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I am writing on behalf of the Executive Board of the Division for Research (DR), a division of 
The Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) that is committed to sound research about children, 
youth, and adults with disabilities, their families, and the people who work with them. The goals 
of CEC-DR include the promotion of equal partnership with practitioners in designing, 
conducting, and interpreting research in special education. We represent over 1000 individuals 
involved in research in the field of special education.  
 
CEC-DR greatly appreciates your invitation for feedback on the focus and work of the research 
centers of the Institute of Education Sciences (IES). We welcome this opportunity to reflect on 
the advancements achieved by IES’s partnership with researchers and other stakeholders over the 
last decade and to offer recommendations to further enhance the impact of IES funded research 
activities in the coming years, especially on educational outcomes for children and youth with 
disabilities.  
 
How this letter was developed: This letter was developed over a two month period. Three 
national “town hall” type phone conferences were held to gain input from special education 
researchers. Email invitations to participate in the phone meetings were sent to research contacts 
of CEC divisions, Division for Research Executive Board members, and an extensive list of 
special education researchers. Over 70 national leaders were invited to participate and share 
feedback. Individual phone or in-person meetings were held with researchers who identified an 
interest in providing additional input or were unable to attend one of the three national phone 
meetings but still wanted to share their thoughts and opinions. Individuals also emailed their 
comments. Meetings focused on the following three questions developed by IES: (a) What are 
the characteristics of education and special education studies that have had the most influence on 
policy and practice, and the lessons these studies offer for future work? (b) What are the critical 
problems or issues on which new research is needed? (c) What recommendations do you have on 
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how to target research funding to do the most good for the field? Extensive notes were taken 
across all meetings. A subcommittee was formed to analyze the feedback and develop this letter. 
The subcommittee organized the feedback by themes and discussed the ranking of those themes 
based on the feedback across numerous meetings. The result of these actions is this letter. Along 
the entire process, DR worked in close collaboration with CEC national leadership. 
 
At the outset we want to note that our feedback, especially our recommendations for future work, 
has been developed from two perspectives. On the one hand, CEC-DR is fully aware that federal 
funding for education research and especially special education research is inadequate to meet 
IES’s challenge to support rigorous research that addresses the nation’s most pressing education 
needs, especially with regard to children and youth with disabilities. We recognize that the 
ability of the National Center for Special Education Research (NCSER) to meet this challenge 
has been further eroded by the extraordinary budget cuts that began in 2011 and, it appears, will 
not be reversed for some time to come. On the other hand, rather than consider only what might 
be possible given the current funding situation, we offer recommendations that we believe would 
enhance NCSER’s impact on the field and remain hopeful that adequate funding will one day be 
available to support needed improvements.  
 
It is important to note that CEC-DR primarily addresses more universal special education 
research issues rather than specific disability research issues. Specific disability research topics 
are typically the purview of other special interest divisions. Disability-specific information in 
this letter is mostly used for illustrative purposes of a larger special education research issue. 
Also, the information provided in this letter is influenced by the input from national special 
education leaders who are members of special interest division(s). Our feedback is organized 
according to the three questions noted above that were posted in the August 2014 invitation.   
 
QUESTION 1: What are the characteristics of education and special education studies that 
have had the most influence on policy and practice during the past 10 years? What lessons 
can we draw from these studies to inform NCER’s and NCSER’s future work? 
 
It is important to first acknowledge the excellent work of NCSER and NCER over the last 10 
years. The formation of IES, and particularly NCSER’s focus on the research and educational 
needs of those with disabilities, has significantly improved the quality of special education 
research in the United States. In particular, we support and advocate for the focus of NCSER and 
NCER on increased scientific rigor in research. We commend and recommend the continued 
inclusion of research using a variety of research designs, including randomized experiments, 
quasi-experiments, and single-case design. We applaud IES’s efforts to include single-case 
design research as a means of developing evidence-based practices (EBPs). Single-case design 
research is a rigorous methodology that is vital to special education researchers who study low 
incidence populations. As researchers and consumers of research, we see the benefits of these 
efforts to our own research and teaching, with tools to enhance EBPs in both special and general 
education. 
 
Across areas of special education research, we value the work of NCSER and NCER that has 
focused on the important goals of replication, extension, and scaling up of research over time. 
Examples of NCSER- and NCER-funded research are wide ranging, and include research across 
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numerous content areas. Just a few of those areas include: (a) reading, with studies of phonemic 
awareness and reading comprehension strategies; (b) writing, with studies testing the 
effectiveness of meta-cognitive interventions; and (c) math, with studies of algebraic methods 
taught to children in the elementary grades. Additional examples are studies of interventions 
designed to change schools and school systems, such as data-based decision making, positive 
behavior intervention and supports (PBIS), and peer-assisted learning strategies or peer tutoring. 
Further, special education researchers have been able to move particular fields forward through 
meta-analyses of both group and single-case design research.  
 
Given that CEC-DR represents researchers who work with students, teachers, school leaders, and 
families of children with disabilities, we will not delve deeply into particular fields of study, but 
instead focus on broad research themes that apply to studies across special education, using 
examples from NCSER- and NCER-funded research in various fields. Special education research 
is unique because of the extraordinary heterogeneity in the population of individuals we serve; 
the diverse settings in which individuals with disabilities are educated; the rich cultural and 
linguistic diversity of the population; and the heterogeneity of research designs used by 
researchers in the field. As NCSER moves forward into its second decade, we offer the following 
as examples of special education research that have had an impact on policy and practice, and 
present the lessons these studies offer for future work.  
 
Examine Replication in Research  
 
We would recommend that NCSER and NCER create further opportunities for replication with 
and without extension of rigorous and relevant study findings. The ability to identify EBPs is 
contingent upon replication. This is particularly relevant for single-case design research. We 
commend IES’s efforts to develop pilot single-case design standards that indicate the number 
and quality of studies required to identify an EBP. We encourage IES to continue to finalize the 
standards used to identify EBPs. We suggest that IES take into consideration the information 
indicated in the Council for Exceptional Children Standards for Evidence-Based Practices in 
Special Education (2014) report as a means for identifying and formalizing EBP standards.  
 
Examine Study Failure 
 
We recommend that IES systematically examine studies that have failed to produce anticipated 
results. This is important for quality, well-implemented studies where practices are initially being 
studied and when they are being replicated or scaled-up. IES should examine these studies and 
make the information available to the public in a cohesive and thoughtful manner. It is important 
that researchers and practitioners know what did not work as well as what did work. This 
information would be useful to researchers who may continue to study a failed practice and 
practitioners who may continue to use the failed practice. It is noted that this information will 
need to be contextualized and provided with caution. Substantial attention should be given to the 
context of the research and the acknowledgement that contradictory findings are possible where 
the failed practice could and might have produced significant or substantial results under 
different circumstances.  
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It is important that IES examine why quality, well-implemented studies that have been replicated 
with and without extension or scaled-up have not produced positive or anticipated results. This 
issue has been identified as important as indicated by the following statement by the Federal 
Office of Science and Technology Policy and the National Economic Council (2014, p. 54): 
“Given recent evidence of the irreproducibility of a surprising number of published scientific 
findings, how can the federal government leverage its role as a significant funder of scientific 
research to most effectively address the problem?” We agree with the council that the evidence 
of irreproducibility is exceedingly relevant and should be systematically studied by IES and the 
results be made available to the public in a cohesive and thoughtful manner.  
 
Given the heterogeneity of students served in special education, it may be especially critical to 
study those cases in which otherwise effective interventions were found to be unsuccessful. An 
example is the highly effective PALS intervention, funded by NCER, which appears not to work 
for all students. Approximately 20% of low-achieving students without disabilities (Mathes et 
al., 1998) and more than 50% of students with disabilities (Fuchs et al., 2002) do not respond to 
PALS. Kristen McMaster, Douglas Fuchs, Lynn Fuchs, and their colleagues have begun 
exploring and describing patterns in learning characteristics of children who do not respond to 
PALS (Al Otaiba & Fuchs, 2006). The next step continues to be to identify means of providing 
additional intervention for non-responding students (McMaster, Fuchs, Fuchs, & Compton, 
2005).  
 
We urge IES to take the failure to replicate under serious consideration in collaboration with 
special education researchers. By doing so, it may be possible to reduce the effects of failures to 
replicate.  
 
Support Replication with Extension and the Integration of Meta-Analyses  
 
We discuss the importance of replication in research below, using the example of writing 
interventions that have been funded by NCSER in the past decade. For example, the meta-
cognitive intervention of self-regulated strategy development (SRSD) is an example of a line of 
work supported by NCSER that has progressed from demonstrating initial effectiveness (i.e., the 
work of Karen Harris and colleagues); to studies of effectiveness with particular learners (e.g., 
learners with behavioral problems as studied by Kathleen Lane and colleagues); to studies using 
randomized, small group designs with elementary and middle school youth (i.e., Stephen 
Hooper).  
 
The effectiveness of writing interventions has been examined through a series of meta-analyses 
conducted with different populations and having different foci (Graham & Hebert, 2011; 
Graham, McKeown, Kinhara, & Harris, 2012; Graham & Perin, 2007; Graham & Sandmel, 
2011; Hebert, Gillespie, & Graham, 2013; Rogers & Graham, 2008). The quality of these and 
other meta-analyses is enhanced by the inclusion of unpublished, or grey literature—thereby 
providing the potential for an examination of effects and non-effects in intervention research 
(www.campbellcollaboration.org). The synthesis of high-quality evidence in a careful and 
rigorous manner can inform both policy and practice.  
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We strongly recommend the funding of meta-analyses for research in applicable areas. Quality 
meta-analyses identify effective interventions, their components, and can identify those 
populations for whom interventions are more and less successful. Additionally, meta-analyses 
can assist in identifying gaps in research to guide future research. We suggest that IES consider 
advances made in health care research where meta-analyses are a standard component of EBPs 
(www.cochrane.org). The meta-analyses that are produced should then be made available to 
researchers and practitioners. Products and publications for practitioners should be provided in a 
manner that is practical and addresses the needs of those who directly provide services.  
 
QUESTION 2: What are the critical problems or issues on which new research is needed?  
 
The following section addresses some of the critical problems and issues that impact new special 
education research. The issues raised here are not inclusive of all the potential critical problems 
or issues but focus on those considered most relevant as identified by special education 
researchers. 
 
Increase Teacher Effectiveness Research 
 
As policymakers and members of Congress increasingly call for a demonstration of teacher 
quality and teacher effectiveness, the fields of education and special education must respond with 
research that directly addresses teacher quality and quality teaching, especially with regard to 
how to measures special education teacher effectiveness. Specifically, we refer IES to the CEC 
policy statement on teacher evaluation “CEC’s Position on Special Education Teacher 
Evaluation” (http://www.cec.sped.org/Policy-and-Advocacy/CEC-Professional-Policies). 
 
We recommend that IES include in the RFA a condition that will allow researchers to use teacher 
effectiveness as their primary outcome measure instead of student outcomes. While meeting the 
needs of students is essential, it is worthy to provide researchers with the opportunity to examine 
teacher effectiveness as a precursor to student outcomes. Researchers could make the case in 
their theory of change model how teacher effectiveness is associated with student outcomes. 
Only focusing on student outcomes restricts researchers who are interested in teacher 
effectiveness. This may account for the reason there are minimal funded development and 
efficacy studies and no scale-up studies on the professional development of teachers and related 
service providers in the IES research portfolio.      
 
Provide Paraprofessional Student Support Research  
 
There is an important need to explore the roles of paraprofessionals in providing educational 
services to students with disabilities. Federal data indicate that as of 2005 approximately 390,000 
special education teacher aides (the term used in federal reporting) worked in the field of special 
education and that approximately 40% of states have more special education paraprofessional 
full time equivalents (FTEs) than special educator FTEs (Giangreco, Suter, & Doyle, 2005; U.S. 
Department of Education, 2005). Yet, the volume of current research does not reflect the 
pervasiveness of this method of intervention in the field. Several researchers have begun to 
examine the role of paraprofessionals in special education. For example, we applaud NCER’s 
2014 funding of a study by Kamps and colleagues at the University of Kansas to study the best 
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ways to prepare paraprofessionals to support their use of effective instructional and behavioral 
management practices. The model of this particular grant, which is a partnership between a 
research organization and the local public schools, is a good example of collaboration between 
agencies. Certainly many important research questions remain regarding the effective training 
and roles of paraprofessionals in the education of children and youth with disabilities.  
  
Examine Evidence-based Practices, across Mild to Severe Disabilities 
 
There is a need for EBPs that can be feasibly delivered within a variety of settings, especially 
general education settings. Much of this work is emerging and has emerged, but around a very 
narrow set of instructional domains and support models. For example, this issue is particularly 
acute for students with more severe disabilities. There are only a limited number of measurement 
tools that have been developed for or normed with students with more severe disabilities 
pertaining to valued academic, social, communication, and other outcomes accrued from 
receiving education in the general education classroom.  
 
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act requires that students be removed from the 
general education setting only if supplementary aids and services, specially designed instruction, 
and related services are ineffective in ensuring success. There has been too little research of 
sufficient quality to evaluate EBPs related to supplementary aids and services and specially 
designed instruction in general education settings for students with disabilities. This is 
particularly true for students with severe disabilities but applies to other disabilities also. Further, 
emerging multi-tiered systems of supports models focus on providing high quality instruction for 
all students in general education setting. For example, we know little about the kinds of 
supplementary aids and services that might ensure that students with severe disabilities are 
successful in the general education setting. This lack of research partly accounts for why students 
with severe disabilities frequently remain excluded from the general education classroom, even 
within districts who implement multi-tiered systems of support models.  
 
Enhance Longitudinal Research Quality and Quantity 
 
We applaud the work of both NCER and NCSER in funding longitudinal research in education 
across all disability groups (e.g., mild, moderate, severe). Examples of NCER’s funded work 
include research by Phillip Rodkin on the effects of teaching practices and classroom peer 
ecologies on student outcomes, and the work of Sarah Lubienski on gender differences in 
mathematics achievement over the elementary years. Examples of NCSER’s longitudinal 
funding includes several studies in early childhood special education, including Ann Kaiser’s 
longitudinal study of early intervention for children with language disabilities, Susan Sheridan’s 
interventions in parent engagement with children from preschool through kindergarten, and the 
work of Julie Rusby in promoting young children’s social competence. The need for longitudinal 
investigations is perhaps even more pressing in the area of severe disabilities, adolescents with 
disabilities, and incarcerated students with disabilities. To date, much of the intervention 
research for students with moderate and severe disabilities has been relatively brief, leaving the 
long term effects of interventions unknown. Granted, NSCER has funded a study by Paul 
Alberto on the effects of integrated literacy for students with moderate and severe disabilities, as 
well as a study by Paul Yoder of the long-term effects of speech interventions for children with 



	 7

Down Syndrome. We are advocating for funding of more of this type of work, beyond the early 
childhood years, across areas of special education and through 21 years of age. For example, 
given the body of work in the field, we consider it important for NCSER to consider the 
longitudinal effects of peer buddies and peer support interventions for students with moderate 
and severe disabilities, as these interventions have the potential to boost social and academic 
outcomes for children and youth.  
 
The academic, behavior, and transition outcomes for incarcerated students with disabilities 
(which is approximately 30-45% of the incarcerated population) is substantially understudied 
and underfunded. A study by Bonnie Doren examines secondary data for moderating and 
mediating variables that impact the transition of incarcerated youth. Limited to no studies have 
been funded that address the transition into adulthood needs of this population. More so, only 
one IES study examines the literacy needs of incarcerated students with disabilities (David 
Houchins). This also is true for social-emotional experimental studies where one study examines 
the impact of Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (Jeffrey Sprague) of incarcerated 
youth. More studies and longitudinal studies are needed for this disenfranchised student 
populations. Furthermore, these studies minimally measure proximal variables and none of these 
studies examine distal variables such as employment and recidivism; both of which are 
politically and economically relevant.   
 
Likewise, there is always a need for high quality research with adolescents with disabilities 
during the time of transition to adulthood. The funding by NCSER of Michael Wehmeyer’s work 
in self-determination for youth with severe disabilities is critical, but as transition to adulthood 
affects all students with disabilities (and their families), the need for longitudinal research at the 
time of transition remains critical. Currently, the majority of transition intervention research is 
relatively short-term and addresses only proximal outcomes. Given the complexity of the needs 
of youth at the time of transition, the learning, social, and behavioral challenges they may face, 
the long histories of schooling they bring to the table, and the importance of their success to that 
of future generations, we strongly advocate for the funding of longitudinal research in the 
successful transition for all students with disabilities.  
 
Enhance Measurement Quality and Quantity   
 
Having reliable, valid, and appropriately normed measurements is essential in the research 
process. We need innovations in measurement to capture student with disabilities behaviors (e.g., 
academic, social-emotional, transition), general/special education teacher behaviors, and 
contextual setting factors. The need for quality measurement impacts the breadth and depth 
research. The lack of reliable, valid, and appropriately normed instrumentation limits research 
findings and the monies that can be spent. For example, researchers awarded a Goal Two project 
are asked to use appropriate instrumentation as they develop their intervention. The lack of 
quality instrumentation means that researchers in these circumstances must develop new 
instrumentation. This is costly, time consuming and has the potential to take away from the time 
needed during the iteration and pilot stages. This is particularly true for measurement of progress 
for students with severe disabilities and special education teachers. For students with severe 
disabilities, there is a need for the norming of instrumentation on the population in more 
effective ways in areas that include academic and content learning, social and communication 
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skills, transition-related skills, and other critical areas of learning and development. These 
measurement tools need to incorporate features that take into account the capacity of students 
with severe disabilities and not be simply self-report measures. Technology can, and should, play 
a role in creating assessments and measurements that are more accessible for children and youth 
with severe disabilities.  
 
Additionally, there is a severe lack of instrumentation associated with the performance of special 
education teachers and their professional development. Billions of dollars are spent annually on 
professional development in the United States but there is limited quality instrumentation to 
assess special education performance or their professional development. Therefore, as NCER 
and NCSER move into a second decade of research funding, it is vital for the IES to commission 
studies on measurement issues related to teacher quality and teaching effectiveness for special 
education. Measurement of teacher quality and teaching effectiveness are central issues across 
the field of education particularly in special education where various teaching models (e.g., co-
teaching, self-contained) are used.  
 
Examine Graduation and Postsecondary Success 
 
It is important to note that the unemployment rate of people with disabilities is more than twice 
that of people without disabilities, and that while access to postsecondary education is improving 
(largely due to federally funded projects and improved transition planning and practices), 
retention and graduation from college are not. Moreover, of those students who access 
postsecondary education, the great majority to not self-disclose their disability, and therefore do 
not receive potentially needed services and accommodations. Research that serves to close these 
gaps, and to measure the long term effectiveness of evidence based practices, both academic and 
non-academic (e.g., self-determination skills) are critical to best ensure successful post-school 
outcomes. Work is emerging in these areas that must be continued, replicated, and taken to more 
depth (adopted from DCDT).  
 
QUESTION 3: How can NCSER and NCER target their funds to do the most good for the 
field?  
 
The following section addresses some of the more salient methods NCSER and NCER should 
consider when targeting funds for the most good in the field. This information is divided into the 
following sections (a) examination of the current goal structure, (b) program investments, (c) the 
application review process, and (d) research to practice considerations. 
 
A. EXAMINATION OF THE CURRENT GOAL STRUCTURE 
 
We recommend that IES systematically examine why researchers who were successful at one 
level of research did not or do not continue their research through IES grants at higher levels of 
the goal structure. For example, it may be useful to study the results of those grants funded as 
Goal Two Development and Innovation studies that did not result in Goal Three Efficacy and 
Replication studies, or those funded at a Goal Three level that did not continue to a Goal Four 
Effectiveness level. While there are multiple potential reasons for why researchers do not 
continue their research, we offer one example that is of concern. This concern was offered in 
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different forms by multiple researchers nationally. Take, for example, a researcher conducting a 
Goal Two project with a social behavioral intervention for students with emotional/behavioral 
disabilities who has produced significant or substantial work with a local school(s) or school 
district(s). The researcher wants to continue her/his research but determines that the constraints 
and limitations offered in the Goal Three goal structure makes it unrealistic or unethical. Instead 
of having to work with a smaller set of schools or school districts, the researcher is required to 
design a Goal Three project that is located in multiple school districts or states. Considering that 
the primary type of research design for some populations of learners with disabilities is single-
case design, the reliance on group administered instrumentation or off-site observations is not 
practical nor feasible.  
 
This example also is applicable to those who study special education teacher practices using a 
group design. Given that the number of special education teachers are relatively small in 
comparison to general education teachers, researchers moving forward with larger numbers of 
participants may find it impossible to meet the unit of analysis power requirements. This is not to 
suggest that IES should reduce the rigor of the studies they fund. Our purpose here is to identify 
an issue with the current goal structure used for researchers in particular circumstances. We 
suggest that IES work with special education researchers to identify alternatives for researchers 
who are in similar circumstances to conduct rigorous and realistic research. 
 
B. PROGRAM INVESTMENTS  
  
CEC-DR and its members are aware of the toll that the severe reduction in federal special 
education research funding has taken and is expected to take for at least the next several years on 
the investments NCSER is able to make on behalf of the education of children and youth with 
disabilities. While federal funding for research in education and in other human service fields has 
not kept up with inflation in recent years and, in some cases, has been cut, special education 
research has sustained disproportionately greater cuts in funding, starting in 2011, that 
unquestionably are slowing progress in the development of evidence to support improvements in 
the policies and practices for students with disabilities and in the educational outcomes for these 
students. 
 
We recognize that NCSER leadership and staff share the field’s frustration with the diminished 
funding available to support its research initiatives. We look forward to IES continuing to 
communicate with the field on how NCSER’s limited funding should be deployed over the next 
several years to address the most pressing needs.  
 
1. Set Investment Priorities due to NCSER Funding Reductions 
 
Given that NCSER is expected to have limited funds available for new awards in each of the 
next several years, we recommend that NCSER consider setting priorities for its annual 
investments. We recognize that the Center already engages in some priority setting, for example 
when in a given year it holds competitions for some but not all of the program components (e.g., 
R and D centers, research grants, post-doctoral training, early career mentoring). CEC-DR 
believes that the setting of priorities has the potential to enable to Center to target resources to 
areas in most need of its investments. Toward that end, we recommend the following: 
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Recommendation: Identify Stakeholder Priorities and Research Gaps 
 
It is critical that NCSER and IES leadership engage in a transparent process with stakeholders, 
beyond the August 14, 2014 request for feedback, to engage policy makers, practitioners and 
other stakeholders in the identification of high priority needs, to ensure that IES investments are 
relevant and useful. We believe that IES will benefit from consulting diverse stakeholders in 
setting new priorities. These stakeholders include individual researchers; board members of 
research organizations, such as CEC-DR; members of organizations, such as CEC. AERA, and 
others; special education teachers, school leaders; and school district officials, including 
directors of special education. Collaboratively engaging diverse stakeholders will help in 
determining what research the field needs at this critical time for education and special 
education. We encourage having representatives from these diverse groups come together and 
help IES set priorities. 
 
CEC-DR also believes an important component of setting funding priorities, in addition to 
stakeholder input, is an internal analysis of the NCSER’s funded research that identifies those 
areas in which its portfolio is relatively rich and, importantly, those areas in which investments 
have been inadequate and knowledge is critically needed. We commend NCSER for identifying 
for each research topic in its 2015 RFA where there are research gaps and other issues in an 
effort to encourage researchers to address those areas.  
 
Recommendation: Establish Priorities for Research Investments 
 
We take the long view in offering the following perspective and recommendations; in addition, 
we find it critical for IES to develop a strategy for priority setting with its constituents that we 
describe below. From our conversations with researchers in the field, we offer some suggestions 
for priorities for NCSER, but we strongly suggest that NCSER officials engage in priority setting 
with critical stakeholders. 
 
CEC-DR believes that the setting of priorities for NCSER’s research investments is needed in 
order to achieve the most effective use and impact of the limited federal funding. If the annual 
appropriations level for NCSER had not been so dramatically reduced a few years ago, our 
recommendations might be somewhat different. However, over the next few years we believe it 
is essential to set priorities for at least some of NCSER’s research expenditures based on needs in 
the field and in consideration of NCSER’s research investments to date. 
 
Priority setting needs to clearly identify the national, not just federal, goals for research 
investments, and what types of investments are the most critical in the near term. In addition, the 
field needs to understand the direction that NCSER intends to take (e.g., a published schedule of 
competitions/topics), not just for next year but also for several years into the future so that 
researchers can most effectively plan programs of study that may require funding from other 
sources. The limited research investments that NCSER will be able to make must be compelling, 
strategic and well understood by stakeholders.  
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Among the many approaches possible for continuing to make significant investments in this era 
of restricted funding, CEC-DR recommends for consideration several ways for prioritizing 
NCSER investments, aligned with the results of a robust a process of establishing priorities: 
 

 Continue to alternate years for competing at least of some NCSER’s program 
components; 

 Within the Special Education Research Grants Program, alternate years for competing 
particular research topics (RFAs), aimed at encouraging grant applications in areas where 
the portfolio of funded research is weakest (e.g., severe disabilities; outcomes related to a 
range of post-school goals; secondary education and transition); 

 Within the Special Education Research Grants Program, alternate years for competing 
particular goals within the 5-goal structure. 

 
2. Strengthen the Pipeline of Special Education Researchers 
 
CEC-DR strongly endorses federal investments in the preparation of the next generation of 
research professionals, including opportunities for pre- and post-doctorate training and practice. 
We have been disappointed that since the federal special education research program was 
transferred to NCSER in 2005 that only limited financial assistance has been provided to 
continue the federal researcher support developed by the Office of Special Education Programs 
to attract researchers into the special education field and to provide them early career support. 
Budget cuts to NCSER have foreclosed opportunities for the Center’s full engagement in this 
area. 
 
We appreciate NCSER’s investments in postdoctoral research training and, more recently, in 
early career development and mentoring. However, those initiatives are extremely limited in 
scope and funding due in part to NCSER’s budget situation, and they have not included 
opportunities available in NCER or in other federal agencies to support the development of 
researchers before the conferring of the doctoral degree (e.g., research training, small grants for 
dissertation research). NCER has made over 30 awards since 2004 for Predoctoral 
Interdisciplinary Research Training Programs in the Education Sciences, a clear recognition of 
the importance of federal support to ensure high quality training and to improve the rigor of 
research training programs in institutions of higher education. CEC-DR finds the federal 
commitment to the development of education researchers generally to be significantly out of step 
with the extensive federal opportunities available for researcher training in other fields of federal 
priority such as medicine (NIH), sciences and engineering (NSF), and defense (DoD) to cite only 
a few.  
 
We make the following recommendation in light of current limitations on NCSER funding; 
however, as appropriations increase, we urge IES to invest in a multi-prong approach to 
professional development to ensure an adequate researcher workforce that can address the highly 
specialized and technical considerations in research related to the development and education of 
children and youth with disabilities.  
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Recommendation: Support Pre-doctoral Training in Special Education Research  
 
CEC-DR encourages IES to use its available resources to expand opportunities for the 
preparation of the next generation of special education researchers. We recommend that IES set a 
priority within the NCER Predoctoral Interdisciplinary Research Training Program in Education 
Sciences that would encourage grant applications that specifically include research training 
opportunities for individuals who will address the development and education of children and 
youth with disabilities. Not only would such a priority lead interested institutions to opening up 
their grant-supported activities to individuals interested in special education research but it would 
send a powerful message to institutions of higher education that IES favors interdisciplinary 
training opportunities that incorporate focus on students with disabilities. 
 
C. APPLICATION REVIEW 
 
Critical to researcher confidence in the panel review process is that their work, represented in the 
grant applications they submit, will receive a fair, impartial, and expert evaluation. CEC-DR has 
identified several concerns with the review process over the years and has communicated them to 
NCSER Commissioners. We have also observed and appreciate changes in the peer review 
process that we believe represent the commitment of IES to ensure that grant applications receive 
competent and considered reviews. We continue to have some concerns in the review of research 
applications that address children and youth with disabilities for which we offer 
recommendations here.  
 
1. Analyze Reviewer Knowledge of IDEA Requirements, Characteristics of Disabilities, and 
Practice in the Education of Children and Youth with Disabilities 
 
Some special education researchers who have served as reviewers for IES as well as some who 
have been unsuccessful with their applications express frustration with panelists whose 
comments and scoring indicate a lack of awareness of IDEA requirements, research challenges 
caused by the characteristics of and differences within the populations of children and youth with 
disabilities, and approaches to intervention practices in special education. For example, while 
IDEA authorizes the provision of a free, appropriate public education to some youth through the 
age of 21, including transition services that must be provided to prepare students for post-school 
opportunities appropriate to their needs (not all of which are academic), it is apparent from the 
comments of some reviewers that this fundamental difference between special education and 
general education policy is not understood, resulting in low scores and clear differences with 
other panel members. While instances of such problems have not been widely reported, they 
continue and, from the applicant’s perspective, call into question the quality and competence of 
the review their work has received.  
 
CEC-DR recognizes that reviewers bring a range of expertise to the peer review process, and that 
there are challenges for panel leadership when disagreements among reviewers arise. However, 
applicants must be assured that their work receives an informed and competent review if they are 
to be expected to continue to have confidence in IES peer review, to continue to invest personal 
and institutional resources in the pursuit of federally funded research support.  
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Recommendation: Address Disability Issues before Panel Review is Finalized 
 
CEC-DR recommends that IES conduct a thorough review, including a debriefing of NCSER 
staff who observe the paneling of research applications, to identify instances where panelist error 
or misunderstanding occurs. Given the critical importance of expert knowledge to a fair review 
process, we strongly recommend that IES:   
 

 establish procedures to identify during the paneling process and, where appropriate, to 
rectify instances in which a reviewer's lack of knowledge or misunderstanding is an issue 
of concern before paneling has been completed; NCSER staff should be empowered to 
identify such issues during the paneling process and bring them to the attention of the 
agency officials; and 
 

 conduct a continuous review, including debriefing of NCSER staff who observe the 
paneling of special education research applications and conferring with special education 
research applicants, to identify and correct persistent problems in ensuring a fair and 
competent review. 

 
2. The Resubmission of Grant Applications 
 
Many unsuccessful applicants for research funding rework their applications, based on the 
feedback they receive from the prior review, and resubmit their amended application for 
consideration in a future competition. That reviewer feedback is critical to a researcher's ability 
to address reviewers' concerns and to improve their application. Although there are no guarantees 
of funding, researchers anticipate that, having addressed reviewers' concerns, their applications 
will hit closer to the mark and may, after one or two resubmissions, result in a grant award or at 
least put them higher into the funding range. CEC-DR views the rewriting and resubmission of 
grant applications to be one important part of the process of improving the quality of the grants 
that IES is able to support, as well as for communicating expectations to research applicants 
regarding the substance and rigor of their research proposals.  
 
However, we continue to be made aware of instances in which applicants, after reworking their 
applications to address reviewer concerns, receive contradictory and/or completely new 
comments from panelists who review the resubmitted application. Instead of the new comments 
and scoring pointing to further refinements that are needed, they send the researcher in new 
directions - sometimes back to what the researcher originally proposed. When this happens on a 
second resubmission (the researcher's third attempt), confidence in the review process is 
compromised. 
 
CEC-DR believes that IES has taken some steps to address this situation, such as attempting to 
ensure that one or more panelists who reviewed the previous submission also review the 
resubmitted application. We are also aware that IES has not been able to ensure that this happens 
due to changes in the reviewer pool from year to year. However, contradictory reviews from one 
submission to the next and feedback that does not enable the researcher to make improvements 
that will be recognized in a subsequent submission leaves the applicant with no sense of progress 
towards the goal of a fundable grant and spends valuable agency resources for little gain. Of 
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special concern to CEC-DR is the impact this has on researchers who are in the early phase of 
their research careers who eventually do not see IES funding as a goal worth pursuing and may 
no longer submit research applications. 
 
Recommendation: Improve the Review of Resubmitted Applications 
 
CEC-DR strongly recommends that IES take further steps to ensure that resubmitted applications 
are evaluated not only on established review criteria but also receive consideration for how they 
have been modified to address the concerns from the previous review. We recommend that IES 
review the approaches used by other federal agencies in their panel procedures to identify how 
the review of resubmitted applications can result in more a more productive outcome for 
applicants. 
 
Recommendation: Support Good Science As Well As High Priority Needs for Research 
 
CEC-DR supports the standards that IES has set for the independent peer review of applications 
under the Research Grants Programs, and the Institute’s adherence to those standards. We 
anticipate during these years of reduced funding for special education research that a greater 
number of applications will fall into the fundable range than NCSER has resources to support. 
NCSER’s research funds need to be spent in areas of high need whenever possible. We believe 
that every effort must be made to ensure that grants are awarded not only to applications that 
meet IES’s rigorous scientific standards but to those among them that hold the most promise of 
contributing to the evidence base in high priority areas.  
 
Recommendation: Reward High Quality Applications that Address Critical Research 
Priorities/Gaps 
 
CEC-DR supports the standards that IES has set for the independent peer review of applications 
under the Research Grants Programs, and the Institute’s adherence to those standards. We 
anticipate during these years of reduced funding for special education research that a greater 
number of applications will fall into the fundable range than NCSER has resources to support. 
NCSER’s research funds need to be spent in areas of high need whenever possible. We believe 
that every effort must be made to ensure that grants are awarded not only to applications that 
meet IES’s rigorous scientific standards but also to those among them that hold the most promise 
of contributing to the evidence base in high priority areas.  
 
CEC-DR commends IES for identifying in the 2015 Research Grant Program RFAs critical 
research gaps in each topic domain, and for encouraging applications that address these issues. 
However, we note that the grant proposal development, submission, and review processes are not 
designed to give preferential treatment to applications that address these issues. We are 
concerned that applicants have no incentives to address IES identified priorities/gaps in their 
applications.  
 
To provide data for the above issue, we encourage IES to examine the outcomes of its FY 2015 
grant competitions to determine if and how the identification of research priorities/gaps included 
what was awarded and the applications that were in the fundable range but were not awarded due 
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to a lack of available funds. We recommend IES to consider other means of encouraging 
applications in high priority areas. An especially useful tool used by many programs in the US 
Department of Education to focus attention on areas of need is the ‘competitive preference 
priority.’ This effective administrative tool gives the applicant the option of choosing whether or 
not to address a topic for which they may receive additional points in the review process. We 
recommend that IES consider the guidelines in the OSEP review process as one example. The 
process of determining “competitive priority points” in the RFA should be transparent and 
available to the public. 
 
D. TRANSLATION OF RESEARCH TO PRACTICE 
 
The research-to-practice gap is a long-standing issue in education as well as other fields. 
Addressing the issue requires a multi-directional approach from research and practice. Simply 
stated, research and practice involves different stakeholders with distinct traditions and 
objectives. For example, researchers and funding agencies, such as IES, aim to produce valid 
research findings through the careful and protracted design, execution, and analysis of high-
quality research. In contrast, the world of practice includes stakeholders (e.g., teachers, parents, 
paraprofessionals, administrators) who directly provide services and stakeholder preparation 
(university instructors, professional developers, school district personnel) who are primarily 
concerned with the day-to-day realities of schools and teaching. Oftentimes research findings do 
not translate well into the world of practice. Understanding the complex and unique relationship 
between special education research and practice is essential to improving the translation of 
research into usable, feasible, and trustworthy EBPs that are scalable and sustainable. The 
following suggestions focus on an improved understanding of contextual variables to effectively 
translate research into practice. 
 
Recommendation: Examine Contextual Variables 
 
We recommend that IES develop mechanisms that increase the knowledgebase of contextual 
variables (e.g., cultural/linguistic issues; classroom, teacher, and district characteristics) that are 
associated with EBPs for students with disabilities. Such contextual variables may serve as 
mediating and/or moderating variables. An in-depth examination of contextual variables 
addresses an important aspect of the research-to-practice gap. We acknowledge IES’s efforts to 
do so by integrating design-based implementation principles into the request for application 
process. The current foci of the Development and Innovation Goal on implementation fidelity, 
the development process, and iterations are good examples of these efforts. These criteria have 
the potential to produce interventions that are aligned with the contextual realities faced by 
special educators.  
 
We appreciate IES’s efforts to encourage researchers and practitioners to work together as 
indicated by the newly developed Research-Practitioner Partnerships in Education Research 
(CFDA 84.305H) award. This award provides funds for researchers and practitioners to build 
and develop partnerships to solve relevant problems identified by the team. Although there are 
limitations with this award, it clearly indicates IES’s dedication to authentic, externally valid 
research.  
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Enhance IES Collaborative Efforts 
 
We recommend that IES enhance their collaborative efforts across multiple settings and 
populations. Gaining input from numerous sources has the potential to improve the feasibility 
and applicability of research. 
 
1. Recommendation: Increase Researcher and Practitioner Collaboration 
 
We recommend that IES continue to develop mechanisms that enhance researcher to practitioner 
and special education researcher to general education researcher dialogue. Enhancing 
collaboration across both areas but requires an understanding of the working conditions and 
reward structures for all groups. Understanding how contextual factors such as special education 
teacher attrition, limited quality professional development opportunities, lack of planning time, 
legislative mandates, and school structure impacts the uptake of EBPs is vital.  
 
Similarly, an understanding of the university infrastructure and how it influences the 
development and identification of special education EBPs is important. Fundamentally, special 
education faculty focus on the individual learner while general education faculty focus on the 
group. We suggest IES develop mechanisms that encourage how these two perspectives can 
complement rather than compete with each other. 
 
2. Recommendation: Increase Organizational Collaboration 
 
We recommend that IES formalize relationships with organizations and groups of individuals in 
the disability community who can assist in the identification of relevant research questions. 
Organizations such as Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) and CEC are well 
positioned to serve in this role. Additionally, stakeholders at the state and local levels are 
uniquely qualified to provide guidance to IES on pinpointing pertinent research questions. 
Effective collaboration with these groups based on mutual respect, collegiality, introspection, 
continuous dialogue, information sharing, and listening is strongly recommended.  
 
3. Recommendation: Increase across Discipline Collaboration 
 
We recommend that IES formalize collaborative interdisciplinary research efforts between those 
in the disability community with those who encounter students with disabilities in their daily 
practice--such as general educators, juvenile corrections personnel, mental health professionals, 
parental organizations, and others--as a means of understanding contextual variables that 
influence research. These interdisciplinary collaborations have the potential to increase 
knowledge of contextual variables and better use cross disciplinary funding. This is particularly 
evident in the research relationship between general education and special education. Most 
students with disabilities receive a majority of their education in inclusive settings. Developing a 
system where general education researchers and special education researchers apply for NCER 
and NCSER funds collaboratively has the potential to increase contextual variable findings. For 
example, special education researchers have identified numerous educational practices that 
improve the outcomes of students with disabilities across the continuum of placements, 
particularly in general education settings.  
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Unfortunately, the uptake of these EBPs into general education settings have not been 
incorporated into general education practice. Intentional collaborative grant opportunities, with 
general/special education being one such pairing, could assist in identifying contextual variables 
needed to integrate special education EBPs into settings where students with disabilities are 
served. We need research on effective means to translate that research into practice through 
teacher training and other models of personnel preparation. We do know a considerable amount 
about specially designed instruction with students with disabilities across numerous topics that is 
not implemented in schools. Research is needed to identify and remove barriers to that 
knowledge being implemented. 
 
4. Recommendation: Increase Access to Research Findings through Collaboration 
 
We recommend that IES work collaboratively with other organizations to make research findings 
more meaningful and accessible to stakeholders including governmental officials. It is an 
imperative that IES communicate effectively with Congressional members and the Executive 
Branch about the importance and long-term impact of funding research projects in special 
education that impacts students, parents, and education practitioners. One potential method is to 
provide a more detailed summary of funded research on the IES web page beyond the current 
structured abstract. These findings then can be connected to the appropriate Congressional 
District and the representatives, researchers, and practitioners who were involved in the research 
from those districts. 
 
We greatly appreciate IES efforts to connect research, policy, and practice. We suggest that more 
established partnerships with organizations like OSEP and CEC can further improve the 
translation of research into practice. Developing mechanisms that improve and increase the 
timely access of high quality, peer-reviewed materials on EBPs also has the potential to reduce 
the research-to-practice gap. We provide several examples of where national special education 
centers have provided the field with access to research findings. While there are an extensive 
number of OSEP centers and technical assistance connections (http://www.tadnet.org/pages/526-
find-a-center#db), we provide the following centers that serve as examples of quality research-
to-practice translation special education sources: (a) National Center on Intensive Interventions 
(http://www.intensiveintervention.org/), (b) Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports 
(https://www.pbis.org/), and (c) Meadows Center for Preventing Educational Risk/Vaughn-Gross 
Center for Reading and Language Arts (http://www.meadowscenter.org/vgc/).  
 
Recommendation: Support Implementation Science Research 
 
We recommend that IES increase implementation science research related to EBPs. One 
consideration is to develop mechanisms that connect researchers with the school district 
personnel who use EBPs. School systems could use local, state, and/or federal monies for 
products or services to supplement the research process and researchers could submit for 
research related costs. Establishing collaborative relationships for conducting implementation 
science research could expedite the application process and provide substantial data on the 
uptake of EBPs; refine fidelity measures; address dosage considerations; identify how, when, and 
why EBPs are adapted; and understand how EBPs are sustained over time.  
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Recommendation: Support Mixed Methodologies 
 
We recognize and appreciate the role IES has played in increasing the rigor of research over the 
last 10 years. The field has an improved understanding of quality research indicators across 
methodologies because of IES. We strongly suggest that IES embrace the use of mixed methods 
particularly in the identification of contextual variables. “Well-designed randomized experiments 
are … necessary but not sufficient for determining what works” (Raudenbush, 2005, p. 25). 
Mixed methods have the potential to answer why, how, where, for whom, and when EBPs work. 
American educational systems are heterogeneous, complex systems. Mixed methods are 
exceedingly valuable in provide a better picture of implementation challenges and their 
possibilities. Mixed methods are more nuanced than reliance upon only quasi-experimental or 
experimental designs by adding both breadth and depth to the study. We recommend that IES 
develop mixed methodology researcher training similar to those for experimental designs in the 
hopes that true mixed methods will be used by researchers with a similar rigor.    
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide feedback on the characteristics of education and special 
education studies that have had the most influence on policy and practice, and the lessons these 
studies offer for future work. We have identified numerous critical issues on which new research 
is needed. We appreciate IES taking into consideration the recommendations we have provided 
on how to target research funding to do the most good for the field.  
 
CEC-DR is committed to the long-term research needs of children, youth, and adults with 
disabilities, their families, and the people who work with them. We look forward to future 
collaborations with IES that seek to promote high-quality research in special education that 
addresses the critical needs of the field and improve educational opportunities and outcomes for 
learners with disabilities.  
 
Respectfully submitted on behalf of CEC-DR,  
 
 
 
 
 
 
David E. Houchins 
Professor 
President of CEC-DR 
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