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ver the past 50 years or more there have a been a plethora of studies of instructional
innovation that were theoretically-derived, technically sound in design, implemented with a
high degree of fidelity and control of instructional innovations, and reported in top notch
peer reviewed educational research journals that have produced, in some cases, phenomenal
results in terms of student learning and engagement. Yet despite these remarkable findings,
student achievement levels in the United States have hardly budged. Take for example Reading
First, President George W. Bush’s reading initiative that was supposed to raise reading
achievement of third grade students in the United States. Reading First was based on state of the
art knowledge of effective reading instruction as reported by the National Reading Panel. The
results of Reading First were hardly encouraging. Reading achievement among American
students has largely been stagnant over the past twenty years. Reading First produced no
statistically noticeable effects on reading achievement when compared with non-Reading First
schools. How can this be?
There are, of course, many reasons that may be offered for the lack of a positive effect for
Reading First or other instructional programs “proven” to work through empirical studies. I am
of the opinion that one of the reasons for this ineffectiveness of proven research is that the studies
often take place in instructional environments that do not reflect the realities of real classrooms.
I have often heard from teachers and school principals who have been mandated to implement
the latest “new thing” in literacy instruction. They are instructed to use the program precisely as
prescribed by the author(s) of the program and in some cases have been observed and evaluated
in terms of their fidelity of implementation. Despite such implementation I rarely hear of the
ground-breaking results that were reported in the scientific research journals.When the researchbased instruction does not manifest the external validity (Stanovich & Stanovich, 2003) that is as
important as the internal validity that is demanded of traditional scientific research the results are
likely to be disappointing. The original research does not resemble the real day-to-day lives of
teachers and students; and so when that research is implemented in environments that do not
resemble the environment in which the research was conducted the results will likely not be the
same as the original research and usually disappointing.
In addition to the scientific top-down instructional research that we regard so highly in our field,
we need use-inspired research that comes from the grass-roots, research that is theoretically
sound, but adapted by real teachers and principals for real classrooms. Indeed, nearly all of the
research I do nowadays is in collaboration with real teachers and principals. Interestingly,
because this research often lacks the qualities (e.g. internal validity, control groups, etc.)
demanded of the top tier research journals it is often rejected when submitted for publication
consideration. This is why I am so excited by the birth of the Journal of Teacher Action
Research, a journal of research by and for teachers, principals, and children. This journal will
give teachers (often in collaboration with instructional scientists and scholars) the opportunity to
tell their own stories of effective instruction. The research will be rooted in the real lives of
teachers and students. I applaud the originators of JTAR for their willingness to give teachers
respect and a respected voice in the development of education to provide more effective
instruction for students.
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