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By calling for researchers to bring highest level 
of scientific rigor to research questions that have 
the most importance in policy and practice, Vivian 
Tseng and Adam Gamoran lay out a bold action 
agenda for researchers and institutions alike. 

There are several points in this agenda that I find 
particularly resonant. First, the authors argue 
that theory is not the sole province of research-
ers. Practitioners and policymakers, in fact, have 
their own theories, which should have a place 
alongside scientific theories as bases for relevant 
research. I would also add that youth have their 
own valid theories about their development, which 
we should also consider as we form research 
questions. For instance, how could we not base 
theories regarding the development of under-
studied populations (e.g., transgender youth in 
school settings; Chong, Poteat, Calzo, & Yoshi-
kawa, 2017) on their own meaning making and 
experiences? Second, Tseng and Gamoran remind 
us that theory is not the same as theoretical talk. 
The style of theoretical discourse can affect the 
communication and impact of research on prac-
tice and policy; overly abstract jargon can make 
both research much harder to communicate to 
practitioners and policymakers. A final point that 
Tseng and Gamoran highlight is that rigor is not 
limited only to experimental causal research or 
quantitative research. Understanding the devel-
opmental patterns and contexts of young people 
requires a much larger set of research methods 
than even those that currently exist in the social, 
health, educational, evaluation, environmental, and 
biological sciences (Yoshikawa, Weisner, Kalil, & 
Way, 2008). 

Building off these points, I’d like to suggest three 
questions that we should keep in mind when 
considering how to bring rigor to relevant ques-
tions: To whom is the research relevant? How 
does relevance shape the planning and conduct 
of the research?  And, although the William T. 
Grant Foundation’s focus is on youth in the United 
States, how might rigorous, relevant research 
contribute to improved outcomes for the world’s 
youth as a whole? 

Relevance for Whom? 

Not all practitioners, policymakers, or youth-serv-
ing organizations enjoy equal standing: Some 
have more resources and influence, and some 
are more marginalized. If we intend to produce 
relevant work that is also impactful, we should pay 
particular attention to those decision makers and 
organizations that have fewer advantages. The 
tradition of research in culture and human devel-
opment (e.g. Whiting & Whiting, 1975) has often 
focused on marginalized or non-Western popula-
tions, as well as those without a prominent voice 
in policy and practice. 

What might relevant, rigorous research look like 
for those shut out of powerful policy or practi-
tioner positions? In recent years, for example, 
my colleagues and I have conducted research on 
unauthorized populations in the United States 
(Yoshikawa, 2011; Yoshikawa, Suárez-Orozco, 
& Gonzales, 2016); refugee youth (Yoshikawa, 
Wuermli, & Aber, in press); and research on sex-
ual-minority youth of color (Poteat et al., 2015). 
Such work can benefit from communication and 
dissemination to organizations devoted to serving 
these populations—organizations that sometimes 
struggle for funding due to their marginal status 
in their sectors. 

Rigor and Relevance: Thinking Ahead in Research 
Planning 

A great deal of advance planning is required to 
achieve a combination of relevance and rigor in 
developmental science. Small-scale intervention 
research, for example, may need to engage the 
perspectives of at-scale organizations and stake-
holders from the beginning. Dodge (2011) argues 
that even initial pilot implementation research can 
benefit from integration of stakeholders who may 
potentially engage in larger-scale implementation. 
The concerns and puzzles that these stakeholders 
experience can productively influence the initial 
implementation of both interventions and associ-
ated research. 
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Basic research on youth development, similarly, 
may need to engage practitioners early on to un-
derstand how the research might be applicable in 
real-world settings. That is, the planning of basic 
research can engage the opinions of those studied 
(e.g., youth and their families); those with whom 
those youth come in contact in their daily routines 
(e.g., peers, teachers, service providers, etc.); and 
the larger contexts within which youth reside (e.g., 
neighborhood and policy actors). Such dialogue 
may lead to revision of basic research questions 
to consider aspects of cultural diversity, context, 
or political or power relations (Tseng & Yoshikawa, 
2008). 

Research of Relevance for Global Youth  

Research on youth conducted in the United States 
rarely addresses the needs of youth outside the 
U.S. (Arnett, 2008). Yet, in the long run, the out-
comes of youth in the United States are complete-
ly and inextricably intertwined with those of the 
other 95 percent of the world’s youth. This fact is 
most powerfully demonstrated by the 2015-2030 
global goals for sustainable development (the 
Sustainable Development Goals). These 17 goals 
and their associated targets, though stated as a 
policy agenda, also constitute an implied re-
search agenda commensurate to the needs of 100 
percent of youth on the planet, including those in 
the United States (United Nations, 2015; Raikes, 
Yoshikawa, Britto, & Iruka, in press). The universal-
ity of the Sustainable Development Goals (unlike 
their predecessor, the Millennium Development 
Goals, which focused on the world’s most vulner-
able) incorporates attention to the developmental 
potential of all U.S. youth. All youth researchers, 
whether in the U.S. or elsewhere, should be fa-
miliar with these goals, which represent a global 
consensus ratified by all U.N. member nations with 
input from researchers from across the globe (e.g., 
Chavan, Yoshikawa, & Thematic Group on Early 
Childhood Development, Education and the Tran-
sition to Adulthood, 2013).

The vast majority of the world’s research in pres-
tigious research journals comes from the United 
States and other rich countries, and addresses 
the needs of youth from those countries.  How 
are we to leverage the power of rigorous research 
to inform the developmental potential of the rest 
of the world’s youth? The rights to thrive and 

contribute to society of the 250 million children 
currently at risk due to stunting or extreme pover-
ty (Black et al., 2016)? The educational prospects 
of the 57 million school-age children currently 
lacking access to education—half due to conflict 
and displacement (UNESCO & UNHCR, 2016)? 
Understanding the relevance of the “other 95%” 
to research on the 5% will expand the scope of 
rigorous research for the benefit of all. 

Without adequate understanding of and invest-
ment in the developmental potential of the world’s 
youth, our survival as a species is at risk. The next 
several decades will be critical for the ability of 
the next generation to safeguard our planet’s 
future (Rockstrom et al., 2009; Yoshikawa, 2017). 
This is roughly the time span of 8-10 five-year 
research grants—a sobering time frame, but one 
that highlights the urgency of bringing the highest 
levels of rigor to questions of relevance.
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