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Managing Cross-Contamination in Adult Education Research 

Background and Context 
The Wri(ng in Adult Secondary Educa(on (W-ASE) Project has two aims: to design 
and evaluate a technology-supported curriculum for teaching adult learners how 
to write an argumenta(ve essay using a word processor on a computer; and, to 
develop a concurrent professional development delivery model to help teachers 
use our curriculum. The curriculum includes16 lessons to be taught twice a week 
over 2-3 months at adult educa(on programs. It includes digital wri(ng skills 
instruc(on, as well as a focus on argumenta(ve essay wri(ng skills, strategies, and 
prac(ce.  

The research par(cipants included two groups: teachers and adult learners. in classes designed for Na(onal 
Repor(ng System for Adult Educa(on (NRS) levels of 3-6. In the ini(al stages of our study, the teachers were trained 
graduate research assistants. In later rounds, they were authen(c adult educa(on teachers. All research took place 
in adult educa(on programs in a Southeastern state of the United States. The study incorporated an itera(ve design 
in which we conducted three field trials to inform the development of the curriculum and professional development. 
The fourth round is the Pilot Study, a quasi-experimental study to test out the final versions of the curriculum and 
professional development by comparing treatment and business-as-usual classes. 

The Challenge of Teacher and Learner Expectations 
Cross-contamina(on in educa(onal research happens when research par(cipants from the business-as-usual group, 
teachers or students, uninten(onally are exposed to the learning interven(on used by the treatment classes. The 
context of adult educa(on programs makes it challenging to avoid cross-contamina(on when tes(ng new resources. 
One of our challenges stemmed from teachers’ eagerness to access new resources. In adult educa(on, high-quality 
professional development is scarce, and teachers are oUen eager to learn about new instruc(onal interven(ons. 
Although understandable, this becomes problema(c when teachers and students not involved in the interven(on 
class, could be currently or in the future be recruited for the “business as usual” group. During the study, at one site, 
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some teachers who were not part of the treatment group tried to learn about the curriculum by visi(ng the 
interven(on classrooms to see the posters and other materials.  At another site, students in an interven(on class 
who were excited by the novelty of the curriculum shared with noninterven(on students their student binders which 
included detailed lesson informa(on. Another place where cross-contamina(on may occur is at adult educa(on 
conferences that oUen include researchers and prac((oners. Researchers may unknowingly expose details about the 
interven(on’s curriculum in presenta(ons to audiences of teachers who could be recruited in the future as part of 
the study’s par(cipants. 

All the above examples demonstrate how easily cross-contamina(on can occur. Teachers who are not part of the 
interven(on groups may unconsciously or consciously adopt elements of the interven(on aUer exposure, 
compromising the “business-as-usual” condi(on. This creates confounds in the research, such as differences 
between teachers who happen to hear about the interven(on in advance and those who do not. The more teachers 
learn about the treatment prematurely, the harder it becomes to maintain meaningful dis(nc(ons between 
interven(on and comparison groups. 

In addi(on, as already indicated, students in the business-as-usual classes can also present challenges. In our case, 
once they heard about the interven(on classes and viewed the student materials from other students, some 
noninterven(on students requested to transfer into the interven(on. When denied, they oUen expressed frustra(on 
or disappointment, feeling as though they were being denied a valuable opportunity. These reac(ons raised both 
methodological and ethical concerns. On the one hand, they threatened the integrity of the study by making it 
difficult to compare the interven(on and business-as-usual groups. On the other hand, they highlighted the ethical 
responsibility of researchers to acknowledge and address the implica(ons of learners and teachers not receiving the 
interven(on. 

Strategies for Reducing Cross-Contamination 

To mi(gate these risks, the research team took several steps. First, they 
explicitly discussed the importance of avoiding cross-contamina(on with 
both teachers and learners. Teachers were reminded not to share details of 
the interven(on with their colleagues, and learners were encouraged not to 
discuss their class materials with peers outside their group. While these 
conversa(ons did not eliminate all risks, they helped clarify expecta(ons and 
build awareness about why group dis(nc(ons ma\ered. 

Second, the team adjusted their dissemina(on prac(ces. At professional 
conferences, they were deliberate about what they presented and to whom, weighing the benefits of sharing early 
results against the risks of seeding interven(on prac(ces in sites not yet formally engaged in the study. This selec(ve 
approach reduced the likelihood that teachers in the comparison group or in sites slated for later par(cipa(on would 
alter their prac(ces prematurely. 

Finally, to address learner disappointment, the team commi\ed to sharing interven(on resources more broadly aUer 
the study concluded. By offering free professional development and curriculum access to business-as-usual teachers 
once the research ended, they sought to reassure both teachers and learners that exclusion was temporary, not 
permanent. This approach also underscored the principle that research par(cipa(on is not about denying 
opportuni(es, but about ensuring interven(ons are tested rigorously before being scaled. 

“Cross-
contamination is a 
persistent risk in 
adult education 

research. . .” 
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Outcomes and Lessons Learned 

The W-ASE experience highlighted the delicate balance between maintaining methodological rigor and respec(ng 
the professional aspira(ons of teachers and the learning ambi(ons of students. Cross-contamina(on is not simply a 
technical risk; it reflects the real demand for be\er resources and professional learning in adult educa(on. 
Researchers cannot assume that comparison group teachers or students will quietly accept their role in a study. 
Instead, they must plan proac(vely to explain, manage, and ethically address these dynamics. 

 
 
Key Takeaways 

Cross-contamina(on is a persistent risk in adult educa(on research because teachers and learners are highly 
mo(vated to access new resources. To preserve study integrity, researchers must explicitly explain the importance of 
group dis(nc(ons, manage what informa(on is shared during implementa(on, and plan ethically for how excluded 
teachers and learners will ul(mately gain access to interven(ons. In this way, rigorous research can move forward 
without undermining the trust and goodwill of the educators and learners who make it possible.

 
 


