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About every five years, I end up taking stock, both of my own work and the work and 
life of the reading research enterprise. This stock-taking exercise seems to happen more or less 
automatically, whether I intend it or not. Sometimes it is prompted by guilt—an uneasy feeling 
that I have become intellectually and professionally complacent, lazy, and unvigilant (e.g., Pearson, 
2002). Sometimes by outrage and concern—as it was in 2004, when I wrote about the fears 
that were prompted by the 1-2 punch of the National Reading Panel Report and Reading First’s 
implementation of scientifically based reading research (Pearson, 2004). And sometimes, the urge 
to do stocktaking seems to arise entirely on its own, for no apparent reason, just like the urge for 
chocolate or a good syrah.

I first carried out the public vetting of my hopes and concerns about reading research on which 
this essay is based in December of 2006 at the National Reading Conference in Los Angeles. This 
essay represents my attempt to transform that talk into an article.1 I share my current thinking about 
this issue—about the outrages, problems, dilemmas, conundrums, anxieties, misgivings, fears, and 
hopes (yes, there are some hopes) I have for this endeavor we call reading research—in particular its 
capacity to impact what we teach and how we teach it in the name of reading instruction. 

The first question that occurred to me was why would I bother to do this? And why 
would anyone in either that live audience or this print audience bother to listen as I unpack this 
monological think aloud? The only answer that makes sense is that we all want to make a lasting 
difference in the lives of students and teachers—one based on evidence and theory rather than the 
sound volume of the message or the fervency of the belief. Indeed, from its beginnings, one of the 
great hopes of educational research (and those who conduct it) has been that policymakers will take 
research seriously when they establish policy at a local, state, or national level; another has been 
that teachers will take it seriously when they enact practice based on policy (or other influences) 
in their classrooms. In that regard, we are not very different from our scholarly ancestors. Note the 
words of one of the founders of educational research, Edward L. Thorndike, generally regarded as 
the “parent” of educational psychology, who, in the inaugural edition of the Journal of Educational 
Psychology, pronounced its purpose thusly:

A complete science of psychology would tell every fact about everyone’s intellect 
and character and behavior, would tell us the cause of every change in human 
nature, would tell us the result which every educational force—every act of every 
person that changed any other or the agent himself—would have. It would aid 
us to use human beings for the world’s welfare with the same surety of the result 
that we now have when we use falling bodies or chemical elements. In proportion 
as we get such a science we shall become masters of our own souls as we are now 
masters of heat and light. Progress toward such a science is now being made. 
(Thorndike, 1910, p.8).

Thorndike may have been a little more ambitious and optimistic than some of us in today’s 
more cynical world, but clearly for him as for modern researchers, the improvement of educational 
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practice was the ultimate goal of research, no matter whether we achieve the goal through science 
or through skilled and artful craft. But as we know, and as Thorndike learned through a lifetime 
of waiting for research to impact practice, it takes more than robust research findings to enact 
change—namely it takes this thing we call policy—some sort of official guidance to shape practice. 
Moreover policies won’t matter unless teachers enact them—and enactment, we know from recent 
experience, will require one or more of at least these three elements: good ideas that appeal to 
teachers, well-planned and enacted professional development, or coercion through legal mandate 
or moral sanction. 

How RESEARCH EARNS ITS AuTHoRITy

A question that has vexed scholars of “technology transfer” (the study of how research impacts 
practice) for years is, “How does research earn its authority”—its right to impact practice. Scholars 
who have studied the process of change (e.g., Chinn & Benne, 1976) have identified three classic 
routes by which research influences practice: the rational-empirical, the normative-reeducative, and 
the power-coercive. 

Rational-empirical approach. The essence of the rational-empirical approach, born of the 
principles of modernism emerging from the Enlightenment, is that the processes of knowledge 
production and dissemination will do the job. The operative principle is “know the truth and 
the truth shall make you free.” The operative metaphor is “sowing the seeds of knowledge” for a 
rich harvest of improved practice. The entire set of practices we engage in as a profession around 
knowledge production and dissemination through professional journals and conferences implicitly 
assumes that this approach works. Basically, we send ideas out into the world to see if there is any 
uptake by educators.  

The theory of action implicit in these accounts of the impact of research on practice and 
policy is pretty straightforward. you turn committed researchers loose on problems of learning, 
motivation, whatever. They develop theories of those phenomena, but not necessarily, not even 
likely, in classrooms. Educationists export those ideas to their curriculum development enterprise. 
Teachers use the various curricula developed under these influences, and, presto, change occurs, 
and research has done its deed. Historically, this has led consistently to a “great man with big ideas” 
history of research and its impact of research on educational practice (Venezky, 1984; Travers, 
1983).

Normative-reeducative approaches. In the post-modern era, with its beginnings in the post- 
wwII western world, we moved toward normative re-educative models of knowledge utilization in 
education. These are models in which a class of workers called staff developers are charged with the 
responsibility of negotiating changes in practice at the local level. The assumption is that research 
needs a little nudge, that teachers cannot be expected just to read research and make needed changes 
in practice; instead they need support from knowledgeable, sympathetic professionals who are 
educated for precisely that purpose. And in many ways, we are still very committed to this model. 
one sees this model most vividly represented in enterprises like the National writing Project, the 
variety of teacher research groups operating throughout the united States and the rest of the world 
where communities of professional practice serve as the medium of change (see Putney & Green, in 
press, for a history and an up-to-date account of this movement). 

Power-coercive approaches. The third classic model of technology transfer is one that knowledge 
utilization experts have labeled “power-coercive” and entails a number of practices with which we 
have become all too familiar in recent years. we coerce people to change when we use laws, court 
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rulings, and legislative or executive mandates as our primary policy levers. Accountability systems 
may or may not belong in the power-coercive category. I think it depends on whether such systems 
offer any choice and adaptability in the way that educators are expected to use the key policy 
levers in those systems: assessments, standards, criteria for selecting materials and/or professional 
development providers. If there is little or no adaptability, then users end up in a closed system 
with few degrees of freedom in shaping a local implementation; in this case, the system has, for all 
practical purposes, the force of mandate. If, on the other hand, there are options in the manner in 
which these key policy levers can be adapted to the local context, the system can have the look and 
feel of the learning communities typical of the normative-reeducative approach.

It is useful to note how the default motivations and incentives change from one approach 
to another. As we move from sowing the seeds of knowledge (the enlightenment model in the 
rational-empirical approach) or professional communities of practice (the post-modern version of 
professional development in normative re-educative approaches) to mandates and accountability 
systems (the policy levers of the power-coercive approach), we move from a world of invitations 
and incentives (learn more, teach better, build identity) to a world of compliances and sanctions. In 
short, we move from carrots to sticks in motivating change and reform in our schools.

READING RESEARCH, THEoRy, AND PRACTICE: THE EARLy yEARS

Moving back to the early part of the 20th Century, we find that the pathway available to 
Thorndike and his peers was classic rational-empirical. He sought to conduct research that both 
informed and was informed by theory—mostly theories about how sentient beings, including 
people, learn. This led him to develop two important laws, the law of effect and the law of 
contiguity, both cornerstones in the behavioral psychology that would come to dominate the field 
once B. F. Skinner took up the baton of behaviorism from Thorndike. But Thorndike did not spend 
much time in classrooms. He did most of his famous research on learning in his lab at Columbia, 
and expected that others would take up the principles he was validating and find ways to translate 
them into curriculum materials that would find their ways into classrooms and cause changes in 
pedagogy (see Figure 1).
Figure 1. Theory of action underlying classical educational research in Thorndike’s era
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Perhaps the most telling account of this great scholar’s history of research and its impact on 
practice is a book by Robert M. w. Travers. In How Research has Changed American Schools published 
in 1983, he documents the impact of the research of a whole range of scholars on curriculum and 
teaching. In parallel, in a 1978 publication, the National Academy of Education commissioned 
in-depth analysis of the work of several scholars and movements from the first half of the 20th 
Century—Thorndike, Freud, Piaget, the testing movement, and the like. An edited volume with 
contributions from many luminaries, it had the imperious title, The Impact of Research on Education 
(Suppes, 1978), and like Travers’ single-authored history, it championed the great man’s view of 
history and impact and, implicitly, the rational-empirical approach.

A particularly compelling chapter in that 1978 book is one by historian Geraldine Clifford on 
Thorndike entitled, Words for Schools, and it chronicles Thorndike’s saga in developing his theories 
about word frequency and its implications for curriculum and teaching. Clifford traces out, very 
carefully, how the work on word frequency completed in the 1920s through the 1940s found its 
way into school practice. She cites two major routes to its impact, one in reading curriculum and a 
second in foreign language education. The key concept in both domains is that those words which 
occur most frequently in the written language must be introduced earliest to students. By the time 
one finishes Clifford’s account of Thorndike, one is thoroughly convinced of the impact, over the 
long haul, of research on practice. The only catch, she points out, is that, like Thorndike, few of us 
will still be around to see the fruits of one’s labor. It takes that long for a proven idea to move the 
institutions that control curriculum and teaching. But we can provide a more optimistic reading: 
that if we stick steadfastly to our theories and our craft, eventually we will make a difference. The 
seeds of our dissemination will bear fruit. 

Foundations of reading research. Reading research had many origins. Most surely the seminal 
work of E. B. Huey and his extraordinary 1908 volume on the psychology and pedagogy of reading. 
Surely also James McKeen Cattell helped to establish psychology as a science, and one that included 
reading in its portfolio of topics for study, at least until the behavioristic turn in psychology took 
hold. But it is not an exaggeration to suggest that E. L. Thorndike was not only the parent of 
educational psychology, he was, quite literally the father of reading research. This reputation is 
due in large measure to the cadre of students who studied with him at Columbia in the 1910s 
through at least the 1930s and went on to establish beachheads of reading research on their own. 
Most notable among this group luminaries are scholars such as Arthur I. Gates (Columbia), Guy 
Bond (Minnesota), David Russell (uC Berkeley). Even w. S. Gray—who finished his Ph.D. at 
Chicago and went on to a career in which he exercised incredible influence on practice through the 
publication of the Scott Foresman Curriculum Foundation Series (aka the Dick and Jane readers, 
Gray & Arbuthnot, 1959) and through the publication of an influential set of annual annotated 
summaries of key reading research beginning in 1925 (Gray, 1925)—completed master’s work with 
Thorndike at Columbia (see Venezky, 1984 for a great man’s account of this period of reading 
research). These folks operated in a parallel universe to that occupied by Thorndike. They actually 
held the same view of the relationship between theory and research as did Thorndike, but the 
context of their research was the classroom and the curriculum, not the laboratory and a theory 
of learning. Instead of searching for new truths about fundamental learning processes that could 
later inform practice, they focused on discovering new insights into improved pedagogy that would 
then lead to improved learning. Granted they were informed by the basic research and theory, but 
developing and testing theories of instruction through instructional reading research was really their 
mission (see Figure 2). And of course they insisted that that flow of information was two way and 
continuous. Their contribution to the implicit model of the relationship between theory, research, 



18 National Reading Conference yearbook, 56

and practice was two-fold: (a) to champion a parallel track of instructional theory and applied 
research (that was itself informed by theory and research about basic learning processes), and (b) to 
establish the norm that improved practice ought in itself to be the object of scientific inquiry. 

ExAMINING THE BRoADER CoNTExTS oF RESEARCH AND 
DEVELoPMENT

This tension between theory and practice or between basic and applied research has always 
been with us in educational research and in virtually every field of endeavor that pretends to 
impact everyday life. It has been brewing for decades, perhaps centuries, in the sciences and came 
into prominent relief with the break of Engineering Schools from Physical Science Departments 
and Agriculture from Life Science Departments in higher education in the last half of the 19th 
century.2 It has been especially tense for professional schools (including our colleagues in agriculture, 
medicine, engineering, and public health) that take on the mission of improving not just the basic 
science underlying their endeavor but the quality of the work of their immediate professional 
constituencies and, of course, the quality of life for the larger society within which those professions 
operate. It is not uncommon for scholars in professional schools to enact this tension by casting 
one eye across campus to their colleagues in the academic disciplines and another outward to the 
institutional sites of their practice.

Donald Stokes (1997) has documented the history of this tension between basic and applied 
research in a delightful book entitled Pasteur’s Quadrant: Basic Science and Technological Innovation. 
Stokes’ perspective begins with the assumption that research not only had to help us to know 
more, but it also had to make things better. The classic R&D (Research and Development) model 
is a one-way transmission from research to practice (see Figure 3). Stokes designed it to capture 

Figure 2. Theory of action underlying early reading research in the 1920s through the 1960s
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these relationships and tensions during the 
beginnings of the rapid expansion of the 
federal role in R&D in the 1970s. In 
this era a straight-line model was still 
touted as the most accurate representation 
of the research-practice connection 
as well as the ideal to which scholars 
should aspire. Advancements that begin 
in our pure science laboratories propel 
mission-oriented scholarship (e.g. the 
space program), which in turn provides 
insights for applied research in business 
and industry, and those advances permit 
research and development around new 
products, and ultimately those products 
improve the lives of ordinary people 
seeking to meet a particular practical aim 
or objective. 

Educational Research and Development. 
This was the model of research and 
development prevailing in the late 1960s 
and the early 1970s when the federal 

government entered the educational R&D business in a serious way. First, they established a few key 
research centers around the country, most notably in the 1960s, especially for reading research, the 
Learning Research and Development Center at Pittsburgh (LRDC) and the wisconsin Center for 
Educational Research (wCER) at wisconsin. In the 1970s, educational research became even more 
active, and the federal government transformed the Cooperative Research Branch of the then office 
of Education within the Department of Health, Education and welfare into the National Institute 
of Education, with a much more elaborate research mission and infrastructure. This organizational 
structure lasted into the Carter years when Education became its own Department. In the early 
1980s, during the Reagan presidency, the NIE was severely curtailed in scope and redirected in 
mission. The Reagan administration gave it a new, and prophetically accurate name, the office of 
Educational Research and Improvement (oERI). oERI lasted throughout the Reagan, first Bush, 
and Clinton years until, in the early second Bush administration, it was given a facelift and a new, 
and once again, prophetic name, the Institute of Education Sciences.

The prevailing model underlying the R&D by the National Institute of Education in the 
1970s (see Figure 3) was heavily influenced by ideas from the National Science Foundation and the 
long history of knowledge utilization in science, medicine, and agriculture. within NIE, the model 
was instantiated by dividing up the work of educational scholarship into two distinct but related 
efforts—centers and labs. The job of education centers—such as LRDC, wCER, and the then 
fledgling efforts in reading, the Center for the Study of Reading at Illinois, and teacher education, 
the Institute for Research on Teaching at Michigan State—was to produce new knowledge 
about fundamental processes that would and could influence theories of teaching and learning. 
Alternatively, the job of the Regional Labs, with names like SwRL for the Southwest and MCREL 
for the Mid Continent, was to translate the findings of research into programs that would directly 
improve the quality of teaching and learning in our schools.
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Reading research in the last quarter of the 20th Century. This was the context in which reading 
research took a major step during the 1970s, when the Center for the Study of Reading burst onto 
the scene at the university of Illinois. The logic of CSR was that reading needed a portfolio of both 
basic and applied research. Granted, the basic research would inform the applied research, but what 
was learned in doing the applied research and in implementing practice would be used to inform 
the basic research as well. In short the model proposed by Stokes in Figure 3 and implicit in all of 
the work prior to that would need feedback loops, as suggested ever so faintly in Figure 4.

Even this depiction in Figure 4 does not do justice to the serious attempts that these centers, 
along with the reading centers that followed CSR [the National Reading Research Center (NRRC) 
at Maryland and Georgia and the Center for the Improvement of Early Reading Achievement 
(CIERA) at Michigan], made to incorporate pedagogical theory, research, and practice into their 
efforts. Figure 5 is my attempt to more accurately portray the relationships between theory and 
research about basic processes in relation to theory and research about teaching students to become 
Figure 5. Model of the relations among basic and applied research, the theoretical bases of each, and 
practice for the reading centers operative in the period from the early 1980s to the early 2000s

Figure 4. The model underlying reading research at places like CSR (the Center for the Study of Reading) 
and LRDC in the 1970s
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better at those processes. Components of Figures 1 and 2 are repositioned in Figure 5 in order 
to depict a livelier relationship among efforts to better understand basic processes and efforts to 
improve practice, with two-way arrows among most of the components in the model. But with 
greater possibility of direct communication comes increasing concern about the unintended 
consequences of moving too swiftly and easily among these hopefully complementary enterprises. 

For example, we have wonderful eye movement research showing that readers look at all the 
words in a text (e.g. Rayner & Pollatsek, 1989). we also have compelling evidence from the work 
of Stanovich (1991) that poor readers are more reliant on using context to decode words than are 
good readers. It is tempting, given this high-quality work from basic research, to conclude that 
poor readers should, ergo, be discouraged from using context to determine the pronunciation and 
meaning of words. 

Miscue research (see Goodman, 1969) on the other hand, points convincingly to the robust 
finding that good readers produce miscues that are far more contextually appropriate than those of 
poor readers, implying that they use contextual information to reduce the need for extensive letter-
by-letter processing in order to achieve word identification and lexical access. Ergo, one should 
encourage all readers, especially poor readers, to use context freely. 

These two contradictory conclusions for practice are equally ill advised. Both represent 
unwarranted extrapolations from research on basic word recognition and word reading processes 
directly to practice by moving across the diagonal arrow in Figure 5 from basic research to 
pedagogical theory. Neither recognizes the importance of evaluating these extrapolations within a 
rigorous program of pedagogical research prior to drawing conclusions about pedagogical theory 
or, even worse, practice. The prescriptions about the most effective ways for readers to unlock 
tricky words ought to be settled as a question of practice in the arena of applied research, after 
those practices have been duly informed by theory and basic research. That said, we should be 
equally suspicious about instructional practices that are at odds with basic research and theory; 
practice should, other things being equal, align with theory. But the conflict is cause for more 
careful scholarship and more rigorous standards for warranting claims, not rejection of the practice 
of thinking across the basic-applied divide.

The model of theory-research-practice relationships depicted in Figure 5 is, in my view, a fair 
representation of the enterprise of reading research throughout the tenure of the three federally 
funded reading research centers—CSR, NRRC, and CIERA—from 1976-2002. Each center 
worried about the relationship and sought to promote practices that were well-grounded in basic 
research and theory as well as research that was sensitive to problems of practice. Each center also 
strived to promote a balanced portfolio of research methods, with some traditional experiments, 
some ethnographic initiatives, and a few forays into the world of policy research.3  

uNDERSTANDING THE LAST DECADE

Sometime in the mid to late 1990s, a new force and a new paradigm began to take shape. It 
was first visible in a new discourse stimulated by research supported by the National Institute for 
Child Health and Human Development. we began to see and hear a “new” brand of experimental 
work that had been quietly but steadily gathering momentum for over a decade (Lyon, 1995; Lyon 
& Chhaba, 1996). This was experimentalism reborn from the 1950s and ‘60s, with great emphasis 
placed upon “reliable, replicable research,” large samples, random assignment of treatments to 
teachers and/or schools, and tried and true outcome measures.4 Its aegis was in the experimental 
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rhetoric of science and medicine and in the laboratory research that was so prominent in those 
earlier periods. Although this effort was not broadly accepted by the reading education community, 
it found a very sympathetic ear in the public policy arena.5

Research synthesis as a new policy tool. This new research paradigm became officially codified by 
the appearance, in rapid succession, of two research syntheses—the publication of the report of the 
National Academy of Science’s Committee on Preventing Reading Difficulties (PRD) (Snow, Burns, 
& Griffith, 1998) and the report of the National Reading Panel (NRP)(2000). The PRD report was 
conducted in the tradition of “best evidence” syntheses: well established scholars meet, decide on 
the issues, the domain of relevant research, and some subdivision of labor, do the work, write up the 
results, and turn the manuscript over to a set of editors to bring some synthetic clarity to the entire 
effort. As such, it considered a range of studies conducted within very different research traditions 
using very different research methods. The result was a strong plea for a balanced view of reading 
instruction, but with a special nod to phonemic awareness and phonics first and fast. 

Authorized by congressional mandate, the National Reading Panel report used what they 
considered to be the most “scientific” review approaches (i.e., meta-analysis, at least wherever 
they could) available to them to distill from existing research what is known about the efficacy of 
teaching phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency (instantiated as either guided reading instruction 
or independent reading), comprehension, and vocabulary; additionally, they investigated the status 
of the research base on teacher education and professional development and attempted to review 
research on technology and literacy. 

These two reports were different in style, tone, and effect. PRD was a best evidence synthesis, 
while NRP was largely a meta-analysis. PRD was at least partially grounded in a broad set of 
research traditions, including a great deal of conventional reading research, along with much of 
the research from the emerging “scientific” paradigm. PRD was received by the field with great 
fanfare, but it lived a very short life of influence due, in large part, to the pre-emptive effect of the 
NRP report. The NRP has exerted a great deal of influence for nearly a decade since its release. It is 
interesting to note that Catherine Snow, one of the lead authors of the PRD report, acknowledges 
that officials like G. Reid Lyon and Duane Alexander from NICHD, one of the sponsoring agencies 
of the National Reading Panel (NRP), were concerned about the PRD report because it was vague 
and did not discriminate between trustworthy and untrustworthy research (Snow, 2001). 

The NRP is noteworthy on several grounds. First, the actual conclusions in the main report 
are consistent with earlier attempts to summarize the knowledge base on these key issues, such as 
Becoming a Nation of Readers (Anderson, Hiebert, Scott & wilkinson, 1984) and Preventing Reading 
Difficulties (Snow, Burns, & Griffith, 1998), and point to a balanced approach to teaching reading. 
Second, while the vote of confidence in teaching phonics and phonemic awareness was strong 
and direct, it was moderated by important caveats that limit the applicability of these important 
instructional tools. For example, phonics was found to be a useful instructional approach, but only 
in a particular time frame (grades K-1); it was not effective for older students. Moreover, while the 
analysis privileged systematic phonics, nothing in the analysis implicated a particular approach (e.g., 
synthetic or letter-by-letter phonics versus analytic phonics), nor was there any explicit support for 
decodable text. Also, the authors of the report were careful, in their conclusions, to suggest that 
phonics by itself was not the total reading program:

Finally, it is important to emphasize that systematic phonics instruction should be 
integrated with other reading instruction to create a balanced reading program. 
Phonics instruction is never a total reading program. (NRP, 2-135)
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Third, the authors of the report were very clear about which topics and studies would be 
included. It would review only those topics for which there existed a sufficiently large pool of 
“potentially viable” experimental studies. Hence issues of grouping, the relationship of reading to 
writing, the role of texts in reading acquisition—just to name a few of the more obvious issues 
that schools and teachers must address in crafting local reading programs—are not addressed at 
all. Regarding specific studies, they would include only those that met minimal criteria: employ 
an experimental or quasi-experimental design with an identifiable comparison group, measure 
reading as an outcome, describe participants, interventions, study methods, and outcome measures 
in sufficient detail to “contribute to the validity of any conclusions drawn.” Natural experiments 
of the sort found in large-scale evaluation efforts or epidemiological investigations of relationships 
between methods and outcomes were excluded.6 

A new role for research. As important as the NRP was in shaping the professional conversation 
about reading research as soon as it came out in 2000, it was not until the passage of the NCLB 
act in January of 2002 that it achieved its real impact. It is no small accident that the Reading 
First section of NCLB employs the phrase, “Scientifically-based reading research”, no less than 
110 times. And in the implementation of Reading First, the science of reading is instantiated very 
directly as what have come to be known as the “big five”: phonics, phonemic awareness, fluency, 
comprehension and vocabulary. In state after state, Reading First plans for selecting programs, 
creating or selecting assessments, and developing professional development initiatives have had to 
demonstrate their adherence to this new science of reading. 

what this means is that research is playing a new role in impacting policy, curriculum, 
and practice. In particular eras of the past, research has been regarded just as one among many 
information sources consulted in policy formation--including expert testimony from practitioners, 
information about school organization and finance, and evaluations of compelling cases. But those 
expectations have been dramatically elevated since the mid 1990s, even before the passage of No 
Child Left Behind (NCLB). In the past decade, research, at least selective bits of research, has 
never been taken more seriously. Several laws in California make direct references to research. For 
example, in 1998 Assembly Bill 1086 prohibited the use of Goals 2000 money for professional 
developers who advocated the use of context clues over phonics or supported the use of inventive 
(sic) spellings in children’s writing. The federally sponsored Reading Excellence Act of 1999, 
which allocated $240,000,000 for staff development in reading, required that both state and local 
applications for funding base their programs on research that meets scientifically rigorous standards. 
The “scientifically rigorous” phrase was a late entry; in all but the penultimate version of the 
bill, the phrase was “reliable, replicable research,” which had been interpreted as a code word for 
experimental research. As of early 1999, “phonics bills” (bills mandating either the use of phonics 
materials or some sort of teacher training to acquaint teachers with knowledge of the English sound 
symbol system and its use in teaching) had been passed or were pending in 36 states, most often 
pointing to NICHD research documenting the efficacy of phonics. These and other reading policy 
matters were well documented in a series of pieces in Education Week by Manzo (1997, 1998a, 
1998b).

This new set of relationships is depicted visually in Figure 6. Notice that theory has been 
replaced by synthesis and that a whole new layer in the research-practice world, a set of levers to 
ensure the enactment of policy, has been added. These new elements are the stuff of policy-making 
in the era of accountability systems. Scientific research is the driver of the system and the basis on 
which we establish standards for curriculum, assessment, and professional development activities. 
Then monitoring tools (to ensure fidelity in standards-based reform) and sanctions (to motivate 
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schools and teachers to higher achievement and stricter adherence to reforms) are added to keep 
the system moving. This is not benign rational-empirical dissemination with a “sowing the seeds of 
knowledge” logic. It is power-coercive in its full glory, with a hint of normative-reeducative thrown 
in through professional development efforts.7

That Figure 6 
could even be considered 
in a conversation about 
the impact of reading 
research means that this 
august enterprise has 
been fully politicized, 
both in the perjorative 
sense of the term (i.e., 
manipulated to achieve 
particular political ends) 
and the term’s neutral 
sense (i.e., become a 
part of the process by 
which laws are made, 
policies are established, 
and reform is enacted in 
our schools). 

Reactions to this 
new role for research. It 
is not as though these 
new efforts to achieve 
reading reform through political action have been warmly and widely embraced by the profession. 
Indeed there has been considerable opposition at every step along the way. when research moves 
into the policy arena, one of two outcomes are most likely. If the research is widely accepted by 
members of the profession from which it comes, widespread acceptance and implementation 
usually follows. This often occurs in medical, pharmaceutical, or agricultural research. If widespread 
consensus on what the research says about practice is not reached, then research-based policy 
initiatives are likely to sharpen and deepen the schisms that already exist, and the whole enterprise 
is likely to be regarded as a “war” among Balkanized factions within the field. 

The latter scenario appears to characterize the reading field. The entry of science into the 
reading research community, and its accompanying blessing of particular approaches to teaching 
reading, has met with considerable resistance, some overt and some quiet, within the reading 
research community. The most vocal and prominent voices in the resistance have been Elaine Garan 
and Richard Allington. Garan’s (2001, 2002) criticism is focused on the report of the National 
Reading Panel, and essentially, she offers two types of critique, internal and external. The internal 
critique holds the methodology of meta-analysis to its own standards, and she tries to show that 
the NRP effort was a fundamentally flawed approach to meta-analysis. For example, a principle of 
meta-analysis (Salkind, 2000) is that while the outcome measures need not be identical from one 
study to another, they should represent the same underlying construct; the NRP phonics analysis, 
she argues, fails this standard. She points out the many internal contradictions in method: for one 
group, eight studies are too few to move ahead with the meta-analysis while for another, nine is 

Figure 6. The theory of action behind the implementation of reading policy in 
the post NCLB years.
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enough. But perhaps most importantly, she points out that the statements included in the executive 
summary of the report are often inconsistent with comparable ones in the more elaborated reports 
of the various sub-groups (on phonics, comprehension, and the like). Allington (2002; Allington & 
woodside-Jiron, 1999) takes a different approach. In the 2000 volume, he enlists the help of several 
colleagues in his edited volume to make the case that for the past 30 years, a conservative lobby has 
been trying to manipulate several policy levers (standards, assessment, professional development, 
and evidence-based practice) in order to shape a national reading policy that privileges basic skills 
for students and limits teacher education to training rather than educative practices. The case he 
makes could be characterized as a sort of “skill the kids and de-skill the teachers” approach (my 
words, not his).

Interestingly, the debate, accompanied by its warlike metaphors, appears to have more life in 
the public and professional press than it does in our schools. Reporters and scholars revel in keeping 
the debate alive and well, portraying clearly divided sides and detailing a host of differences of a 
philosophical, political, and pedagogical nature (see Manzo, 1997, 1998a, 1998b). Teachers, by 
contrast, often talk about, and more importantly enact, more balanced approaches. For example, 
several scholars (e.g., Pressley et al, 2001; Taylor, Pearson, Clark, & walpole, 2000. wharton-
MacDonald, Pressley & Hampton, 1998), in documenting the practices of highly effective, highly 
regarded teachers, found that these exemplary teachers employed a wide array of practices, some 
of which appear decidedly constructivist in character (e.g., process writing, literature groups, 
and contextualized skills practice) and some of which appear remarkably skills-oriented, (explicit 
phonics lessons, sight word practice, and comprehension strategy instruction). Exemplary teachers 
appear to find an easier path to balance than either scholars or policy pundits. 

wHAT IS To BE DoNE? FINDING wAyS To uSE RESEARCH MoRE 
RESPoNSIBLy8

Let me be clear: I like research. I like numbers. I like science. I even like the idea that policy 
should be based on research. But I think things have gone awry, and, as a profession, we need to take 
some actions to set them straight. In the remainder of this essay, I summarize my plan for setting 
things straight. Hence, I will offer an internal, not an external critique, one that assumes that the 
research-policy-practice nexus can be fixed and is worth fixing. 

1. We Must Accept Methodological Complementarity as a Basic Scientific Value. 
In the current research context, literacy scholars find themselves between a “rock and a 

hard place.” The official views of research promulgated by the federal government in its research 
programs administered within the Department of Education are weighted toward quantitative and 
experimental work. At the same time, the work of many, perhaps even most, literacy researchers 
and doctoral students in research training programs is decidedly qualitative, narrative, and/or 
ethnographic in character. An impending crisis? A confrontation of the immovable object and the 
irresistible force? or just the exclusion of a wide array of literacy scholars from federally funded 
research efforts? I would bet on the exclusion, but I hope and argue for a rapprochement among 
methods and even epistemologies.

Regarding science, my fundamental claim is that reading research can never be truly rigorous, 
indeed truly scientific, until and unless it privileges all of the empirical and theoretical methodologies 
that characterize the scientific disciplines. Included among those methodologies would surely be 
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experimentation and, of course, randomized field trials of the sort that are being proposed for 
several federally sponsored programs, but the range of scientific methods would extend to:

careful descriptions of phenomena in their natural settings (just like Darwin did and 
just like today’s environmental scientists), 

examinations of natural correlations among variables in an environment, just to see 
what goes with what,

natural experiments in which we take advantage of the differences that serendipity 
and the normal course of events has created between two or more settings that are 
otherwise remarkably similar—the most common form of this effort in education 
being outlier studies and the even more common approach in public health’s 
epidemiological studies,

data gathered in the name of theory building and evaluation—just to see if we can 
explain the nature of things,

design experiments in which we adopt a planful, incremental approach to knowledge 
refinement, with each successive step building carefully on what was learned in the 
last,

the use of qualitative tools such as ethnography and discourse analysis in concert with 
randomized experiments to describe what is really going on inside those randomly 
assigned treatments, so that we can explain why a treatment worked or didn’t work, or 
whether the range of variation in treatments is so great across sites that it is doubtful 
that it can really be called the same intervention across sites, or what the consequences, 
especially the unintended consequences, of an intervention might be.

As good as randomized experiments are for determining the overall efficacy of interventions, 
they are very short on details about the interventions, such as why, how, for whom, and under 
what conditions interventions work. For that, we need complementary methods, and this is where 
qualitative methods come into play. Donald Campbell, one of the foremost design methodologists 
of the 20th Century, and the co-author of the infamous book on Quasi-Experiments (Campbell & 
Stanley, 1963) the classic treatment of threats to internal and external validity, recognized this need 
for complementarity.

To rule out plausible rival hypotheses we need situation-specific wisdom. The lack 
of this knowledge (whether it be called ethnography, program history, or gossip) 
makes us incompetent estimators of program impacts, turning out conclusions 
that are not only wrong, but are often wrong in socially destructive ways… 

There is the mistaken belief that quantitative measures replace qualitative 
knowledge. Instead, qualitative knowing is absolutely essential as a prerequisite 
for quantification in any science. without competence at the qualitative level, 
one’s computer printout is misleading or meaningless. (Campbell, 1984, p. 141-
142)

we hear a lot of talk about randomized field trials in medical and pharmaceutical research, and 
we are advised to follow their lead. I agree. But if we follow medicine and pharmacology, then we 
should follow them all the way down the road of science. Let’s remember that before researchers in 
those fields get to the last 10 percent of the journey, which is when they invoke randomized field 
trials in anticipation of advocacy and policy recommendations, they have already used a much wider 
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range of methodologies, including much observation, description, examinations of relationships, 
and just plain messing around (that is a technical term used by scientists to describe what they 
spend most of their time doing) to travel the first 90 percent of that journey. So let’s talk about 
complementarities and convergence among methods rather than competition and displacement 
of one worldview with another. This is the message of the report on educational research by a 
committee empanelled by the National Academy of Science (Shavelson & Towne, 2002), a message 
I heartily endorse. 

If we rush too soon to the last 10 percent of the journey and enamor ourselves of randomized field 
trials for their own sake, we are likely to end up conducting expensive experiments on interventions 
that were not worth evaluating in the first place. A drug company would never think of conducting 
a randomized field trial on a new drug that had not gone through a thorough basic research phase 
in which biochemical theories, tryouts on non-human organisms, correlational research on chemical 
components of the drug in the natural environment, and probably some serendipitous case studies 
of individual subjects who volunteered to use the drug out of desperation all played a key role. we 
should ask no less of educational interventions and programs. An intervention that is based upon 
bad theory or no theory is not likely to yield a significant contribution to practice in the long run. 
To know that something worked without a clue about how and why it worked does not advance 
either our scientific or professional understanding of an educational issue. we cannot afford blind 
experimentation and horse races with interventions of unknown theoretical characteristics. As our 
candidates for randomized field trials, we want treatments and interventions that have gone through 
these various stages of scientific development.

I fear that as a profession we have fallen into a methodological trap. we have become so attached 
to our methodologies and to their epistemological (some would say ideological) underbellies that 
we, as individuals, are likely to begin our work by looking for a question that fits our methodological 
preferences, rather than the other way around. This does not serve our profession well, for it allows 
us to address questions that may or may not be of great relevance to policy and practice. we must 
return to the ethic of insisting that just as form follows function in language, so methods must 
follow questions in research. And if we do not, as individuals, possess the range of methodological 
expertise to address different sorts of questions, then we ought to align ourselves with scholarly 
communities in which such expertise is distributed among its members. 

2. We Must Embrace the Complexity of Research in Education without Using Complexity as an 
Excuse for Intellectual Paralysis. 

Complexity in the policy arena is always a double-edged sword. To assert that educational 
research is complex is to imply that there is something categorically different about educational 
research, in comparison to research in agriculture, physics, chemistry, medicine, or even psychology. 
usually the complexity is attributed to the human factor and the variation introduced by human 
activity:

that individuals differ from one another, 

that they live and work in groups, 

that the members of the group influence what others do, how they act, and what 
they believe, 

that when humans are involved, things change in unpredictable ways. 

•

•

•

•
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David Berliner, in a persuasive article in a recent issue of Educational Researcher (2002), 
puts forward just such a view. And there is much truth in the argument. I know this all too well 
from my own experience in trying to do large-scale research on best practices (Taylor, Pearson, 
et al, 2000; Taylor, Pearson, Peterson, & Rodriguez, 2005). we tried to do an outlier analysis of 
schools that beat the odds predicted by their demographics. However, we found that high poverty, 
high performance status is not a static characteristic. Some schools that entered the study with a 
record of high achievement foundered; some with reputations as failing the mark changed their 
ways. Had we not collected a wide array of student outcomes (which allowed us to build post 
hoc indicators of who was and was not beating the odds) and an even wider array of indicators of 
school reform efforts and teacher practices, we would not have been able to unearth program and 
instructional characteristics that explain variation in achievement growth. Moreover, we found that 
a combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches was absolutely essential in teasing out 
important relationships between programs and outcomes. 

we continue to find, in our more recent work (Taylor, et al, 2005) with low-income, low 
performing, aspiring schools, that things are not always what they appear to be—that there is 
incredible variability among our intervention schools in the degree to which the intervention is 
actually implemented, both across schools and across classrooms within schools. we also find that 
the degree of fidelity to the intervention, not to a set of specific instructional practices but to a set 
of broad principles outlining the process to be followed and the issues to be addressed—is a good 
predictor of achievement growth, again both across schools and across classrooms within schools. 
My point is simple—no matter how well planned an intervention might be, things happen, 
variation will occur. In many studies, the variation within treatments is often equal to the variation 
between treatments. Thus, it is critical, in research involving programmatic and instructional 
reform, to document carefully the nature of the actual practices across schools and classrooms. 
And there is no better tool to do this than ethnographic descriptions of classroom instruction and 
professional development meetings. In short, we need all the tools we can muster to address the 
inherent complexity of research involving human beings who live and work in groups.

3. We Need Rules for Navigating the Treacherous Road from Research to Policy 
The road from research to policy is frought with many dangers that can frustrate even the most 

thoughtful traveler. Both researchers and policy makers must be aware of these threats as they do 
their best to draw valid inferences from research for practice and policy. Let me unpack some of the 
dangers and some guidelines for minimizing risk to students, parents, and teachers.

When research travels to the land of policy, often only the headlines make the journey, leaving 
the details and the nuance behind. The consequences of this fact of policy life are depicted with 
numerous examples of overstatement in the last 8-10 years. Perhaps the most egregious is the claim 
that systematic, synthetic phonics is the best approach to teaching phonics, a claim that appeared 
in newspapers around the united States and Canada just before the release of the famous study on 
early reading by Foorman and her colleagues (1998). A close reading of the actual claims in the 
article reveal a more nuanced set of findings and conclusions, something like this: when a program 
that includes systematic synthetic phonics among many other elements (lots of writing, lots of 
reading of a whole range of texts, and lots of supplementary activities), a small but robust effect for 
a subset of the population is found on a measure that requires kids to read lists of pseudowords. The 
differences are striking, to say the least.
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Research is often used in a selective, uneven, and opportunistic manner by policy makers. An 
unfortunate corollary of this surface level approach to summarizing research for policy purposes is 
the uneven use of the “research” card in setting policy. The danger is that those who set policy will 
choose to play that card when the evidence swings in their favor, and when it does not, they will 
appeal to common sense, the conventional wisdom of practice, or authoritative opinion. So, for 
example, when the NRP report blessed the systematic teaching of phonics, basic skills advocates 
were quick to point to the scientific evidence underlying their policy initiatives. But the use of 
decodable text in conjunction with those programs, which could not be justified by the available 
evidence, was rationalized as a common sense adjunct to a systematic approach to teaching phonics. 
In a similar vein, in the early 2000s, the Los Angeles unified School District mandated that all 
high schools use a remedial program with the ironic title of Language for all of its low-performing 
secondary students. Language is a decodable text (“Dan can fan Nan”) throwback to the linguistic 
readers of the mid 1960s. The noteworthy aspect of its adoption is it was selected not by appealing 
to the evidence (the NRP could not document the use of phonics for readers in that age range) 
but by appealing to common sense (these kids clearly missed out on phonics the first time around 
so let’s go back to square one and do it right). Allington and woodside-Jiron (1998, 1999) have 
documented similar enactments of selective attention to research in noting the widespread adoption 
of decodable texts in state textbook standards.

Some science is accorded greater voice than other science. Another corollary of this uneven use of 
research is a kind of “first amongst equals” conspiracy of good intentions. And it applies to the use of 
the National Reading Panel report in setting policy. The chapters on comprehension and vocabulary 
in the NRP are laudatory in their praise for the work in these areas (although they eschewed meta-
analysis in favor of a best evidence synthesis on the grounds of too few studies) and enthusiastic in 
recommendations for renewed attention to strategy instruction and ambitious vocabulary teaching. 
Moreover, the even more recent Rand report (Snow, 2002) advocates a renaissance in research in 
comprehension instruction and assessment. But I have not witnessed a groundswell in advocacy 
for comprehension and vocabulary instruction as the fundamental solution to America’s literacy 
problems. There seems to be a kind of “first things first” ethic, suggesting that, “of course we’ll 
get to comprehension and vocabulary…, but first let’s make sure we have the basics in place…” 
The same could be said for the section on teacher education and professional development in the 
comprehension chapter of NRP; we get glowing recommendations for the efficacy of professional 
education models to increase teacher capacity to teach comprehension but little action on the policy 
and “scientifically based” professional development fronts. one of the other ironies of professional 
development in NCLB is that what it means to conduct evidence-based professional development 
is that the content of the professional development sessions must be based upon scientifically based 
reading research about how young children learn to read but need not attend at all to the substantial 
body of research documenting the optimal ways to promote teacher learning. we know from a host 
of studies (see wilson & Berne, 1999; Richardson & Placier, 2002) that professional learning is 
at its best when teachers have a voice in its design, when it is long-term and school-based, when it 
is focused on analyses of teaching and student learning, and, most importantly, when the focus is 
establishing learning sustained communities. yet NCLB, as committed as it is to science, is moot 
on the point of how professional development (itself to be based on scientifically based reading 
research) ought to be organized or delivered.
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When we do not have definitive research to answer a question about policy or practice, we can easily 
slip over the line and privilege ideology and belief over evidence. The gold standard in research leading 
to policy implementation is surely the randomized field trial (see Mosteller & Baruch, 2002, for 
a series of articles extolling the virtues and assessing the limitations of RFT). other things being 
equal, it is better to have experimental evidence to support a claim or validate a practice. But 
what are educators, especially school- and district-based educators, to do when they must establish 
curricular practices or forge new programs without the benefit of randomized experiments? Do we 
go straight from randomized trials to personal beliefs? or do we establish a principle that requires 
us to use the best evidence available to us in any situation? If there are no RFTs, can we rely on 
the evidence from quasi-experiments? Natural experiments? Correlational research? Best practice 
research? They are all quantitative, but they cannot easily rule out rival hypotheses? How about case 
studies? Ethnographies? They are both empirical and data driven, but they have a different set of 
evidentiary rules and a different notion of generalizability (Firestone, 1987). And when do we resort 
to professional consensus, the wisdom of experience, and personal belief? As a profession, we have 
not established any sort of hierarchy of evidentiary sources (Pierce, 1885, appearing in Hartshorne, 
weiss & Burks, 1931-1958). Perhaps it is time we did. It is my personal conviction that it is our 
moral and ethical obligation to use the best evidence we can muster for making policy decisions of 
consequence. Further, when we have no evidence, we must fess up to that fact and make it clear 
that we are basing policy on values, beliefs, and hunches. If we followed some sort of evidentiary 
guidelines, we would not have so many intensive phonics programs for older students, so much 
decodable text in our commercial programs, or so little time for independent reading. 

The independent reading issue is particularly troubling because it took a double hit. First, 
the NRP chose to examine it even though there were precious few studies that could pass through 
the eye of the needle imposed by their standards for inclusion. when they did, they stated their 
conclusion in a way that allowed readers to move from what they did say:

There is no evidence to support the efficacy of school-based programs that promote 
independent reading 
to what some wanted to hear:

Independent reading is a waste of time
Second, the NRP did not look at anything but experiments, thus eliminating some powerful 

evidence documenting the importance of everyday reading. Had the NRP examined a wider array 
of research, including several experiments conducted in other countries for second language learners 
(e.g. Elley, 1998), a few smaller scale experiments (e.g., Taylor, Frye, & Maruyama, 1990), some 
impressive naturalistic studies conducted in an epidemiological tradition (e.g., Anderson, wilson, 
and Fielding, 1988), and a wide array of best practice research (e.g., Taylor et al, 2000; wharton-
MacDonald et al, 1998), they would have reached a very different conclusion about the efficacy of 
just plain reading. And in a situation in which the experimental research is moot, that would have 
been the high road to take on such a key professional issue. 
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Sometimes ideology does trump science, even for those who profess to be honoring the science. Many 
reading professionals, especially those state officials asked to submit and resubmit their Reading 
First applications until they had “gotten the message” about which programs, assessments, or 
professional development models to use, suspected for several years that some ‘scientifically based’ 
tools were being privileged over others, but it was not until the office of the Inspector General 
of the Department of Education issued two reports documenting conflicts of interest within the 
Department around the approval of Reading First applications that the allegations became official 
(Manzo, April 20, 2007). At the time of this writing, these investigations are ongoing because the 
Inspector General has sent the documents supporting the allegations of violations of federal law 
on to the Department of Justice; thus, the ultimate outcomes are not clear. what is clear is that 
several key players in the implementation of Reading First have resigned. what this does to the 
reputation of reading research remains to be seen, but it is clear that research has become tainted 
by its association with privilege and what appear to be transparent conflicts of interest. Vigilance in 
monitoring the implementation of government programs, especially when there are large sums of 
money to be allocated to business or industry, seems more important than ever. what is not clear 
is who will do the monitoring.9

All of these hazards to safe passage on the road from research to practice notwithstanding, the 
journey is still worth the effort. why? For one simple reason cited at the outset of this paper: we 
don’t want to cede the keys to policy to those with the loudest voices or the most fervent beliefs. 

4. We Need to Find a New Model for Characterizing the Relationship of Basic to Applied 
Research.

we need a different model for understanding and representing the synergies that (ought 
to) define the relationships between basic and applied research. The models I have presented so 
far, except for Figure 6 (which did not even try), assume that basic comes before applied in time, 
importance, and scientific rigor. Such an implication seems appropriate given the history I have 
recounted thus far in this essay. Even if we argue for equity, we imply that basic science is first 
amongst equals. But there is a different way of thinking about basic and applied research, thanks to 
the seminal work of Donald Stokes in revisiting the history of research and development in fields in 
which science is the engine for technology development (Stokes, 1997). In discussing scientists who 
have contributed in different ways to this type of R&D effort, he makes the customary distinctions 
among basic research, mission-oriented research, and applied research as depicted earlier in Figure 
3. And many scientists can be easily and unambiguously placed into one of the ovals in that 
figure. Neils Bohr, who revolutionized our thinking about the structure of the atom, operates in a 
world of basic research designed primarily if not solely to further our theoretical understanding of 
atomic structures and processes. Thomas Edison, by contrast, lives entirely in the world of applied 
research—conducting one trial, followed by error, followed by iteration after iteration of trial and 
error dyads, until it “works.” Such is the genius of invention. Take a basic principle from scientific 
theory (itself documented by basic research) and apply it again and again until you get it right. 
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But some scientists defied neat classification in this static scheme, and it was the case of Louis 
Pasteur that led Stokes to a breakthrough in his thinking. Pasteur was the ultimate pragmatist 
when it came to solving real world problems. He wanted to save lives that would otherwise be 
wasted because of our collective ignorance of the dangers of microbes, those germs invisible to 
the naked eye that had plagued mankind in the everyday activities of living for millenia—eating, 
drinking, bathing, and the like. But Pasteur was also a gifted scientist who knew that he needed 
good theory and research to succeed in developing his practical solutions to everyday problems. 
The breakthrough for Stokes was in finding a way to represent work that is focused simultaneously 
on solving everyday problems AND on contributing to our theoretical understanding of basic 
processes, in this case within the world of micro-organisms. This led him to the quadrant model 
in Figure 7. of the three scientists used as prototypes (Bohr, Edison, and Pasteur), only the work 
of Pasteur is driven by the two primary motives in scientific inquiry—the quest for fundamental 

understanding and the quest for more useful products and methods to solve practical problems. 
Thus Edison engages in pure applied research that leads to inventions and other creations to 
improve everyday life, and Bohr engages in pure basic research to increase our theoretical knowledge 
of fundamental processes and phenomena. But Pasteur works in a milieu in which problems are 
solved while fundamental understandings are sharpened, revised, or—as sometimes happens during 
paradigm shifts—revolutionized.

Not content to rest on those laurels, Stokes attempts to create an even more dynamic version 
of this model to decrease the likelihood that we will, however unintentionally, relegate different 
kinds of research and researchers to encapsulated “silos” of activity. The model in Figure 8 is Stokes’ 
attempt to provide a more nuanced account of the relations between basic and applied research. 

Figure 7. Stokes’ quadrant model for characterizing the goals and methods of scientific research (after 
Stokes, 1997, p. 73)
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Basic research will improve understanding, applied research will improve technology, but 
work in Pasteur’s Quadrant stands a chance of simultaneously improving both fundamental 
understanding and technology in a single effort. 

So where can we in the field of reading research look to find examples of use-inspired basic 
research to emulate? where are the would-be Pasteurs of educational or reading research? we need 
not travel too far, in many instances just down the hall or maybe to the next floor in our buildings. 
we have some excellent models among our colleagues in Learning Science units at many of our 
universities. using the motif of the design experiment, and working in constrained environments, 
such as a single classroom or computer lab, they have managed to work on very practice-centered 
issues and questions, such as how to maximize the acquisition of science concepts or inquiry 
processes or mathematical understandings, all the time attempting to refine fundamental theories of 
learning, transfer, and pedagogical support. while not as formally organized as design experiments, 
the tradition of lesson study (Stigler & Hiebert, 1994), in which researchers and teachers work 
together to design, test, redesign, and retest particular lessons strikes me as a medium in which we as 
researchers could work collaboratively with teachers to improve instruction and refine basic theories 
of learning. within the reading field I would point to the way that Annemarie Palincsar and Anne 
Brown first developed Reciprocal Teaching as reflecting the same goals as Pasteur. Also the very early 
work of Marie Clay and the teachers in Auckland who bootstrapped Reading Recovery, fashioning it 
out of whole cloth by enacting and evaluating iteration after iteration of one theory-based approach 
or another. Finally the work of Anne Brown and Joe Campione to create an integrated curriculum 
within the framework of highly participatory classroom learning communities is a prototypic 

Figure 8. Stokes’ attempt to demonstrate the unique contribution of use-inspired basic research to both 
improved understanding and improved technology (after Stokes, 1997, p. 88)
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example of the notion of the design experiment. Notice that in all of these instances, what is 
required is a long-term collaborative relationship in which both the university researchers and the 
teacher researchers are as committed to the simultaneous improvement of practice and theory as 
they are to sustaining the sometimes fragile relationships that bind them together in the enterprise. 
The point is that we don’t have to look too far to convince ourselves that work of this sort is not 
out of reach.

I find myself enamored of design research for another reason, related to my very first 
suggestion for getting ourselves out of the research policy cul du sac of monomethodology that we 
find ourselves in—namely, design research has a natural bias toward methodological, and perhaps 
even epistemological, diversity. This quote from Bannan-Ritland in the 2003 issue of Educational 
Researcher devoted to design experiments is unequivocal in supporting this sort of diversity:

The proposed model takes no sides on the relative merits of quantitative versus 
qualitative methods; rather, it draws upon qualitative and quantitative techniques 
in a stage-sensitive manner, leaving the judgment of relative merits up to the 
interdisciplinary team members. (Bannan-Ritland, 2003, p. 24)

I bring both Stokes and the design experiment tradition to our attention as vehicles that help 
us navigate out of the intellectual and policy cul du sac that I find so frustrating in today’s research 
conversations. 

And one final visual model to bring us back full circle to the beginnings of the last century and 
the continual quest in reading research—to understand both theoretical accounts of basic reading 
processes and principles of reading practice. Figure 9 is just such a representation, for it argues that 
if you work in the center of Stokes’ model, in the place where we conduct use-inspired basic research 
of the ilk I have been describing in some of our sibling areas of educational research, we can improve 
both theory and practice—and that is exactly the goal I wish to promote.

Figure 9. An adaptation of Stokes’ final model for reading research
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5. Exercise Moral and Ethical Standards in Enacting Research.
Three simple but important points related to this directive. The first turns on the role that 

values play in the educational enterprise and the relationship of research to those values. Some 
30 years ago, Robert Travers (1978), who wrote such elaborate histories of educational research, 
reminded us that science cannot replace moral reasoning when it comes to education:

…the central and most overwhelming problems of education have to do with 
issues that are related to the values we hold. These are not problems that can be 
solved by research, though research workers may have some say in finding out 
which of the many possible solutions are best. … what research programs cannot 
do is to define the values that should underlie a school program (Travers, 1978, 
p.10). 

Travers’ comments echo the sentiments cited earlier from the work of Donald Campbell, who 
argued eloquently for the same idea—that we cannot escape values in the enactment of research.

The second comes from a modern research methodologist, Stephen Raudenbush (2002), a 
genuine advocate for experimentation and randomized field trials, but always in relation to other 
forms of scholarship. Raudenbush reminds us of the importance of skepticism in the conduct, 
interpretation, and use of research:

The lesson seems to be that scientific work can inform but never replace the 
judgment of the policy-makers, practitioners, and parents. we can do much 
better than we have done in making scientific information available, but if the 
contribution of research is to be sustained, we must be careful not to oversell it. 
Perhaps the best safeguard against overselling is strong peer review. Scientists are 
trained skeptics and a healthy dose of skepticism keeps the enterprise healthy, 
spurring new investigations while constraining unwarranted generalizations 
(Raudenbush, 2002, no page number). 

The third is my own, or at least I pretend that it is. I suppose it is my (one very small) 
concession to post-modernism, and it relates to the issue of order and predictability. we should 
always be prepared to be surprised by what we find when we investigate things closely. Time and 
again, I am surprised at how a theoretically well-grounded explanation that works so elegantly in 
one context fails miserably in another. And, as I pointed out earlier, we are often on dangerous 
ground when we extrapolate too facilely from basic to applied research or from theory to practice. 
we should let evidence be the final arbiter (note the return to modernist reasoning!); let’s not just 
predict that A or B will work in a given situation, let’s see if it does.

CoDA

The dictionary on my version of Microsoft word (1999) gives two definitions for coda.

1.  in some pieces of music, a final section that adds dramatic energy to the work 
as a whole, usually through intensified rhythmic activity

2.  an additional section at the end of a text, for example, a literary work or 
speech, that is not necessary to its structure but gives additional information
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while I prefer to think that the first definition provides an apt metaphor for the ending of 
this essay, I suspect that a disinterested reading will privilege the second meaning. The simple truth 
is that I do not like the way that the research card is being played in the current reading policy 
environment, and I think it is time to do something about it. To summarize what I have tried to 
unpack so far, here is the advice I intend to offer myself. you are, of course, welcome to take it too. 
we need to…

Do a better job of producing research that is ready for the trip to policyland and 
classroom implementation;

Embrace methodological and epistemological complementarity as a fundamental re- 
quirement of reading research;

Appreciate complexity without being overwhelmed by it;

Attend to the hazards (oversimplification, selectivity, privilege, and interestedness) on 
the road from research to practice and develop strategies for eliminating or at least 
controlling them;

Be politically active in insisting on fairness and even-handedness and transparency in 
exposing conflicts of interest at every level;

Recast the relationship of basic and applied research by embracing something like 
Pasteur’s Quadrant for reading research;

Accept the moral responsibility for education, recognize the role that research can 
play, and don’t ask research to solve problems it can’t; 

Be skeptical, especially when interest and financial gain are involved;

Be prepared for surprises and discontinuities between theory and practice, basic and 
applied research, or one context and another.

I close as I opened, by wondering why we, as reading researchers, do what we do. And I keep 
coming up with the same answer—to be a part of improving an educational system that isn’t doing 
the job of meeting the needs of all of our students and their families. I keep reminding myself of 
something I said a decade ago (Pearson, 1996):

Kids are who they are.
They know what they know.
They bring what they bring.

wishing that they knew something more or something different won’t make it so. our job as 
teachers is to help them transform what they bring into curricular resources rather than instructional 
inconveniences. 

No goal could be more important for teachers. No vision could be more important for scholars 
who aspire to make a difference in the lives of students, their families, and their teachers. No 
accomplishment could be more important for the field of reading research.
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FooTNoTES

1 Those who have tried to accomplish this feat of transformation will recognize how incompatible the oral and 
written traditions are, and how steadfastly the oral resists the transformation to the written.

2 I learned recently that the original name of the College of Engineering at the university of California 
Berkeley was the Department of Mechanical Arts. I wonder if they would have developed the prominence 
and dominance on our campus they currently possess if they had kept that original name.

3 Policy research became an increasingly large part of the research portfolios of each succeeding center, 
reflecting, perhaps, the increasing attention to educational policies in the larger field of educational research. 
In CIERA, for example, policy and assessment was one of three major strands.

4 At least until it was brought into question by professional critics (see Taylor, Anderson, Au & Raphael, 2000), 
the most highly touted pedagogical experiment supported by NICHD was published in 1998 by Foorman, 
et al. The NICHD work in general and the Foorman et al. piece in particular has been cited as exemplary 
in method and as supportive of a much more direct code emphasis, even in the popular press (e.g., Bowler, 
1998; Mills, 1998; Strauss, 1997).

5  Allington and woodside-Jiron (1998) document the manner in which an unpublished manuscript 30 years 
of research: What we now know about how children learn to read by Bonnie Grossen (1997), which is an alleged 
summary of the research sponsored by NICHD, was used in several states as the basis for reading policy 
initiatives.

6 At a meeting of the International Reading Association in 2006, S. Jay Samuels, one of the members of the 
NRP, announced that another criterion was at work in determining topics—the research interests of the panel 
members. This revelation suggests the strong possibility that some things did not get studied because no one 
on the panel found them compelling.

7 For the record, as near as I can tell, some of the saner implementations of Reading First around the country 
preserve the tradition of the normative-reeducative tradition through professional communities of practice. 
These are the rare places where pacing guides and scripts have not overwhelmed teacher prerogative, where 
professional development programs assume that teachers require (a) knowledge to make informed decisions 
curriculum, teaching, and individual student needs, (b) the collegial and administrative support required 
to help them stay the course in moving toward change, and (c) the prerogative to make those professional 
decisions.

8 Portions of text in this section first appeared in an address at IRA (Pearson, 2002) and in an article on the 
Reading wars (Pearson, 2004).
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9 I find the whole process of controlling conflict of interest pretty puzzling. when NRP was first formed, 
Duane Alexander and other organizers went way out of their way to ensure that no one with financial 
interests in the outcome participated on the panel. Lots of us were ruled out on that (and other) criteria. 
But something seems to have happened in the Department of Education since 1997-98. It looks like 
interestedness is now tolerated, encouraged, and even celebrated. one wonders what contextual changes in 
the policy context account for this reversal of standards—and of course, what to do to make sure conflicts of 
interest are openly identified.

 




