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STAGE 1 
Foundational and Exploratory 
Research — Plan, Develop, 
Refine, Produce. 

This stage consists of  
the following:

•  Reviewing literature, consulting 
 with authors and experts, 
and conducting listening tours 
with practitioners, parents, 
and policy-makers to identify 
the problems that need to  
be solved

•  Developing a theory of action 
for how a product will address 
the needs

•  Establishing a preliminary  
evidence-base that will provide 
a rationale for conducting the 
Stage 3 Impact Research

STAGE 2 
Development and Design 
Research — Develop, Refine, 
Enhance, Improve. 

This stage consists of  
the following:

•  User experience (UX) and beta 
testing in which users interact 
with product components that 
are under development

•  Conducting pilot testing 
and field testing in which 
small- and large-scale tests 
are carried out with users in 
classrooms and schools

•  Building upon the Stage 1 
foundational evidence-base 
to provide further rationale 
for conducting Stage 3  
Impact Research

STAGE 3 
Impact Research — Evaluate 
the fully developed program, 
service, or strategy. 

This stage consists of  
the following:

•  Conducting three types of 
Impact Research:

o  Efficacy Research:  

Evaluations that are conducted 

under “ideal conditions”

o  Effectiveness Research: 

Evaluations that are conducted 

under “real conditions”

o  Scale-Up Research:  

Replicating evaluations across 

a variety of populations and 

settings

•  Submitting completed research 
to journals and education 
clearinghouses, e.g., the  
What Works Clearinghouse

•  Informing future product 
development of the results 
as the cycle returns back to 
Stages 1 and 2
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RESEARCH OF
AND FOR LEARNING

THE HMH EVIDENCE AND EFFICACY LIFE 
CYCLE CONSISTS OF THREE STAGES:

HMH RESEARCH AND VALIDATION MISSION STATEMENT

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (HMH) is committed to developing innovative educational programs that 
are grounded in evidence and efficacy. We collaborate with school districts and third-party research 
organizations to conduct research that provides information to help improve educational outcomes 
for students, teachers, and leaders at the classroom, school, and district levels. We believe strongly in  
a mixed-methods approach to our research—an approach that provides meaningful and contextualized 
information and results. For more information, please visit us at: hmhco.com/research.

EVIDENCE-BASED RESEARCH FOR PRODUCT DEVELOPMENT

At HMH, we incorporate evidence-based research 
into the product development cycle in a continuous 
feedback loop. The products for which we provide 
such research include educational programs, 
learning assessments, professional development 
services, and implementation strategies.

Our Evidence-Based Research Life Cycle is 
based on a rich history of nearly two decades of 
education research experience. When reporting 
on the evidence of the effectiveness of our  
programs, we are mindful to use current language 
from the IES “Common Guidelines for Education 
Research and Development,” a report produced 

by the Institute of Education Sciences, U.S.  
Department of Education, and the National Science 
Foundation (2013) and the newly enacted ESSA.

As the HMH Evidence and Efficacy Life Cycle 
depicts, research continuously informs  
development iterations and program revisions. 
While HMH does not typically publish Design 
and Development Research, we are constantly 
learning more about program and student 
performance and using what we learn to inform 
product enhancements in currently supported 
editions as well as inform future development.

“At HMH, we provide evidence-based research 
embedded into each product development cycle 

in a continuous feedback loop.”
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Evidence-Driven Innovation

Evidence

Innovation

Theory
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The Plan

1. Finding the right problem(s) 

2. Creating a theory of action 

3. Iterating in context 

4. Scaling, evaluating, and revising 

5. Building cultures that value research to practice
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1. Find the right problem(s).
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From magic lanterns to VR
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The “Goldberg Rule”

Tell me the story. I’ll figure out the 
problem. (vicarious user-centered 
design)

Dockterman 2016



An Example

• 1990s Orange County, Florida


• High dropout rate


• Vanderbilt University - Ted 
Hasselbring


• Reading problem - poor 
decoding; poor fluency; lack of 
background knowledge - 
humiliation avoidance


• READ 180
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Rebalancing the Equation for  
Raising Math Achievement

Grades 5 & Up

®



Evidence of the Problem(s)
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Guidance from Experts



Problem Evidence at Multiple Levels

• Data gives you scale 

• Stories give you nuance 

• Accumulate user profiles - from abstract (data) to real 
(stories)

128 
– ? 
100
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2. From Theory of the Problem to Theory of Action

Like a doctor, from diagnosis to treatment.
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Designed for Change

A foundation for acceleration

Ecosystem of support to multiply 
effectiveness

Effort and perseverance pay off



What makes you think it will work?

Problem/Theory Action/Innovation Evidence

Our Mindset Story
1st 2 weeks; behavior 

badges; mindset scans;

strategy reflections

elements from Mindset 
Works; READ 180; 

expert advice


Our Content Story
focus on foundations; 

progression and 
coherence

Singapore; expert 
advice

Our Teacher Story
up front training; 

coaching; on-demand 
PD & modeling

Ball & Hill; expert 
advice
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3. Iterate, iterate, iterate. 
But you have to listen to the feedback.
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Tim Harford -  
3 Steps

“first, try lots of different things; 


second, make sure the 
experiments are at a small 
scale so that when things go 
wrong, it’s not a catastrophe; 


and third, make sure there’s a 
reliable way to tell the 
difference between success 
and failure.”
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Test the Leaps

• Theoretical with advisors 

• Proxies with teachers 

• Flash labs with students 

• Partner with select schools
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Tips for Efficacy

• Test early, when the investment is low. 

• Monitor your defensiveness. It’s not about validating your 
idea; it’s about solving the problem. 

• Recognize that failure can put you ahead of the 
competition.
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4. Does the whole thing work? With and for 
whom? In what contexts?
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STUDIES ARE
PEER REVIEWED

YEARS OF
ENDORSEMENT

80% of studies use one 
or more independent 
measures of reading, 
including more than ten state tests.

Middle
School
Students

Elementary
School
Students

High
School
Students

Other
Educational
Settings

80%
26%

6%

hmhco.com

16 Years of Evidence-Based Results for America’s Struggling Readers

COMPENDIUM OF

READ 180® Research
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DBIR? Improvement Science?

• Impact of different contextual constraints 

• Pushing the boundaries of fidelity (fidelity vs localization) 

• Attitudes and beliefs 

• More data and stories
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From Research to Efficacy

Research 
Foundations

Innovation & 
Iteration

Design & 
Development

Implementation 
Fixed/localized

Efficacy
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5. Building research to practice cultures (among all 
players)
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Evidence-Driven Innovation

Evidence

Innovation

Theory
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The Players

Academic

Contexts

Commercial
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The Academics

• Stay rigorous… 

• but lighten up a bit. It’s a partnership. 

• Share what didn’t work. 

• Get in the contexts. 
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The Publishers/
Developers

• Make following the research a 
norm


• Share researchers with 
everyone on the team


• Be a part of the research 
process
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Educators

• Get beyond covering the standards. 

• Recognize that new ≠ effective. 

• Implementation quality matters.
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What’s your research to practice plan?

david_dockterman@gse.harvard.edu

twitter: @dockterman

david.dockterman@hmhco.com
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