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Abstract:  
Background: The No Child Left Behind legislation creates an increased need 

for new school-based empirical studies whose implementation will depend 

largely on researchers’ access to various school populations and records. 

Access decisions are typically made by superintendents, or their designees, 

functioning as gatekeepers who control right of entry. Understanding the 

factors driving these decisions could enhance the desirability of proposals and 

increase access rates for quantitative and qualitative researchers alike.  

Purpose: The purpose of this research was to query districts about four key 

access factors including (a) researcher trustworthiness, (b) associated risks, 

(c) costs and benefits, and (d) potential contribution to the field.  

Research Method: This study used a series of interviews followed by a 

systematic survey.  

Participants: Ten superintendents were interviewed followed by a survey of 

310 districts in Connecticut, Illinois, and Pennsylvania.  
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Findings: Although trustworthiness was expected to supercede other factors, 

districts reported greater interest in elements of risk and in research having 

widespread educational value. Costs and material benefits (e.g., equipment, 

credit, and compensation) were not highly emphasized nor relatively 

important. Professional development, planning, and instructional benefits 

mattered more.  

Implications for Research and Practice: Given the increasing emphasis on 

scientifically based research for school decision-making and program reform, 

the present study is notable for two reasons. First, it provides researchers 

with insights into the decision-making process involved in granting permission 

to conduct research in the schools. Second, it can help to improve the quality 

of proposals received by school districts, thereby increasing the likelihood of 

positive right-of-entry decisions and resulting in better informed decisions.  

 

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act has focused national 

attention on the need for more school-based research particularly in 

terms of instructional strategies, parental involvement, and schoolwide 

reforms (NCLB, 2001). This legislation requires schoolwide 

improvement through the use of empirically validated instruction, a 

demonstrated consideration of current research on effective parental 

involvement (NCLB, 2001, Part A, Subpart 1: Sec. 1111.d.1), and 

otherwise taking into account “the findings of relevant scientifically 

based research” (NCLB, 2001, Part A, Subpart 1: Sec 1112.C.1.f).  

In fact, the NCLB Act has significantly amplified the interest in 

all types of school-based inquiry. Despite this heightened interest, 

researchers external to schools (e.g., those in university settings, 

regional laboratories, human service agencies, etc.) often report 

frustration in gaining access to student, teacher, and administrative 

populations for the purposes of collecting data that meets the NCLB 

expectations. Given that school personnel must contend with myriad 

responsibilities, new initiatives, and public criticisms, researchers 

frequently find that participating in a research study does not rank as 

a very high priority among districts, particularly if there are perceived 

risks. Although some literature exists regarding school leadership and 

risk taking, none focuses on the potential risks involved in permitting 

outside researchers access to students and staff.  

Brunner (1999) points out that risk taking in general is critical 

to successful leadership but found very few references to risk taking 

specifically. She points out the dissonance between the literature on 

characteristics of successful leadership, which typically include risk 

taking, with conflicting literature indicating that superintendents are 

not themselves risk takers (Konnert & Gardner, 1987; Short & Greer, 
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2001). Numerous studies examine the characteristics and 

competencies of successful superintendents, but none identify risk 

taking as one of them (e.g., Carter, Glass, & Hord, 1993; Haugland, 

1987).  

Davis (2005) identifies 15 common traps befalling school 

administrators in making decisions. Among them is a tendency for 

administrators to react to relatively small groups of disgruntled 

constituents in the hope of avoiding emotionally charged issues. 

Additionally, school leaders may be more inclined to give more weight 

to information that confirms what we already know (Davis, 2005). 

Consequently, when faced with a proposal to conduct research 

involving students and staff, school leaders will likely avoid potentially 

controversial or risky research projects.  

In fact, when permission to conduct research is granted, it is 

often the case that the researchers gain access on the basis of having 

made some personal connection to the school, either by virtue of a 

relationship with a current or former graduate student who is a 

member of the staff or through their own outreach, consulting work, or 

reputation. In other instances, access to school-based populations is 

sometimes a function of chance. For example, Todman, Crombie, and 

Keighren (1990) report that they received access to a school 

population based on a fortuitous encounter in a school whose teachers 

had just been discussing the research issue in the faculty lounge. The 

teachers’ receptiveness to the research was piqued after having seen a 

television show that aired a segment on a similar issue. At the same 

time, however, researchers seeking right of entry might benefit from 

understanding the culture of schools and the issues that might intrigue 

their personnel rather than relying on factors of chance or personal 

connections. By our way of thinking, it figures that school officials 

would be inclined to grant access to trustworthy researchers who 

propose beneficial projects that are virtually risk-free, carry little or no 

cost, and offer the distinct promise of contributing to the field of 

education broadly. In contrast, when researchers are not well known 

to school officials and their proposals represent potentially risky, 

resource-intensive ones with limited generalizability, the chances of 

collecting data in school contexts would stand to diminish dramatically. 

To date, although this thinking represents speculation at best, the 

extent to which these factors influence right of entry decisions, both 

alone or in combination, is not known.  
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Theoretical Perspectives  
In point of fact, few studies have been conducted to determine 

how district administrators view educational research in the schools 

generally, let alone how they approach gatekeeping decisions. In one 

general study, West and Rhoton (1994) conducted a statewide survey 

of school administrators in Tennessee to ascertain their overall 

attitudes toward educational research. It was found that 

administrators believe research is often difficult to understand, too 

technical, and impractical. One lesson here would seem to be that it 

behooves researchers to demystify their oral and written proposals for 

access, clearly explaining the nature of the proposed work and its 

applied benefits.  

Beyond these findings, however, our search of the educational 

literature revealed no existing theoretical framework for interpreting 

the gatekeeping process. For this reason, it was necessary to collect 

preliminary qualitative data on the chance that we might find some 

direction for exploring other literatures that might illuminate right of 

entry decisions. Our initial thought was to go close to the source, so 

we invited a small group of former superintendents who worked at our 

institution to a focus group session. In that session, we directly asked 

what factors were important to them in making the decision to allow 

researchers access to their schools when they were in office. Five 

possible factors emerged from that informal discussion including (a) 

trust—whether the researcher is regarded as being serious, ethical, 

considerate, and trustworthy; (b) risk assessment—a determination as 

to whether there is any discernible downside to the district in 

permitting the proposed research; (c) benefit—the extent to which the 

proposed research might be advantageous for either the district or its 

gatekeeper; (d) cost assessment—whether the district’s involvement 

would require supplying any human or financial resources; and (e) 

contribution—the value of any potential contribution the proposed 

research might add to the field of education. A determination of which 

factors districts weigh most heavily in their decisions about right of 

entry could conceivably help researchers to better understand the 

gatekeeping process, enhance the strategic impact of their proposals, 

and lead to greater access to the school-based populations necessary 

to meet the standards of scientifically based and qualitative forms of 

inquiry.  
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Method  
To build on the focus group data, we decided to secure final 

direction by going right to the source. In a qualitative interview study 

(Melnick & Henk, 2002), we questioned a total of 10 local, current 

school superintendents individually in 1-hr sessions to determine what 

factors they reported in making access decisions. Although a 

structured interview protocol guided the sessions, the superintendents 

were given the opportunity to discuss any factors they thought to be 

worth mentioning.  

Beyond proximity, these 10 superintendents were selected for 

two reasons. First, their districts receive numerous requests for 

research studies each year. Thus, this type of decision making would 

be practiced by them regularly. Second, the level of comfort and trust 

we shared with these particular superintendents ensured that we 

would receive very candid and thorough responses to our questions. In 

short, this group could be counted on to forgo politically correct, 

socially desirable, or superficial responses that might misdirect us. On 

the contrary, we received honest and deeply thoughtful feedback that 

would clearly inform the development of a broad-based, strategic 

survey instrument.  

It so happened that our original brainstorming session with the 

former superintendents effectively foreshadowed our formal interviews 

with the standing superintendents. Use of the structured interview 

protocol revealed that the same five basic factors were of equal 

concern to the standing superintendents as well (i.e., trustworthiness, 

risk, costs, benefits, and contribution to the field). However, because 

cost and benefit assessments were closely interdependent concepts in 

these superintendents’ remarks, it was decided to combine them into 

one more inclusive category (i.e., cost/benefit). This adjustment 

resulted in four primary theoretical factors that could be investigated 

more extensively with a systematic survey instrument.  

Based on these final interview results, a survey tool was devised 

to explore the four-factor gatekeeping model. More specifically, the 

purpose of the survey was to obtain input from a much more 

expansive cross section of superintendents to help us understand the 

relative importance of the factors as well as their respective interplays. 

Using instrument development techniques for affective measures 

(Gable & Wolf, 1993), we created a 40-item survey that was 

systematically organized into 10 clusters of 4 items each. All of the 
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clusters contained 1 item representing each of the 4 factors (i.e., trust, 

contribution, risk, cost/benefit). The survey asked respondents to 

evaluate the items in two different ways. First, they were asked to rate 

the extent to which they emphasized each factor separately when 

making a decision about whether to allow a researcher into their 

districts (i.e., not at all, a little, some, much, a great deal). This rating 

was considered the emphasis score. Second, within each set of four 

statements, respondents were asked to rank order each statement 

from 1 to 4 ranging from the one that they considered to be the most 

important to the item they considered to be least important. This 

forced-choice ranking was regarded as the relative importance score.  

 

Data Source  
A total of 1,000 surveys were sent to randomly selected 

superintendents in three states. Surveys were returned by 310 

respondents, yielding a 31% response rate representing rural, 

suburban, and urban districts. Of the respondents, 93% were 

superintendents, 4% were assistant superintendents, and the 

remaining 3% were a variety of superintendents’ designees. 

Respectively, the respondents were from Connecticut (n = 40),  

Illinois (n = 166), and Pennsylvania (n = 104).  

 

Results  
Our first interest was in knowing the extent to which districts 

had formal procedures or policies in place for determining right of 

entry. The demographic portion of the survey asked respondents to 

indicate if their districts had any existing internal guidelines or formal 

application processes for conducting research. Interestingly, only 28% 

of the districts reported having procedures on hand for conducting 

research in their schools, and just 11% had any type of formal 

application process. These data suggest that access to school 

populations is apparently governed by informal procedures primarily; 

however, similar to all of the survey findings, this result could be an 

artifact related to the particular administrators who chose to complete 

the instrument.  

Another demographic we sought was the estimated number of 

requests for research access that the respondents received per year. 

Thirteen percent of the respondents indicated they receive virtually no 

requests for research access. The remaining 87% of the respondents 
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indicated receiving a range of relatively few to as many as 150 per 

year. Approximately 35% indicated they receive 10 or more requests 

per year.  

The findings of primary interest center on the emphasis and 

relative importance data. Descriptive statistics from the 310 surveys 

are presented in Tables 1 through 3. The data represent the scale 

means, sample, and frequency of responses to individual items. Recall 

that for each item, respondents were asked to rate the emphasis they 

gave each item in making gatekeeper decisions (i.e., not at all to a 

great deal) and to rank order the items by relative importance, forcing 

choices among the four factors represented in each set (i.e., trust, 

risk, cost/benefit, and contribution). Table 1 indicates the means and 

standard deviations for each of the four scales (i.e., contribution, 

cost/benefit, risk, trust). Table 2 displays the top three and lowest 

three items based on rank ordering of emphasis means, whereas Table 

3 shows the top and lowest three relative importance ranks.  

Risk to the district and superintendent emerged as the single 

most important factor (i.e., scale) by decision makers when 

considering researchers’ right of entry to their schools (scale mean = 

4.19; see Table 1). Additionally, based on both the means and rank 

ordering of individual items, risk items were considered among the 

highest in both emphasis and relative importance (see Tables 2 and 

3). In fact, risk clustered within the top eight ranked relative 

importance items overall.  

Contribution to the field was given considerably more relative 

importance by the respondents than expected. In fact, the scale mean 

for contribution achieved the second highest rating (mean = 3.86) of 

the four factors (see Table 1). At the same time, only one contribution 

item fell among the top 10 ranked items in overall emphasis (i.e., “The 

decision makers genuinely recognized the value of the research to the 

field”). Interestingly, respondents rated that item in emphasis as 

ranging from much to a great deal when placing it individually on a 5-

point scale (M = 4.26), making it the fifth highest rated item. 

However, when forced to rank order the item by considering its 

relative importance, the item dropped to 10th overall. The final 

noteworthy aspect of the contribution scale findings derived from the 

fact that three of its items were ranked lowest in terms of emphasis 

(see Table 2).  
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The cost/benefit factor generated the third highest scale mean 

at 3.68. The respondents rated the item “The district might benefit 

from some new instructional techniques used in the research project” 

as the second overall most important aspect (see Table 3). Additional 

items related to professional benefits, such as the “Information from 

the project might be useful in school planning” and “Participants might 

benefit from the experience” were also rated highly in relative 

importance and were among the top 10. Cost/benefit items that 

focused on issues not directly related to instruction and planning (e.g., 

the receipt of equipment, formal credit, and compensation) ranked 

among the lowest overall.  

Items related to trustworthiness were clearly regarded lower 

than anticipated. Based on the literature review, our superintendent 

interviews, and our own experience, it was expected that trust would 

be the predominant factor emphasized by respondents. We also 

assumed that it would rank high in relative importance. Surprisingly, 

the trust factor represented the lowest rated relative importance scale 

with a mean of 3.62, and 5 of the trust items were among the lowest 

10 items in emphasis; 4 of the trust items were among the lowest 10 

items in relative importance.  

 

Discussion  
Although trustworthiness was expected to be the most highly 

emphasized and ranked scale, districts were far more concerned about 

elements of risk and placed a high value on the contribution that a 

proposed study might make to the field. Trust actually evidenced the 

lowest overall rating and ranking. Benefits related to professional 

issues such as instruction and planning were more important to 

districts than material rewards for the district or external rewards for 

the participants. Costs did not seem to figure very prominently in their 

thinking.  

Although the four factors explored in this study varied in 

reported emphasis and relative importance, our overarching sense is 

that researchers need to be sensitive to all of them. Although the 

emphasis means for contribution to the field, costs/benefits, and 

researcher trustworthiness all fell into the range between much and a 

great deal; only the risk factor seemed to diverge prominently from 

the others. This virtual equality suggests that there is probably an 
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unavoidable capacity for interaction among all of the factors that will 

make nearly all gatekeeping decisions unique to some extent.  

Still, it is understandable why elements of risk represent such 

an important consideration for districts. Administrators are 

professionally and ethically obligated to operate in the best interest of 

their districts, and they shoulder the ultimate responsibility for 

safeguarding the welfare and rights of all students, faculty, and staff. 

Interestingly, official clearance by the university’s institutional review 

boards was not routinely accepted as compelling by the 

superintendents. We got the distinct sense that they preferred to 

scrutinize proposals themselves and make their own risk assessments. 

This preference is not surprising because they would be the ones held 

accountable if anything should go awry.  

 

Final Thoughts  
Future researchers might consider three aspects of this study. 

First, the present study included districts in 3 states. A representative 

number of districts from all 50 states would provide a more accurate 

snapshot of districts nationwide. Second, the results of this survey are 

based on self-report data. Third, in the present study, cost/benefit was 

considered one factor. Greater delineation between these two factors 

might provide additional information regarding what districts tend to 

value. In fact, greater scrutiny of the relationships between high or low 

cost versus high or low benefit would isolate the individual factors 

further and enhance our understanding of the interrelationships among 

them. Additionally, researchers and administrators should consider the 

following. With 87% of the districts getting some requests, and 35% 

getting 10 or more requests per year, districts would be well advised 

to develop policies for research in the schools. Only 28% had written 

procedures, but only 11% had a formal application process. 

Furthermore, as risk was the area of most concern to districts, 

researchers should clearly and completely identify the potential risks 

and provide detailed explanations as to how those potential risks will 

be minimized or eliminated. Last, researchers need to be clear as to 

what benefits the district might realize from their participation. In 

particular, benefits related to possible new or improved instructional 

techniques or other professional benefits should be highlighted. Far 

less interest is shown in anything not related to potential gains in 

achievement (e.g., compensation, equipment, credit, etc.). And finally, 
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it also appears desirable to highlight the potential contribution of the 

proposed research to the field of education and to detail the 

professional benefits to the school district.  

In sum, when seeking right of entry, investigators should never 

lose sight of the fact that research is not the primary business of 

schools. Although the need for scientific evidence is certainly not lost 

on school administrators, they view its discovery as the responsibility 

of individuals from outside their immediate contexts. At best, external 

investigators are guests in the schools. They are permitted to do their 

work by virtue of a courtesy that has been extended to them. It is 

important, then, that researchers remain respectful of school cultures 

and ever mindful of the privilege their access represents. Clearly, 

those seeking access to schools need to recognize that the 

gatekeeping function of superintendents and other school officials 

carries enormous responsibility. By tending to these considerations 

and bringing the findings of the current study to bear, researchers 

should have a better chance of getting their foot in the gate.  

 

Notes  
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Table 1. Rank-Ordered Scale Means and Standard Deviations 

 

Table 2. Top- and Bottom-Ranked Items by Emphasis 
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Table 3. Top- and Bottom-Ranked Items by Relative Importance 
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