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 10 things ev ery
liter ac y educator
 shou ld k now
  abou t resea rch

“research-based,” “research-proven,” 
“scientifically based”—in the read-
ing world these days, it seems that 
the term research is being used 

everywhere. it is also being misused 
and misunderstood. in fact, we are 
encountering a growing number of 
literacy educators who are dismiss-
ing research altogether, based on 
the belief that research is simply a 
propaganda tool for those trying to 
push a particular approach to read-
ing and writing instruction. the 
purpose of this article is to argue 
for the value of research for liter-
acy educators, including classroom 
teachers, coaches, specialists, and 
professors, and provide some information that may 
help us make better use of research and, at the same 
time, guard against misuse as we plan for and teach 
literacy.

specifically, we discuss 10 things that we believe 
every literacy educator should know about research:

1. what research can do.

2. what research is.

3. what research is not.

4.  the difference between research-based and 
research-tested.

5.  Many kinds of research have valuable contribu-
tions to make to our understanding of literacy 
learning, development, and education.

6.  different kinds of research are good for different 
questions.

 7.  high-quality research has a 
logic of inquiry.

 8.  conclusions drawn from 
research are only as sound as 
the research itself.

 9.  where and how research 
is published or presented 
requires particular attention.

10.  educational research proceeds 
through the slow accumula-
tion of knowledge.

1. What Research Can Do
given all there is to know about research, and all the 
dangers of misrepresentation and misuse of research, 
you might wonder whether research is worth paying 
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kays, 1998; Pappas, 1993), and research 
was again an important tool for exam-
ining an assumption that was taken for 
granted.

Research Allows Us  
to Take a Longer Term  
View Than Our Personal 
Experiences May Allow
a teacher typically only has one to two 
years with a student, and it is difficult to 
systematically monitor a student’s prog-
ress after that time. this means that 
the teacher cannot observe the long-
term outcomes of his or her practices. 
research can do this. researchers can 
track students as they move through 
the grades, for example, by administer-
ing the same assessments over multiple 
timepoints to understand long-term 
growth.

Research Allows Us  
Into Places and Situations  
That We May Not Be Able  
to Observe Otherwise
the constraints of daily life mean that 
many literacy educators simply cannot 
engage in practices such as spending 
long periods of time in a child’s home 

this is a very commonsense practice. if 
we asked people on the street to sug-
gest a good way to teach children new 
vocabulary, many would no doubt rec-
ommend exactly this practice. however, 
as it turns out, this practice often proves 
to be inferior to other approaches that 
although less common and arguably 
less commonsensible, actually result in 
greater vocabulary learning (e.g., bos & 
anders, 1990). Just as research has lim-
itations, so too does common sense and 
individual judgment.

Sometimes We Do Not Know 
What We Do Not Know
we may not recognize experientially 
that something is a problem. a prac-
tice may be so widespread that it has 
been accepted as conventional wisdom, 
whether or not it is effective or true. For 
example, for many years in the united 
states, reading materials used in the 
primary grades were overwhelmingly 
stories; informational text, among other 
genres, was strongly neglected (duke, 
bennett-armistead, & roberts, 2003). 
research is an important tool for docu-
menting phenomena such as this (e.g., 
duke, 2000; b. Moss & newton, 2002).

indeed, many people have shared 
with us that they had not really thought 
about how little experience children 
were getting within informational 
text in the primary grades. others had 
thought about this but operated with 
assumptions that young children should 
read stories first and that reading sto-
ries was more “natural” for children 
than reading other genres. it turns out 
that this is not the case (e.g., duke & 

attention to at all. educators frequently 
tell us that they just go with what works 
for them, that they trust what their 
mentor teacher does over what some 
research study says, or that research 
does not really apply to them or their 
setting. although we certainly recognize 
the value of experience and that research 
will never provide all the solutions or 
answers, we believe that research should 
be seen as an essential guide to policy 
and practice. concentrating here on 
practice, the following are some of the 
reasons for this belief.

Our Experiences Alone  
May Misguide Us
For a very long time, people believed 
that earth was flat, and that was (and 
still is) a reasonable conclusion to draw 
from personal, individual observations. 
research, however, eventually proved 
this view to be incorrect. in reading edu-
cation, we have these kinds of examples 
as well, although perhaps not as dra-
matic. For instance, for a long time, we 
thought that persistent word reading 
difficulty, often called dyslexia, was pri-
marily a visual problem. to illustrate, we 
thought that reading star as rats reflected 
a problem with the visual processing 
of print. we now understand that most 
word reading difficulties are actually 
caused by problems in phonological or 
auditory processing rather than visual 
processing (snowling, 2000).

similarly, we frequently visit class-
rooms in which teachers assign students 
to look up a list of vocabulary words 
in the dictionary and write the defini-
tion and a sentence containing the word. 

“We believe that research should be seen as an 
essential guide to policy and practice.”
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intensive, long-term observation of 
a student or students; close obser-
vation of student learning following 
implementation of a new instruc-
tional approach or materials; careful 
examination of the reading scores of 
students in a school district over the 
preceding years; thoughtful anal-
ysis of student talk during class 
activities; and so forth. Both literacy 
educators and literacy researchers 
engage in these activities with the 

end goal of improving literacy teaching 
and learning. We are, as the expression 
goes, on the same team.

Despite being on the same team, 
teachers and researchers do not col-
laborate or communicate as much as 
we might like. Teachers often tell us 
that they find researchers intimidat-
ing, and some researchers find great 
teachers intimidating! However, we 
have observed that some of the most 
compelling research arises from col-
laborations between researchers and 
teachers, when teachers and research-
ers share insights and burning questions 
that they have about practice and per-
haps tinker together toward answers. 
For example, the famous research 
on concept-oriented reading instruc-
tion, or CORI, began as a collaboration 
between researchers at the University 
of Maryland and teachers in public ele-
mentary schools in Prince George’s 
County, Maryland (e.g., Guthrie, 
Wigfield, & Perencevich, 2004).

You cannot tell whether something 
is research from where it is published. 
Periodically, research journals, such 
as Reading Research Quarterly, include 
pieces that are not research, such as 
essays on possible directions for future 
research in a particular area. Similarly, 
some articles in a practitioner journal, 
such as The Reading Teacher, may report 
on a research study with the intent of 

and misuse. The remainder of this arti-
cle focuses on knowledge that we 
believe can help literacy educators make 
use of this valuable tool.

2. What Research Is
Put simply, in our view, research is the 
systematic collection and analysis of 
data to address a question. Collecting 
and analyzing pre- and posttest data in 
multiple classrooms to find out which 
approach to writing instruction was 
more effective, collecting and analyz-
ing data on the instructional practices 
of highly effective reading teachers, 
and collecting and analyzing data to 
learn about how a particular family 
engages in literacy practices with their 
 children—all of these, assuming they 
are done systematically, are examples of 
research.

The ultimate purpose of literacy 
research is to deepen understanding 
of and thus improve literacy education. 
Of course, this is the ultimate purpose 
of literacy educators as well. In fact, at 
their essence, the activities in which 
literacy educators and literacy research-
ers engage are often not that different: 

or observing what students do 
and do not do when visiting their 
local library. Research can provide 
some of this information for us. For 
example, Perry (e.g., 2009) spent 
18 months in the homes, churches, 
and other settings of Sudanese 
refugee families. Her research 
provided valuable insights about 
the literacy practices in which 
these children were and were not 
engaged and ways in which these 
practices were and were not consistent 
with school literacy practices. This work 
would have been nearly impossible for a 
full-time literacy educator to conduct.

Research Allows Us to Pool 
Our Numbers and Experiences
As individuals, we simply may not have 
enough experience with a question to 
feel confident that we have a reason-
able answer. For example, a classroom 
teacher may not have had enough stu-
dents with disorders on the autism 
spectrum to feel confident about which 
instructional approaches might be most 
efficacious, or a literacy coach may not 
have had enough experience working 
with teachers to know what forms of 
professional development are likely to 
result in the greatest change in teacher 
practice. Research allows us to pool 
data across many sites and settings to 
address important questions about phe-
nomena and practices.

In the end, we believe that research 
has value. It is worth learning about. It 
is worth paying attention to, even when 
it requires sorting out misrepresentation 

“Both literacy educators and literacy researchers 
engage in these activities with the end goal of 

improving literacy teaching and learning.”
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3. What Research Is Not
recognizing what research is not is as 
important as recognizing what research 
is. one common misconception that we 
encounter is the notion that if something 
is written by a researcher, it automat-
ically counts as research. if a novelist 
writes a shopping list, its authorship 
does not make it a novel. if a researcher 
writes an article, book, or chapter, this 
fact alone does not make it research. 
similarly, just because a researcher is 
presenting a set of practices does not 
mean that those practices are research-
tested or research-based.

also, just because a researcher 
develops an approach, works on an 
educational product, or endorses an 
instructional technique does not mean 
that the result is research-tested or 
even research-based. a researcher 
may be trying something completely 
new, may have only very limited influ-
ence on a product, or may be making 
a less-than-informed guess about the 
effectiveness of an instructional tech-
nique. not everything a researcher 
touches becomes research or is even 
research-based, so we need to inter-
rogate writings or products with a 
researcher’s imprimatur just as we 
would anyone else’s.

a second misconception that we 
have encountered is the notion that if 
something is written or developed by 
someone who has a position at a uni-
versity, then the work is necessarily 
research or research-based. For example, 
we recently heard a teacher claim that 
the effectiveness of a particular approach 
to writing instruction must be research-
proven because it was developed by a 
person who works at a university. in 
reality, there are many different kinds 
of positions at universities and colleges. 
Many of these do not require position 

research is not intended to generalize or 
apply to all students or classrooms; its 
contributions lie in other areas, such as 
building theory. other research, such as 
some survey and assessment research, 
is conducted with nationally or inter-
nationally representative samples and 
intended to have findings that gener-
alize or apply to an entire population. 
no one kind of research is less than 
research of another kind. different kinds 
of research address different kinds of 
questions and provide different kinds of 
information and insights. this variety 
allows us to gain deeper insights into a 
particular topic and begin to solve com-
plex problems. we discuss this idea in 
greater depth in item 5.

you may notice that the term teacher 
research does not appear in table 1. this 
is because the term refers to who is 
doing the research rather than the kind 
of research being done. teachers, like 
researchers, can do any of the kinds of 
research listed in the table, although 
some kinds are undoubtedly more prac-
tical than others. teachers’ goal for the 
research may be more local—generally, 
although not always, to inform their own 
practice but not to generalize to the prac-
tice of others—but their methods may 
be the same as those of researchers who 
hope to impact practice more widely.

Finally, we should note that some 
people use the terms scientific research 
or scientifically based research. when 
probing, we find that different people 
intend quite different meanings by these 
terms. in fact, we urge educators who 
hear others use these terms to ask what 
is meant by them. in our view, these 
terms are redundant. it is not as though, 
as some seem to believe, some kinds 
of research are scientific, and some are 
not. by (our) definition, all research is 
scientific.

bringing findings and implications of 
that study to a broader audience. that 
said, there are a set of elements that 
you should expect to find, in one form 
or another, in any report of research, 
although they may not be neatly labeled 
as such:

■  a statement of the research 
question(s) and/or purpose(s)

■  a rationale for the study (i.e., infor-
mation about why the question was 
asked, the problem the research 
was meant to investigate or address, 
and the research and theory that 
came beforehand)

■  a description of the methods 
used to collect data to address the 
question(s)

■  a description of the methods used 
to analyze the data collected to 
address the question(s)

■ results of these analyses
■  conclusions that the researchers 

have drawn based on the results
■  implications of those conclusions 

for practice
■ limitations of the study
■ directions for future research

to help identify these different com-
ponents of a report of research, Figure 1 
provides a note-taking sheet. if a piece 
of writing or a presentation does not 
include most of these elements—for 
example, if it appears to be exclusively 
one person’s opinion about effec-
tive practices or a memoir of his or her 
teaching experience—then this is a 
good indication that it probably is not 
research. this does not mean that it is 
not valuable, just that it is not research.

there are many kinds of research (see 
table 1). For example, some research is 
focused on examining a single case, such 
as a single student or classroom. that 
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Complete reference for the study _________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Purpose and/or questions

Methodology

     Participants

     Context

     Data collection procedures

          Measures (if applicable)

          Materials (if applicable)

          Intervention (if applicable)

     Data analysis procedures

Findings

Limitations

Implications for policy, practice, research, and other  

Other information for evaluation of study quality

Figure 1 Research Study Summary Sheet
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Methodology Description Five quality indicators
Assessment 
development

These studies examine the reliability and validity of 
assessments, attitude surveys, and other research 
tools. Along with other activities, researchers typically 
give the assessment to a number of participants 
and then perform statistical analyses to examine its 
validity and reliability.

1. The targeted concepts have been carefully defined.
2.  Evidence has been provided suggesting that current research/theory has 

thoughtfully informed the assessment’s creation, and other people have 
reviewed the assessment.

3. Multiple types of reliability and validity have been discussed.
4.  The assessment includes uncomplicated and unbiased questions. Enough, 

but not too many, questions have been included to understand the targeted 
concepts.

5.  The assessment includes instructions that are easy to understand and 
follow.

Case study Case studies seek to describe naturally occurring 
phenomena. These studies often focus on a single 
or small number of cases, such as one classroom or 
three reading groups at one grade level. Researchers 
typically identify themes or patterns, rather than 
making claims about cause–effect relationships.

1.  It is easy to envision the context in which the research has occurred. 
Careful, vivid, and thorough descriptions have been included.

2.  Potential ethical issues, such as the researchers’ incoming biases or the 
consequences of the researchers’ interactions with participants, have been 
acknowledged and, wherever possible, sensitively addressed.

3.  Direct quotations and excerpts from field notes are used to support the 
study findings, and enough of them have been included to inspire trust in 
the researchers’ interpretations.

4.  Multiple types of evidence have been used to inform conclusions. Findings 
suggest that the different types of evidence have been compared to check 
and confirm the identified patterns or themes.

5.  It is easy to understand why and how the researchers did what they 
did, as well as see why they reached the specific conclusions outlined 
in the research report. Extensive information about the study’s design, 
preparation, data collection, analysis, and results has been included.

Content analysis Content analysis is a methodology for examining the 
content of something, such as instruction (e.g., how 
much instructional time is devoted to vocabulary 
instruction) or texts (e.g., what kinds of text, and in 
what proportions, are included in basal readers). 
Content analysis is more about the what in language, 
whereas discourse analysis is more about the how 
with language.

1. The purpose of and theory and rationale for the content analysis is clear.
2.  The sample and context from which the content is drawn is thoroughly 

described.
3.  The variables for the content analysis are clearly defined and 

operationalized, with reference to the theoretical framework and rationale for 
the study.

4.  There are at least two coders, who demonstrate high levels of coding 
agreement (inter-rater reliability).

5. The procedures for going from codes to results are reported clearly.

Correlational data This kind of research examines relationships among 
variables. Researchers often conduct these studies 
when they are interested in causes and effects 
but are unable to control or alter the variables. For 
example, correlational research might examine the 
relationship between exposure to lead paint and 
reading difficulties.

1. Concepts are carefully defined.
2. Statistical techniques are appropriately and widely used in the study.
3.  Thoughtful attempts to identify and/or rule out alternative explanations have 

been made.
4.  The findings from other related studies and existing theory are taken into 

account.
5. Any claims about cause and effect have been made with extreme care.

Discourse analysis This methodology tries to gain insight into the 
structures and meanings that underlie conversations 
and written texts. Researchers examine previously 
or newly recorded texts and develop systems for 
uncovering patterns in the texts.

1.  Evidence that the data has been systematically collected and carefully 
analyzed has been provided.

2.  Researchers have provided plausible and thorough explanations for why 
particular texts have been selected as focal texts and how the coding 
system was developed to analyze them.

3.  Researchers’ interpretations have taken into account the original contexts in 
which the texts were created, as well as existing research and theory.

4. High scores from the inter-rater reliability process have been reported.
5. Many direct quotations have been used to support conclusions.

Table 1 Brief Descriptions and Standards of Quality for Some Common Research Methodologies

(continued )
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Methodology Description Five quality indicators
Ethnography Ethnography is a specific type of case study. Like 

case study research, ethnographic research explores 
phenomena by looking closely at specific examples. 
This kind of research typically involves extended, 
intense observations and emphasizes cultural 
contexts. Researchers often attempt to represent the 
perspectives of insiders.

1.  A large amount of time (often years) has been spent interacting with the 
participants.

2.  Multiple types of evidence and evidence from different settings have been 
collected.

3.  Researchers have carefully described the settings and circumstances of 
participants’ lives, as well as their own incoming perspectives and the roles 
they enacted during the study.

4.  Previous research and existing theory have been used to design the study 
and interpret the findings.

5.  The study goes beyond providing new information about the focal topic by 
adding to and/or changing theory.

Experimental and 
quasi-experimental 
research

These designs investigate cause–effect relationships. 
Researchers typically identify a focus, such as the use 
of a particular instructional approach, and measure 
its outcomes. Researchers attempt to eliminate 
alternative explanations for outcomes by creating 
groups of participants who differ in only one way—for 
example, in receiving or not receiving a particular 
instructional approach. In experiments, researchers 
typically create groups by randomly assigning 
participants. In contrast, researchers use groups that 
already exist for quasi-experiments.

1.  Groups are highly similar, ideally differing only in terms of the variable of 
interest (e.g., receiving a treatment or not).

2.  Researchers have tried to ensure that the research is valid and reliable 
(e.g., scoring assessments without knowing whether they are from the 
experimental or control group).

3. Appropriate and high-quality measures have been used to assess outcomes.
4.  The statistical analyses are appropriate and clearly linked to the study 

design. Information that might affect readers’ interpretation of the analyses, 
such as missing data or violations of the assumptions of particular statistical 
procedures, has been discussed.

5.  Enough details about each group’s participants and their study experiences 
have been included to compare participants and tasks to other studies and 
real-world situations.

Formative and design 
experiments

In this methodology, data are collected systematically 
for the purpose of informing design or practice 
to reach specified goals. Often, researchers and 
teachers work together to implement an instructional 
approach, investigate factors that might influence its 
outcomes, modify the approach to account for what 
they have discovered, and implement the revised 
instructional approach. This implement-investigate-
and-revise process might continue for several rounds 
or until the original goal is achieved.

1.  The starting point (e.g., students’ initial achievement) has been carefully 
explained.

2. Previous research and existing theory have informed the experiment.
3. Multiple rounds of data have been collected over time.
4.  Revisions to the experimental design take into account the outcomes and 

circumstances of previous rounds of data collection.
5.  The outcomes of each round are thoroughly discussed and include 

unplanned results.

Historical research In historical research, researchers attempt to address 
a question about the past. They examine artifacts 
from or about the time period, such as diaries, 
photographs, court records, or legal documents. 
Researchers may also interview people associated 
with the event or topic. This kind of research often 
searches for patterns or themes that might inform 
current issues. For example, a researcher might 
examine past educational policies for the purpose of 
revising or creating present-day policy initiatives.

1.  The settings and circumstances of the time period are carefully described 
and are used to understand the study findings.

2. The research focus is precise and thoughtful.
3.  Researchers describe what kind of and how much evidence is available 

to study the topic. Throughout the research report, they extensively use 
the available evidence and justify how and why particular sources were 
selected.

4.  Researchers employ widely accepted and systematic methods to collect and 
analyze the data.

5. The limitations of the study are thoroughly discussed.

Neuroimaging This kind of research tries to answer questions about 
neurological structure and/or function. Researchers 
examine images of the brain and brain activity. 
These studies are characterized by the use of 
specialized medical equipment and processes, such 
as electroencephalography or functional magnetic 
resonance imaging.

1.  Research questions can be addressed appropriately by looking at images of 
the brain and the brain’s activity.

2.  The tasks that participants are asked to complete seem suitable and appear 
to be high in quality.

3. The methods used to collect evidence are appropriate and straightforward.
4. Multiple approaches have been used to verify the findings.
5.  Attempts have been made to compare and connect the findings with other 

research.

Table 1 Brief Descriptions and Standards of Quality for Some Common Research Methodologies (continued)

(continued )
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Methodology Description Five quality indicators

Quantitative 
meta-analysis

Researchers use this methodology to synthesize 
the results of previous research. Researchers 
systematically collect studies that have addressed the 
same or similar questions, then conduct statistical 
analyses to identify trends across the collected 
studies. Quantitative meta-analyses often focus on the 
relative magnitudes of outcomes, such as the average 
effect of a particular instructional intervention.

1.  The study focuses on an area of research that can support a quantitative 
meta-analytic approach. Enough research reports in the focal area include 
effect sizes or information that could be used to calculate effect sizes.

2.  The search for previous research is systematic and thorough. Researchers 
have used multiple sources to obtain studies and have considered both 
published and unpublished works.

3.  The criteria used in the quantitative meta-analysis seem thorough, 
appropriate, and comprehensive enough to lead to the identification of most 
or all relevant studies.

4. Appropriate statistical techniques are widely used in the study design.

5. High levels of inter-rater reliability or agreement have been reported.

Single-subject 
experimental design

In this design, individuals are (or an individual is) 
studied in such a way that they each comprise their 
own comparison group. For example, in an ABA 
withdrawal design, repeated baseline assessments 
are administered (A), then an intervention is 
introduced and the subject assessed repeatedly again 
(B), and finally, the intervention is withdrawn and the 
subject assessed additional times (A). Differences in A 
and B suggest a possible impact of the intervention.

1.  The focus of the measures/assessment is believed to be susceptible to 
intervention within a relatively short time frame.

2.  Sensitive and reliable measures that can be administered repeatedly are 
used.

3.  Participants and study procedures are described in great detail so that 
others can replicate them.

4.  The design is such that any effect observed can be reasonably attributed to 
the intervention.

5.  Any effects observed are evaluated for how much practical difference they 
make for the individual.

Survey research Survey research usually elicits reports from 
participants about themselves. The purpose of this 
kind of research is usually to understand something 
about the larger group to which the participants 
belong. For example, researchers might survey 100 
kindergarten teachers across a state to learn about 
the beliefs of the kindergarten teachers in that state. 
This kind of research may involve different kinds 
of interactions, such as face-to-face or telephone 
interviews and computerized or mailed surveys.

1.  The participants have been carefully chosen. Individuals are clearly 
representative of the larger group in which the researchers are interested.

2. The survey questions are straightforward and unbiased.

3.  The quality of the survey has been checked, and evidence of its validity and 
reliability has been reported.

4.  Reasonable attempts have been made to get participants to respond, as well 
as to understand why nonresponding participants did not respond.

5.  Information that might influence readers’ interpretations of the study, 
such as how the participants differ from the targeted population and what 
percentage of participants responded, has been included.

Verbal protocols Verbal protocols, also referred to as think-aloud 
studies, typically gather information about people’s 
thought processes. Researchers often ask participants 
to complete a specific task, such as reading a book, 
and report what they are thinking. Participants from 
second grade to adulthood have participated in verbal 
protocol research.

1.  The texts and tasks used in the study seem to be good choices for gathering 
information about the research questions.

2.  The instructions and prompts are carefully worded to avoid influencing 
participants’ responses.

3.  The procedures for collecting data, including the prompts used, have been 
thoroughly described.

4.  Plausible and logical reasons have been given for each research design 
decision.

5.  Clear and logical connections can be seen among the research questions, 
research procedures, tasks, and materials.

Table 1 Brief Descriptions and Standards of Quality for Some Common Research Methodologies (continued)

Note. The information in this table was drawn in part from “Standards for Reporting on Empirical Social Science Research in AERA Publications: American Educational Research Association,” by  P.A. Moss, 
J.W. Pellegrino, B.L. Schneider, R.P. Duran, M.A. Eisenhart, F.D. Erickson, et al., 2006, Educational Researcher, 35(6), 33–40; “Qualitative Analysis on Stage: Making the Research Process More Public,” by 
V.A. Anfara, Jr., K.M. Brown, and T.L. Mangione, 2002, Educational Researcher, 31(7), 28–38; Literacy Research Methodologies, by N.K. Duke and M.H. Mallette (Eds.), 2004, New York: Guilford; Literacy 
Research Methodologies (2nd ed.), by N.K. Duke and M.H. Mallette (Eds.), 2011, New York: Guilford; and Educational Research: An Introduction (8th ed.), by M.D. Gall, J.P. Gall, and W.R. Borg, 2007, Boston: 
Allyn & Bacon.
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depends on how it was tested and what 
the tests found. Questions we need to ask 
include the following:

■ What exactly did the research test? 
For the research-tested claim to be 
valid, it needs to be applied to a prac-
tice, approach, or product that is highly 
similar to or the same as what was orig-
inally tested.

■ What exactly did the research find? 
Just because something was research-
tested does not mean that the test/
research found it to be effective.

■ Did the research test the practice, 
approach, or product against some-
thing else? simply trying out something 
provides limited information. if the 
practice, approach, or product is not 
tested against something, then it is dif-
ficult to infer whether any impact that 
we observe would have been seen even 
without that practice, approach, or prod-
uct. For example, students may appear 
to have better reading comprehen-
sion after receiving a particular kind of 
instruction, but it may well be the case 
that their reading comprehension is 
simply developing as it normally would 
have without the intervention or that 
something else entirely is causing the 
observed improvement. For these rea-
sons, having a comparison group that 
differs only in that they did not use the 
particular practice, approach, or prod-
uct is important to addressing questions 
about impact.

■ To what exactly was the practice, 
approach, or product compared? when 
there is a comparison, you need to ask 
what it is. it is one thing for a prac-
tice, approach, or product to be effective 
when compared with recess or complet-
ing worksheets, and quite another to 
show that it is effective in comparison 
to good, quality instruction designed to 
address that same area of learning.

practice, approach, or product. in con-
trast, we use research-based to mean 
that the particular practice, approach, 
or product has not been tested in a 
research study but has been designed to 
be consistent with research findings.

let’s say that someone develops an 
approach to teaching reading compre-
hension that combines elements of three 
previous, research-tested approaches. we 
would say that the new approach that 
has been developed is research-based, 
but we would not say it is research-
tested because no one has tested the 
impact of that particular combination of 
approaches in research. the combina-
tion could be more effective, as effective, 
or less effective than the individual 
approaches on which it was based.

the terms research-tested, research-
based, research-proven, and others are 
being used by many to elevate the status 
of their product or approach. however, 
use of these terms alone means very 
little. we have to ask questions that 
allow us to get underneath any indi-
vidual’s, organization’s, or company’s 
use of these terms. in the remain-
der of this section, we identify some 
of the questions that need to be asked 
when a product or approach is said to be 
research-tested or research-based.

Research-Tested
to say that a practice, approach, or prod-
uct is research-tested, or research-proven, 
sounds like a powerful endorsement 
or attribution, but its strength really 

holders to continue to conduct or to ever 
have conducted research.

For some positions, a person may only 
need to have conducted a single research 
study: the dissertation study that origi-
nally earned the Phd or edd. of course, 
in many cases, professors are expected to 
and/or do in fact conduct a large number 
of other research studies, but that is by 
no means a given. in light of the range of 
roles that many professors play, they may 
at one moment be conducting a research 
study and at another moment be provid-
ing advice that as yet has little or no basis 
in research.

a flip side of these points is that just 
because someone is not a university- 
based researcher or does not have a Phd 
or edd does not mean that he or she has 
not conducted research. Quality research 
can be and is conducted outside of a uni-
versity context: in educational research 
foundations, in schools or other edu-
cational settings, and in community 
centers. Quality research can be and is 
conducted by individuals who do not 
have a research degree. similarly, it is 
possible for people who are not research-
ers and not in university positions to 
have a strong command of research even 
if they do not conduct it themselves.

4. The Difference  
Between Research-Based 
and Research-Tested
when invoking the term research in 
relation to instructional practices, 
approaches, or products, we think it is 
valuable to make a distinction between 
research-based and research-tested. (as 
will become evident, this is both similar 
to and different from shanahan’s [2002] 
distinction between research-based and 
research-proven.) we use research-tested 
to mean that one or more research stud-
ies tested the impact of that particular 

“We think it is valuable 
to make a distinction 

between research-based 
and research-tested.”
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research-tested claims, see especially 
“experimental and quasi-experimental 
research” in table 1).

Research-Based
Just as we must ask questions to get 
underneath claims that something is 
research-tested or research-proven, 
so too must we ask questions to get 
underneath claims that something is 
research-based. Questions that we 
should ask include the following:

■  how many studies were conducted, 
and what were the findings?

■  how similar is what was researched 
and found to what was being given 
the research-based label?

■  what research design(s) was(were) 
used, including the type of 
research, the sample, outcome mea-
sures, and so forth?

■ of what quality were the studies?

notably, we should not assume that 
something that is research-tested is 
inherently more supported by research 
than something that is research-based. 
For example, a practice that has been 
tested and found to be effective in a 
single study (i.e., research-tested) is, 
in our view, generally less compelling 
than a practice that is similar to, but not 
exactly the same as, a number of prac-
tices that have been tested and shown to 
be effective in a larger number and wide 
range of studies (i.e., research-based).

5. Many Kinds of 
Research Have Valuable 
Contributions to Make to Our 
Understanding of Literacy 
Learning, Development,  
and Education
you may have read references to the 
experiment or randomized, controlled 

approach, or product proved to be effec-
tive may be beside the point.

■ What impact did the research find? 
another question to ask is about the 
degree of the impact of a particu-
lar practice, approach, or product. if a 
practice requires the input of consider-
able resources to implement and results 
in children learning 1.6 more alpha-
bet letters on average, then it may not be 
worth the investment. in contrast, if a 
practice required relatively few resources 
to implement and improved children’s 
spelling development by several stages 
in a short period of time, then it may 
well be worth the investment.

■ How many studies were conducted? a 
practice, approach, or product that has 
been tested and shown to be effective in 
dozens of research studies with a wide 
range of contexts should be viewed as 
having stronger research support than 
a practice, approach, or product that 
has been tested in only a single study 
or in a very narrow range of contexts. 
similarly, all things being equal, a prac-
tice, approach, or product that has been 
shown to be effective in some studies 
and not others should be seen as having 
less research support than one that has 
been shown to be effective in every 
study in which it was examined.

■ What was the quality of the stud-
ies? you also need to ask whether the 
research meets standards of quality 
for that type of research. we talk more 
about standards of quality for different 
types of research later in this article (for 

■ With what sample(s) was the research 
conducted? we have to be cautious about 
applying the results of a study with 
one population to another population 
if we think the populations are differ-
ent in consequential ways. For example, 
if an approach has only been tested with 
native english speakers, then its use with 
english learners should be approached 
with caution. similarly, an approach 
tested and shown to be efficacious in 
only small, homogeneous classes may 
not be as efficacious in large, heteroge-
neous classes. ideally, there should be a 
close match between the sample or sam-
ples with which the practice, approach, 
or product has been tested and the group 
with whom you plan to use it.

■ What outcome measures were used? 
the outcome measures used in a study 
should be consistent with the outcomes 
you are concerned about for your par-
ticular purpose or context. For example, 
suppose your goal is to improve chil-
dren’s fluency, or accuracy, rate, and 
prosody, in reading connected text. 
suppose you find a study in which an 
intervention improved students’ accu-
racy and rate at reading lists of nonsense 
words but did not improve the accuracy 
and rate with which students read con-
nected text. in such a case, you might 
look for other studies or interventions 
with an outcome measure aligned more 
closely to your goals. when there is a 
mismatch between the outcome mea-
sures of a study and what you are trying 
to impact, the fact that the practice, 

“To say that a practice, approach, or product is 
research-tested, or research-proven, sounds like a 

powerful endorsement...but its strength really depends 
on how it was tested and what the tests found. ”
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literacy teachers, a systematic procedure 
for collecting data about their practices 
during small-group reading instruction 
(e.g., observation, audiotaping), and a 
systematic procedure for analyzing the 
data (e.g., coding it for specific kinds of 
practices, generating descriptive statis-
tics to identify common practices).

when this is complete, the researcher 
has to take care not to make claims that 
cannot be substantiated by the data 
that has been collected. For example, 
the claim “telling readers to iden-
tify the selection’s text structure prior 
to reading is a highly effective instruc-
tional practice” is not warranted given 
the design. even if all of the observed 
teachers engaged in this practice, we 
cannot be sure that this is what makes 
their instruction effective. in contrast, 
the claim “highly effective teach-
ers regularly tell readers to identify the 
selection’s text structure” might be well 
supported by the design.

8. Conclusions Drawn 
From Research Are Only as 
Sound as the Research Itself
it is extremely important to look at 
the quality of the research design and 
implementation when evaluating a par-
ticular claim or conclusion. conclusions 
based on a seriously flawed study may 
be seriously flawed. a logic of inquiry, 
discussed previously, must be evident 
in the research. also, the nature of the 
inquiry will call for different markers 
of quality. in table 1, we present some 
standards of quality for several kinds of 
research. For further information about 
evaluating the quality of any of these 
kinds of research, we suggest consult-
ing methods texts, such as Fundamentals 
of Educational Research (anderson, 1998), 
Educational Research: An Introduction 
(gall, gall, & borg, 2007), or Literacy 

read; verbal protocols and neuroimaging 
would work well for that.

similarly, although instrument devel-
opment is of great value when trying 
to understand how to assess or mea-
sure something, it does not, alone, help 
us gain in-depth understanding of the 
social and cultural context of a par-
ticular group of learners. the type of 
research design that is most valuable 
depends on the research question that 
one is trying to address (shavelson & 
towne, 2002, 2004).

7. High-Quality Research 
Has a Logic of Inquiry
according to wilkinson and bloome 
(2008),

what matters in the evaluation of the 
worth of a piece of research, of any par-
adigm or intellectual tradition, is the 
manner in which researchers locate their 
inquiry against a background of extant 
knowledge and assumptions, the good-
ness of fit between research questions 
and methodologies, the quality of the 
data collection and analysis, and the 
integrity of the overall warrant for the 
claims (howe & eisenhart, 1990). (p. 7)

in other words, a good research 
study has a strong match between 
the research question or purpose, 
the research design, and the conclu-
sions drawn and claims made from 
the research. For instance, consider the 
question, what do highly effective lit-
eracy teachers do during small-group 
reading instruction? to address the 
question, the researcher must develop a 
defensible means of identifying effective 

trial as the “gold standard” in educa-
tional research. some seem to think that 
experiments—studies in which individ-
uals or groups are randomly assigned 
to different experiences and then the 
results are compared—are the best 
and most valuable kind of educational 
research. we believe that this way of 
thinking is mistaken and misleading. 
instead, many kinds of research have 
valuable contributions to make.

For example, research examining 
the validity and reliability of an assess-
ment is valuable. survey research telling 
us how motivated, or unmotivated, 
u.s. students are to read is valuable. 
research following a single struggling 
reader in and out of classrooms over 
a period of years is valuable. research 
analyzing the characteristics of young 
children’s spelling is also valuable. the 
educational enterprise is far too complex 
for one type of research to answer all of 
our questions or meet all of our needs 
(e.g., shavelson & towne, 2002).

6. Different Kinds  
of Research Are Good  
for Different Questions
although many different kinds of 
research are valuable, they are not valu-
able for the same reasons. For example, 
an experiment is a valuable tool in learn-
ing whether one approach to instruction 
is more or less effective than another, but 
an experiment is not particularly well 
suited for understanding what is going 
on in the minds of good readers as they 

“The educational enterprise is far too complex  
for one type of research to answer all of our  

questions or meet all of our needs.”
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information that would clearly identify 
the submission’s author(s); this increases 
the likelihood that reviewers are not 
swayed in their judgment by their high 
or low opinions of the submitted article’s 
author(s). the intent of peer review is to 
inform decisions about what merits pub-
lication and improve the quality of what 
is ultimately published. of course, this 
tool is not perfect. For various reasons, 
work of dubious quality is sometimes 
published, and sometimes high-quality 
research is not. a piece’s peer-reviewed 
status is just one metric that you can 
use to increase the likelihood that the 
research you are reading is of high qual-
ity, but you should keep in mind that it is 
just one, necessarily limited, metric.

another issue to consider with 
respect to how the research is pre-
sented is the quality of the writing itself. 
all other things being equal, and given 
that our time for reading research is 
always limited, it is worth considering 
the quality of a piece’s writing in decid-
ing whether to read it. that said, all 
other things are often not equal. a study 
may follow a sound logic of inquiry as 
described previously, meet standards of 
quality as described in table 1, and have 
many other markers of high quality but 
be poorly written. For example, impor-
tant information may be missing, or the 
piece’s prose may be dense and difficult 
to parse. conversely, very strong writing 
may make a study sound better than it 
actually is. For example, the piece’s prose 
may be so articulate and persuasive that 
it is easy to miss that its design fails to 
meet many standards of quality.

these are important considerations 
to bear in mind as you read research. it 
may be worth plowing through an arti-
cle that is difficult and frustrating to 
read, and we have to be careful not to 
be seduced by a study that, although 

that particular person. if your intent, for 
instance, is to understand and evalu-
ate the quality of the methodology used 
in the study, then an article in Instructor 
Magazine is not the best place to go; how-
ever, if your intent is to understand what 
a particular research-tested practice 
looks like in a school setting, then this 
magazine might be the correct source. in 
the end, it would be best to read every-
thing you can, as presented in a range of 
outlets, about any specific study or area 
of research that is of great importance to 
you.

you may have heard or read about 
the notion of peer-reviewed research. 
this refers to whether the research 
was reviewed by a set of peers prior to 
its publication. Publications like The 
Reading Teacher and Reading Research 
Quarterly generally, although not 
always, employ a blind peer-review pro-
cess. this means that when deciding 
whether to publish a particular sub-
mission, the editors send it out to a set 
of scholars (researchers in the case of 
Reading Research Quarterly, and a com-
bination of researchers, practitioners, 
and other scholars in the case of The 
Reading Teacher) for their evaluation 
about whether it should be published 
and, if it is worthy of publication, to find 
out what improvements could be made 
to the piece prior to publication.

the adjective blind means that submit-
ted articles are sent to reviewers without 

Research Methodologies (duke & 
Mallette, 2004, 2011).

9. Where and How  
Research Is Published 
or Presented Requires 
Particular Attention
consider a particular news item and the 
range of different ways it is covered, for 
example, by the New York Post, The New 
York Times, Newsweek, The Economist, 
Fox news, or the Macneil/lehrer news 
hour. these sources will cover the same 
story in substantially different ways. 
similarly, literacy research in different 
outlets, and by different writers, may be 
reported very differently.

For example, a study reported in The 
Reading Teacher may provide relatively 
little detail about a study’s method-
ology and findings but may provide 
considerable detail about the targeted 
instructional practices; in contrast, 
a study reported in Reading Research 
Quarterly may provide much more detail 
about the study’s methodology and 
findings but may provide a much briefer 
explanation of how to implement the 
given instructional practices (cf. duke, 
Purcell-gates, hall, & tower, 2006; 
Purcell-gates, duke, & Martineau, 
2007). a study reported to an audience 
primarily comprised of literacy educators 
may give short shrift to institutional, 
fiscal, and equity issues—consider-
ations that would likely be prominent in 
a report of the same study intended for 
an audience primarily comprised of edu-
cation policymakers (cf. buly & valencia, 
2002; valencia & buly, 2004).

as you read or listen to research or 
references to research, it is important to 
consider the match or mismatch between 
your purpose(s) and the purpose(s) for 
which a given piece was written or pre-
sented in that particular outlet and by 

“Consider the match 
or mismatch between 

your purpose(s) and the 
purpose(s) for which a 

given piece was written or 
presented.” 
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it is not, then there are other questions 
that you could ask:

■  are the authors of the review well 
respected in the field?

■  do they represent, or at least show 
openness to, a variety of theoretical 
perspectives related to the research 
reviewed?

■  does it appear that the authors are 
indeed reviewing all of the available 
research rather than simply select-
ing research that is consistent with 
their conclusion or perspective?

  was their approach to locat-
ing and reviewing the research 
systematic? did their approach 
seem thorough?

  if provided, was the list of terms 
used in the literature search rel-
evant and exhaustive?

■  did another person also code the 
studies? to what degree did he or 
she agree with the authors’ coding 
efforts?

■  if you are familiar, or can make 
yourself familiar, with an individual 
study or a few studies reviewed, did 
the authors code, characterize, and 
draw conclusions that you think are 
appropriate from this study?

■  are the authors explicit in their 
explanations of findings and 
results?

additional standards apply in the 
case of a special kind of research review 
called a quantitative meta- analysis 
(see table 1 for more information). 
Quantitative meta-analyses can be very 
valuable, but it is important to note 
that these analyses can only examine 
studies that are correlational, quasi- 
experimental, or experimental in design, 
and these analyses are limited to only 
those areas in which a critical mass of 

there have been a number of influ-
ential research reviews in literacy 
education in recent years, most nota-
bly, perhaps, the national reading 
Panel report (national institute of child 
health and human development, 
2000) but also several others, such as 
Preventing Reading Difficulties in Young 
Children (snow, burns, & griffin, 1998), 
Writing Next: Effective Strategies to 
Improve Writing of Adolescents in Middle 
and High Schools (graham & Perin, 
2007), the national literacy Panel report 
on language-minority children and 
youths (august & shanahan, 2008), and 
the national early literacy Panel report 
(national early literacy Panel, 2008).

there are also volumes that compile 
many research reviews or syntheses, 
as in the Handbook of Reading Research 
(e.g., kamil, Mosenthal, Pearson, & 
barr, 2000; kamil, Pearson, Moje, & 
afflerbach, 2011) and What Research 
Has to Say About Reading Instruction (e.g., 
Farstrup & samuels, 2002; samuels & 
Farstrup, 2011). Finally, there are also 
outlets for peer-reviewed reviews of 
research, such as the journal Review of 
Educational Research.

however, these important, and 
potentially time-saving, tools also must 
be treated with caution. they are nec-
essarily reductive. they may omit 
important details about the methods 
used to conduct the studies or about 
findings of the studies, particularly 
those findings that are not directly ger-
mane to the focus of the review. these 
publications may also gloss over impor-
tant differences between studies, the 
ways particular items have been oper-
ationalized, and so forth. ideally, you 
would go back to all of the original 
papers on which the review is based, as 
well as search for and read any relevant 
papers that may have been omitted. 
however, this is often not possible. if 

presented eloquently, is problematic in 
important ways.

10. Educational Research 
Proceeds Through the Slow 
Accumulation of Knowledge
when designing a study, there are typ-
ically trade-offs. For example, involving 
more classrooms may increase the gener-
alizability of the study—that is, the extent 
to which you can apply what is learned in 
the study to other classrooms—but may 
decrease our capacity to study in detail 
how individual teachers are implement-
ing the intervention. even if there were a 
perfect study (and of course, researchers 
dream of conducting a perfect, flawless 
study!), we must be cautious about basing 
policy or practice on any single study.

First, it is possible for any study, no 
matter how well designed, to get an 
anomalous result. second, the general-
izability of any one study is limited in 
terms of the populations and contexts 
in which similar results can be expected 
to be found. For these reasons, it makes 
the most sense to think about research 
as proceeding as a slow accumulation of 
knowledge over time and to read across 
many different studies on a particular 
question or topic. although break-
throughs or headline-making studies 
periodically appear, it is usually a mass 
of related studies over a period of years 
that lead to a well-accepted or durable 
conclusion.

an important tool that can help us 
understand whether practices or insights 
have been widely validated is the 
research review or synthesis. these syn-
theses pull together individual studies 
to draw more robust conclusions. these 
syntheses may also be a great asset for 
educators who are too busy to read a lot 
of studies.
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barr, r. (eds.). (2000). Handbook of reading 
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afflerbach, P. (eds.). (2011). Handbook of read-
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duran, r.P., eisenhart, M.a., erickson, F.d., 

sufficiently similar studies have been 
conducted. For this reason, it is often 
not a quantitative meta-analysis—or not 
solely a quantitative meta-analysis—
that will best address your needs.

Conclusion
by this point, it is likely clear that 
being an informed and critical reader 
of research is a formidable task. thus, 
we end this article the way we began it, 
with the assertion that research is worth 
it—that research should be seen as an 
essential guide to policy and practice. 
recall our argument that our expe-
riences alone may misguide us, that 
sometimes we do not know what we do 
not know, that research allows us to take 
a longer term view than our personal 
experiences may allow, that research 
allows us to pool our numbers and 
experiences, and that research allows us 
into places and situations that we may 
not be able to observe otherwise.

recall that the goal of literacy 
researchers is much the same as the 
goal of literacy educators: to improve lit-
eracy teaching and learning. literacy 
educators play a vital role in helping lit-
eracy researchers meet this goal. careful 
reading, evaluation, and interpretation 
by thoughtful and informed educators 
offers our best chance at realizing the 
full value of what this priceless tool—
research—has to offer.
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