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Abstract Body 
962 words 

Background / Context:  

Beginning with the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) and reinforced by the 

Education Sciences Reform Act of 2002 (ESRA) and the Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015, the 

federal government created explicit expectations for the role of research in informing decisions 

about education programs, policies, and practice, and it also specified new expectations for what 

constituted research knowledge that was worth using (e.g., randomized experiments). 

Unfortunately, we don’t know much about whether federal legislation has actually led schools 

and individual educators to make better and more frequent use of research to inform their 

decisions.  

The IES-funded Center for Research Use in Education is developing and validating a 

survey to measure the role of different forms of evidence (including research) in school-based 

decisions through collection of multilevel data from district and school staff nationwide.  

Purpose / Objective: 

To motivate new approaches to increasing research use and evidence-based decision-

making in schools, our team is conducting a series of research studies, the first of which involves 

developing and validating a survey to measure depth of research use by schools and teachers 

through collection of multilevel data from district staff, school administrators, and classroom 

teachers. In this paper, we present results from a large-scale survey of more than 3,000 educators 

from over 200 schools. The results presented in this paper focus on our survey scale of 

educators’ capacity to critique research. 

Setting: 

Educators from a national sample of schools completed a battery of surveys during the 

2016-17, 2017-18, 2018-19, and 2019-20 school years (data collection will conclude in fall 

2019). The final sample of schools is approximately 20% rural, 50% suburban, and 30% urban. 

Population / Participants:  

The sampling frame included instructional staff (e.g., teachers, coaches) or responsible 

for supervising instruction (e.g., principals). The survey has an overall response rate of just over 

50%, with many schools achieving response rates above 70%. The respondent sample includes 

about 4% school administrators, 2% district staff, 9% instructional coaches/specialists, 14% 

special education teachers, 59% additional classroom teachers, and 12% other instructional staff 

(e.g., ESL teachers). 

Research Design: 

This is a large-scale survey research study with three phases. The first two phases 

involved piloting the survey in separate samples of 30-schools. A nationally-representative field 

test was conducted in 2018-19 involving 100 schools and continues during the 2019-20 school 

year, with a final sample goal of 300 schools. The data for this paper will be augmented with 

data from the fall 2019 field trial prior to presenting at SREE in spring 2020. 
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Data Collection and Analysis:  

Data were collected through online administration of the survey using the Qualtrics 

platform. Analyses involve descriptive statistics, t-tests, and two-level HLM analyses. 

Findings / Results:  

Psychometric analysis of the 11-item Capacity scale demonstrated very high reliability 

(Cronbach’s Alpha = .97), with item-total correlations ranging from .82 to .89 and similar 

distributions of responses on the Likert scale across all items. The distribution of total scores was 

markedly skewed right, with the vast majority of respondents scoring in the “not confident” to 

“somewhat confident” range (see Figure 3). The mean score was 1.02 (i.e., “Somewhat 

Confident”), the standard deviation of scores was .77 points, and the interquartile range was 0.36 

points to 1.54 points, suggesting that fewer than half of respondents were “Mostly” or “Very” 

confident to critically evaluate research. More specifically, only 26% of respondents had total 

scores equal to or greater than 1.5 (i.e., approaching or exceeding “Mostly Confident”), and only 

4% of respondents had total scores equal to or greater than 2.5 (i.e., approaching “Very 

Confident”). 

However, school-level results were quite different from the individual level results. The 

vast majority of schools included one or more respondents with relatively high total scores on the 

Capacity scale. More specifically, 90% of schools had a least one respondent with a Capacity 

score of at least 1.5 (i.e., approaching or exceeding “Mostly Confident”), while 40% of schools 

had a least one respondent with a Capacity score of at least 2.5 (i.e., approaching “Very 

Confident”). 

Interestingly, staff role (teacher, administrator, etc.) was found to be unrelated to 

Capacity scores (F = 0.73, p = .60). However, prior training and experiences were found to be 

significant predictors of Capacity scores.  

Experiences in degree programs and professional development (PD) that emphasized 

research were associated with substantially higher Capacity scores, with standardized effects just 

over one-half a standard deviation, or about one-third of the distance between “Not at All 

Confident” and “Somewhat Confident.”  Larger standardized effects were associated with 

research conference attendance (+.62) and participation in a formal Research-Practice 

Partnership (+.81). The experience of participating in a professional learning community (PLC) 

was not significantly associated with Capacity to critique research. 

Only one of the Training items was associated with higher Capacity to critique 

research—taking a Research Design course as an undergrad or grad student was associated with 

a standardized effect of +.62 standard deviations, or about 40% of the distance between “Not at 

All Confident” and “Somewhat Confident.”  Having taken an Introductory Statistics Course or 

another course on understanding and interpreting research, despite being quite common, was not 

significantly associated with Capacity to critique research. 

Conclusions:  

These results from of our large-scale survey align well with recent results from 

previously published research and theory related to educators’ capacity to critique research (e.g., 
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Supovitz and Klein, 2003; West and Rhoton, 1994; Reichardt, 2000; Coburn & Talbert, 2006). 

Simply put, most educators report relatively low confidence in critiquing research. This occurs 

despite widespread participation in pre-service and in-service training and experiences intended 

(explicitly or implicitly) to improve engagement with and capacity to critically evaluate research. 

On the other hand, these results suggest that most, if not the majority of schools have at least one 

staff member who feels confident in their ability to critically evaluate research.
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Figure 1.  Conceptual Framework for Research Use in Schools 
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Figure 2.  Survey Items Measuring Educator Capacity to Critically Evaluate Research. 
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Figure 3.  Histogram of Educator’s Overall Scale Scores on Confidence in Critiquing 

Research. 
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Table 1.  Educators’ Overall Scale Scores on Confidence in Critiquing Research by 11 

Indicators of Prior Experience and Training. 

 

  Mean Total 

Capacity 

Score 

  

Prior Experience / Training 
Percent 

Yes 
Yes No 

Raw 

Difference 

Standardized 

Difference 
      

Experience (Yes/No)      

I was in a graduate program where 

I conducted research. 
52% 1.35 0.88 +0.46*** +0.59 

I was in an undergraduate/graduate 

program that heavily emphasized 

research use. 

51% 1.34 0.87 +0.46*** +0.59 

I review research and apply it in my 

own work. 
46% 1.28 0.95 +0.33*** +0.43 

I have engaged with research 

through a Professional Learning 

Community. 

41% 1.16 1.03 +0.13 +0.17 

I have conducted action research. 36% 1.41 0.95 +0.46*** +0.59 

I have participated in other 

professional development around 

critically consuming research. 

28% 1.41 0.98 +0.43*** +0.55 

I attend research conferences. 21% 1.48 1.00 +0.48*** +0.62 

I have been involved in a formal 

research-practice partnership. 
12% 1.64 1.01 +0.63*** +0.81 

Training (Yes/No)      

I have taken an Introduction to 

Statistics course. 
75% 1.12 0.95 +0.17 +0.22 

I have taken a Research Design 

course. 
49% 1.39 0.91 +0.48*** +0.62 

I have taken another course on 

understanding and interpreting 

research. 

45% 1.20 1.07 +0.12 +0.15 

      

Note. N = 858.  Statistical significance adjusted for multiple comparisons using Bonferroni 

Correction; *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 


