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The 10 Questions
We’re Itching to Ask

We’re all disseminators, so this opening article 
may seem a bit like we’re singing to the choir. 
Still, summing up what the research has to say 
about effective dissemination seems a very good 
place to start this conversation. So here goes—10 
dissemination building blocks for our info-laden 
world, disguised as questions.

 10  Who’s your audience?

 9  What do you want them to do with 
the info you’re sharing?

 8   Is your audience’s language, culture, 
reading ability, Internet access, technical savvy, 
time, or interest a factor you need to address 
from the start?

  7   Do they know you already? If not, 
who can help you get the point across?

 6   How can you involve your intended 
users before you plunge in? 

  5  What form is the info going to take? 
What others might you consider, just for fun 
or for something new up your sleeve? Does the 
audience itself have any preferences?

 4  How are you going to get the info to 
your users?

  3   Can someone help with that?

  2   Did it get there? Did they hear you? 
Did it fit their needs? How do you know?

  1   What would you do the same or  
differently next time? 

Hi. It’s the National Dissemination Center 
writing to you, opening a dialogue on  
dissemination.

National Dissemination Center  
for Children with Disabilities

To Be Effective  
dissemination needs to:on  needs to:

come from a source the user finds  •	
credible

be tailored to fit the user’s need,  •	
culture, and local context

involve collaborative problem  •	
solving and exchange bewteen the 
user and disseminator

include social components that  •	
engage, motivate, and support the  
user in applying the info
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Conceptual Underpinnings
 Information dissemination has come a long way and, 
with it, our understanding of how to transfer knowledge, 
build skills, and improve capacities. One thing we’ve 
learned is that giving people information alone is very 
likely to fall far short of transferring actual knowledge to 
them or influencing their actions.  For the NDC, these 
findings indicate that we must do more than  
disseminate information, and that what we do  
disseminate must be framed in terms and ways that  
build knowledge and inform action.

 The knowledge management and utilization (KM) 
field greatly informs the process by which the NDC 
proposes to do that. In the KM frame, knowledge is “the 
understanding that develops as people react to and use the 
information that is available to them.”  Information  
becomes knowledge when people translate what they 
receive into their own terms and make it “their own.” 
People are most likely to do this and then use the knowl-
edge when a personal significance or social component is 
involved. This makes the information relevant, worth pur-
suing in greater depth. It also motivates people to act—to 
pick up a phone and call a reputable source for help, to 
change professional practices or personal ones. Thus, to 
be effective, we must pair information with a personal 
connection, so that people can see how it connects to their 
own lives and how to use it there. 

More than 175 million folks actively use  
Facebook. More than 18 million update their 
status at least once a day. 

The Bottom Line
As disseminators, we know that information going out 
is not the same thing as information going in.  Horses 
to water, if you will. That’s why dissemination’s bot-
tom line isn’t that we get the message out but, rather, 
that the message is “received.” The intended user, our 
audience, our customer, needs to hear, see, read it. Un-
derstand it. Find it to be relevant. And put it to use in 
some personal or professional way, or pass it along. 

Which brings us to what research insists are  
dissemination’s bottom lines: access, understandability, 
and utilization. How do we reach our audience, or make 
sure they know about and can reach us? How do we 
ensure that our users understand what we’re communi-
cating and know what to do with the info? And how do 
we maximize the likelihood that our users will actually 
make use of the info at work or at home? 

Shades of the 10 questions we were just itching to ask. 
And, in answering them, the bottom line of our work 
comes closer and closer. Grab it, quick!
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More than 175 million folks actively use Facebook.•	

Surprise! The fastest growing Facebook demograph-•	
ic is over 30.

62% of all Americans are part of a wireless, mobile •	
population that participates in digital activities away 
from home or work.

19% of all internet users say they have downloaded a •	
podcast so they could listen to it or view it later.

As of December 2008, 11% of online Ameri-•	
can adults said they used a service like Twitter or 
another service that allowed them to share updates 
about themselves or to see the updates of others. 

The use of Twitter is highly intertwined with the •	
use of other social media such as blogging and social 
networking.

13% of online adults have a blog. 36% read them.•	

Sometimes, just saying it  
louder doesn’t help.

Designing for All
Given the stats we just reported, you have to wonder how 
“designing for all” is even possible!  The principles of  
universal design offer a good place to start. At a  
minimum, those principles can guide how we design our 
products, services, and dissemination plans. We want 
those products, services, and plans to be “as usable as  
possible to as many people as possible” (to borrow a nice 
turn of phrase from the website of Universal Design 
Education Online).  

Happily, OSEP funds a number of projects in universal 
design and has produced a toolkit on the subject as well. 
Thus, the TA&D network has true in-house experts in 
UD, including but not limited to CAST, NECTAC, and 
CITEd. 

Moreover, because we are a network and share common 
purposes, we can synchronize our dissemination plans and 
efforts with each other to reach the greatest number and 
diversity of people. Shall we, then?

Stats for Starters
Time for some statistical potpourri directly relevant to the 
information and services we offer.

50 million adults don’t read as well as a 5th grader.•	

42 million can’t read at all.•	

20 million don’t speak English well—nearly  •	
14 million are Spanish speakers.

Nearly 3.5 million speak a language from Asia or the  •	
Pacific Islands, such as Tagalog, Vietnamese, or 
Korean.

Millions don’t go online. The most influential reasons •	
why they don’t are age, income, education, ethnicity, 
and access. 

44% of Hispanics don’t use the Web at all, more than •	
half simply because they don’t have access.

36% of adults have low or no access to the Internet. •	

75% have a cell phone, a PDA, or both. •	

African Americans and Hispanics lead the way in •	
using cell phones to access data and info.

http://cast.org
http://nectac.org
http://cited.org
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What’s Your Format?
Offering our information, technical assistance, and services in a variety of formats  
becomes a very important strategy for the TA&D network. To give you a taste of what 
we mean, look at these possible forms info can take. 

1-pagers.•	

20-page white papers.•	

Audio.•	

Print.•	

Video.•	

MP3. PDA.•	

Toll-free. TTY.•	

Forums. Chats.•	

Email. Enewsletters.•	

Listservs.•	

CoPs.•	

Webinars.•	

Online only.•	

Fancy.•	

Plain.•	

Another language.•	

What’s Next?
We’d like to start our conversations on dissemination very 
soon. One of the first things we envision doing is getting your 
input on the topics of greatest interest  and usefulness to you 
as a disseminator. Which of these, for example, would you use? 
Which would be a waste of time and effort? What isn’t on the 
list that should be? 

A •	 short review of the literature on dissemination

A detailed review of the literature on  •	
dissemination

An annotated bibliography on dissemination•	

Questions to guide writing a dissemination plan•	

How to reach nontraditional audiences •	

Evaluating the effectiveness of a dissemination effort•	

Think about it. We’ll be coming soon  
to hear what you have to say and suggest.

Questions? Concerns?
Contact: 
Stephen Luke, Ed.D.
NDC Project Director
1.800.695.0585
sluke@aed.org

National Dissemination Center  
for Children with Disabilities

We’d like to thank our Project Officer, Judy L. Shanley, 
Ph.D., at the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) 
of the U.S. Department of Education, for her support of this 
initiative and the National Dissemination Center itself. 

NICHCY is made possible through Cooperative Agreement 
Number H326N080003 between OSEP and the Academy 
for Educational Development. The contents of this docu-
ment do not necessarily reflect the  views or policies of the 
Department of Education, nor does mention of trade names, 
commercial products, or organizations imply endorsement by 
the U.S. Government. 

Research-based.•	

PDF. Word. HTML.  •	
Text-only.

Animated.•	

Not.•	

Radio. Newspaper. TV.•	

An expert talking.•	

Which is most effective?  
Guess it depends on the user!


