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Researchers and practitioners have struggled to promote optimal academic, behavioral, and postschool outcomes for
historically marginalized youth from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. While there is a growing body of
evidence-based interventions in special education, the extent to which these interventions are culturally responsive
remains unexplored. Culturally responsive research (CRR) has gained increased attention in social sciences. The authors
developed a |5-item rubric to evaluate the cultural responsiveness of research. They applied the rubric to six studies in
transition education identified as high-quality intervention studies to determine the extent to which these met the criteria
for CRR. Results from this analysis demonstrated that while none of the studies were indicative of CRR across all rubric
items, strengths in question relevancy, sampling, participant description, and data collection strategies were noted.
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Experimental and quasiexperimental research offers the
field direction in the identification of effective instruction
(i.e., what works, evidence-based practices). Federal educa-
tion policies such as the Individuals With Disabilities Act of
2004 (IDEA) and the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001
(NCLB) contain mandates for the use of research-based
decision making and instruction. The basic argument is that
we must identify results-oriented, generalizable practices
that are effective and timely to address common educational
needs across a range of settings to maximize student out-
comes. Evidence-based education is part of an ongoing
reform movement to increase the knowledge and skills of
U.S. students with economy and efficiency (Schneinder &
Keesler, 2007). Slavin (2002) argued that despite the poten-
tial costliness of randomized experiments, they are the pre-
eminent way to establish generalizable, causal evidence in
support of educational interventions.

Yet the evidence on which effective special education
practices are based is only as sound as the methods used to
create it. In recognition of this, prominent special education
scholars identified quality indicators for a comprehensive,
although not exhaustive, range of research designs. Quality
indicators for experimental, quasiexperimental, single-
subject, correlational, and qualitative designs were pub-
lished in 2005. Other research designs, when aligned with
the research question being asked, are legitimate tools for
the knowledge production (Odom et al., 2005), but many
researchers and policy makers assert that randomized

controlled experiments (RCE) are the most rigorous.
Therefore, the evidence that results from RCE implementa-
tion is considered to be the most valid, reliable, and thus,
generalizable, when identifying effective interventions
(Cook, Tankersley, & Landrum, 2009; Gersten et al., 2005;
National Research Council [NRC], 2002, 2005; Odom
et al., 2005; Slavin, 2002, 2003).

In 2009, prominent scholars again devoted a special issue
of Exceptional Children to the examination of the knowledge
base in special education research in the key areas of reading,
math, writing, and behavior. The conceptualization of
evidence-based practices in this issue aligned with the quality
indicators for experimental and quasiexperimental research
previously published in the aforementioned 2005 special issue.
Collectively, these articles presented compelling arguments
and substantive evidence to demonstrate the contributions of
experiments and quasiexperimental designs. But a vexing
question remains: Do evidence-based practices hold promise
for youth with disabilities for whom we have yet to consis-
tently and systematically help achieve optimal academic,
behavioral, and positive postschool outcomes? Here, we frame
our concern as one about diversity and youth who experience
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bias, discrimination, and/or are identified as members of
groups who have historically been marginalized.

Scholars addressing persistent problems of equity in spe-
cial education have argued that the extant scholarship in
special education has yet to amass robust knowledge that
addresses the strengths and needs of the racial/ethnic, lin-
guistic, and economic diversity present in U.S. classrooms
and society (Artiles, Kozleski, Trent, Osher, & Ortiz, 2010;
August & Hakuta, 1998; NRC, 2002; Ortiz & Yates, 2010).
Others have repeatedly called attention to the importance of
viewing research as a situated cultural practice, acknowl-
edging that from question inception to dissemination, all
theoretical approaches and stages of inquiry are “culturally
and socially mediated and negotiated” (Arzubiaga, Artiles,
King, & Harris-Murri, 2008, p. 310). In 2003, the American
Psychological Association (APA) published guidelines for
conducting culturally responsive practice and research in
psychology, highlighting implications for research design
and implementation, and later revised this work (APA,
2010) to include consideration for cultural and linguistic
diversity in assessment and research participation.

Despite these calls and guidelines for increased attention
in educational research to culture, the concept has not been
succinctly defined, nor have its implications been clearly
outlined, in the context of special education research. What
is the meaning of culture and its implications to research
design, implementation, and dissemination? Our aim herein
is threefold: First, we frame an argument for the importance
of this question in the context of special education group
experimental research. We review the extant literature and
what is known about the conceptualization of culture for the
purpose of developing criteria with which to evaluate
research. Next, we describe the method we used to create a
rubric with which to answer this key question: “To what
extent does this group experimental study both incorporate
and extend culturally responsiveness in research implemen-
tation and implications for practice and further study?”
Last, we apply the rubric to a set of group experimental
studies in transition education determined by Test and col-
leagues (2009) to have generated strong evidentiary sup-
port. Finally, we discuss findings and implications for
special education research and practice.

Conceptualizing Culture

There are multiple and competing definitions of culture
among and within social sciences. In this attempt to opera-
tionalize culturally responsive research (CRR), we tethered
our conceptualization of culture to the philosophical, theo-
retical, and empirical work in cultural psychology, anthropol-
ogy, and educational sciences. We used a sociohistorical
conceptualization of culture: culture is a historically unique
configuration, the residue of collective problem-solving
activities among members of a social group in its efforts to

survive, adapt, and thrive within its everchanging social, eco-
nomic, and physical contexts (Bal, 2011; Gallego, Cole, & the
LCHC, 2001). This social inheritance is embedded in ideal
and material artifacts and includes cognitive models (e.g., the
scientific method as a framework for answering a research
question) and material artifacts (e.g., the text-based profes-
sional journals as outlets for communicating research findings;
Cole, 1996).

Culture is characteristically dynamic, multifaceted, and
conflict laden, resulting in power/privilege differentiations,
resistance, and innovations that are locally or heuristically
accomplished (Bal, 2011). Cultural groups are heteroge-
neous, and individuals’ insider/outsider positions are nego-
tiated and shifting in local contexts. Conducting CRR
requires scholars to “strive to understand how people
assume, but are also given, and co-construct multiple posi-
tions across contexts, depending on a host of forces that
include local communities’ practices and history, as well as
a person’s biographical trajectory” (Arzubiaga et al., 2008,
p-319).

Hence, our conceptualization of culture demands research-
ers to go beyond culture-blind and cultural deterministic
approaches and to use a robust instrumental theory and
methodology that considers complex interactions of indi-
vidual, institutional, and interpersonal factors in the given
context of conducting research. CRR moves beyond foci on
a priori, static group identities (e.g., race or socioeconomic
status) and outcomes (e.g., high school graduation) toward
the inclusion of sociohistorical processes (e.g., special edu-
cation referral and access to general education curricula)
that locally reproduce enduring educational disparities.

The practices and tools associated with all research are
imbued with beliefs, values, tools, and processes that have
evolved historically and are situated in local, political, and
sociohistorical contexts (Scheurich, 1997). The signifi-
cance and implications of research results can be fully
understood only if/when the physical, sociocultural, and
historical contexts of the researchers and the participants
frame the work. This is an important departure from the
status quo because it acknowledges power and inequity as
central players in the reproduction of educational dispari-
ties and, thus, variance in educational outcomes (Artiles
et al., 2010).

Operationalizing CRR

While a strong rationale for producing CRR has been pos-
ited by key scholars concerned with the enduring problems
of disproportionality and inequity in service delivery (see,
for example, Artiles et al., 2010), operationalizing CRR is
less developed. To identify potential criteria for evaluating
CRR, we must draw from scholarship in psychology, edu-
cation, and other social sciences. We now present findings
from our literature review and identify relevant dimensions
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of CRR. We categorize areas in need of attention and crite-
rion development in three phases of inquiry: inception and
design, implementation, and dissemination.

Inception and design. Contextual factors and cultural artifacts
(e.g., models of human development and learning) shape
researchers’ thinking and planning as they develop investiga-
tions. Physical, cultural, and sociohistorical factors (e.g.,
location, demographics, experiences, beliefs, languages), at
both group and individual levels, play some role in the way
we conceptualize problems and design research questions
(Ashing-Giwa, 2005). Theorizing inquiry requires research-
ers to formulate questions and hypotheses and to design stud-
ies, inseparable from their beliefs and values about inquiry,
dominant practices in their academic fields, and available
funding (Arzubiaga et al., 2008). For example, if RCE is con-
sidered a gold standard in research (Odom et al., 2005), schol-
ars may begin by formulating experimental-type questions
rather than first examining the complexity of the problem
from multiple perspectives that include surveying gaps in the
extant literature, thus violating the tenet that inquiry and its
design be question driven (Phillips, 2006). Theorizing con-
tent is also embedded with valued practices from the research-
ers’ fields, so constructs under examination may reflect a
narrow, researcher-centric operationalization of a process
that lacks ecological validity (Bernal, Bonilla, & Bellido,
1995). To avoid these potential pitfalls at the stage of concep-
tualization of method of inquiry and theoretical construct,
CRR demands rigorous attention to the personal experiences,
cultural practices, and assumptions researchers bring to a
project in concert with the basic scientific principal of linking
research to relevant theory (Arzubiaga et al., 2008).

Contextual factors influence relationships (i.e., access
and opportunities) among and between researchers and par-
ticipants (Fine, Weis, Weseen, & Wong, 2003; Merriam
et al., 2001; Subedi, 2006). These factors sometimes create
distance and other barriers, potentially encumbering research.
For example, Ashing-Giwa (2005) cited the maltreatment
of African American men in the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, a
political and sociohistorical factor that damaged not only
the lives of individual participants but also the relationship
and trust between communities of researchers and partici-
pants in difficult-to-measure ways. Legislation regulating
research may address humane treatment and begin to restore
trust; however, the distal effects of prior discriminatory prac-
tices are difficult to measure. Members of some groups may
be more likely than others to mistrust research activities and
may therefore be less likely to participate. Similarly, research-
ers from the dominant culture may anticipate such mistrust
and avoid attempts to include participant communities from
historically marginalized backgrounds in research.

From inception and design, CRR attempts to minimize
and address tensions associated with contextual factors by
expanding the purpose of research and, therefore, the

research questions themselves, beyond the concerns of the
researchers, their professional communities, and the private
and governmental agencies they often serve. In other words,
investigators using CRR designs promote the interests of
those members of the investigatory community and those
members of the participant community (Ladson-Billings &
Tate, 2006). To attain this goal, CRR ideally includes mem-
bers of participant community at all stages of research
(Arzubiaga et al., 2008; Tillman, 2002). When this is not
possible, investigators engaging in CRR must review the
extant knowledge base and gain emic perspectives, taking
care not to ignore critique and to acknowledge existing gaps
(Wells, Merritt, & Briggs, 2009).

Implementation. In the initial stage of research implementa-
tion, issues of sampling arise. The implementation of RCE
relies on randomization and the establishment of experimen-
tal and control groups. Sampling diverse populations in suf-
ficient numbers for generalization continues to be a serious
deficiency in the implementation of culturally responsive
RCE and other designs (Calamaro, 2008). When participants
from diverse backgrounds are omitted or included in insuf-
ficient numbers, narrow findings are interpreted too broadly
(Graham, 1992). Also, replication, one affordance of RCE,
has not been widely implemented to test hypotheses with
specific subgroups of the population (Wells et al., 2009). Ini-
tial efforts to build trust and to include members of diverse
communities as members of research teams are two strate-
gies for increasing participants from historically marginal-
ized groups, and thus potentially augment the cultural
responsiveness of the work (Ashing-Giwa, 2005).

Building participants’ trust, interest, and responsiveness
through researchers’ consideration of the strengths and
needs of a diverse population requires transparency not
only in sampling but also in intervention design and data
collection (Wells et al., 2009). Of particular concern is the
design of instruments and other intervention components
that are “reliable, valid, and culturally consonant” (Ashing-
Giwa, 2005, p. 134). This entails paying careful attention to
intervention components’ relevancy, measurement tech-
niques, and language (Bernal et al., 1995). Intervention
research, often implemented as RCE, is implicitly and
explicitly connected to the researchers’ aim to understand
outcomes. In CRR, researchers consider the community-
level outcomes, in addition to individual level outcomes,
expanding the unit of analysis of inquiry (Chouinard &
Cousins, 2007). These considerations may be conceptual-
ized as contextual, that is, they include the analysis of the
locales in which the intervention is likely to be implemented
and the larger societal factors (Pope-Davis, Liu, Toporek, &
Brittan-Powell, 2001).

Dissemination. The dissemination of research should result in its
use (National Center for the Dissemination of Disability
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Research, 1999). Practical uses of research may vary
according to local contexts. For researchers, one typical use
is to augment or sharpen the precision and reach of policy
and to support organizational change. Attention to use in
CRR requires that researchers also understand the local,
political, and sociohistorical contexts in which people
live, so that research implications for the broader society
address local issues (APA, 2003). For example, as U.S.
schools are becoming more racially/ethnically diverse,
dissemination of evidence-based practices must include
consideration of this issue. While research must still avoid
extending implications beyond results, the dissemination
of implications for practice and further research should be
contextually and instrumentally framed, and any limita-
tions in generalizability need to be acknowledged. In addi-
tion to publishing results in scholarly journals, presenting
results to participants’ communities using accessible lan-
guage and focusing on the practical implications are
essential (Ashing-Giwa, 2005). Next, we detail our syn-
thesis of this comprehensive literature review and the
resulting CRR rubric.

Developing a Rubric for CRR

Our work expands earlier efforts to identify quality indica-
tors of research. Although both the earlier quality indicators
and their application in rubric form do have relevance in the
consideration of CRR, neither their original establishment
in 2005 nor the application of these criteria to existing bod-
ies of research in 2009 explicitly examined what aspects of
culture might be important to consider in the evaluation of
intervention research. Yet areas of overlap between our
rubric and the previous aforementioned work exist. For
example, a relevant, established rubric item applied to the
examination of experimental reading research is, “Samples
are comparable across conditions on relevant characteris-
tics” (Chard, Ketterlin-Geller, Baker, Doabler, &
Apichatabutra, 2009, p. 271). We concur and include a ver-
sion of this indicator of CRR in our rubric. But we attempt
to expand the issue of recruitment, making a concerted
effort to consider additional variables that have implica-
tions for generating evidence about what works in address-
ing diverse preferences, experiences, strengths, and needs
of youth with disabilities.

Our aim is to strengthen—not to replace—commonly
accepted standards and quality indicators of experimental
research. To do this, we followed the framework for quality
indicators of the experimental studies outlined in the afore-
mentioned scholarly papers. Basing our argument and
rubric items on the principle that research is itself a cultural
practice (Arzubiaga et al., 2008), our ultimate goal is to pro-
vide a conceptual tool to enhance researchers’ reflexivity
during conceptualization, design, implementation, and dis-
semination of research.

Review of the literature. We reviewed psychology, educa-
tional, and other social science literature to identify guide-
lines, rubrics, theoretical papers, research articles, and
syntheses on CRR and related interventions. We searched
three academic databases (ERIC, PsycINFO, and Google
Scholar) for the following combinations of keywords: cul-
turally responsive, culturally competent, culturally ade-
quate, cultural competency, cultural adequacy, or cultural
responsiveness and research. The searches were filtered for
dates ranging from 2000 to 2010. We also manually
searched the publications that we identified through the lit-
erature search and contacted experts on equity and diversity
in education and psychology, seeking existing checklists or
rubrics and related sources. We found no published rubric
for evaluating CRR.

Next, we synthesized the resulting relevant theoretical
papers, guidelines, and empirical studies that detailed the
related tenets of cultural responsiveness in teaching, assess-
ment, therapy, and empirical studies that highlighted strate-
gies for conducting CRR. In addition to highlighting the
significance of our rationale, the literature search formed
the foundation of our rubric for CRR, providing a compre-
hensive interdisciplinary framework of criteria.

Rubric development. We organized findings from the litera-
ture review into domains for rubric item development fol-
lowing the standards for reporting on empirical research
(American Educational Research Association [AERA],
2006). These domains are (a) problem formulation, (b)
design and logic, (c) sources of evidence, (d) measurement/
assessment process, (€) analysis and interpretation, and (f)
dissemination. Although these domains represent dominant
cultural beliefs and practices about research, this organiza-
tion is appropriate for this preliminary examination of CRR
because it is well understood by educational researchers.
We created rubric items by reviewing the literature examin-
ing tenets associated with CRR and identifying criteria
from the theoretical and empirical articles, book chapters,
and guidelines. Following Chard et al.’s (2009) recommen-
dation, we created ratings for the levels of rigor or fitness
for each criterion. We used a 3-point Likert-type scale (0-2)
to represent the variance in CRR ratings of criteria. Ratings
of 0 indicate an absence of documentation of the role of
culture, using a culture-blind approach. Ratings of 1 indi-
cate documentation that culture was viewed as a categori-
cal, static variable (e.g., race, social class), a determinant of
participants’ perceptions and behaviors. Ratings of 2 indi-
cate documentation of a practice-oriented focus on the
intersection of cultural and contextual (i.e., individual,
institutional, and interactional) factors.

The final 15-item rubric is included in Table 1. Space
limitations preclude a detailed discussion of each item;
sources cited for each item in the rubric are available on
request. Here, we illustrate the relationship between extant
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Table 1. Rubric for Culturally Responsive Research.

Rubric item

Score

0

2

|. Foundational construct(s)
of the study

2. Relevancy of the research
problem

3. Critical and comprehensive
review of the relevant literature

4. Justification of the theoretical
framework

5. Description of participants

6. Description of researchers and
interventionists

7. Description of sampling
procedures

The construct under
examination is implied but
not explicitly discussed.

The relevancy of the research
problem(s) to participants’
interests and needs and
context is not discussed.

The construct under
examination is explicit but
taken as universal based on a
norm-referenced sample with
dominant cultural/linguistic
background. Evidence of
alternative conceptualizations
is not presented.

The relevancy of the research
problem is discussed, as it
relates to the field and/or the
researcher’s interest or line of
inquiry.

The construct under examination

is addressed comprehensively
and adequately; multiple
perspectives and/or competing
ideas are presented with a
presentation of evidence of
alternative conceptualizations.

The relevancy of the research

problem addresses both the
researcher’s line of inquiry
and the participants’ and local
communities’ interests and
needs.

The review of extant literature The review of extant literature The review of extant literature

results in a narrow rationale
for the study that does not
address what is known about
the problem.

The theoretical framework of
the study is not discussed
explicitly.

Description of participants’
demographic characteristics
includes two or fewer
characteristics (race, gender,
income, disability).

Description of researchers
and interventionists (e.g.,
teacher, translator) includes
two or fewer individual
characteristics (e.g., race,
experience, and language).

Recruitment and sampling
methods are not discussed.

includes scholarship as it
relates to the research
problem relevant to the unit
of analysis.

The theoretical framework of
the study is discussed
abstractly, only as it relates
to the construct under
examination.

Description of participants
includes more than two
characteristics; however, the
description is limited to the
dimension of the individual.

Description includes more
than two individual
characteristics (e.g., race,
economic background,
gender, disability); however, the
description is limited to the
dimension of the individual.

Recruitment and sampling
methods are discussed but lack
detail about the rationale for
the exclusionary criteria (e.g.,
English language learners) and
the congruence of participants’
experiences and/or preferences
(e.g., language preference).

is critical and creates a
dialogue with studies using
alternative methodologies and
perspectives on the research
problem relevant to the unit of
analysis.

The theoretical framework is

discussed comprehensively
as it relates to physical,
sociocultural, and historical
contexts of the study and
participants’ lives. The
framework is justified with

a critical examination of

its limitations to study the
problem, participants, and the
contexts of the study.

Description of participants

includes both individual
characteristics and the
institutional dimensions (e.g.,
status, institutionalized social
practices) for both the control
and intervention groups.

Description includes individual

characteristics and the
contextualized institutional
dimensions and relational
positions among the participants
and interventionists (e.g., power,
status, and insider/outsider
positions).

Recruitment and sampling

methods include differentiation
based on participants’
experiences and preferences,
maximizing the potential to
include diverse populations.

Downloaded from sed.sagepub.com at UNIV OF WISCONSIN on December 20, 2013

(continued)


http://sed.sagepub.com/
http://sed.sagepub.com/

208

The Journal of Special Education 47(4)

Table |. (continued)

Score

Rubric item 0

8. Description of research setting Description of the research
setting is not discussed.

A rationale for the data
collection strategies is not
discussed.

9. Description of data collection
strategies

The intervention includes a
contrived context, task,
and control for variables to
the extent that its application
in real life is unlikely.

10. Ecology of the intervention

I'l. Intervention design Culture-free approach: The
intervention does not
consider fundamental
aspects of cultural and
linguistic diversity that
participants, interventionists,
and researchers bring to the
study. The diversity of the
physical, sociocultural, and
historical contexts is not
discussed.

12. Assessment of intervention
efficacy

The validity, reliability, and
language of the measurement
tool(s) are not discussed.

Description of the research

setting includes the school
and community characteristics
relevant to the construct
under examination.

A rationale for the data

collection strategies is
provided; however, it is limited
to a technical discussion of the
methodology.

The intervention includes a

context, task, and variables that
generally represent participants’
real life experiences yet the
intervention aligns more closely
with the research design.

intervention incorporates
procedures to incorporate
individual and within-

group diversity including a
combination of the following:
Training of interventionists

for research with diverse
groups; embracing participants’
perspectives and practices,
inviting community
representation; ensuring
availability and accuracy of
translation and interpretation
of intervention materials

and procedures, considering
the implications of legal

issues; and/or examining the
applicability of interventions to
participants’ lives.

The validity, reliability, and

language of the measurement
tool(s) are discussed, but

the measurements are
standardized and norm-
referenced for a population
other than the sample.

Description of the setting

includes physical, sociocultural,
and historical contextual
factors and their interaction
with the research process.

A rationale for the data

collection strategies
includes consideration of
participants’ cultural and
linguistic preferences, needs,
and strengths. Multiple data
collection methods are used
to maximize accessibility
(e.g., using instruments in
multiple language, using
participant-selected locales).
Description includes discussion
of interactions between the
researchers and participants.

The intervention is aligned with

participants’ experiences and/
or preferences.The integrity of
the participants’ experiences
and contexts is balanced with
the researchers’ design.

Culturally sensitive approach: The  Culturally responsive approach:

The intervention study
incorporates methods and
procedures to address
diversity but also meets all
three fundamental criteria
for culturally responsive
educational interventions: to
improve academic achievement,
skills and knowledge, and
social outcomes; to affirm
participants’ cultural and
personal identities; and to
facilitate the development

of participants’ critical
perspectives both to develop
an awareness of and capacity
to challenge inequities that
they experience.

The validity, reliability, and language

of the tools are inclusive of the
populations representative of
participants OR the limitation/
lack of availability of such tools
for the sample are discussed.
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Table I. (continued)

Score

Rubric item 0

The results are not
disaggregated according to
the participant and setting
characteristics.

I3. Presentation of findings

14. Analysis and interpretation Culture-blind approach:
Participants’ cultural,
linguistic, and economic
backgrounds and contextual
factors are not included
in data analysis and

interpretation.

I15. Discussion of dissemination  Dissemination strategies are
limited to the presentation

of data in the article.

The results are disaggregated
according to participant
characteristics between and
within the intervention and
control groups, but are limited
to disability, race, income, or
language.

Cultural deterministic approach:
Participants’ backgrounds
and contextual factors are
analyzed as categorical and
static variables. Differences
among the participants are
interpreted based on the dis/
advantages associated with
living conditions, demographic
characteristics, or participants’
lack of competencies in
mainstream skills and
knowledge.

The results are disaggregated
according to participant
characteristics between and
within the intervention and
control groups and include
intersections of participant
characteristics.

Cultural instrumentalist approach:
Participants’ backgrounds,
contextual, and cultural factors
are analyzed as dynamic,
complex, and dialogical.
Differences within the
participants are interpreted
as situated in affordances and
constraints of the physical,
sociocultural, and historical
relations of the context.
Factors under consideration
include organizational

Dissemination strategies

structures, power distribution,
and participants’ identities.
Dissemination strategies are
strategically selected to maximize
sharing of knowledge with clear
practical benefits to participants’
communities writ large.

extending beyond the article
are discussed (e.g., the data
were shared with teachers
and families).

literature, two select criteria, and the rating schema. Item 12,
Assessment of intervention efficacy, addresses the somewhat
straightforward issue of the validity and reliability of assess-
ment tools. The significance of this criterion has long been
acknowledged in educational research and practice:
Assessment tools are artifacts whose participatory constructs,
concepts, and language are inherently cultural (Solano-
Flores, 2008). Despite tacit agreement among researchers
and practitioners that assessments must be congruent with
students’ characteristics and experiences (e.g., language),
appropriate use of culturally responsive assessment tools
continues to be problematic in the identification of disability,
preferences, strengths, and needs for youth from historically
marginalized groups (Figueroa & Newsome, 2006). Thus,
the selection of appropriate assessment measurements con-
tinues to be an explicitly stated tenet and criterion for CRR
(AERA, 2006; APA, 2003, APA 2005). An embedded ques-
tion in Item 12 is “Were reliability and validity of the assess-
ments, particularly in regard to the norm-referenced sample
upon which these are based, explicitly and intentionally
matched to the participants’ characteristics and experiences?”’
The ratings indicate the extent to which the detailed

description of assessments and measurements explicated
validity, reliability, and cultural congruence with participants.
A score of 0 indicates an absence of the documentation of
validity, reliability, and the language of the assessment. A
score of 1 indicates that, although these were discussed, the
population on which the validity and reliability were normed
did not represent the study’s sample. When documentation of
validity, reliability, and language of the measurements
included the range of populations in the study’s sample or
when the lack of such instrumentation constituted an
acknowledged limitation, a score of 2 was assigned.

Item 14, Analysis and interpretation, focuses on the con-
ceptualization of culture during analysis of results. We anchor
this criterion to arguments for the expansion and importance
of culture as pertains to teaching and learning (Artiles et al.,
2010) and professional guidelines for research (AERA, 2006;
APA, 2003). Therefore, an embedded question is, “Was the
role of culture conceptualized contextually and instrumen-
tally accounting for the relevant individual, institutional, and
interpersonal factors?”” A score of 0 on this item indicates that
analysis and interpretation did not include consideration of cul-
tural and contextual factors, while a score of 1 indicates that
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these variables are considered as categorical and static, without
examining intersections of variables. A score of 2 indicates that
the analysis of culture reflects the complexity of variables that
may extend beyond categorical description, may vary within
categories, and may change across contexts.

Once drafted, we submitted the rubric for review from
two scholars, one a tenured professor with expertise in test-
ing development and educational measurement, at our uni-
versity’s center for testing and evaluation, who were asked
to provide critical feedback on the design of the set of items,
as well as the rating structure for each item. Based on this
feedback, we refined and delineated the purpose of the
rubric; that is, we proceeded developing the CRR rubric as
a tool to provide an evaluation of each criterion rather than
to generate an overall score. This decision allowed flexibil-
ity, an important consideration, as reviewers’ preliminary
feedback demonstrated that the ratings for each criterion
were not parallel or comparable across the rubric. Next, we
submitted the rubric for a review of its content from four
prominent special education scholars from other major
research universities, each with expertise in research design
and intervention with culturally and linguistically diverse
populations. Three scholars accepted our request and pro-
vided feedback via telephone conference and an overall
review of the rubric’s content. Based on their feedback, we
revised the rubric in two ways. According to one interven-
tion scholar, we calibrated the scoring criterion of 2, the
highest score, to include the acknowledgment of limitations
of existing culturally responsive measurement instruments
or limited participant sampling. In this way, we expanded
the attainability of a score of 2 to include research that
explicitly acknowledges such limitations as this demon-
strates the reflexivity aligned with the theoretical tenets of
cultural responsiveness. Following content revisions, we
applied the rubric to an intervention study outside the tar-
geted set of transition studies identified by Test and col-
leagues (2009) to calibrate the raters’ interpretation of the
scale. In this application, we practiced using the rubric,
compared results, and noted further need for revisions, edit-
ing for parallel language and clarity, and made several
adjustments to clarify the expectations of the levels of rigor
associated with each score.

Rubric application. We (both authors) applied the rubric to a
set of group experimental studies identified by Test and col-
leagues (2009) as rigorous and exemplary of evidenced-
based practices in transition, our area of interest. We read
each of the six studies and evaluated the work according to
each rubric item. Following independently scoring the stud-
ies in the set, we compared scores and determined interrater
reliability. Following Chard et al. (2009), the interrater reli-
ability was calculated by dividing the number of exact
matches on ratings at the component level by the total num-
ber of exact matches and disagreements. This resulted in a

reliability score of 0.6. Next, we discussed instances where
there were differences, returned to the original texts for
clarification, and negotiated evaluative judgment until
100% agreement was reached (Bazeley, 2007; Richards,
2005). For example, on Item 6, we reached initial 100%
agreement that none of the articles presented a description
of the researchers or interventionists, resulting in a score of
0 on this item for each article. On Item 5, however, our sep-
arate evaluations of the inclusion of participant characteris-
tics were in agreement on five of six articles. Returning to
the table and related text in the Sinclair, Christenson, and
Thurlow (2005) study of school completion allowed us to
verify and agree upon the score of 1, thus reaching interrater
agreement.

Results

We applied our CRR rubric to a set of intervention studies in
special education to examine the extent to which the body of
work identified as evidence-based through the implementa-
tion of RCE also aligned with CRR. We chose a set of inter-
vention studies that had previously been identified as
rigorous transition research (Test et al., 2009); however, the
rubric could be applied to any empirical study. To do this
systematically and congruently with established quality
evaluations of special education research, we created a
rubric. To our knowledge, this is the first rubric that addresses
CRR in special education. Table 2 provides scores for each
rubric item by study. Analysis across rubric items illustrates
constellations of scores (0s, Is, and 2s) in each research
domain, indicating a range of alignment with CRR. We
acknowledge that the consideration of CRR has not previ-
ously been concretized as quality indicators for special edu-
cation research in the detail presented herein. Thus, we
expected to find both domains of research and individual
items that did not meet these criteria simply because some
indicators, representative of the tenets of CRR, have not been
explicitly discussed or identified as quality indicators in our
field. We see this analysis as an attempt to operationalize
CRR research and one that will forward an important and
perhaps transformative discussion.

Identifying Opportunities for CRR
as Value Added

We begin our analysis with the most obvious pattern: None
of the articles received the optimal score of 2, an indication
that the tenets of CRR had been met, on any rubric item.
Scores of 2 generally indicated documentation that culture
was understood not as a stand-alone variable but as a
dynamic and instrumental process. To illustrate, a score of
2 for Item 9, Description of data collection strategies, indi-
cates the use of data collection methods that are responsive
to participants’ preferences and experiences (e.g., language
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Table 2. Rubric Scores for Six Experimental Studies in Transition Research.

Martin Nelson  Sinclair Van Total (%)
Bates et al. Izzo et al. etal etal etal Reusen &

Rubric item (2001) (2000) (2006) (1994) (2005) Bos (1994) 0 | 2
I. Construct | 0 0 I I 0 50 50 0
2. Relevancy 0 | | | I I 17 83 0
3. Literature 0 | | 0 0 I 50 50 0
4. Theoretical 0 0 0 0 0 0 100 0 0
5. Participants 0 | | | | I 17 83 0
6. Researchers 0 0 0 0 0 0 100 0 0
7. Sampling I | | 0 | | 17 83 0
8. Setting 0 I | | | 0 33 67 0
9. Data collect | | | 0 | | 17 83 0
10. Intervention 0 0 | | | | 33 67 0
I'l. Intervention design 0 0 0 0 0 0 100 0 0
12. Assess intervention 0 0] 0 | 0 0 83 17 0
13. Finding present 0 0 0 0 | 0 83 17 0
14. Analysis and Interpretation 0 0 0 0 0 0 100 0 0
I5. Dissemination 0 0 0 0 0 0 100 0 0

preference) and that relevant details about the researcher/
interventionist interactions with participants are docu-
mented. None of the articles provided this level of detail in
the documentation of data collection.

For example, Martin and colleagues (2006) did not
explain whether it was necessary to translate the survey
instrument they used into Spanish despite that 3.7% of their
participants identified as Hispanic/Latino. The authors do
not discuss whether the survey items were designed to be
congruent with participants’ cultural conceptualizations of
Individualized Education Program (IEP) participation or
whether trusting, collegial relationships existed between
teachers, parents, and youth whose interactions were the
subject of study. At the same time, the extant literature doc-
uments the reluctance of some Latino and African American
parents to assert opinions at IEP meetings, for a myriad of
reasons that include feelings of being ignored or disre-
spected (Harry, 1992), deference to teacher expertise
(Bailey, Skinner, Rodriguez, Gut, & Correa, 1999), and
tacit disagreement (Kozleski et al., 2008). Because Martin
and colleagues discussed the relevancy of their unit of anal-
ysis at the student level, provided a detailed description of
participants and data collection strategies, and included
contextual and controlled variables that generally repre-
sented participants’ real life experiences, we agreed that
their study showed promise for CRR, and we scored accord-
ingly (see Table 2).

Notably, we did not find documentation warranting a
score of 2 on any rubric item in this or any other study.
Evidence of a score of 2 on this item for this study might

have included a discussion of the strategies the researchers
used to create the survey instrument in Spanish and/or one
that reliably operationalized cultural conceptualizations of
IEP involvement, as well as strategies for developing trust
with participants to increase the depth and breadth of their
input. We interpret this finding as an indication that the
tenets of CRR, as represented by the rubric, have not been
explicitly addressed. One contributing factor may be the
absence of operational definitions of CRR criteria on which
there has been agreement and standardized practice. Our
rubric provides a framework to address this underdeveloped
area of special education research.

In fact, as we conducted our literature review, developed,
and then applied our rubric, we identified dissonant themes
when we simultaneously considered the tenets of CRR and
those of RCE. RCE is a research methodology within the
positivistic paradigm of unbiased approaches to inquiry;
however, to conduct CRR requires an examination of poten-
tially consequential biases and cultural practices. These
ideas may create dissonance for researchers. What at first
consideration may seem incongruent, however, may actu-
ally be an opportunity to expand established quality criteria.
For example, Gersten and colleagues (2005) asserted that
the professional qualifications and experiences align with
the interventions they implement. We developed Item 6,
Description of researchers and interventionists, by expand-
ing this criterion so that it explicitly addresses culture. Item
6 requires the additional documentation of individual char-
acteristics, relational positions, and contextualized dimen-
sions of the interventionist. Because the goal of RCE is
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often generalization, this expanded criterion lends more
precision to generalizability. For example, 1zzo, Cartledge,
Miller, Growick, and Rutkowski (2000) intervened by
extending transition services for 2 years beyond high
school. While the remaining participants in the experimen-
tal group were more likely than those in the control group to
successfully attain employment goals, 17 of the 79 partici-
pants in the experimental group left the study. On Item 6,
we scored [zzo and colleagues’ (2000) work at a 0 because
they provide too little description of the interventionists
(i.e., “job training coordinators,” p. 148). Understanding
more about the characteristics and contexts of the interven-
tionists and their relationships to participants (i.e., criterion
in Item 6) would contribute to our understanding of the eco-
logical validity, and thus the efficacy, of the intervention.
We understand that the attrition of participants could be
linked to other factors, and we acknowledge that its effect
cannot be fully understood without additional analyses by
the researchers. Ultimately, though, this information is
essential if we are to generalize findings.

Finding that all six studies omitted descriptions of the
researchers/interventionists or the relational dimensions of
research (100% scored 0 on Item 6) was not surprising.
Controlling for researcher biases is a prevailing tenet of
RCE designs. Although beyond the scope of this article, the
theoretical link between nonbiased research and culture-
blind research is important to note. Strategies for limiting
potential biases and culture-blind approaches require some
discussion of researcher/interventionists’ perspectives and
experiences that shape their approaches to research design
and implementation. Rather than increasing biases, transpar-
ency of positionality contributes to a “culture-centered”
approach prioritized in CRR (APA, 2003, p. 380). This latter
position is connected to multicultural education principles
that address equity by examining the lack of representation
in the teaching force relative to youth and their families
across school populations and the effect of this dispropor-
tionality on shared values, beliefs, and practices. Similarly,
researchers and participants experience differences in power
and status or differences in the benefits afforded by research,
but these issues have not been fully considered in special
education research. Our rubric is an evaluative tool that may
lead to a deeper consideration of which researcher/interven-
tionist factors and contexts are important to report to move
toward CRR and to fulfill existing requirements of experi-
mental research (Gersten et al., 2005).

All six articles received a score of 0 on 4 more of the 15
items (Items 4, 11, 14, and 15). Generally, a score of 0 indi-
cated that there was insufficient documentation that the role of
culture in these intervention studies was a key consideration,
whether at the surface level of variable or at the more compli-
cated level of a negotiated process. Again, some of these scores
are indicative of a more traditional practice of research. For
example, in Item 15, Discussion of dissemination, a 0 indicated

that dissemination beyond the article was not discussed. A
tenet of CRR is that dissemination efforts reach stakeholders
who are potentially affected by the results and implications (a
score of 1 on the rubric). This requires sharing data and trans-
lating findings into practical knowledge for use in the local
participant communities and the larger community of scholars
and practitioners. Sinclair and colleagues’ (2005) study of
Check & Connect, a dropout prevention intervention, demon-
strated that youth in the experimental group experienced
increased attendance and decreased dropout rates. While the
authors detail implications for practice and further research,
they stop short of explaining how they shared this work with
participants’ communities or mobilized local resources to
increase the reach of the intervention. We acknowledge that
typical dissemination discussions infrequently include this
information; however, increasing our expectations for dissemi-
nation has the potential to bolster connections we make within
and across research settings. Proponents of CRR argue that the
translation of research to practice and the sharing of findings
with participants’ communities not only increase the impact of
program implementation but also may increase the recognition
of people from historically marginalized communities of a
vested interest in educational research (Ashing-Giwa, 2005;
Chouinard & Cousins, 2007). While lack of documentation
does not mean that such dissemination efforts were not com-
pleted, doing so provides an opportunity for accountability in
research. Again, the rubric demonstrates the possibilities of
CRR in special education contexts, operationalizing compo-
nents not previously included in the repertoire for publication
of traditional research and moving analysis toward CRR in
incremental steps.

Improving CRR Through Strengthened
Theoretical Frames and Sharpened Analyses

Some of the low-scoring rubric items coincided with stan-
dard requirements for research designs that are founda-
tional to RCE. For example, Item 4, Justification of the
theoretical framework, and Item 14, Analysis and interpre-
tation, are common foci for researcher attention, irrespec-
tive of CRR. The difference or shift between familiar
expectations and those in our CRR rubric is the focus on
cultural complexities. For example, researchers in special
education may commonly address the theoretical frame-
works that undergird their studies, but a tenet of CRR is to
do so explicitly attending to participants’ and communities’
local, political, and sociohistorical contexts. For example,
Van Reusen and Bos (1994) examined the effects of an
intervention designed to motivate students to participate in
their IEP meetings, reporting that youth in the experimental
group were able to identify goals and verbally contribute at
rates higher than the youth in the control group. In their
discussion of IEP meetings, however, they do not provide
sufficient detail about the context of the IEP meetings nor
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about the youth’s backgrounds and experiences. Yet, exist-
ing communication theories indicate that context is an
important factor of shared meaning through discourse and
that culture is consistently a factor in interpersonal com-
munication (Gudykunst & Lee, 2003). Therefore, we noted
that an implicit, unidentified theoretical framework invok-
ing the principles of collaborative decision making or com-
munication was in operation, as was a similarly implicit
cultural identity framework.

The tenets of CRR underscore the need for such theoreti-
cal frameworks to be made explicit and to aid in making the
approach to research design and implementation more exact-
ing, and potentially increasing the generalizability of the
results. This is in alignment with the established criterion
that researchers explicitly connect their work to existing
theoretical frames (AERA, 2006; APA, 2003, 2005).
Documentation warranting a score of 2 on this item on our
rubric would include explaining the role culture might play
in interactions when people (e.g., teachers, parents, students)
have different preferences, experiences, strengths, and
needs. While these researchers clearly document the legal
imperative in the literature review, an explicit framework
incorporating communication and interaction contexts and
cultures would potentially strengthen the implementation of
the study and its implications (i.e., replicability and practical
implementation) by addressing how a mandate for student
IEP involvement is made more complex in schools where
parents, youth, and teachers may have disparate views about
what it means to be involved, to assume responsibility, and
to communicate needs and expectations. For example, rele-
vant frameworks include theories of cultural psychology
(Cole, 1996), cross-cultural interactions (Gudykunst & Lee,
2003), and capital theory (Lareau & Horvat, 1999).

Enhancing the CRR Tenets Within Existing
Research Approaches

On many of the 15 items, we noticed that the target criteria
of CRR, as articulated in the rubric, were within reach of
the research presented in these special education studies.
On one quarter of the items (Items 2, 5, 7, and 9), five of
the six articles scored 1s, indicative of researchers’ concep-
tualization of culture as a notable variable. In these cases,
conceptualizations of culture were static and tightly cou-
pled with participants’, rather than researchers’, character-
istics and contexts, and did not reflect complex negotiated
processes. For example, with the exception of Bates, Cuvo,
Miner, and Korabel’s (2001) study of community-based
instructional interventions, the remaining five articles do
report more than two characteristics associated with
participants, most commonly disability, gender, and race/
ethnicity, at the level of the individual.

We were unable to find, however, descriptions of com-
plex individual or institutional dimensions (Item 35,

Description of participants) necessary for a score of 2 that
augment the explanation of the results. [zzo and colleagues’
(2000) documented participant characteristics across gen-
der, race/ethnicity, and disability for both experimental and
control groups, but they do not provide contextual descrip-
tions that explain why participants’ were identified as “at-
risk for not maintaining employment” (p. 141). What were
the institutionalized social practices that may have contrib-
uted to the problem? And, following the presentation of
data (see Item 13), how might this description inform our
understanding of the intervention’s varied success?
Expanding the description of participants’ contexts has the
potential to aid interpretation of results and implications.
For example, was the intervention more likely to work with
youth who lived in communities where adult employment
was consistently maintained? Did young women of color
and their male peers in the experimental group benefit simi-
larly? We understand that such discrete analyses may have
been omitted because participant numbers in each subgroup
were insufficient for the statistical tests and measures. Still,
thoroughly describing a study’s sample is a common quality
criterion in special education research (Chard et al., 2009;
Montague & Dietz, 2009; Odom et al., 2005); thus, the
rubric identifies an area in need of improvement that aligns
not only with the tenets of CRR but also with the basic RCE
concept of generalizability.

The first four rubric items address documentation of the
research inception and planning. On 3 of the 4 items (Items 1,
2, and 3), scores of 1 were obtained by at least half of the six
articles, indicating documentation approaching CRR. For
example, the construct under examination (Item 1) as
described by Nelson, Smith, and Dodd (1994) is made
explicit, yet the pointed focus on handwritten job applica-
tions excludes a range of considerations for the employment
application process, some of which are context embedded
and require attention to culture as comprehensive and negoti-
ated processes. Because CRR capitalizes on culture as an
interactional process, a score of 2 would expand the concep-
tualization of applying for jobs noting that written applica-
tions provide but one point of entry into the job market. For
example, an expanded discussion might include acknowledg-
ment that in some contexts social networks requiring no writ-
ten application are more common and/or that handwritten
applications may be indicative of types of employment that
are more or less relevant in the lives of the participants. While
the expansion of the construct may seem to some to exceed
the parameters of Nelson and colleagues’ study, doing so, in
accordance with CRR, augments the field’s understanding of
the construct under examination in relation to intended ben-
eficiaries of the research. This is a salient issue because,
although this study was published in 1994, a time when hand-
written applications were common, this study was recently
identified as an evidence-based transition intervention (Test
et al., 2009) despite that other modes of applying for
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positions (e.g., Internet-based application systems) might
also be important to consider. Relevancy is a related issue
(Item 2, Relevancy of the research problem). We scored
Nelson et al.’s (1994) study as a 0 on the issue of relevancy
because handwritten applications are becoming outmoded in
the contemporary context. This second point is not a critique
of the original work; rather, it is a reminder that context mat-
ters. As our scoring indicated, the construct under examina-
tion is narrow and its relevancy limited when viewed through
the lens of CRR.

Implications

One common objective of school reform is to systemati-
cally address youth whose needs are not effectively
addressed in school. Despite concerted effort by special
education researchers to identify practices considered to be
evidence-based, and thus effective, teachers still struggle to
improve the achievement and postschool outcomes for
youth from historically marginalized groups. The extent to
which this persistent problem can be linked to the produc-
tion of evidence through research is unclear. This examina-
tion of a sample set of studies identified as strong RCE
demonstrates that some aspects of this extant body of work
do not consistently align with the tenets of CRR.

Augmenting the cultural responsiveness of research
underscores the potential for improving scholarship to
pointedly address the needs of diverse students who are the
fastest growing population in schools but who have histori-
cally experienced disparities in educational opportunities
and outcomes. Identification of evidenced-based practices
generated through CRR is also key for practitioners experi-
encing a double bind: an inherit tension between the com-
plex ecologies of real life experiences, opportunities, and
challenges that historically marginalized youth face, and the
use of evidence-based practices that are not developed
based on the preferences and real life experiences of diverse
learners whom they serve. Because our work represents
preliminary efforts develop and examine criteria for CRR,
next steps include a formal and expanded effort to docu-
ment the rubric’s validity and reliability.

Knowledge production to solve complex problems
requires multifarious tools and approaches. By focusing our
efforts on RCE, we do not intend to imply that other quan-
titative and qualitative research need not include such con-
siderations. Generalizability and the present privileged
position of RCE in our field, however, demand that we
attend to questions about CRR so that the evidence we gen-
erate is sound. We see this rubric as an initial tool that can
augment the production of evidence and relevant, meaning-
ful, sustainable change in educational practice through
research that is culturally responsive.
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