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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This study reports on results of a nationally representative survey of principals and district
leaders in the nation’s mid-sized and large school districts. The survey focused primarily on how
these educational leaders use research to inform their decision-making. In addition, the study
examined leaders’ attitudes toward research, their efforts to acquire it, and the culture of research
use in their organizations. The National Center for Research in Policy and Practice, a center
funded by the Institute of Education Sciences at the U.S. Department of Education, conducted the
study.
A total of 733 different leaders responded to the survey from 45 states and 485 different school
districts. The response rate for the survey was 51.5%.
An extensive survey development process to establish the validity and reliability of measures
preceded the study reported here. Two different groups of advisors with practical and research
expertise in the use of research reviewed items. The team conducted cognitive interviews with
40 different educational leaders to ensure items were comprehensible and to determine whether
items elicited the focal constructs. We assessed the internal consistency of scales used and used
item response theory to evaluate scales’ ability to discriminate amongst different respondents.
Overall, all of the scales showed good reliability.
Definition of Research Used in the Study
Our survey provided respondents with a definition of research as “an activity in which people
employ systematic, empirical methods to answer a specific question.” For this study, we
differentiated between research, which involves systematic inquiry to answer a specific question,
and the practice of looking at data from the district, school, or classroom, which is more
open-ended and seldom addresses specific research questions. For instance, looking at state
standardized test results to identify students who need extra support in the classroom would not
be research. However, asking the question, “What is the relationship between fourth grade state
standardized test results and high school graduation?” would be research.
Uses of Research
The study distinguished among three types of research use identified in earlier studies:
Instrumental use: Research is applied to guide or inform a specific decision.
Conceptual use: Research induces changes in the way a person views either a problem or
the possible solution space for a problem.
Symbolic/political use: Research is used to validate a decision or legitimate a decision
already made.
Instrumental use was the most commonly reported type of research use. With respect to
instrumental use, survey respondents were most likely to be involved with activities related to
(1) designing professional development for teachers and administrators and (2) directing
resources to programs. Among respondents involved with each activity, the vast majority
indicated that research was used frequently or all of the time to make decisions in that activity.
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With respect to conceptual use, 71% of respondents indicated that the research they encountered
had expanded their understanding of an issue. Respondents were more mixed in reporting
whether research provided a framework for structuring improvement efforts or that research
provided a common language and set of ideas for discussions with colleagues. Respondents were
least likely to indicate that the research they encountered often changed the way they looked at a
problem or brought attention to a new issue that had not previously been under consideration in
their district.
Of the symbolic uses presented to respondents, leaders reported using research most frequently
to get others to agree with a point of view (68% said they did so “frequently” or “all of the
time”) and that they used research selectively to support a particular decision (67% said they
did so “frequently” or “all of the time”). Respondents were much less likely to indicate that they
frequently used research either to mobilize support for important issues or to discredit a policy or
program.
Specific Pieces of Research Leaders Found Useful
The survey asked school and district leaders to name a specific piece of research they found
useful. The pieces of research that school and district leaders named as useful were most often
books, research or policy reports, or peer-reviewed journal articles. Most named research
focused on instructional practices and learning in the classroom, though few mentioned research
pertaining to teaching and learning in specific subject matter content areas. Despite educational
leaders’ professed use of research to select curriculum materials and other programs elsewhere on
the survey, this was the least common reason named for why the research was useful. Much more
frequently, respondents claimed to use research to support their own learning, inform the design
of programs, and provide instructional leadership.
Sources Leaders Used to Obtain Research
The survey listed 14 different sources where leaders might obtain research and asked leaders to
indicate from which sources they obtained research relevant to their work. Leaders were most
likely to access research through professional associations and professional conferences. Leaders
were less likely to access research through individual researchers or from three U.S. Department
of Education resources: What Works Clearinghouse, the National Center for Education
Statistics, or the Regional Educational Laboratories. It is important to recognize, however, that
these categories are not mutually exclusive, as the less frequently reported sources share research
through the networks in which leaders reported frequently accessing research.
Attitudes Toward Research
We asked leaders questions about the perceived relevance, value, and credibility of education
research. Leaders who responded to the survey endorsed the idea that research can be relevant to
practice, but they indicated that the time lag between conducting research and publication of
research can decrease its usefulness to them. Survey respondents reported very positive attitudes
about the value of educational research, with nearly all endorsing the ideas that research can
address practical problems facing schools and that researchers provide a valuable service to
educational practitioners. Leaders were more mixed in their perceptions of the credibility or
trustworthiness of research. Over three-quarters agreed that research findings were trustworthy
and objective, but were split as to whether researchers were biased. One in three agreed that
researchers framed their results to make a political point.
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Effort to Acquire Research
We asked leaders to indicate whether they would seek out research under different conditions.
Although a majority of leaders said they would look for research to inform a new problem or
decision, few said they would contact researchers directly under these or other circumstances.
Knowledge of How to Interpret Conclusions from Research
We asked leaders to respond to scenarios that presented summaries of quantitative or qualitative
research studies. Leaders’ application of their knowledge of research to assess the validity of study
conclusions varied widely across topic areas. The majority of responses indicated understanding
of the role of purposeful sampling in qualitative research and how to interpret effect sizes. Few
leaders drew accurate conclusions about what can be learned from a case study. A little more than
half of respondents did not accurately identify a key advantage of random assignment.
Culture of Research Use
Although most leaders reported that research is viewed as a useful source of information in their
district or department, a majority disagreed with the statement that people expected claims made
in meetings to be backed up by research.
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INTRODUCTION
High quality educational research that could shed light on effective policies and practices is
increasingly accessible to districts and schools. Since its establishment in 2002, the Institute of
Education Sciences (IES) at the U.S. Department of Education has funded dozens of field-initiated
efficacy and scale-up studies of interventions, released multiple evaluation studies of major
policy initiatives, supported rigorous studies of programs through the Regional Educational
Laboratories, and funded training grants to prepare new scholars to conduct high quality research
in education. Efforts such as the What Works Clearinghouse aim to increase educational leaders’
access to findings from education research.
We still have limited understanding of how educational leaders access and use research.
Developing knowledge about when leaders seek out research, where leaders find it, and the
purposes for which they use it is critical if education research is to inform policy and practice.
Such knowledge is especially important for supporting efforts focused on evidence-based
policymaking at the local level. The new Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) increased demands
that states and local education agencies adopt evidence-based programs, but it will be up to
leaders in states and districts to find research evidence related to programs they are considering
and use it to inform their decision-making.
To date, a key obstacle to studying research use at scale has been the absence of valid survey
measures. Though a number of studies have examined uses of research through interview,
observation, and case study methods, survey measures adequate for drawing inferences about
how leaders use research have not been developed. This report presents results of the efforts of the
National Center for Research in Policy and Practice (NCRPP) to address this need. The NCRPP
is an IES-funded center focused on the study of knowledge utilization among school and district
leaders in the United States.
To develop an understanding of how school and district leaders use research, we developed a
survey of research use and administered it to a nationally representative sample of school and
district leaders. We asked:
• How frequently do school and district leaders use research and for what purposes?
• What research do school and district leaders find useful?
• What are leaders’ attitudes toward research?
We also report on where leaders access research, the efforts they make to find relevant research,
and the organizational contexts of research use.
In this report, we describe the instrument development process, the generation of our sample, the
reliability of survey scales used and the ability of scales to discriminate among respondents with
different types of attitudes, and the frequency distributions for responses to most items. It is our
hope that this report will be useful to those seeking to either replicate or build upon our study
and those seeking basic information on research use among educators in U.S. school systems.
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Our center research activities also are examining the validity of respondents’ scores—e.g., the
extent to which those scores represent respondents’ views and actions relating to research use.
Further, we will investigate the correspondences between theoretically related variables, for
instance, access to research and uses of research. A future report will present more detailed
validity evidence regarding the survey used.
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
Our conceptual framework emphasizes that research use is an interactive process that is shaped
by both individual characteristics and organizational contexts. Individuals interact across
settings to define problems, interpret research, and identify solutions in a process that involves
deliberation, negotiation, and persuasion.1 Research can be used in many ways, too, not just for
making decisions as we describe below.
Multifaceted Nature of Research Use
There are different ways to use research. When policy makers and others encourage school and
district leaders to use research, they often imply that leaders should use research directly and
centrally to make decisions related to policy or practice.2 However, research can also influence
decision making by focusing attention on issues that were previously unknown to decision
makers,3 identifying opportunities for improving current programs and policies,4 or by providing
information about the plausibility of policy theories of action.5
Measurement of research use therefore must attend to the variety of ways that decision makers
use research. Our survey study draws on a typology of research use developed by Weiss and
Bucuvalas6 that identified three main types of use: instrumental, conceptual, and symbolic/
political. These are defined as:
Instrumental use: Research is applied to guide or inform a specific decision.
Conceptual use: Research induces changes in the way a person views either a problem or
the possible solution space for a problem.
Symbolic/political use: Research is used to validate a decision or legitimate a decision
already made.
Other scholars have used this framework to characterize research use among school and district
leaders. For example, researchers have used it to develop claims about the relative frequency
of different types of use.7 They have also used it to characterize research use in varied contexts,
such as when leaders are deliberating about contentious issues8 and when districts partner
with external groups to develop reform strategies.9 What we do not know is just how prevalent
different types of research use are or how research use varies across school and district at a larger
scale.
Through a nationally representative sample, this study was designed to find out how often
principals and district central office leaders use research for different purposes. Our survey
study also documented where and when leaders accessed research and their attitudes toward
educational research.
Hypotheses About Individual Characteristics That Shape Research Use
In the framework guiding this study, we assume that a number of individual characteristics are
likely to shape research use. In this report, we present descriptive statistics from the survey study
regarding each of these characteristics; however, we will explore relationships of these constructs
to research use in a future report.
Technical Report No. 1
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How leaders differ in their level of access to research is a potentially important source of variation
in individual research use. Both district and school leaders report that they have limited access
to research findings that are timely and that address their immediate needs and questions.10
We also know that connections to outside sources of research (such as universities, research
intermediaries, consultants, libraries, and so on) can increase access to research11 and, under
some conditions, facilitate its use.12
Leaders’ attitudes toward research, that is, the degree to which educational leaders see research as
valuable, credible, and relevant may also influence their use. Individuals differ in their attitudes
about the value of using research to guide decision-making. These include judgments about
qualities that have been linked to research use: the relevance, usefulness, and trustworthiness
or credibility of research.13 An individual’s disposition to seek out research is another potential
support to research use. Studies of research use by government professionals in Canada have
linked research use to “acquisition effort,” which refers to an individual’s initiative to acquire
research relevant to particular problems and to establish relationships with researchers.14
Individuals’ knowledge of how to interpret conclusions from research is likely to explain some
variation in their use of research. The skills required to interpret research findings include the
ability to identify research that can answer leaders’ questions, to distinguish different kinds of
research designs with respect to their adequacy to answer those questions, to recognize issues
related to sampling, to judge the appropriateness of measures, and to judge whether conclusions
and recommendations are warranted by the evidence presented. A number of studies of data use
show that school and district leaders’ skills in posing questions about and making sense of
patterns in achievement data can either support or impede the use of data in decision making.15
Similarly, variation in practitioners’ knowledge and skills in interpreting research may play a role
in whether and how research is used.
While some of these factors have been explored in education, many have not. To date, there is
not evidence from nationally representative samples regarding the nature of leaders’ access to
research, their attitudes toward research, or leaders’ knowledge of research.
Hypotheses About How Organizational Contexts Shape Research Use
Our framework also emphasizes the potential importance of organizational contexts that shape
research use. In our survey study, we examine specifically the ways that roles of individuals in
organizations are linked to research use. We also document the presence of routines in which
research are used, as well as the cultures of departments and districts.
People in different roles have different kinds of opportunities to use research in decision-making
and for other purposes. Most districts have highly complex and departmentalized organizational
structures. Decision making related to instruction is often stretched across multiple units in the
central office and levels of the system. Different district subunits have individuals with different
disciplinary backgrounds and connections to external sources of research,16 which may result
in attitudes toward research use that vary systematically by division and level.17 Patterns of
within-level (e.g., district office) and cross-level (e.g., between districts and individual schools)
interaction may support or impede research use. For example, Finnigan and colleagues found that
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limited interaction between the central office and schools led to superficial uses of research at the
school level.18
The presence and frequency of organizational routines where research is used may also be
associated with research use. Routines (such as meeting structures and procedures for selecting
materials) and can play important roles in influencing when and how evidence enters into
decision-making deliberations.19 To date, organizational factors have been studied either outside
education or in specific educational practices (e.g., routines in the practice of data use). While
there is limited research on the routines and tools in enabling and constraining research use,
research on data use provides a compelling argument for their import.20
A number of scholars posit that a “culture of research use” is an important condition for research
use and evidence-based policymaking at the local level. A culture of research use is one in which
organization members value research as a resource for decision making,21 select strategies using
evidence,22 remain open to change in light of evidence,23 and enact multiple social supports and
norms promoting evidence use.24
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STUDY DESIGN
In our study, we surveyed a nationally representative sample of school and central office leaders
from mid- and large-size U.S. urban districts using questionnaires we developed and refined
through multiple pilot studies. Below, we describe the population targeted, our sampling
procedures and the final sample achieved, the development process for and content of our survey
items and scales, and the procedures for data collection.
Population
Our target population for survey respondents was instructional policymakers from mid- and
large-size U.S. urban districts who were likely to be involved in K–8 instructional decisionmaking. We chose K–8 because there is more research available on effective programs and
interventions at these grade levels and because more variety exists in the curricular materials,
assessments, and other instructional programs districts may adopt. We focused on instructional
policymakers at the local level because principals and central office leaders make the vast majority
of decisions regarding what programs and interventions to adopt in schools.
In keeping with our focus on individuals with instructional decision-making responsibility, we
targeted the following roles:
(1) deputy, associate and network superintendents;
(2) curriculum supervisors, including coordinators of English Language Arts (ELA),
mathematics and science;
(3) Special Education supervisors;
(4) accountability, assessment, research, and development supervisors;
(5) elementary, middle school and K–8 principals;
(6) directors of federal programs, including Title I, Title II, Title V, as well as bilingual and
English as a Second Language (ESL) programs; and
(7) district leaders classified in more than one of the above roles, or “multi-role” leaders.
We chose these roles because we suspected that research use and attitudes toward research may
vary across divisions within districts. We bounded this population by focusing on the 1,000
largest school districts, which serve more than 9,000 students each according to NCES Common
Core data. We reasoned that smaller districts may not have the funds to staff many of the
positions included in our sampling frame.
Sample
We initially identified a set of district leaders based on their job role as of March 2015 using a
dataset purchased from MDR, a private education marketing firm that develops databases of
educator and institution information across K–12, higher education, public libraries, and early
childhood education. We asked MDR for a list of individuals in the above seven roles in each
eligible district. This approach generated a sampling frame consisting of over 41,000 individuals
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in the 1,000 largest school districts, from which we selected our final sample. The vast majority of
individuals in the sampling frame, 80%, were school principals. We pruned the target population
to 14,276 by taking a random sample of 10 principals for any school district with more than 10
principals in the district. The 21,852 principals excluded form the target population were used
instead as part of a pool of candidates (that also included district leaders) to receive a pilot test
survey prior to the field test described in this report.
Because we planned to make comparisons of our survey results by role, we chose role as one
of two strata prior to the random selection of our sample. The second stratum was district
enrollment, under the assumption that survey responses by district size would also be of
analytical interest. We initially considered defining 28 strata by crossing professional role of
respondent by quartile of district enrollment. We abandoned this approach when it became
evident that certain strata would be sparsely populated. Instead, we created 14 strata by crossing
role with districts that were above and below student enrollment of 17,860—the median of our
accessible population of school districts.
Given resource constraints, our target was a final survey sample with 100 responses for each
role and 50 responses for each role-by-size stratum. Assuming a 60% response rate, typical of
well-designed survey research with systematic follow-up, we established two stratified random
samples, our primary field test sample and a reservoir field test sample, each containing 168
potential respondents by role or 84 for each role by size stratum. All stratified random sampling
was done using the function strata in the R package sampling. The reservoir sample was created
in case we were unable to achieve our target of a 60% response rate by stratum. In fact, it was
necessary to pull some cases from the reservoir sample to pursue additional respondents in the
deputy, associate and network superintendents, curriculum and instruction supervisors, school
principals and multi-role leaders strata. Additional cases were pulled from the reservoir sample
either because of lower-than-anticipated response rates or because we were not able to obtain upto-date contact information or a replacement for some members of the primary target sample.
Once we identified individuals in our sample, we searched district websites and contacted
districts by phone to confirm our roster and to acquire email addresses for respondents. During
the process of compiling email addresses and during follow-up calls during administration, the
team found that some respondents had left their district or changed positions. If a respondent
left the district or if their new position was outside of the target role category, they were replaced,
when possible, by whomever had taken over the target role. If a contact remained in the district
and their new position was still in the same target category, they remained in the sample, and
their new title was noted.
Accuracy of the MDR Classifications
Because there was a gap between the time of our efforts to roster participants and our mailing of
the first survey link, and because individuals often fill more than one role within a district, one
would not necessarily expect to see a perfect match between the role on the MDR list and the role
reported by a respondent at the time of the survey. Our survey included items asking respondents
to indicate their role in the district, so we could assess the accuracy of the classifications of leaders
into different role categories. As expected, there was some discrepancy between the reported
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roles and MDR’s assigned roles, but we find evidence of strong matches for the roles of deputy,
associate and network superintendents, curriculum and instruction coordinators/ supervisors,
special education directors, principals, and those with multiple roles in the district (See Appendix
Table A1). The match is not as clear for those shown in the MDR list as directors of assessment
and federal programs.
Response Rate
The overall response rate was 51.5% but varied from a low of 33% and 37% for deputy, associate
and network superintendents and principals in larger school districts, to a 66% and 71% for
assessment and special education directors in smaller school districts. We fell short of our target
sample sizes of 100 for the deputy, associate and network superintendents, assessment and federal
programs roles. However, we decided that the marginal benefit of adding an additional 10 cases
per role was not worth the cost in time and resources that would have been required. Table 1
below compares sampling frame population sizes, the numbers of randomly sampled respondents
who were invited to respond to the NCRPP survey, and the number of people per stratum that
completed the survey.
Table 1. NCRPP Field Test Sampling Frame and Samples
Sampling Frame

Field Test Sample

Field Test Responders

Below
Med
Size

Above
Med
Size

Total
by
Role

Below
Med
Size

Above
Med
Size

Total
by
Role

Below
Med
Size

Above
Med
Size

Total
by
Role

1. Deputy/Associate/
Network Superintendents

432

872

1,304

112

90

202

60

30

90

2. Curriculum & Instruction

611

1,330

1,941

125

114

239

56

59

115

3. Special Education

343

399

742

87

80

167

62

40

102

4. Assessment

260

485

745

76

66

142

50

41

91

5. School Principals

1,691

5,432

7,123

156

169

325

75

63

138

6. Federal Programs

418

720

1,138

79

65

144

48

41

89

7. Multi-Role

624

659

1,283

109

94

203

62

46

108

4,379

9,897

14,276

744

678

1,422

413

320

733

Role

Total
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We summarize the differences in the proportions of personnel by role in the sample frame and
sample of field test responders for each conceptualization of the target population below in Table
2.
Table 2. NCRPP Field Test Sampling Frame and Samples
Combined
Target Population

District Offic
Target Population

Population %

Field Trial
Sample %

Population %

Field Trial
Sample %

1. Deputy/Associate/
Network Superintendents

9.1%

12.3%

18.2%

15.1%

2. Curriculum & Instruction

13.6%

15.7%

27.1%

19.3%

3. Special Education

5.2%

13.9%

10.4%

17.1%

4. Assessment

5.2%

12.4%

10.4%

15.3%

5. School Principals

49.9%

18.8%

NA

NA

6. Federal Programs

8.0%

12.1%

15.9%

15.0%

7. Multi-Role

9.0%

14.7%

17.9%

18.2%

Role

Weighting of the Data
To allow for unbiased inferences to either a combined target population or to two separate target
populations (district staff and principals, respectively), we created two sets of sampling weights
to include as part of the survey data. However, empirical investigation suggests that the impact
of changing sampling weights on inferences about the population means is trivial for a variety of
survey variables. This indicates that variability in responses within our role-by-size strata is as big
or bigger than variability across the strata.
Characteristics of the NCRPP Sample
The full sample for the NCRPP survey consists of 733 individuals from 485 unique school
districts disbursed across 423 cities and 45 states. The only states not represented in the sample
are Hawaii, Maine, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Vermont.
The chart in Figure 1 characterizes the distribution of student enrollment in the districts
represented in the NCRPP sample. The modal respondent to the NCRPP survey comes from
a district with an enrollment between 10,000 and 20,000 students. The unique sample of 485
districts appears to be representative of the larger population of 904 districts found in the MDR
list with respect to district size. This total is less than the 1,000 we initially identified, because
some districts had no leaders whose roles fit our categories of roles.
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Figure 1. Distribution of District Enrollment by NCRPP Sample Responders
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Instrument: NCRPP Survey of Research Use
Below, we describe the development of the survey instrument used in the study and describe the
processes we engaged in to increase the validity and reliability of our measures.
Instrument Development Process
We began instrument development in July 2014 by bringing together project staff and a group of
five scholars and educational leaders with interest and expertise in the area of research use. We
selected researchers who had familiarity with the topic to ensure that our definitions of constructs
reflected past research, and we included leaders who could bring their own experiences of
research use to the task of defining constructs. Over a series of two days, we worked to refine
our initial survey constructs and to develop items associated with each construct. We drew from
existing item banks as well as the expertise of those present to develop new items that we could
pilot test in the field.
Early in the development process, we conducted two sets of cognitive interviews with samples
of educational leaders. We intended results from these interviews to serve two purposes: to
improve the comprehensibility of items and to gather substantive validity evidence25 regarding the
survey—that is, to determine whether respondents’ interpretation of and process for generating
answers for an item was congruent with our hypotheses about what the item measured. An
initial set of pilot interviews in October 2014 (n = 15) was intended principally to identify major
misunderstandings of items, to generate ideas for how to address them, and to provide material
for additional items based on the ways respondents talked about research use. We also used these
interviews to generate distractors for the knowledge items. In a second set of cognitive interviews
(n = 25) in December 2014, we again focused on whether items were interpreted as intended
by respondents. We also collected timing data, information about the distribution of responses
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across Likert-type scales, and basic statistics that allowed us to estimate the potential difficulty
level of the knowledge items. To aid in this work, we transcribed responses and systematically
analyzed issues relating to items. All issues were discussed by the team as a whole, and we made
revisions to items on the basis of those discussions.
As part of the development process, we also solicited expert feedback from two sets of advisors to
gather evidence of content validity. Content validity pertains to whether an instrument’s content
is representative of and relevant to the target domain, and expert review is one source of evidence
for content validity.26 We solicited this feedback formally through a survey as well as through
discussion with advisors about the best ways to add or revise items to better represent the domain
of research use.
We next piloted a revised instrument with 265 educational leaders. We used this pilot test to
generate initial scale reliabilities and likely distribution of responses to the national survey as well
as to identify additional issues with the survey content. On the basis of our analyses, we created
additional items aimed at improving the internal consistency of selected scales, made revisions to
items to improve clarity, and shortened the survey. We also made decisions about which sets of
items would be asked of the entire district and national samples and which sets of items would be
asked of a sub-sample of respondents at random.
Final Instrument: Constructs and Items
For each survey construct, we provide a definition, sample items, item response choices, and the
total number of items for that construct. The survey versions that were administered are available
at http://ncrpp.org/pages/our-work.
Our survey provided respondents with a definition of research as “an activity in which people
employ systematic, empirical methods to answer a specific question.” Our survey text also
provided the following elaboration for respondents:
Research bases its conclusions in investigations involving statistical data, interviews, observations,
and case studies, or a combination of these. Research can appear in books, academic journal
articles, practitioner-oriented journals, and analyses of program implementation developed
by researchers external to the district. It can also appear in policy and evaluation reports or
presentations developed by researchers within a district.
For this study, we differentiate between research, which involves systematic inquiry to answer a
specific question, and the practice of looking at data from the district, school, or classroom, which
is more open-ended and seldom addresses specific research questions. For instance, looking at
state standardized test results to identify students who need extra support in the classroom would
not be research. However, examining the question, “What is the relationship between fourth
grade state standardized test results and high school graduation?” would be research.
Instrumental Research Use. Instrumental research use occurs when research is applied to guide
or inform a specific decision. Our survey scale sought to measure the extent to which research
directly and centrally provides guidance to decisions related to policy or practice. To elicit
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respondents’ instrumental use of research, we first provided a list of eight different potential
decisions in which the respondent might have been involved, then asked if they had been
involved in each. The list of decisions included curriculum adoption, scaling up a pilot program,
designing professional development, and other activities. If a respondent indicated they were
involved in an activity, they were subsequently asked how often they had used research as part of
that activity. Item response choices were: Never (1), Sometimes (2), Frequently (3), All of the time
(4).
Conceptual Research Use. Conceptual use refers to research that is applied to induce changes in
the way a person views a problem or space of possible solutions. In our survey, we sought to elicit
the extent to which research informs leaders’ ways of looking at problems or their approaches to
solving a district problem. The six-item scale included such questions as “How often have you
encountered research that changed the way you look at problems facing your school/district?”
and “How often have you encountered research that suggested alternative solutions to a district
problem?” As with the instrumental use scale, item response options were: Never (1), Sometimes
(2), Frequently (3), All of the time (4).
Symbolic Research Use. This type of research use occurs when research is applied as a political
tool to influence a decision or legitimate a decision already made. It is sometimes referred to as
political use of research. The four-item scale for this construct asked respondents to report their
engagement in activities such as using research to mobilize support for important issues or to
selectively use research to support a decision. Item response choices were: Never (1), Sometimes
(2), Frequently (3), All of the time (4).
Research Leaders Found Useful. Following an approach some NCRPP team members used in an
earlier study, we sought to identify individual pieces of research that leaders found useful in their
work. For each study leaders identified as useful, we asked them why it was useful.
Respondents randomly received one of two versions of this item pertaining to either
instrumental use or conceptual use. Both versions asked respondents to identify (if they could)
the title, author, year published, topic, and why they found the piece of research useful.
The text for the instrumental use item read:
Think about a time when you used research to inform a decision in your district or school.
What is the single most valuable piece of research you used to inform your decision? Please
provide as much information as you can about this piece of research so we can locate it
ourselves.
The text for the conceptual use item read:
Think about a time when a piece of research you encountered changed your thinking or
opinions about possible solutions to your district’s/school’s problems. What was that piece of
research? Please provide as much information as you can about this piece of research so we
can locate it ourselves.
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We included both options to explore whether there were any differences by type of use. We
anticipated that the type of use might be associated with different types of research, though we
did not have a hypothesis about how responses might differ by type of use.
Sources Where Leaders Obtain Research. These items pertain to the sources where individuals
obtain their research and the frequency with which they consult those sources. Sources included
traditional ones, such as university researchers, as well as peer networks (e.g., professional
associations) and media. For each of the different sources, we asked how often individuals had
sought out or acquired research in the past twelve months. Item response choices for each were:
Never (1), Rarely (2), Sometimes (3), Often (4), All of the time (5).
Attitudes: Relevance. We constructed three sub-scales of attitudes: relevance, value, and
credibility. The relevance of research refers to the degree to which an individual believes research
can be relevant to the problems their school or district faces, even when the context of the
research is not perfectly aligned to the context of the respondent. The four-item scale for
relevance included items such as “Education researchers work in an ivory tower and are isolated
from practice,” and “By the time research findings are published, they are no longer useful to
me.” For each statement, respondents were asked to indicate their agreement with the statement
using the following scale: Strongly disagree (1), Disagree (2), Agree (3), Strongly agree (4).
Attitudes: Value. The value of research refers to the degree to which an individual finds research
to be potentially useful in informing decisions. The eight-item scale for value of research
included statements such as “Researchers provide a valuable service to education practitioners,”
and “Education research provides results that can help leaders improve educational outcomes.”
For each statement, respondents were asked to indicate their agreement with the statement using
the following scale: Strongly disagree (1), Disagree (2), Agree (3), Strongly agree (4).
Attitudes: Credibility. The credibility of research is the degree to which an individual has
confidence in the accuracy of research findings. The eight-item scale for credibility included
items such as “Education research reports are rarely consistent with each other,” and “Education
research is generally conducted to improve the careers of researchers, not to improve schools.”
For each statement, respondents were asked to indicate their agreement with the statement using
the following scale: Strongly disagree (1), Disagree (2), Agree (3), Strongly agree (4).
Acquisition Effort. This construct refers to the extent to which an individual exerts effort to
acquire research or to develop relationships with researchers in the hope of addressing school or
district problems. The scale we developed for acquisition effort consisted of five items, which
asked leaders to indicate how often they engaged in activities such as looking for research studies
that might be relevant or contacting researchers who have relevant expertise when confronted
with a new problem or decision. Item response choices were: Never (1), Rarely (2), Sometimes
(3), Often (4), All of the time (5).
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Knowledge of How to Interpret Conclusions from Research. Our original intent in eliciting
knowledge of research focused on a range of topics pertaining to research methodology and
interpretation of results of studies, and we wrote items across this wide variety of topics. We had
hoped to construct a single measure from these items, but results from our pilot test suggested
that the items did not form a coherent scale; inter-item correlations and reliability estimates
were generally quite low. After some deliberation, we included a set of three knowledge items
related to quantitative research and two items related to qualitative research. The quantitative
research knowledge items pertained to leaders’ interpretation of the effect size statistic, analysis
of threats to internal validity, and the value of random assignment. The qualitative research
knowledge items pertained to theoretical sampling and to what conclusions can be drawn from
descriptive case studies. Each of the items presented leaders with a scenario and a question that
required them to draw a conclusion from the scenario or to select an appropriate interpretation
of results of the study presented in the scenario. All five items appear in the results section,
along with the frequency with which respondents chose particular answers.
Role. Role refers to the job title that best captures an individual’s set of professional
responsibilities within a school district. We developed this list of roles in close consultation with
members of our practice advisory board, and we revised the list on the basis of our pilot test
results. Altogether, we identified nine different roles that leaders could choose from:
• Supervisor of teaching, learning, and curriculum across multiple subject areas
• Mathematics coordinator
• Science coordinator
• Reading or ELA coordinator
• Accountability, research or assessment director
• Special education director
• Assistant superintendent or other district administrator who supervises schools
• Principal or assistant principal
• Federal programs director
Respondents could choose more than one role, and they could also indicate “other” if needed.
Where possible, we re-coded other into one of our nine categories.
Organizational Routines. An organizational routine is “a repetitive, recognizable pattern of
interdependent actions, involving multiple actors.”27 We operationalized routines as the frequency
with which an individual participates in various types of meetings, and the frequency with which
research is brought up in those meetings. For these items, respondents were first asked how
often they were involved in various types of meetings. If they indicated they were involved in a
type of meeting, they were asked to indicate how often research was brought up in that type of
meeting. Types of meetings we asked about included meetings related to:
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instruction, designing new programs or adapting programs for use, strategic planning, and parent
or community issues. For items about meeting frequency, answer choices were: Never (1), Less
than once a month (2), Monthly (3), Weekly or daily (4). For items about frequency of research
occurrence during meetings: Never (1), Occasionally (2), Often (3), All of the time (4).
Culture of Research Use. This construct refers to the extent to which the culture in a district or
department is one in which people value research as a resource for decision making, where there
is a commitment to evaluating strategies using evidence, where organizations are open to change
in light of evidence, and where there are multiple social supports and strong norms promoting
evidence use. For this set of items, if individuals indicated they were the only members of their
departments, they were asked about the culture of research use in their districts. Otherwise,
individuals were asked about the culture of research use in their departments, using the same
four items that make up this scale. Examples of items included, “Research is seen as a useful
source of information,” and “We are genuinely encouraged to use research as part of our ongoing
work.” Answer choices were: Never (1), Occasionally (2), Often (3), All of the time (4).
Survey Administration
We administered the survey via Qualtrics, an online survey administration platform, with an
eight-week recruitment window for each respondent. We began by sending each respondent a
pre-letter explaining the study, and we enclosed a $10 gift card as an incentive for participation.
We then emailed with a link to the survey. We had up to six follow-up contacts with respondents,
including a postcard, an email reminder, three phone calls, and a hard-copy survey. The phone
calls were particularly helpful in assessing whether the email with the survey link had been
blocked by spam filters and to flag additional new changes in positions and movement out of
districts.
The initial (not reservoir) sample was divided into three waves of about 400 contacts each, in
order to make survey administration and follow-up manageable to the survey administration
team. We pursued the same eight-week recruitment strategy for each wave. Wave 1 began on
September 15, 2015; Wave 2 began September 29, 2015; and Wave 3 began on October 6, 2016.
To reach our target sample size, we added a fourth wave to include all “replacement” contacts
from waves 1–3. Based on low response rates, we also added 85 additional respondents from the
second replicate sample for four roles that yielded low response rates in the early waves—deputy,
associate and network superintendents; curriculum and instruction supervisors; school
principals; and multi-role leaders. Wave 4 began on November 3, 2015 and included nearly 500
contacts. We did not mail hard-copy surveys to Wave 4 non-responders because we reached our
sample size goals by mid-December 2015.
On the basis of Qualtrics data, the average respondent spent roughly 20 minutes answering the
survey.
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Evidence of Structural Validity of Survey Scales and Coding of Open-Ended
Responses
We defined a total of 8 distinct variables as a function of related item sets on the survey. Each of
these variables is created as the mean of anywhere from 4 to 8 discrete items with scores ranging
from 1 to 4 or 1 to 5 within a given set. Table 3 summarizes key descriptive statistics for each
variable, including the number of respondents with values of the variable (N), the number of
items used to define the variable, the estimated reliability (using coefficient alpha), the
minimum and maximum values, the mean, and the standard deviation (SD). In the pages that
follow, we delve into each of these variables and the frequency of underlying item responses in
more detail.
Table 3. Summary Statistics for Key Variables from the NCRPP Survey
Variable

N

Items

Alpha

Min

Max

Mean

SD

Instrumental

530

8

.93

1

4

3.2

.66

Symbolic

712

4

.81

1

4

2.5

.63

Conceptual

712

6

.88

1

4

2.5

.50

712

5

.79

1

5

2.5

.67

Value of Research

733

8

.82

1

4

3.2

.34

Credibility of Research

730

8

.74

1

4

2.7

.33

Relevance of Research

730

4

.67

1

4

2.8

.39

Culture of Research Use

372

4

.80

1

4

2.9

.77

Use of Research

Acquisition Effort
Attitudes Toward Research

As the table indicates, the scales for research use had good internal consistency, as did the scales
for acquisition effort and culture of research use. The reliabilities for the attitudes scale varied.
For the open-ended questions about a piece of research leaders found useful, we carried out an
analysis so as to maximize inter-coder agreement. Two researchers used the information
provided by respondents to conduct an online search and identify the particular piece of research
named. For each piece identified, researchers entered the APA citation and summary, then coded
for particular categories (see Appendix Exhibit A1 for coding list). The researchers
independently searched, identified, and coded 10 responses. They then compared coding and
reconciled any differences. When a 70% agreement rate was reached across all categories, the
researchers proceeded independently to code all responses with routine checks for agreement. A
third researcher reviewed cases where the independent coding differed, reconciling the final
coding decision. Once coding was completed, counts were conducted followed by chi-square
analyses to investigate the significance of differences. Descriptive statistics are presented here.
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RESULTS
In this section, we present descriptive statistics for each of the survey scales and items described
above. We focus on frequency distributions by item in this technical report. Future reports
will explore the between-variable relationships hypothesized as important in our conceptual
framework.
Instrumental Uses of Research
Key Findings:
•

Survey respondents were most likely to be involved in activities related to
(1) the design of professional development for teachers and administrators; and
(2) directing resources to programs.

•

Among respondents involved in each activity, the vast majority indicated that
research was used frequently or all of the time in the support of the activity.

•

The proportion of respondents indicating that they used research frequently or
all the time ranged from a high of 88% to a low of 70%; the median was 79%.

•

Almost no respondents indicated that research was never used in support of a
given activity.

Table 4 shows leaders’ responses to the questions about research use in decision making. The
column on the far right indicates the fraction of respondents who did not participate in the
activity; the four columns on the left show the frequency with which respondents used research
to make different types of decisions. A majority of leaders said they used research “frequently” or
“all of the time” when purchasing an intervention or program and when designing professional
development for administrators and teachers. Leaders were least likely to use research when
considering eliminating a program.
Notably, as the last column indicates, a large percent of leaders did not engage in certain activities.
Leaders were least likely to have reported conducting a major curriculum adoption or to have
considered scaling up a program in the past year.
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Table 4. Frequency of Instrumental Uses of Research

Never

Sometimes

Frequently

All the time

Did Not
Engage in
Activity*

Purchased an intervention or program

1%

7%

24%

31%

37%

Designed professional development for teachers

1%

13%

36%

29%

20%

Designed professional development for administrators

2%

15%

32%

26%

25%

Conducted major adoption of a curriculum

2%

9%

23%

25%

42%

Considered scaling up a program

2%

10%

24%

23%

42%

Redesigned a program

1%

13%

22%

23%

40%

Directed resources to a program

2%

17%

31%

23%

28%

Considered eliminating a program

2%

16%

23%

20%

39%

n = 733
*Includes respondents who indicated this activity did not take place or that they were not involved in the activity

Conceptual Uses of Research
Key Findings:
•

Seventy-two percent of respondents indicated the research that they
encountered had expanded their understanding of an issue.

•

Few respondents indicated that they “never” or “always” encountered research
that served one of the six conceptual purposes we listed as options. Instead,
respondents tended to be split between those who selected “sometimes” and
those who selected “frequently.”

•

Respondents were least likely to agree with statements indicating that the
research they encountered changed the way they looked at a problem or brought
attention to a new issue that had not previously been under consideration in their
district.

Conceptual uses of research pertain to how research influences leaders’ thinking about issues
and their search for solutions to problems faced by their schools and districts. Conceptual uses,
while less often reported than instrumental uses, were widely reported by leaders in the sample.
The most commonly endorsed item (i.e., answered “frequently” or “all of the time”) was one
indicating that research expanded their understanding of an issue. Other items endorsed at high
levels by respondents included those indicating that research provided a common language and/
or framework for guiding reform efforts in leaders’ schools and districts.
Conceptual uses appeared less likely to change leaders’ minds in significant ways, though.
Leaders were least likely to endorse items representing the claims that research changed the way
they looked at a problem or brought a new issue to their attention. Figure 2 below shows the
distribution of conceptual uses by item.
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Figure 2. Frequency of Conceptual Uses of Research
Expanded
Understanding

29%

Provided Common
Language

44%

Provided Framework

49%

Suggested Alternative
Solution

52%

Changed Way Look at
Problem

65%

Brought Attention to
New Issue

67%

3%

2%

1%

8%

49%

41%

3%

46%

45%

49%

43%

31%

64%

59%

10%

61%

28%

28%

8%

71%

56%

7%

51%

5%

48%

4%

35%

4%

33%

Percentage
Response

Never

Sometimes

Frequently

All the time

726 ≤ n ≤ 733
Note: In all figures, not all categories may total 100% due to rounding
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Symbolic Uses of Research
Key Findings:
•

Of the symbolic uses presented to respondents, leaders reported using research
most frequently to convince others of a particular point of view (68% said they did
so “frequently” or “all of the time”) or that they used research selectively because
it would support a particular decision (67% said they did so “frequently” or “all of
the time”).

•

Respondents were much less likely to indicate that they frequently used research
either to mobilize support for important issues or to discredit a policy or program.

Symbolic or political uses of research are often contrasted with instrumental uses of research,
because many symbolic uses occur after a decision has been made, rather than before. Our
sample of leaders reported that symbolic uses were less common than instrumental uses. Even
so, a large majority reported that they had used research for persuasive purposes and that they
had used research selectively to mobilize support for a program. They were least likely to say that
they had used research to discredit a program in their school or district. Figure 3 presents data on
the frequency with which leaders reported using research for symbolic purposes.
Figure 3. Frequency of Symbolic Uses of Research

Convince
Others

32%

3%

29%

51%

17%

68%

Use
Selectively

33%

4%

29%

50%

17%

67%

Mobilize
Support

60%

Discredit a
Program

79%

16%

25%

44%

53%

29%

11%

40%

16% 5%

21%

Percentage
Response

Never

Sometimes

Frequently

All the time

n = 733
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Analysis of Research Leaders Find Useful
Key Findings:
•

Of leaders surveyed, 59% named a piece of research that had proven useful to
them.

•

The research named most often focused on instructional practices.

•

The pieces of research named as useful were most often books, research or
policy reports, or peer-reviewed journal articles.

•

Participants in special education and federal programs roles primarily named
research focused on students with special needs, English learners, and/or the
needs of specific socioeconomic or racial/ ethnic groups. Participants in othe
roles typically named research that did not focus on a particular content area or
subgroup of students.

•

School and district leaders reported that the pieces of research they named
were useful for a variety of reasons, especially developing their own knowledge,
providing instructional leadership for others, and designing policies and
programs.

As noted above, in addition to asking leaders to report how often they used research for different
purposes, we asked leaders to identify specific pieces of research that they found useful (see p. 16
for the two versions of this open-ended item).
Of the 733 survey participants across 485 districts, 429 (59%) across 329 districts responded to at
least one part of the six-part item. Within these 429 responses, 379 across 308 districts provided
enough information to identify the specific piece of research referenced. The proportion of
respondents who completed the open-ended item by role category paralleled the response rate
for the entire survey. Of the 429 individuals who responded to any part of the open-ended item,
229 received "version A" pertaining to instrumental use; 200 received "version B" pertaining to
conceptual use.
The following findings reflect the entire sample of 429 responses, followed by an explanation of
differences in patterns of responses for versions A and B of the item. Each table is based on the
number of responses that provided enough information to code for that category; the relevant
sample size (n) is provided for each category. For some responses, we were able to identify an
author or topic but not the specific piece of research. When that was the case, we included the
information in our coding.
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Focal Topics of Research Leaders Found Useful
Of the 429 respondents to the open-ended item, 424 provided information about the topic of
the research. Of these, we coded 260 responses for one topic and another 164 responses for two
topics, for a total of 588 instances of topics represented. We combined the information to
develop Figure 4, which presents the topics of research included. Participants most frequently
named pieces of research that focused on teachers and teaching in the classroom (39%),
followed by students and learning in the classroom (28%), school organization, improvement
and reform (20%), school system organization, improvement and reform (8%), and assessment
(7%). Figure 4 shows the breakdown of all topics represented in these responses.
Figure 4. Focal Topics of Research Leaders Found Useful

Deputy/ Associate/
Network
Superintendents

Curriculum &
Instruction

Special Education

Assessment

Principals

Federal Programs

Multi-Role

36.4%

All Respondents

35.7%

0%

n = 588

20%

11.8%

29.4%

21.9%

26.3%

41.2%

28.8%

11.1% 5.6%

29.2%

26.4%

32.4%

16.2%

11.2% 5.1%7.1%

22.4%

54.1%

27.8%

12.9% 5.7%

21.4%

25.7%

34.3%

21.8%

29.1%

22.5%

26.8%
40%

Teachers & teaching in the classroom
School organization, improvement & reform
Assessment

60%

7.0%
3.5%

8.2% 9.6%

27.4%

26.0%

10.3%

5.5% 7.3%

8.3% 6.8%

80%

100%

Student learning & student outcomes
School system organization, improvement & reform
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Most pieces of research within the topic coded as "teachers and teaching in the classroom"
focused on instructional practices (73% of this category). Examples also focused on teachers’
professional learning (18%), curriculum and standards (5%), and evaluation of teacher
effectiveness (4%).
Research on "student learning and student outcomes" most often focused on how to improve
student achievement and academic learning outcomes (60% of this category). Other areas of
focus included learning and identity development (17%), social/emotional/behavioral outcomes
(8%), “mindset” or beliefs about one’s capabilities (6%), graduation rates (2%), and college/career
readiness (3%).
Research related to "school organization, improvement or reform" most often focused on
interventions tailored to particular groups of students, such as those with special needs, with low
test scores, and/or living in poverty (29% of this category). Pieces in this category also focused on
school leader practices and professional learning (22%), school improvement (12%), bilingual
and English as a Second Language programs (9%), scheduling (7%), discipline policies (8%),
school climate (7%), community engagement initiatives (4%), and de-tracking reforms (3%).
Pieces focused on "school system organization, improvement and reform" most commonly
addressed district leader practices and professional learning (45% of this category). Pieces cited
by leaders as useful here also focused on system-wide improvement (33%), district-wide early
childhood education programs (8%), large-scale policies such as funding and school choice
(8%), and district-wide interventions such as dropout prevention and college/career readiness
programs (6%).
Finally, research cited as useful on the topic of "assessment" focused primarily on classroom
assessment (39% of this category), followed by placement and screening practices (32%),
standardized testing (15%), and grading practices (15%).
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Content Areas and Student Subgroups
Of the 429 responses, 404 responses could be coded for content area (see Figure 5). The majority
of the research named did not focus on a specific content area (81% of 404 responses). Of those
that did, literacy was the most common (10%). Differences in the content area focus by role
category were statistically significant, (Χ2 [24, n = 410] = 38.184, p = 0.033). Those in
curriculum and instruction roles were more likely than others to name research with a content
area focus, such as literacy (15%), mathematics (14%), or science/engineering (7%), but still
largely named research without a disciplinary focus (64%).
Figure 5. Content Areas of Research Leaders Found Useful
Deputy/ Associate/
Network
Superintendents

Curriculum &
Instruction

15.3%

63.9%

13.9%

12.0%

78.0%

Special Education

18.0%

80.0%

Federal Programs

Multi-Role

All Respondents

20%
No Content Area Focus
Science/ Engineering

6.0%
4.0%

2.7%1.3%
9.3% 1.3%

85.3%

Principals

6.9%

4.4%
2.2% 2.2%

91.1%

Assessment

0%

2.1%2.1%
4.3% 2.1%

89.4%

2.0%

81.7%

1.4%
8.5% 7.0%1.4%

80.5%

2.4%
10.2% 5.9% 1.0%

40%
Literacy
Technology

60%

80%
Mathematics

100%

n = 404
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In 410 responses, we were able to code for a focus on particular student subgroups. Because
some pieces focused on multiple subgroups, Figure 6 reflects 439 instances of subgroups
represented in these responses. Differences in the subgroup focus by role category were
statistically significant (X2 [36, n = 430] = 142.377, p < 0.001). Respondents in special education
and federal programs roles primarily named research focused on students with special needs,
English learners, and/or students’ socioeconomic or racial/ ethnic groups. Respondents in
other roles typically named research that did not focus on a particular subgroup (see Figure 6).
Figure 6. Subgroup Focus of Research Leaders Found Useful
Deputy/ Associate/
Network
Superintendents

Curriculum &
Instruction

Special Education

n = 439

11.3%

7.5%

13.2%

30.2%

6.7%
9.3% 6.7%5.3%
1.3%

70.7%

8.4% 7.2% 7.0%

67.9%

All Respondents

20%

No Subgroup Focus
English learners

40%

3.8%
1.9% 3.8%

1.3% 3.9%
9.2% 6.6% 1.3%

77.6%

37.7%

2.0%
2.0%

4.3% 8.5% 4.3% 10.6%

72.3%

Multi-Role

0%

15.1%

24.5%

50.9%

Principals

14.0%

3.9% 5.3% 1.3%
3.9% 3.9%

81.6%

Assessment

Federal Programs

8.0%

74.0%

Special education
Urban students

60%

Race/ ethnicity
Gender

1.6%
6.7% 1.2%

80%

SES/ poverty
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Format of Research Named
We also examined the format of research as it may be helpful to researchers to be aware of
formats that may help them connect better with leaders. This analysis relied on the 379 responses
that were complete. Participants most frequently named books (58%), followed by research or
policy reports (17%), and peer-reviewed journal articles (14%). Other types of research named
included research-based tools or programs (6%), practitioner-oriented magazines (such as
Educational Leadership) (4%), online media (1%), and dissertations (1%). Differences in the
format of research by role were statistically significant (X2 [36, n = 382] = 63.944, p = 0.003). As
shown in Table 5, principals especially named books, while federal program leaders shared a
wider variety of types of sources.
Table 5. Format of Research Leaders Cited as Useful
Book

Research/Policy
Report

Peer-reviewed
Journal Article

All Other

Deputy/Associate/
Network Superintendents

64%

12%

12%

12%

Curriculum & Instruction

59%

12%

11%

18%

Special Education

57%

17%

15%

11%

Assessment

42%

26%

19%

14%

Principals

73%

6%

10%

11%

Federal Programs

35%

30%

17%

17%

Multi-Role

63%

19%

13%

4%

All Respondents

58%

17%

14%

12%

n=379

Reasons Leaders Gave For Why Piece of Research Was Useful
In the last part of this item, we asked leaders to answer the question, “Why was it useful?”
Responses from 325 participants provided enough information to identify reasons for the
usefulness of the research. An additional 69 respondents provided an answer that provided a
description of the piece (e.g., “Study of formative assessment practices”) rather than a reason,
and 23 others merely stated “yes” or “very useful.” These 92 responses were excluded from the
analysis presented here.
Consistent with the multifaceted nature of research use described in our conceptual framework,
respondents’ reasons related to supporting leaders’ learning by developing their knowledge
(30%); designing policies, programs, and initiatives (28%); providing instructional leadership for
others in central offices or schools (23%); supporting and monitoring implementation (11%);
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and selecting programs (9%). Reasons for usefulness did not vary significantly by role category
(X2[24, n = 325] = 22.166, p = 0.569).
Differences in Responses by Item Version: Instrumental Versus Conceptual Use
The reasons for usefulness given by leaders who received the "instrumental use" and "conceptual
use" versions of the open-ended item differed significantly (X2[4, n = 325] = 10.945, p = 0.027).
Those who responded to the instrumental use prompt were more likely to give reasons related to
selecting programs (13.2%) and supporting implementation (12.1%). Those who responded to
the conceptual use prompt were more likely to give reasons related to supporting their own
professional learning (34.4%) and designing programs (29.1%).
In addition, a focus on student subgroups differed significantly by version received (X2[6, n =
430] = 14.696, p = 0.023). Responses to the instrumental use prompt were more likely to not
focus on a subgroup (71.7% vs. 63.5%), to focus on students with special needs (9.1% vs. 7.5%),
or to focus on English learners (8.3% vs. 5%). Leaders who answered the conceptual use prompt
were more likely to name a piece of research focused on race/ethnicity (10.5% vs. 4.3%), SES/
poverty (9.5% vs. 4.8%), urban students (2% vs. 1.3%), or gender (2% vs. 0.4%).
However, there were not significant differences by item version for the topic, content area focus,
or format of research named.

Technical Report No. 1
National Center for Research in Policy and Practice

| 31

Sources Leaders Use To Obtain Research
Key Findings:
•

Leaders were most likely to access research through professional associations
and professional conferences.

•

Leaders were less likely to access research through individual researchers or
from three U.S. Department of Education resources: What Works Clearinghouse,
the National Center for Education Statistics, or the Regional Educational
Laboratories.

A set of survey questions asked respondents to report the places they had sought out or acquired
research in the past twelve months. Respondents show a clear tendency to access research
through their affiliations with professional associations and, relatedly, by attending conferences
(Figure 7). Colleagues in other school districts and staff in state departments of education
represent other prevalent sources for accessing research. Consultants to the district were another
source for research findings, with 31% of respondents indicating that they had “often” or “all of
the time” sought out or acquired research from consultants, and with another 41% indicating they
did so “sometimes.” Leaders were less likely to report frequently accessing the resources available
from the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC), the National Center for Education Statistics, the
Regional Educational Laboratories, or university researchers. A majority of respondents indicated
that they rarely or never acquired research from these sources.
It is important to recognize that these categories are not mutually exclusive. Universities,
research institutions, Regional Educational Laboratories, research clearinghouses, and other
organizations contribute to the research shared through professional associations, departments
of education, and colleagues. In this way, these findings indicate the primary connections
through which leaders access research, but cannot speak to the extent to which the research
produced or shared by each of these sources reaches and influences educational leaders.
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Figure 7. Sources Leaders Use to Access Research
Professional
Associations

8%

Conferences

14%

4%10%

44%

People in Other
School Districts

20%

5% 15%

39%

State Departments
of Education

27%

10% 17%

39%

Consultants

27%

Newspapers/ Magazines

41%

What Works
Clearinghouse

57%

County Offices of
Education

58%

University Researchers

47%

Social Media

65%

National Center for
Education Statistics

57%

Regional Educational
Laboratories

60%

Vendors

62%

Wikipedia

89%

2%6%

37%

10% 17%
16%

25%

37%

20%

29%
13%
39%
29%
28%
26%

30%
27%
26%

41%

15% 3%

38%
26%

6%
10%

55%
42%
40%

7%

34%

5%

31%
18%
18%

14% 4%

25%

34%

14%

36%

41%

25%

29%

41%

14% 3%

17%
15%

13% 2%

22% 10%4%

14%

28%

30%

11%2%

13%

32%

28%

11%1%

12%

31%

6%1%

36%

63%

7%
2%

26% 9%2%
Percentage

Response

Never

Rarely

Sometimes

Often

All the Time

706 ≤ n ≤ 713
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Attitudes Toward Research
Key Findings:
•

Respondents agreed that research can be relevant to practice, but they indicated
that the time lag between conducting research and publication of research can
decrease its usefulness.

•

Survey respondents report very positive attitudes about the value of educational
research, with nearly all endorsing the ideas that research can address practical
problems facing schools and that researchers provide a valuable service to
educational practitioners.

•

Leaders were more mixed in their perceptions of the credibility or trustworthiness
of research.

Relevance of Research
Most survey respondents appear to view research as relevant to educational practice. Threequarters (76%) of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed that there was a disconnect
between research and educational practice; 87% disagreed or strongly disagreed that educational
researchers work in an “ivory tower.” The time lag between conducting a research study and the
publication of results provoked some concern: a sizeable percentage of respondents (52%) agreed
or strongly agreed that “by the time research is published it is no longer useful to me.” Figure
8 summarizes the responses to questions about the relevance of research to school and district
leaders.
Figure 8. Perceived Relevance of Research

By the time research findings are
published, they are no longer useful to me.

48%

There is a disconnect between the
research world and the educational world.

76%

3%

11%

45%

65%

41%

21%

11%

52%

24%

3%

Education researchers work in an ivory
tower and are isolated from practice.

87% 12%

75%

11%
1%

13%

Education research is too narrow to
be useful to district and school leaders.

90% 11%

79%

9%

10%

720 ≤ n ≤ 725

Response

Strongly Disagree

Percentage
Disagree
Agree

Strongly Agree
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Value of Research
Leaders consistently endorsed items asserting the positive value of research and rejected a
negatively worded item about its value (Figure 9). They were most likely to strongly agree with
the statement, “Research helps identify solutions to problems.” Of these items, the only one to
receive less positive ratings related to the value of consulting researchers when confronted with a
new problem. But even for this item, 85% of respondents responded either “agree” or “strongly
agree.”
Figure 9. Perceived Value of Research
Education research provides results that
can help improve educational outcomes.

1%

1%

Research addresses questions that
help make better decisions.

3%

2%

Research helps identify solutions to
problems.

3%

3%

A well-designed study with
strong findings can change minds.

4%

3%

75%

21%

96%

Researchers provide a valuable
service to educational practitioners.

5%

1%
4%

73%

22%

95%

Research can address practical
problems facing schools.

6%

6%

75%

19%

94%

When confronted with a new problem,
it is valuable to speak with education
researchers.

16%

Education research is a waste of money.

99%

74%
68%
57%

1%
15%
35%

64%

67%

25%
29%
40%

18%

99%
97%
97%

84%

1%

1%

Percentage
721 ≤ n ≤ 729

Response

Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly Agree
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Credibility of Research
Attitudes of leaders were more mixed with respect to the credibility or trustworthiness of
research. For example, respondents were roughly evenly split about whether education
researchers are unbiased. Over one-third of respondents agreed that researchers frame their
results to make political points, that educational research can be used to support any opinion, and
that one can find evidence to contradict any study’s findings. At the same time, large majorities
agreed that research studies’ claims are trustworthy, objective, and consistent and disagreed that
educational research is conducted to improve the careers of researchers (Figure 10).
Figure 10. Perceived Credibility of Research
The claims that research
studies make are
trustworthy.

16%

Education research is
usually objective.

22%

Education research can be
used to support any
opinion.

41%

I can find evidence to
contradict the findings of
any study.

51%

Education researchers are
unbiased.

55%

Researchers frame their
results to make political
points.

66%

Education research reports
are rarely consistent with
each other.
Education research is
conducted to improve the
careers of researchers.

694 ≤ n ≤ 718

1% 14%
1% 21%
2%
3%
5%
3%

84% 3%

39%

75%

Strongly Disagree

4% 84%

75%

3% 78%

53%

48%

46%

50%

44%

62%
82%

85% 11%

Response

80%

32%

6%
3%
2%

2%

59%
49%
45%
34%

15% 1%

16%

13% 2%

15%

Percentage
Disagree
Agree

Strongly Agree
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Effort to Acquire Research
Key Finding:
•

Although a majority of leaders say they would look for research to inform a new
problem or decision, few say they contact researchers directly under these
circumstances.

A little over half of respondents indicated that they are likely to look for education research
“often” or “all of the time” when confronted with a new problem or decision, and that they find it
valuable to consult this research. However, these decision makers rarely contact researchers
directly, though they are more likely to do so “sometimes” or “often” if they have a personal
connection to a researcher (Figure 11).
Figure 11. Effort to Acquire Research
When confronted with a new
problem or decision,
I look for research studies that
might be relevant.

13%

3% 10%

34%

42%

When confronted with a new
problem or decision,
I find it valuable to consult
education research.

15%

5% 10%

35%

38%

When confronted with a new
problem or decision, I contact
researchers I already know who
have relevant expertise.

66%

30%

26%

When confronted with a new
problem or decision, I contact
researchers to find out more
about articles they have written.

84%

When confronted with a new
problem or decision, I contact
researchers I don't already know
who have relevant expertise.

85%

36%

37%

46%

32%

53%

11%

12%

53%

50%

8%

7%1%

14% 2%

2%

14% 1%

1%

Percentage
Response

Never

Rarely

Sometimes

Often

All the Time

710 ≤ n ≤ 712
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Knowledge of How to Interpret Conclusions from Research
Key Findings:
•

Leaders’ familiarity with methods for drawing conclusions from research and to
assess conclusions of research studies varied widely across topic areas.

•

The majority of leaders understood the role of purposeful sampling in qualitative
research and how to interpret effect sizes.

We asked leaders to respond to items that assessed their familiarity with ways of interpreting
results from both quantitative and qualitative education research studies. Leaders responded to
two of five items assigned at random by the survey software.
Nearly two-thirds of respondents (65%) correctly answered an item about how inferences from
qualitative research can be strengthened by purposeful sampling, while a majority (52%)
correctly interpreted the meaning of effect size presented in the context of a randomized study.
Respondents had more trouble identifying the threats to internal validity in an item in which
teachers self-selected into a treatment group and outcomes from that set of volunteers were
compared with outcomes from non-volunteers. A little more than half of respondents did not
identify a key advantage of random assignment: increasing the likelihood that treatment and
control groups with equivalent baseline characteristics will result. Just over a quarter approved
of a validly stated inference drawn from a single case study; a majority thought nothing could
be concluded from a case study. Table 6 below summarizes results by item. The specific
scenarios and leaders’ responses follow.
Table 6. Summary of Results Across Items
Item Concept

Option A

Option B

Option C

Option D

Effect Size

15%

10%

52%

23%

Threats to Internal Validity

44%

22%

33%

1%

Random Assignment

46%

11%

36%

6%

Conclusions from Case Studies

7%

63%

28%

2%

Purposeful Sampling

14%

18%

65%

3%

Option E

6%

Note: Correct or Best Option in Bold. Sample Size between 263 and 291 per item. Items were randomly
split across two forms of survey.
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Concept: Random Assignment
Imagine that a large district wants to evaluate the impact of a new curriculum. Which of the
following is the biggest advantage to randomly assigning 200 teachers (e.g., using a lottery) to
either a treatment group (which receives the new curriculum) or a control group (which does
not)?
[46%] A. Randomization increases the likelihood that the two groups of teachers will be
similar in all ways except exposure to the new curriculum. [**Correct Answer**]
[11%] B. Randomization increases the likelihood that the results of the study will apply to
other school districts.
[36%] C. Randomization increases the likelihood that the results of the study will be
statistically significant.
[6%] D. Randomization increases the likelihood that there will be a large difference in
outcomes between the treatment and control groups
Concept: Definition of an Effect Size
A large number of students were randomly assigned either to a treatment group that received an
intensive tutoring program in reading or to a control group that did not. After participating in the
program for 10 weeks, students were given a reading assessment. Results show that students in
the treatment group scored higher than students in the control group, with an effect size of 0.3. In
this context, what does “an effect size of 0.3” mean?
[15%] A. On average, students in the treatment group scored 0.3 percent higher than
students in the control group.
[10%] B. On average, students in the treatment group scored 0.3 points higher than
students in the control group.
[52%] C. On average, students in the treatment group scored 0.3 standard deviations higher
than students in the control group. [**Correct Answer**]
[23%] D. The correlation between the curriculum and test scores was 0.3.
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Concept: Selection Bias as Biggest Threat to Internal Validity
In a large district, a group of 1000 math teachers was offered the opportunity to take an intensive
professional development (PD) course. Of these teachers, 575 chose to take the course, and 425
did not. Over the following three years, researchers determined that average student achievement
scores were higher for teachers who took the PD course than for those who did not; this
difference was statistically significant.
Which of the following is the biggest threat to the district’s ability to draw conclusions based on
this study?
[44%] A. Other education interventions may have occurred in the district during this
period.
[22%] B. It is unclear how student achievement was measured.
[33%] C. Teachers who chose to participate in the PD course may be different from those who
did not. [**Correct Answer**]
[1%] D. A majority of eligible teachers took the PD course, making the group sizes
unequal.
Concept: Conclusions That Can Be Drawn from Case Study Research
Researchers studied one elementary school teacher’s efforts to change her teaching in
mathematics and English Language Arts (ELA) in response to new state standards. In ELA,
she sought out and actively participated in professional development, asked for advice from
colleagues, and created opportunities for collaboration around ELA instruction at her school. In
mathematics, she relied exclusively on required professional development workshops and focused
on memorizing the material presented so she could apply it in her classroom. Which of the
following inferences can you draw from this case?
[7%] A. Elementary school teachers’ learning experiences may differ depending upon the
school subject, and this accounts for why elementary teachers often excel in teaching one
subject but not another.
[63%] B. Nothing, because the study only involves one teacher.
[28%] C. Elementary school teachers’ engagement in learning may differ by school subject,
and these differences may contribute to very different opportunities to learn depending on the
school subject. [**Best Answer**]
[2%] D. Elementary teachers typically change their ELA teaching more easily than their
mathematics teaching in response to reform initiatives.
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Concept: Purposeful Sampling in Qualitative Research
Researchers randomly sampled six middle school classrooms in order to study the
implementation of a new middle school science curriculum. They observed and interviewed over
the first three years of using the curriculum.
They found that teachers who implemented the curriculum with fidelity worked in schools where
leaders learned about the curriculum and allocated time for teachers to talk with one another
about it. They concluded that school leadership for instruction was essential for helping teachers
to implement the new curriculum with high fidelity. The researchers have funds to continue
the study in six more schools. What would be the best way to provide better support for this
conclusion?
[14%] A. Randomly sample six more schools to ensure that they can generalize
appropriately to the population of middle schools.
[18%] B. Select schools not implementing the new science curriculum to provide a
comparison group.
[65%] Select a purposeful sample of teachers from schools with different levels of leadership
for instruction. [**Best Answer**]
[3%] The study does not need to be improved, as the design is already rigorous.
[6%] Collect survey data to standardize the kinds of questions asked of teachers during
the study.
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Organizational Routines in Which Research Is Used
Key Findings:
•

Respondents reported that research was most likely to come up “all of the time”
when in meetings focused on instruction, curricula or intervention selection, or
program design or adoption.

•

Respondents said research was least likely to come up in meetings with parents
or when discussing community issues.

We asked leaders to indicate how often they attended meetings focused on different kinds of
activities and, when they did, how often research came up in the meetings. Respondents reported
participating most frequently in meetings about instruction (62% said they did so weekly or
daily). They also reported frequent meetings about strategic planning (30% said they did so
weekly or daily) and with parents or to discuss community issues (26% said they did so weekly or
daily). Least frequent were meetings to select curricula and interventions (see Table 7).
Of these meetings, research was most often likely to come up when discussing instruction, when
selecting curricula and interventions, and when designing or adapting programs. Research was
less frequently a part of meetings involving parents or community issues.
Table 7. Organizational Routines In Which Research Is Used
N

Never

Occasionally

Often

All of the
time

Instruction

721

1%

22%

48%

28%

Designing/adapting programs

699

2%

25%

46%

21%

Strategic Planning

712

5%

33%

40%

19%

Parents or Community Issues

698

11%

44%

30%

9%

How well program was implemented

701

6%

34%

41%

14%

Selecting curricula or interventions

685

2%

26%

42%

23%

Thinking about the past year, how often did
research come up in these meetings?
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Culture of Research Use
Key Finding:
•

Although leaders reported research is viewed as a useful source of information
in their department or central office, a majority disagreed with the statement tha
people expected claims made in meetings to be backed up by research.

Four questions relevant to a district's or department’s culture around the use of research were
posed to a random subset of 372 respondents. We randomized these items because each took 2–
4 minutes to complete and we sought to minimize response burden on participants. A large
majority of respondents indicated that research was viewed as useful and that they were
encouraged to use research as part of their work. However, it was less common for respondents
to indicate that their districts or departments frequently conduct studies on the programs they
implement or that staff are expected to back up claims with research evidence (Figure 12).
Figure 12. Culture of Research Use in Leaders’ Organizational Units
(Department or Central Office

Research is seen as a useful
source of information.

13%

We are genuinely encouraged
to use research as part of our
ongoing work.

24%

We conduct studies on
programs we select
and implement to see how
they work.

46%

It is expected that if you make
a claim at a meeting, you will
be able to cite research
evidence to back it up.

56%

13%

3% 20%

10%

16%

40%

47%

36%

36%

34%

40%

30%

40%

20%

87%

76%

54%

14%

44%

Percentage
n = 372
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Never
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Often

All the Time

Technical Report No. 1
National Center for Research in Policy and Practice

| 43

Key Conclusions and Next Steps
The overall portrait of research among school and district leaders that emerges from our study is
one of a population that is generally positive about the value of research and that reports using
research regularly. Where past research has found instrumental uses of research for decision
making to be relatively rare,28 leaders in our study reported using research when making
decisions for a variety of purposes. And although education research is often criticized for a lack
of relevance to practice,29 the leaders who completed this survey generally agreed that education
research was relevant to a number of issues facing their schools and district and that education
research was valuable for practice. In many respects, these findings run counter to widely held
views about how little research seems to influence practice.
At the same time, some of the findings from the study suggest ways that research could be more
useful to school and district leaders. For one, when asked to name a piece of research that had
been useful to them in the past year, more than 40% did not name any research. Future analyses
will examine the low response rate to this item. And when it comes to credibility, while over
three-quarters agreed that research findings were trustworthy and objective, over half did not
agree that researchers are unbiased. When confronted with new problems or issues, not many
leaders said they consulted with researchers.
Evidence regarding some of the individual and organizational characteristics we identified in
our conceptual framework may help explain our results. The analyses presented here show that
some district leaders may draw inappropriate conclusions from research based on their
understanding of quantitative and qualitative research methods. In addition, less than half of
school and district leaders said they were part of organizations where it was expected that they
support their proposals with evidence from research. In future analyses, we plan to explore
associations between research use as reported on surveys and these individual and
organizational correlates.
Our next steps as NCRPP are to conduct a set of case studies to investigate more deeply how
these individual characteristics and organizational processes figure in research use. We will
be conducting interviews, observations, and surveys in four districts that vary with respect to
their external connections to research and routines for research use. Findings, as they become
available, will be posted at http://ncrpp.org.
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LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
Our study focused on the largest school districts in the United States, that is, those with roughly
9,000 students or more. There are many more school districts that have fewer students, especially
in rural areas. We focused on larger districts because we wanted to understand the link between
roles in the central office and research use; larger districts tend to have larger central offices with
more variation in roles. But our choice means that we cannot draw inferences about how leaders
use research in smaller districts.
Another limitation is that our study relied on self-report. Self-report on surveys involving socially
desirable behaviors like ours are always subject to bias. Research use is an interactive process that
is best understood using multiple methods that include observations of how research is used in
district meetings. We have planned a set of case studies as part of NCRPP to help us contextualize
survey findings and triangulate results of our survey study.
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APPENDIX
Table A1.
Comparison of MDR Roles (Sampling Frame) to Reported Roles of Respondents
Role Defined by MDR
List

1.
Deputy/
Associate/
Network
Superintendents

2.
Curriculum
&
Instruction

3.
Special
Education

4.
Assessment

5.
Principals

6.
Federal
Programs

7.
Multi-Role

90

115

102

91

138

89

108

Supervisor of
Teaching

9

42

10

9

18

13

35

Math
Coordinator

0

22

0

0

0

1

2

Science
Coordinator

0

22

0

0

0

0

0

Reading
Coordinator

0

11

0

0

2

3

2

Assessment
Coordinator

0

3

1

62

1

4

14

Special Education
Director

1

0

83

0

1

0

7

73

26

6

10

0

10

69

Principal or
Assistant Principal

1

3

1

0

135

0

2

Federal Programs
Director

0

0

1

2

2

47

22

Other

14

17

13

21

3

38

13

Total # Checked

98

146

115

104

162

116

166

Unique count
Role as reported
in survey

Assistant
Superintendent
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Exhibit A1.
Coding Categories for Open-Ended Item: Research that Leaders Find Useful
1. Identification coding:
a. APA citation
b. Author(s)
c. Summary/ abstract
2. Descriptive coding:
a. Author Type
i. Internal to the district
ii. External to the district
iii. Both internal and external authors
iv. Can’t tell
b. Type:
i. Book
ii. Journal article
iii. Practitioner-oriented magazine article
iv. Research-based tool or program
v. Technical report or Working paper
vi. Research/ Policy brief or report
vii. Standards document
viii. Dissertation
ix. Media
x. Other
xi. Can’t tell
c. Peer-review status:
i. Peer-review
ii. Editorial review
iii. Thesis review
iv. No review
v. Can’t tell
d. Topic/ Subtopic:
i. Assessment
1. Standardized testing
2. Classroom assessment
3. Grading
4. Placement/ screening
5. Other
ii. Student learning and student outcomes
1. Student achievement/ learning outcomes
2. Social/ emotional/ behavioral outcomes

Technical Report No. 1
National Center for Research in Policy and Practice

| 52

3. Graduation rates
4. College/ career readiness
5. Learning/ identity development
6. Mindset
7. Other
iii. Teachers and teaching in the classroom
1. Pedagogical practices
2. Teacher professional learning
3. Teacher preparation
4. Teacher effectiveness/ evaluation
5. Curriculum/ Standards
6. Other
iv. School organization, improvement and reform
1. School leader practices and professional learning
2. School improvement
3. School-level interventions
4. Organization (including scheduling)
5. School climate
6. Family/ community engagement
7. Bilingual education/ ESL
8. Detracking
9. Discipline
10. Other
v. School system organization, improvement and reform
1. District leader practices and professional learning
2. System improvement
3. District-level interventions
4. Early childhood education
5. Large-scale policies
6. Other
e.Why useful
i. Supporting leaders’ own professional learning
ii. Providing instructional leadership for others
iii. Designing policies, programs and initiatives
iv. Selecting programs
v. Supporting and monitoring implementation
vi. Persuading others on policies, programs and initiatives
vii. Verifying/ validating programs on policies, programs and initiatives
viii. Other
ix. Descriptive only
x. No response
xi. Can’t tell
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