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Purposes of the Presentation

• Describe an approach to conducting research syntheses that 
focus specifically on the implications of research evidence for 
improving early intervention and special education practices.

• Share lessons learned from conducting practice-based research 
syntheses and using the results for informing practice.

• Illustrate how research findings are used to develop different 
kinds of user-friendly evidence-based practices.
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Development of the 
Research-to-Practice Procedures

The procedures for culling research findings were initially 
developed at the Research and Training Center on Early 
Childhood Development (www.researchtopractice.info) and 
subsequently at the Tracking, Referral, and Assessment Center 
for Excellence (www.tracecenter.info). The procedures are now 
being used in the Center for Early Literacy Learning
(www.earlyliteracylearning.org) for identifying evidence-based 
early literacy learning practices. All three Centers were/are 
funded by the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special 
Education Programs.
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Linking Research to Practice

Practice-Based 
Research 
Syntheses

Isolating the 
Practice 

Characteristics 
That Matter Most

Evidence-Based 
Practices
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Disentangling and Unpacking 
What Matters Most

Any practice, intervention, or experience afforded a child is 
“made up” of different features or elements that can either have 
development-enhancing or development-impeding characteristics 
and consequences. “Sorting out” which development-enhancing 
elements and features are most important is the main goal of a 
practice-based research synthesis so that one can make 
informed decisions about what evidence-based practices should 
look like.
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Process for Bridging the
Research-to-Practice Gap

Bridging the research to practice gap is accomplished by 
identifying what matters most in terms of the characteristics 
of a practice related to study outcomes, and then using the 
characteristics to develop practice guides and 
recommendations that mirror the research evidence.
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Key Features of a Practice-Based 
Research Synthesis
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Synthesis Process

• Selection of the intervention or practice to be examined
• Literature search for relevant studies
• Study selection for inclusion in synthesis
• Coding the selected studies
• Analysis and reanalysis (e.g., meta-analysis) of the study 

findings as appropriate
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Procedure for Identifying 
Relevant Studies

• Review published and unpublished descriptions of the practice to
identify key elements and features of the practice

• Search all relevant literature databases and the World Wide Web
• Hand search key journals, books, reference lists, etc.
• Consult experts
• Identify relevant grey (unpublished) literature
• Gather appropriate studies
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Analysis Procedures

A variety of analysis procedures are used to synthesize the findings 
from a set of research studies, including meta-analysis when 
appropriate. No matter the analysis procedure, the goal is to identify a 
set of studies that produce the most positive and consistent pattern of 
results, and identify those features and elements that best explain the 
relationship(s) between a practice and its consequences.
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Practice-Based Research 
Synthesis Reports

Formal research reports are prepared that describe the processes
and findings from a research synthesis. These reports include 
technical descriptions of what was done and what was learned 
(synthesis findings).
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RTC Practice-Based 
Research Syntheses

Bridges research syntheses 
involve systematic analysis and 
integration of small bodies of 
research that have investigated 
the same or similar practices 
leading to or producing the 
same or similar outcomes.
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Isolating What Matters Most for 
Explaining the Relationship Between a 

Practice and Its Consequences
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Process of Isolating What Matters Most

The process of isolating what matters most in terms of the 
relationship between a practice and its outcomes is a bit like 
detective work. You have to identify from all possible options the 
factors that best explain the relationship between a practice and its 
consequences. This is accomplished in multiple ways using 
different approaches to data coding and analysis.
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Lessons Learned from Conducting 
Practice-Based Research Syntheses

• There generally is no direct correspondence between the 
findings from a research study and the implications for practice.

• Experimental conditions rarely exist in the day-to-day contexts 
of early intervention and special education.

• Mirroring research evidence is how research is used to inform 
practice.

• No matter how evidence-based a practice is, it will not likely be 
used if it lacks social validity.
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Some Common Findings Across 
Many Research Syntheses
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Effective Practices Across the Life Span 
Have Several Common Features 

Practices are most effective when:

• Learners are active participants in the learning process.

• The experiences afforded by the practice have interest-based 
features and elements.

• The interventions are implemented in real-life contexts, and 
behavior targets are functional (situated learning).

• Both competence and confidence (e.g., self-efficacy beliefs) 
are strengthened as a result of a practice.
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Using What Matters Most to 
Develop Evidence-Based Practices

Findings from a research synthesis are used to isolate the 
practice characteristics that are used to develop different kinds of 
evidence-based practice guides. Informed decisions are made 
about what practice characteristics have the highest probability
of producing desired effects.
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Packaging Synthesis Findings 
for Nonresearchers

Several formats that are used to help convey findings 
from the research synthesis include the following:

• Non-technical research summaries
• Brochures
• Bright Idea Pages
• Videos
• DVDs (Tool Kits)
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Research Summaries

A Research Summary is a brief (1-2 page), user-friendly 
nontechnical restatement of the findings from the research 
synthesis. The intention is to answer the question “What is the 
bottom line?” of the research evidence for nonresearchers 
(parents and practitioners). 
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RTC Synthesis 
Summaries

• Bottomlines are one-to-two-
page summaries of Bridges
research reports written in 
jargon-free language for parents 
and practitioners.

• The purpose of these reports is 
to answer the question, “Is the 
practice supported by 
research?” based on the 
evidence synthesized in a RTC 
Bridges report.
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Brochure Content

A practice brochure is a colorful, tri-fold document that 
visually displays the practice and provides the following 
written information: 

• What is the practice?
• How do you do it?
• What does it look like?
• How do you know it is working?
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Bright Idea Pages

Bright Idea Pages provide user-friendly information about:

• What is the evidence-based practice?
• Steps or procedures for how to implement the practice
• Examples of what the practice looks like in a variety of 

contexts (e.g., home, classrooms)
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PowerPoint Practice Guides

PowerPoint practice 
guides are narrated 
presentations that 
illustrate and describe (in 
a slide-show format) how 
to implement an evidence-
based practice.
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Video Practice Guides

Video Practice Guides both 
describe the characteristics of 
an evidence-based practice and 
illustrate what the practice looks 
like when implemented by 
parents or practitioners. 
Practices are described and 
illustrated in ways that make 
clear the characteristics of the 
practices that are most likely to 
produce desired effects.
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Evidence-Based Tool Kits

Tools Kits include collections of 
practice guides for implementing 
evidence-based practices.

• Brochures

• If It Fits Idea Pages

• PowerPoint Presentations

• Video Practice Guides

• Research Syntheses

• Research Summaries
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Evidence-Based Interactive CD ROMs

Interactive CD ROMs include 
all of the print and multimedia 
material included in a Tool Kit. 
These interactive CD ROMs 
also contain the Bridges and 
Bottomlines research reports 
that were used to develop the 
tool kit practice guides. The 
content includes Closed 
Captioning and Screen 
Reader accessibility features.
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For More Information

To learn more about the research and practice being 
conducted at the Orelena Hawks Puckett Institute, please visit 

www.puckett.org.
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