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PREFACE 
 
 

This third edition was written as a text and resource guide for graduate-
level students, practitioners, and teachers in the fields of special educa-

tion, disability studies, early intervention, school psychology, and child and 
family services. The primary purpose of the book is to offer a broad-based 
examination of the role of scientific inquiry in contemporary special educa-
tion. As with the first two editions, which were published in 2001 and 2011, 
our aim was to provide a comprehensive overview of the philosophical, eth-
ical, methodological, and analytical fundamentals of social science and edu-
cational research—as well as to specify aspects of special education research 
that distinguish it from scientific inquiry in other fields of education and 
human services. Foremost among these distinctions are the research benefi-
ciaries, i.e., children with disabilities, their parents, and special educators; 
the availability of federal funds for research and demonstration projects that 
seek to improve educational outcomes for children with disabilities; and the 
historical, philosophical, and legislative bases for the profession of special 
education. 

We are very pleased to add Dr. Nathan Stevenson of Kent State Uni ver -
sity as a coauthor of this third edition. This new edition represents a revision 
of more than 30 percent in comparison to the 2011 second edition. We 
added more than 250 new references and thoroughly updated every chap-
ter with new developments in research topics, designs, and methods that 
have emerged over the past decade in the field of special education. We also 
added considerable text related to evidence-based practice, open science, 
and quality indicators for special education research in a design-specific con-
text. 

Like the 2001 and 2011 versions, this third edition is divided into ten 
chapters. Chapter 1 establishes the theoretical underpinnings of social sci-
entific inquiry; provides a foundation in the philosophical, epistemological, 
and methodological considerations related to the design and execution of 
research in general and special education research in particular; and dis-
cusses the broad purposes of research in special education and disability 
studies. Chapter 2 addresses issues that are preparatory to designing and 
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evaluating special education research, such as sources of research ideas, 
translating research ideas into research hypotheses, identifying variables, 
and sampling issues. Chapter 3 discusses key measurement and statistical 
concepts used in the quantitative research tradition, including reliability and 
validity of measurement instruments; the purposes of descriptive, inferential, 
and nonparametric statistics in analyzing numerical data; and selected meth-
ods of statistical analysis. Researchers will note an expanded and updated 
section on the psychometric properties of educational and psychological in -
struments as well as updated text devoted to nonparametric and multivari-
ate statistics. Chapter 4 reviews ethical issues and guidelines for the design, 
implementation, and reporting of research in special education. Chapter 5 
addresses key criteria for evaluating the quality of special education re -
search, drawing valid inferences from results, and generalizing findings from 
the research sample to the target population. 

Chapters 6, 7, and 8 review the wide range of quantitative, qualitative, 
and integrative approaches to conducting research in special education, and 
they feature examples of these designs that we drew from the contemporary 
educational and disability studies literature. All three of these chapters have 
been completely updated with new examples and new text describing topic 
areas and research methods that are most commonly seen in the special edu-
cation literature. Chapter 6 addresses intervention/ stimulus, nonmanipula-
tion relationship and group comparative, and descriptive studies in the quan-
titative paradigm. Chapter 7 discusses qualitative research methods as they 
apply to special education. Chapter 8 examines and categorizes a variety of 
narrative literature reviews according to their purposes. Chapter 9 presents 
a published research article section by section; annotates the components 
and composition of a research report; and provides a protocol that students, 
practitioners, and educators can use to evaluate the technical soundness and 
scientific merits of published research articles. The final chapter of this text 
addresses future trends in special education research as they apply to a vari-
ety of stakeholders (e.g., administrators, policymakers, educators, research -
ers, children with disabilities, parents, funding agencies, consumer advo-
cates). 

Because this book was written as an introductory text for graduate stu-
dents and practitioners in special education, we focus much of the informa-
tion contained herein on the role of the reader as a “professional consumer” 
of research. In so doing, we not only orient the student or practitioner to the 
fundamentals of research design, we also introduce him or her to the pro-
fessional literature in this dynamic field of inquiry. Like the companion text 
written by Phillip Rumrill and James Bellini, Research in Rehabilitation 
Counseling (Charles C Thomas, Publisher, 2018), this book provides the 
“basics” that one would need to begin conducting a research investigation, 
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but we would encourage that person to supplement this book with course-
work in statistics and advanced research design before initiating an empiri-
cal study. 

  
PHILLIP D. RUMRILL, JR. 
BRYAN G. COOK 
NATHAN A. STEVENSON
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Chapter 1 
 

INTRODUCTION TO RESEARCH 
IN SPECIAL EDUCATION 

 
 

The purpose of this chapter is to establish practical and scientific bases for 
the special education research enterprise. We begin with an introduction 

to and overview of the professional practice of special education. We then 
discuss different ways that special education stakeholders come to know 
things, such as which instructional practices are effective and should be used, 
with special attention to the strength for using scientific research as a way of 
knowing. We then examine primary roles of research in special education, 
including building the professional literature base, theory building, and iden-
tifying effective practices; as well as consider challenges to research in spe-
cial education. 

 
 
THE PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE OF SPECIAL EDUCATION 
 
Special education is a multifaceted and extensive service delivery sys-

tem. The Thirty-Ninth Annual Report to Congress (U.S. Department of Edu -
cation, 2017) documents that, in 2015, over seven-million American infants, 
toddlers, children, and youth with disabilities received early-intervention and 
special-education services (7,172,125 infants, toddlers, children, and youth 
with disabilities to be exact). Individuals receiving services range from 0 to 
21 years in age and are identified as having autism, deaf-blindness, develop-
mental delay, emotional disturbance, hearing impairment, intellectual dis-
ability, multiple disabilities, orthopedic impairment, other health impair-
ment (including attention deficit hyperactivity disorder), specific learning 
disability, speech and language impairment, traumatic brain injury, and visu-
al impairments. Because the characteristics of learners with disabilities vary 
dramatically, many different professionals are needed to provide special edu-
cation services in many different settings. In 2014, approximately 380,000 
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full-time equivalent (FTE) special education teachers, 470,000 FTE parapro-
fessionals (including one-to-one tutors, instructional assistants, support 
providers, and translators), and more than 200,000 FTE providers of related 
services (e.g., speech-language pathologists, psychologists, occupational ther-
apists, counselors, rehabilitation counselors, physical therapists, social work-
ers, medical/nursing service staff, physical education teachers, and recre-
ation and therapeutic recreation specialists) were employed in the delivery 
of special education services throughout the U.S. and outlying areas (U.S. 
De partment of Education, 2017). Special educators provide services in homes, 
community-based settings, regular early childhood programs, separate early 
childhood classes, service provider locations (e.g., speech clinician’s office), 
inclusive classrooms, resource rooms, separate special education classes in 
public schools, special schools, residential facilities, private schools, hospi-
tals, correctional facilities, and other settings.  

Although the majority of students with disabilities in the United States 
are now educated in inclusive settings in public schools, it is important to 
remember that a history of advocacy, court cases, and legislation was neces-
sary to provide children with disabilities, especially those with severe dis-
abilities, access to an appropriate education (Yell, Rogers, & Rogers, 1998). 
Historically, the common belief that people with disabilities are not capable 
of learning kept them out of educational settings. However, it is now widely 
recognized that students with disabilities can learn and are entitled to an 
appropriate education. Thus, one of the central functions of special educa-
tion involves the development, identification, and application of instruction-
al practices to effectively educate learners with disabilities. Furthermore, as 
Kauffman and Badar (2014) noted, the right to effective instruction is “an im -
portant civil and moral right of students with disabilities” (p. 13). 

Enacted to provide an appropriate education for students with disabili-
ties, the Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act (IDEA, originally the 
Education for All Handicapped Children Act) mandates that an education-
al team formulate an Individualized Education Plan (IEP), which stipulates 
the annual educational goals, services, and placements for each identified 
student with a disability. However, there is no guarantee that the individuals 
comprising a student’s IEP team (e.g., general and special-education teach-
ers, specialists such as speech therapists, school administrators, and parents) 
will decide on goals, services, and placements that will produce optimal out-
comes for the student. Further, IEPs serve only as a loose guide for day-to-
day student-teacher interactions. Teachers typically have a great deal of free-
dom in how they interact with and instruct their students. Thus, the deter-
mination of what instruction students with disabilities receive is largely made 
by teachers who strive to do their best, but who often have not received suf-
ficient training and do not have enough time or resources to optimally meet 
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the diverse needs of their students. Furthermore, especially since the advent 
of the internet, teachers are inundated with information regarding recom-
mended, best, promising, and evidence-based practices (see Cook & Farley, 
2019). Some of these practices have merit, some are well-intended but 
untested, and occasionally some come from individuals who intentionally 
mislead educators trying to make a buck. Unfortunately, most educators do 
not have the training to critically evaluate the research (or lack of research) 
supporting the effectiveness of recommended practices. It is little wonder, 
then, that interventions known to be effective are frequently not implement-
ed, whereas some interventions that have been shown to be relatively inef-
fective are commonly used (i.e., the research-to-practice gap; Cook & Farley, 
2019). 

It is seldom a simple and straightforward process to determine what 
instructional practices are most likely to improve outcomes for learners with 
disabilities. Indeed, if selecting appropriate and effective teaching practices 
for students with unique and often problematic learning needs were simple, 
there would likely be little or no need for special education. Research is one 
way—we argue it is the most reliable and valid way—for determining the edu-
cational effectiveness of instructional practices. In fact, special education pio-
neers such as Jean Marc Gaspard Itard and Elizabeth Farrell have used re -
search, in one form or another, to inform effective policy and practice since 
the inception of the field (Kode, 2002; Lane, 1979). The continued influence 
of research is evident in contemporary reforms such as evidence-based prac-
tice and data-based individualization. Despite the benefits of making deci-
sions based on sound research, many educators lack the requisite knowledge 
and skills to critically evaluate the research base, and instead use other, less 
reliable, ways of knowing to determine which instructional practices to use. 
We hope the content of this text detailed in the following sections and chap-
ters will enable special education stakeholders to use research as a means to 
better understand the enterprise of special education and identify effective 
instructional practices, with the ultimate goal of improving outcomes and 
quality of life for learners with disabilities. 

 
 

WAYS OF KNOWING 
 
Although science provides a relatively objective method for “knowing,” 

it is not the preferred method of many policymakers and teachers for mak-
ing decisions about what happens in special education classrooms. Many 
educators prefer “flying by the seat of their pants” (Landrum & Tankersley, 
1999, p. 325) and relying on anecdotal information from colleagues and the 
internet (e.g., Hott et al., 2018; Landrum, Cook, Tankersley, & Fitzgerald, 
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2007) to using research findings as the basis for pedagogical decisions. We 
re view three of the most prevalent methods that special educators use to 
make decisions regarding the effectiveness of instructional practices—person -
al experience, expert testimony, and science—in the following subsections. 

 
Personal Experience 

 

Personal experience involves relying on one’s previous experiences or 
the experiences of others in a similar situation as the basis for one’s beliefs. 
For example, if a teacher perceives that using a whole language approach 
resulted in improved reading for one student with a learning disability (LD), 
she may decide to use whole language techniques for all students with LD 
whom she has in her class in subsequent years, because she has come to 
believe that this practice works based on personal experience. Alternatively, 
if a teacher does not have relevant personal experience on an issue, she may 
talk with fellow teachers in the faculty lounge or read teachers’ blogs on the 
internet in order to access the personal experiences of other teachers.  

Use of personal experience has many advantages for educators. First, 
and most obviously, it is very easy to access; all one has to do is remember 
one’s past or ask someone else with relevant experience. Similarly, the infor-
mation provided is likely to be perceived as “usable” (see Carnine, 1997, for 
a discussion of the accessibility, usability, and trustworthiness of educational 
information). That is, if teachers themselves or their colleagues have already 
successfully used a practice, it is likely that the information can be readily 
used by others. Also, because the information derived from personal expe-
rience comes from sources typically perceived as “battle-tested” and reliable 
(Landrum, Cook, Tankersley, & Fitzgerald, 2002), it is likely that teachers 
consider the information to be trustworthy.  

However, personal experience is highly fallible, and using it to determine 
what and how to teach may result in students receiving less than optimal 
instruction. For example, just because an intervention works with one stu-
dent in one situation does not mean that it will work if implemented for 
other students in other contexts. Furthermore, human perceptions are prone 
to multiple biases, which can cause people to perceive situations inaccurate-
ly. For example, if a teacher strongly believes that a particular instructional 
practice is going to work, agrees with the philosophy or theory behind the 
practice, and has devoted a lot of time and energy to implementing the prac-
tice, he or she is likely to evaluate the practice as more effective than it actu-
ally has been (i.e., confirmation bias; Nickerson, 1998). Similarly, people 
often fail to perceive objects and events that are unexpected (e.g., inatten-
tional blindness; Simons & Chabris, 1999). For example, if a teacher is not 
expecting an instructional practice to work, he or she may overlook indica-




