Regional Educational Laboratory Program,
2027-2031

Agora Education Research RFI Response
— Final Draft

a. Entity Information: Agora Education Services, Inc. DBA Agora Education Research,
91 Baldwin St., Boston MA 02129-1423. Unique Entity ID (UEI): CCYHS9YYW3F6
bd@edevaluator.org https://edevaluator.org

b. Entity Size Status: Small business, woman-run; NAICS code: 541720 (Research and
Development in the Social Sciences and Humanities); This is the most appropriate
NAICS code for Agora's work. As a 501(c)(3) nonprofit educational research
organization, our mission focuses specifically on applied education research, data
analysis, and technical assistance - all core functions within NAICS 541720.

¢. Unduly Restrictive Language: We do not find the DRAFT PWS to contain unduly
restrictive language. It appropriately balances structure with flexibility, allowing
contractors to propose innovative approaches while maintaining accountability to
program goals.

d. Questions About DRAFT PWS Content

1. Is the draft PWS clear in communicating the goals of the requirement?

The PWS clearly articulates program goals and tasks. Request for clarification: How much
flexibility should offerors build into their work plans to address state and district needs that
emerge during the performance period? Is BIE included in REL SW? It is not noted in PWS
Appendix A.

2. What changes would you suggest to the existing requirement to ensure REL work is

responsive to the most pressing needs of State education agencies?
Two key recommendations:
A. Create "Umbrella Projects" with Flexible Implementation
Allow contractors to propose broader umbrella projects (e.g., "Supporting State Literacy
Initiatives") with multiple implementation pathways rather than narrowly prescribed activities.
This enables RELs to adapt their approach as state contexts change while maintaining focus on
the overarching goal. For example, literacy support might shift from assessment evaluation to
curriculum implementation to teacher training based on where states need help most.
B. Reserve Capacity for Rapid Response Work
Require that a portion of contract resources be held for rapid response projects (projects that may
take from 1-4 weeks). This will ensure that RELs can address emerging state and district needs
without being locked into fixed project plans.

3. What processes have you seen elsewhere that accelerate the speed of applied
research, from inception to publication, particularly rigorous research done in
partnership with States or Districts that requires peer review (or equivalent)?

Four proven approaches:

A. Concurrent Review Processes. Rather than sequential review (design — data collection —
analysis — writing — peer review), have peer reviewers engage at multiple stages, including
approving research designs before data collection begins, reviewing preliminary findings during
analysis, and providing final review on manuscripts. This reduces end-stage revisions and
accelerates publication.
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B. Pre-Approved Research Protocols. Develop and peer-review a library of research protocols
for common education research questions (program evaluation, intervention studies, needs
assessments). When states need similar work, contractors can adapt pre-approved protocols
rather than designing from scratch, cutting time while maintaining rigor.

C. Rolling Publication Strategy. Publish interim findings as brief reports or working papers
while full manuscripts undergo peer review. This gets actionable information to practitioners
faster and allows for their feedback before manuscripts are finalized.

D. Engage Communities in Research Design and Implementation. Involve SEA/LEA staff,
school personnel, and families in research design to ensure questions are contextually relevant,
and engage them in interpreting findings to ensure conclusions are meaningful and
implementation pathways are realistic. This community-engaged approach ensures research
questions directly address implementation challenges and produces results that communities can
actually use.

4. What changes would you suggest to the existing requirement to ensure that RELs
are as effective as possible in disseminating findings from rigorous research, so that
educators can apply them to improve student outcomes?

Three strategic enhancements:

A. Practitioner-Focused Dissemination Products. Require contractors to produce multiple
formats of research findings tailored to different audiences. This might include

1-page practitioner briefs for teachers and principals clearly connecting research findings to
instructional practice, S-page policy briefs for state education agency leaders, video summaries
and webinars for busy practitioners, or interactive data tools allowing users to explore findings.
The key is meeting educators where they are rather than expecting them to read 50-page
technical reports.

B. State-Level Implementation Support Beyond Publication. Dissemination should not end
with publication. Require contractors to provide implementation support when states want to act
on research findings. This might include:

- Helping states adapt evidence-based programs to their context

- Training state staff, district staff, and school leaders to implement and monitor new practices
- Creating implementation toolkits with practical resources

- Provide training on new data tools from Census Bureau, NCES, and other federal agencies

- Developing communication resources to help states and districts explain policies to parents and
caregivers and building public support for evidence-based initiatives

C. Create Communities of Practice Across States. Establish formal mechanisms for states
within a region to learn from each other's implementation experiences. RELs should facilitate
regular convenings (virtual or in-person) where states share challenges, solutions, and lessons
learned. Peer learning often accelerates adoption more effectively than publications alone.

5. What changes would you suggest to the existing requirement that could achieve
similar (or better) results at a reduced cost, making IES’s REL investment more
efficient?

A. Leverage NCES and other federal data systems rather than collecting new data. Many
REL research questions could be addressed using existing NCES data collections with regular
release schedules (CCD, CRDC, IPEDS) and data that states may already have collected (SLDS
and sector-specific data).

B. Build on existing evidence rather than starting fresh. Emphasize that contractors should
conduct systematic evidence reviews before proposing new studies. This will ensure that REL
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projects build on existing research and fill important evidence gaps, rather than duplicating prior
research.
C. Require that research be expressed in terms of the Common Education Data Standards
(CEDS), which have been implemented in some capacity by most states and territories. CEDS
provides a common vocabulary for describing education data elements, enabling states to
connect data within their own systems and making research findings more portable and
comparable across regions. RELs should actively engage with the CEDS community—including
participating states, districts, vendors, and standards developers—to inform standards
development and create feedback loops between research needs and data standards evolution.
This approach would strengthen both CEDS and REL research quality and ideally should be built
into all IES-funded research to enhance transparency and replicability across the entire education
research enterprise.
E. Require that proposed work utilize federal investments in state and district data
infrastructure, including Statewide Longitudinal Data Systems and Statewide Student
Information Systems, to reduce data collection burden on participating states and districts when
possible.

6. What changes would you suggest to the proposed performance framework or

targets?

Add State Satisfaction and Perceived Responsiveness Metrics
The performance framework should include annual regional state surveys measuring:
- Satisfaction with REL responsiveness to state needs
- Perceived usefulness of REL products and services
- Whether REL work influenced state policy or practice decisions
- Willingness to continue partnership
These metrics would incentivize contractor responsiveness and ensure REL work remains
state-centered. These surveys should be administered to all regional states (including states that
did not partner) to assess why states chose not to participate and to see if they can still be served
by fast response research projects.

7. What other changes would you make to the existing requirement to better achieve

the program’s purpose?

A. Explicitly address capacity differences across states to support states with different
research and data capacity. Lower-capacity states may need more intensive technical assistance
and implementation support, while higher-capacity states likely can engage in more sophisticated
research partnerships. The PWS should explicitly recognize this variation and require contractors
to tailor their approach to each state's capacity level.
B. Create mechanisms for cross-regional learning by establishing formal mechanisms for
RELs to share insights, tools, and effective practices across regions. This could include: an
annual convening of all REL staff to share innovation; a shared repository of tools, protocols (as
mentioned in 3.B), and resources; and cross-regional working groups on common topics (e.g., Al
in education, literacy assessment). This learning exchange would respect regional autonomy and
state-level differences, focusing on sharing what worked in specific contexts rather than
promoting standardized solutions across diverse regions.
C. Integrate emerging technologies, such as Al thoughtfully. The PWS should explicitly
include helping states evaluate, select, and implement Al tools appropriately. This includes:
evaluating Al tools' psychometric properties, bias, and differential impact across student groups,
with feedback loops to developers to improve educational products; training educators and
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students to use Al responsibly and effectively, and helping states develop Al literacy curricula
and standards; reviewing and synthesizing ethical Al guidelines from multiple sources to identify
gaps specific to K-12 education; and researching Al's impact on student learning and
maintaining current awareness of this rapidly evolving field.
This positions RELs to help states navigate a rapidly changing technology landscape.

e. Small Business Subcontracting Opportunities?
Yes, the DRAFT PWS provides excellent opportunities for small business subcontracting. The
six tasks create natural divisions of work well-suited to specialized small businesses across
management, coordination, partnership development, training and technical assistance, applied
research, and dissemination.
To ensure small businesses are genuine partners, I[ES should consider requiring that small
business subcontracting plans include substantive, non-optional work rather than peripheral tasks
that may be reduced or eliminated during contract execution.
The recommended rapid response capacity (define and allocate an appropriate portion of contract
resources for emerging state and district needs) could provide particularly appropriate
opportunities for small business partners, ensuring they receive substantive work throughout the
contract period rather than only at project initiation.

f. Firm Fixed Price Contract Questions
We believe that Firm Fixed Price is an acceptable payment schedule type for this type of
contract. We have no further questions on this.

g. Budget Template Questions
One clarification needed:
The budget template should clarify how to handle the "rapid response" work capacity we
recommend in response to Question 2. Should contractors:
- Budget a percentage of resources as "TBD rapid response work"?
- Budget all work as if known in advance and expect amendments for rapid response?
- Include rapid response as a separate line item?
Guidance on budgeting for flexible, responsive work within a firm fixed price structure would be
helpful.

h. Focus Questions

8. Does the performance work statement include sufficient details for pricing for the

Base Year? If not, what information is missing or unclear?

Mostly sufficient, with three areas needing clarification:
A. Expected Volume of Work. For the Base Year, contractors need clearer guidance on
expected volumes:
- How many applied research projects (Task 5)?
- How many training/technical assistance engagements (Task 4)?
- Expected number of dissemination products (Task 6)?
Without volume expectations, contractors must make assumptions that could significantly impact
pricing.
B. State Partnership Intensity. The PWS provides a generally sufficient foundation for Base
Year (BY) pricing; however, several areas would benefit from additional clarification to support
more accurate and consistent cost estimates across offerors.
First, contractors would benefit from clearer guidance on the expected volume of work during
the BY. Pricing varies significantly based on the number of applied research projects, the
anticipated volume of training and technical assistance engagements, and the expected number of
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shared findings and tools. Without defined volume assumptions for these tasks, contractors must
make their own projections, which can lead to wide variation in proposed budgets.
The PWS should also clarify expectations for supporting states with varying research capacity,
emphasizing how contractors should build sustainable capacity over time, particularly for states
with limited staffing or analytic infrastructure. Clarifying how support scales across states and
districts would enable more accurate pricing while reinforcing the program's commitment to
equitable access.
Finally, additional detail is needed regarding infrastructure responsibilities. Clear delineation of
what IES will host, which products or tools built previously (but not yet publicly available) with
federal dollars will be available for contractor use, what state and local partners will host, and
what contractors are expected to build or maintain, such as data collection platforms, analysis
tools, or communication tools, will help ensure consistent budgeting approaches. These
distinctions are critical because infrastructure decisions can materially affect both labor and
technology costs.

9. Does the required budget template include sufficient details for pricing, and is the

template clear? If not, what information is missing or unclear?

The required budget template is generally clear and provides a solid structure for organizing
pricing information. However, a few modifications would improve consistency and reduce the
potential for varied interpretations across bidders.
Sample budget tables showing how to categorize costs across tasks, reflect escalation, and
allocate shared labor would ensure consistent application across offerors.
Secondly, additional clarification around travel expectations will strengthen the accuracy of cost
estimates. It would be helpful to specify whether travel should be incorporated within individual
task budgets or presented separately, and whether estimates should assume a set number of
in-person site visits vs. primarily virtual visits. Because travel could represent up to 10-15% of
total contract costs, clear guidance is essential to support comparable and reliable pricing.

10. Is the proposed escalation rate appropriate?
Without seeing the specific proposed rate, we offer general guidance based on typical research
contract cost trends.
For a contract spanning 2027-2031, escalation assumptions should reflect inflation patterns
specific to research and professional services, which historically rise faster than general CPI.
Personnel costs, often representing 60—70% of total research expenses, commonly increase at
approximately 5% per year. In contrast, technology, data systems, and infrastructure may follow
different escalation trajectories depending on market conditions and vendor pricing. Ensuring
that the escalation rate aligns with these sector-specific cost drivers will support a realistic and
sustainable budget.
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