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Why Does Literacy Research So Often Ignore
What Really Matters?*

Richard L. Allington
The University at Albany—SUNY

Literacy education has once again risen near the top of the public agenda. As
evidence, I would point to the recent Presidential initiative focused on developing
independent readers by third grade and the several state-level initiatives in the same
direction and the many other initiatives to raise the standards for expected levels of
literacy proficiency at different points in the schooling process. I would also point to
the contentious arguments about how best to teach reading that are now profligate in
the mainstream media. There is much evidence of a public concern, reality based or not,
about the sufficiency of current public education efforts in terms of literacy outcomes.

At the same time, a handful of formal critiques and policy analyses suggest public
education policy and practice rarely seems informed by the research that is available
(Teddlie & Stringfield, 1993). Educational research, generally, and literacy research, in
particular, seem more often ignored than sensibly applied in developing educational
policies or recommended practices. In fact, educational research continues to be held in
low regard by both policy-makers and practitioners (Lagemann, 1996). It is in this con-
text, then, that I want to discuss the efficacy of literacy research—the essence of the
National Reading Conference—in enhancing public education, one of the potentially
powerful uses of educational research.

ENGAGING A PUBLIC BEYOND OUR PEERS

The issue at hand, then, is not to convince citizens that schooling is important, there is
a deep faith that better education is linked to societal progress. The key problem is to
devise plausible policies for improvement of schooling that can command the support
of a worried public and the commitment of educators upon whom reform must rely.
(Tyack & Cuban, 1995, p. 39)

Teachers, administrators, local and state board members, legislators, parents, and
community leaders comprise the “worried public” that jockey for control of the public
education environments we would alter, improve, modify, or eliminate. Public education
involves a variety of actors, each with potentially differing agendas. For instance, the
agendas of children, parents, taxpayers, employers, elected officials, teachers, and edu-
cation researchers all might very well differ. But we seem to often overlook the agendas

*Presidential Address, The National Reading Conference, Charleston, South Carolina, Decem-
ber 7, 1996.






