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Research Article Summary: “What Research District Leaders Find Useful” 
 
We all know that the Blueprint is a research-based model, and many of us could probably recite 
many of the basic findings from research that were used to develop the Blueprint.  But, do we 
really know what it means for something to be “research-based”?  And, do our colleagues in 
districts?  Or do they care? 
 
A research project funded by the William T. Grant Foundation explored the notion of what 
practicing educators and leaders find useful about research.  Their research, summarized in an 
article titled, “What Research District Leaders Find Useful,” involved asking such leaders what 
research they actually read or review, and what they find helpful in their own planning and 
decision-making.  It is probably not surprising that most practitioners use research in ways that are 
different than other researchers or policy makers, who often assume (just as the authors of the 
Every Student Succeeds Act did) that educators only read research to select programs that can be 
utilized in their schools.  Here is what they found: 

● Leaders read research to support their learning to better understand the best practices in 
their field. 

● Leaders read the research to share it, whether with colleagues in their own schools or 
through professional learning (this is probably seeming familiar to many of our SWFT 
team). 

● Leaders used research to provide a framework that could be used to structure the vision or 
mission for their work and to design district wide strategies and programs.  They used the 
drivers or decision-processes within these frameworks to make decisions for their districts. 

● Perhaps most important of the areas used was to inform implementation strategies, 
including addressing buy-in and strategies. 

 
So why mention this?  First, it is important to understand that the leaders in districts that we work 
with are not necessarily wanting to know just that a program is “research-based,” but that they 
are wanting to know the framework and decisions that go into the implementation.  That is very 
much the path that has been used in the design and installation efforts around the Blueprint, so 
that people don’t just treat it as a checklist or recipe for success, but really understand why 
elements of the Blueprint are designed the way they are.  Second, it is important to know this as 
you share any research with others – while it can be good to say, “do X because the research says 
it works,” that our colleagues in schools are hopefully wanting more than that, and that our 
responsibility with the research is to help them understand the why, and the pathways that can 
lead to success. 
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You can find a summary of this article, “What Research District Leaders Find Useful,” by Bill 
Penuel, Anna-Ruth Allen, Yukie Toyama, and Cynthia Coburn, at the URL below (as reprinted by 
Education Week): 
https://mobile.edweek.org/c.jsp?cid=25920011&item=http%3A%2F%2Fapi.edweek.org%2Fv1%2F
blog%2F193%2Findex.html%3Fuuid%3D76589&platform=hootsuite 
 
The full research article can be found at: 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0895904816673580 
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