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hy is the reputation of education
W research so awful? In connection
with a recent report of the National Re-
search Council (Atkinson & Jackson,
1992), I conducted an oral history of the
federal role in supporting education re-
search over the past 25 years. I asked
33 key agency officials and researchers
to express historically grounded judg-
ments on pressing issues in the field,
including the awful reputation of edu-
cation research (Kaestle, 1992).1

The Uses of Education Research

Does educational research matter? What
does it mean, to ‘‘matter’’? Are aca-
demic achievement measures the bot-
tom line in justifying education re-
search? Many researchers think not, but
practitioners and agency officials often
define usefulness in such terms. Emer-
son Elliott, the Office of Educational
Research and Improvement’s (OERI)
reigning veteran, declares that “‘at the
policy level, you have to think about
supporting research primarily on the
grounds that ultimately it is expected to
have some impact on the performance
of American education.”” Representa-
tive John Brademas (D-IN), who co-
sponsored the creation of the National
Institute of Education (NIE) in Con-

‘gress, says the purpose of education

research ‘‘is to enable the taxpayer to
reap greater dividends on the invest-
ment of vast sums of public moneys,”’
in other words, to make the practice of
education more efficient. But Brademas
defines very broadly the ways in which
research can contribute. For example,
according to Brademas, Congress often
needs good research to write good
laws. When party differences don’t get
in the way, legislators occasionally have
the luxury of just trying to do the right
thing. But this is difficult in complex
areas like allocating financial aid to
universities or constructing categories

for special education children. Says
Brademas, "‘I came to have very strong
feelings that a major problem for seri-
ous legislators was getting access ... to
intelligence. I don’t say just informa-
tion, but intelligence, which goes be-
yond information.”” When they were
working on the Elementary and Second-
ary Education Act, “legislators were
hungry for credible counsel, articulated
in understandable ways.”” Still, Brade-
mas cautioned against the view that
you get quick, measurable results from
educational research. You don't “put a
nickel in the slot on Monday marked
‘educational research’ and the results
tumble out on Tuesday. Then on
Wednesday you ship them off to the
school system, and on Thursday the
school system puts them into effect. ...
There should be a dynamic, ongoing,
mutual exchange of ideas between the
researchers and the users.”’

Even when the people holding the
purse strings say they will wait for the
results, they expect eventually to get
some evidence that research changed
practice. When Milton Goldberg was
acting assistant secretary of OERI in
1981, he testified before Congressman
Silvio Conti, who began by saying,
Dr. Goldberg, look, before you go any
further, can I ask you to do something
for me?... Don’t begin your remarks
by telling me that research takes a long
time. Because your predecessors have
done that.”

Goldberg said, ‘’Unfortunately, Mr.
Conti, it is true that research takes a
long time. On the other hand, if you
support enough research, over long
enough periods of time, I ought to be
able to tell you, at any point in time,
that some stuff has borne fruit. And I
ought to be able to tell you enough
about that stuff so that you will permit
us to continue doing that other work
that may not be fruitful for another five
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or six years. He said, ‘OK, tell me.” ”
And Goldberg proceeded to enumerate
research that mattered. .
What do research administrators say
when they report that research has mat-
tered? Sometimes they cite individual
projects that speak to important policy
issues in persuasive ways or offer new
evidence of vexed questions. Brademas
says the Perry Preschool ("“Ypsilanti’’)
study on the long-run positive effects
of preschool education (Schweinhart &
Weikert, 1980) showed that waiting a
long time for results can be worth it,
even for Congress. Christopher Cross,
formerly assistant secretary for OER],
reports that a staff paper by Jim Fox
(1990) was well received on the Hill.
Among the lines of research whose in-
fluence Fox documented were effective
schools studies, early childhood educa-
tion studies, parent education programs,
higher order thinking research, and
learning research more generally. Ac-
cording to Mike Timpane, director of
NIE in the late 1970s, the work on
school finance by Dennis Doyle and
David Mandell created “‘a school fi-
nance revolution in the U.5... . another
very successful example of what NIE
did”’ (see National Council on Educa-
tional Research, 1980, pp. 46-47; Od-
den, 1978). ' ‘
Researchers frequently mention
among their favorite pieces of research
the studies of math education by Mag-
dalene Lampert (Lampert, 1985), not
only because of their fresh insights but
also because of the union of theory and
practice; Lampert is a fourth-grade
teacher, as well as a faculty member at
Michigan State. Similarly, researchers
mention the ground-breaking work of
Brown and Palinscar on higher order
thinking, again a union of practice and
theory (Brown & Palincsar, 1987). Jim
Greeno, a cognitive scientist at Stanford
University, describes another way re-
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search was united with practice. Ten
years ago, a group of researchers met
in Wisconsin to report studies of math
education. Several of them had discov-
ered independently that word problems
couldn’t be treated simply as arithmetic
problems but involved a more compli-
cated problem-solving process. Those
results were incorporated into summer
workshops for teachers led by Tom
Carpenter, Elizabeth Fennema, and
Penelope Peterson at the University of
Wisconsin, and some teachers made
radical changes in their teaching from
this experience. The teachers (not the re-
searchers) devised the new approaches
(see Carpenter, Fennema, Peterson,
Chiang, & Loef, -1989).

In addition to the individual pieces of
research cited above, researchers often
cite whole lines of research that have
had influence, including research on
child development, on cognition, on

reading, on teaching, and on methods

in special education. Harold (““Doc’)
Howe, commissioner of education in
the 1960s, reminds us that Head Start
was based on notions of child develop-
ment that had been accumulating
through the whole course of 20 century
research. More recently, the “‘construc-
tivist’” framework in cognitive science
has been influential. In addition to the
work from Pittsburgh’s Learning Re-
search and Development Center (LRDC)
and the Wisconsin Center for Education
Research (WCER), Linda Darling-
Hammond, of Columbia Teachers Col-
lege, mentions its impact on the recent
standards promulgated by the National
Council on the Teaching of Mathema-
tics, and Senta Raizen, director of the
National Center for Improving Science
Education, refers to the work of Tom
Sticht and others, developed for train-
ing in the armed forces. “Cognitive sci-
ence,”’ Raizen says, “"has actually paid
off in a very pragmatic fashion in effec-
tive training courses.”’

The reading research begun in the
early days of NIE had considerable in-
fluence, moving the field from a con-
cern with readiness, decoding, and ear-
ly reading instruction to an emphasis
on comprehension and processing of
text, linking it up with the latest work
in cognitive science. Its routes into prac-
tice involved the creation of a research
center plus a program of field-initiated
research. Perhaps the most concrete
product of all this was the report Becom-
ing a Nation of Readers (Anderson, Hie-
bert, Scott, & Wildinson, 1984), an ex-

ample of consensus building that made
a splash in the media. More important,
says Mike Timpane, the reading re-
search begun by NIE “'shifted the en-
tire agenda for research and develop-
ment in that area.”’

NIE's research on teaching moved in
some similar ways, beginning with
agenda-setting, then going on to a pro-
gram of field-initiated studies and even-
tually to the creation of a research cen-
ter at Michigan State. According to Lee
Shulman, a former codirector of the In-
stitute for Research on Teaching (IRT),
IRT ‘‘represents what happens when a
federally funded program becomes a
vehicle for changing research programs
or paradigms.”” IRT explored teachers
as researchers, explored the intersection
of pedagogy and policy, and “‘helped
redefine the field of research on teach-
ing from an extension of behavioristic
learning theory and product-process re-
search into a more cognitive, anthropo-
logical interdisciplinary enterprise’” (see
Porter & Brophy, 1988).

*‘Basic’’ vs. ’Applied”” Work
in Education

While people in research agencies and
research centers have struggled to im-
prove their dissemination of results,
some “‘basic’’ research has gravitated
toward classrooms. The trend is most
dramatic in psychology. “When I came
into this business . .. trained as an ex-
perimental psychologist,”” says Ann
Brown of Berkeley, "I would have al-
most nothing to do with educational
psychology. The psychologist would
develop theories of learning . .. devel-
oped on laboratory tasks, artificial situa-
tions, ... It would then be the educa-
tional psychologist’s job to apply that
to the classroom.”” Sometime around
the 1970s, psychologists like Brown
began basing their theories on work
outside the laboratory. They went into
classrooms or recreated situations more
like classrooms. The object was to un-
derstand children “learning complex
content over time.” To understand
that, they had to pay attention to con-
text, social structure, and other varia-
bles absent in the lab. Lauren Resnick,
director of LRDC, concurs: “'I tend to
call some of my classroom research ba-
sic, because it’s the only place I can pur-
sue some theoretical concerns.”

This model not only transforms the
old research procedure; it sees the
teacher in a different light than in the
old model of dissemination, where re-

search was translated into products for
teachers to use. Here the currency is
ideas, and the transformation is done
by the teacher. Brown originally stud-
ied Palinscar and then went out to see
what other teachers would do with the
ideas. “'I'm not telling the teacher ...
what I want done. ... I watch her im-
plement it, and I watch her change it,
Actually, I'm totally dependent on a
gifted teacher.”

Greeno is emphatic about the impor-
tance of this convergence. The common
view of basic research, ‘‘that it needs
to go on in some highly controlled set-
ting,”” is outdated and wrongheaded,
according to Greeno. ‘That creates a
translation problem’’ that “can’t be
solved.”” Not only does it misconceive
research, but it impoverishes our view
of practice as divorced from fundamen-
tal inquiry. The two must be merged,
supporting work on practical problems
in classroom settings because it will also
yield fundamental insights into the
learning process.

Researchers endorse this model intel-
lectually for its potential in understand-
ing the complexities of education. Re-
search administrators endorse a similar
combination on tactical grounds. Marc
Tucker, president of the National Cen-
ter on Education and the Economy,
says flatly that basic research in educa-
tion ““doesn’t lay a very great claim on
anyone’s agenda save researchers.”’ In
the education directorate of the Nation-

“al Science Foundation (NSF) there is a
pervasive emphasis on utility. Ray Han-
napel, in charge of NSF’s Research on
Teaching and Learning, says they have
always been concerned that their proj-
ects be not only rigorous but useful.
The education directorate ‘‘is much
more applied”” than the rest of NSF.
Not that their recent projects haven’t -
dealt with theory (for example, the
Cognitively Guided Instruction, CGI,
from Wisconsin) or cultural context (for
example, Harold Stevenson’s work on
Japan and China), but even CGI, says
Hannapel, is very “‘exportable....
That’s always been our bent.”

Dissemination: Getting Into Practice

Chris Cross asked Al Shanker, presi-
dent of the American Federation of
Teachers, how one communicates with
teachers. Shanker said, ‘I don’t know.
If you find out how I can reach them,
let me know.”’ If researchers’ favorite
complaint is lack of money, the most
common complaint leveled at them is
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