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TERA Research Brief Process: 
Initial Interview Guide 

About this Guide:  

This tool is designed to guide the author of a non-technical brief in interviewing a researcher about a 
specific research study or set of studies. The guide provides a line of questioning intended to prompt 
researchers to clarify, in non-technical speak, the key points of their work and their relevance to 
important problems of practice.  
 

The Importance of Initial Interviews: 
TERA’s primary goal is to inform education policy and practice with rigorous research. Policymakers 
and practitioners don’t have time to sort through new information and figure out on their own what’s 
most important and how it relates to their work. Part of TERA’s job is to do this for them, and an initial 
interview between the brief’s author and the researcher is a critical part of how we accomplish this. 
Through focused dialogue, the researcher and the brief’s author formulate a set of well-supported and 
explained key takeaways appropriate for a non-technical audience. This benefits the researcher and the 
author as they build a shared understanding of how to talk about research with the people TERA aims to 
inform. 
 
Keep in mind a TERA brief is more than a jargon-free summary of a research paper – developing one is 
not a matter of cutting, pasting, and editing what’s in a technical piece. Research findings, as written in 
most research reports, are far less useful to policymakers and practitioners than are insights that help 
them better understand a problem and how they might address it. Such insights are rarely stated 
explicitly or prominently in technical papers. As such, writing a TERA brief entails more than 
translation. Working with the researcher, the author articulates and elevates key messages for non-
technical audiences that may have only been hinted at in the academic article.   
 

Technical and non-technical audiences differ in what they 
look for most in research 

Researchers tend to care most 
about… 

Policymakers/practitioners care 
most about… 

How does this study add to 
previous research? 

How does this study inform 
what I do? 
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Interview Process:  

 

Guidance for reading research papers: 
In reviewing the technical paper before the interview, it is expected that the brief author will not 
understand or absorb everything in it. Here’s some additional guidance on reading: 

• Pay the closest attention to the Results/Discussions/Conclusions sections.  

• As you read, highlight sentences where the author seems to be saying something especially new 
or important. Annotate such sentences, or some of them, with notes on your own understanding 
of the idea expressed. 

• Flag anything that seems contradictory (i.e. one finding that seems to contradict another) so you 
can ask the researcher to reconcile them. 

• Look for charts (or figures) that seem to show clear patterns; find the text in the paper that 
explains the charts and try to piece together what the charts are showing you. Consider 
annotating charts with your own attempt at a headline that calls out the pattern they show. (Note 
that technical papers often include many tables of data, which are less illuminating.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Assignment:
Assigner explains 

why a brief is 
needed, how it 
relates to other 

TERA work, agrees 
with author on 

timeline for 
development

Reading:
Author of brief 

reviews the 
researcher’s study 

and identifies 
what seem to be 
key points + what 
seems important 

but unclear 

Interview 
Preparation:

Author 
adapts/selects 

from questions in 
this guide to 

create a set of 
prompts for the 

interview 

Interview:
Author interviews 
researcher (asking 

clarifying 
questions and 

paraphrasing, etc). 
Author takes 

notes and records 
audio

Summarizing Key 
Points and 

Explanations:

Author drafts 
outline/ 

PowerPoint (with 
notes)
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TOPIC QUESTION 

(To be answered by brief author before preparing interview 
questions) 

What is this study about? 

This study is about: ________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

 

GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR INTERVIEW 

RELEVANCE/CONTEXT 

1. Relevance: Why is this topic important to study?  

Possible variations/deeper dives: 

• What is the Tennessee context that makes this study 
relevant? 

• What do we know or not yet know from previous 
research that tells us this is important to study? 

• How is this study situated within previous TERA 
research? 

 

 

 
 

2. Caveats: What can’t this study tell us that would be 
important to know? 

Possible variations/deeper dives: 

• What cautions should we keep in mind when 
interpreting the results? 

 

 

 

 

 

Examples of what you’re after: 

…turnover among teachers of color in 
Tennessee schools. 

…improvement in teachers’ effectiveness as 
they gain more experience. 

Examples of what you’re after: 

• Previous research suggests that students 
benefit from a diverse teacher workforce, 
so it’s important to know what’s 
driving/hindering teacher diversity. We 
know that principals impact teaching and 
learning in schools, so it’s important to 
know if effective principals are in the 
schools that need them the most. 

• Previous TERA research demonstrated 
how principals are key to driving school 
success. Building on that knowledge, we 
now know that schools with the most 
challenging leadership environments in 
Tennessee also tend to have less effective 
principals.  

Examples of what you’re after: 

• We don’t know if principal supervisors 
really do recognize effective school 
leadership or if they just give good ratings 
when they see that a principal’s school is 
performing well. 
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DATA/METHODS 

4. Methods: In non-technical language, could you 
please walk through what methods you used in 
this analysis? 

Possible variations/deeper dives: 

• What measures did you use, and what question did 
your analysis ask of the data? 

• What data were included in the study? Who was 
included and what information about them was included? 

• If applicable, what comparisons were made and how? What claim does this study allow us to 
make? 

 

 

In this section, walk through each headline one-by-one. In other words, 
proceed through question 8 for first headline, then return to question 5 for 
the second one, until you’ve covered them all.  

 

FINDINGS 

5. Key Takeaways: Let’s talk through what you see as 
the big headlines/takeaways from this study. 
Taking all the findings into account, what would 
you say are the key/major takeaways from this 
research?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Examples of what you’re after: 

• Teachers of color leave their schools at 
higher rates because they tend to teach in 
more challenging situations. 

• Contrary to popular belief, teachers 
generally continue to improve over the 
course their career. 

• TN’s principal evaluation system identifies 
school leaders who retain effective teachers. 

• TN’s most effective principals are working 
where they are least needed. 

• In TN, low-performing teachers are being 
reassigned to early grades, where state 
testing doesn’t take place. 

Examples of what you’re after: 

• We measured growth in teacher 
effectiveness by looking at changes in the 
evaluation scores of individual teachers 
over time. With that data we asked: to what 
extent do teachers continue to become 
more effective over the course of their 
careers? 
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6. Findings: Circling back to the first big takeaway 
(restate), what findings from your research 
support that headline/takeaway? (e.g. specific 
numbers/results from analysis) 

Possible variations/deeper dives: 

• What results from your analysis lead you to make that statement? 
 

7. Significance: How would you explain how big or 
small those findings are to non-research person? 

Possible variations/deeper dives: 

• Can you give a sense of how big the differences were 
in terms that a non-technical person might 
understand? 

 

8. Visualization: What kind of charts or graphs 
would best clarify those findings for a non-
research person? 

Possible variations/deeper dives: 

• How could you present the data so that the key 
relationships or patterns are crystal clear? 

• Do you already have charts showing that, or could you create one?  

• Or, what charts in the research report best capture the finding. Tell me what the chart is showing. 

 

9. Interpretation: What are some possible 
explanations for what you see in the results? 

Possible variations/deeper dives: 

• What do you think might be going on here to 
produce these results? 

Examples of what you’re after: 

• Schools with fewer teachers of color 
experience higher turnover rates among 
such teachers. 

Examples of what you’re after: 

• We could show the rate at which effective 
teachers leave their schools when their 
principal is rated a 1,2,3,4, or 5 in the state’s 
principal evaluation system.  

Examples of what you’re after: 

• The growth in effectiveness among 
participating teachers was equal to gaining 
one point on TN’s four-point measure for 
teacher evaluation. 

Examples of what you’re after: 

• It might be that the districts where teachers 
are becoming more effective at faster rates 
have created conditions that are especially 
conducive to professional learning. 
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10. Misinterpretation: How might these results be 
misinterpreted by a general audience? 

Possible variations/deeper dives: 

• What would you not want a general audience to take 
away from these results? 

 

 

Go on to Question 11 after you’ve been through Qs 5-10 for each key 
takeaway. 

 

11. Implications: Who do you think most needs to 
understand the results of this study, and what 
would you suggest they do or think about as a 
result of it? 

 Possible variations/deeper dives: 

• Whose work would benefit most from this study? State officials, district leaders, principals, 
teacher leaders? 

• What might each of these groups do differently based on this work? 

 

CURRENT CONTEXT/FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

12. Contribution: How does this study add to or 
challenge our previous understandings about this 
topic? 

Possible variations/deeper dives: 

• Do its findings challenge or confirm the conventional wisdom? If so, how? 

• Does it point to a major problem? If so, what? 

• Does it tell us that something is working as intended? If so, what? 

 

Examples of what you’re after: 

• The conventional wisdom is teachers don’t 
improve after 3-5 years in the profession. 
This shows that isn’t true. 

Examples of what you’re after: 

• Possibly that early grades are just a 
dumping ground for ineffective teachers. 
We don’t actually know this; we just know 
that less-effective teachers tend to be 
reassigned to lower grades 

Examples of what you’re after: 

• Principal preparation programs could 
explore ways to help principals understand 
how to better support a diverse teaching 
workforce. 
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13. Future research: Based on this study, what 
additional research questions do you think should 
be asked on this topic? Why? 

 Possible variations/deeper dives: 

• What do we still not understand about this topic that 
should be explored in further research? 

 

 

 

Examples of what you’re after: 

• We should find out if there are conditions 
in those districts that predict the likelihood 
of teachers becoming more effective over 
time. If we understood those conditions, we 
might find ways to bring them about in 
more places. 


