shall conduct an
independent evaluation of the effectiveness of the program carried out with such grant and
shall submit to the Secretary, on an annual basis, a report that includes—
(1) a description of how funds received under this section were used;
(2) the number of students served by the project carried out under this section; and
(3) a quantitative analysis of the effectiveness of the project.
(e) Funding.—From amounts appropriated under section 402A(g), the Secretary shall
reserve not less than 10 percent of such funds to carry out this section.
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About the Social Innovation Research Center: The Social Innovation Research Center (SIRC) is a
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for nonprofits and public agencies. More information about SIRC is available on the organization's web
site at http://www.socialinnovationcenter.org.
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