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In April 2019, I attended the American Educational Research Conference (AERA) in Toronto, 
Ontario, Canada, to present a paper entitled Does Relational Reasoning Training Work? 
Exploring the Effectiveness of a Relational Reasoning Training on Middle School Students’ Text 
Comprehension. This paper was part of a larger symposium on relational reasoning, which 
included studies on international student populations (Chinese, Israeli, and American), spanning 
elementary through college students, within diverse domains (mathematics, reading, physics, and 
creativity) and diverse research methodologies (quantitative and mixed methods). 
 
Relational reasoning is the ability to derive meaningful patterns within any information stream 
(e.g., Alexander & the Disciplined Reading and Learning Research Laboratory [DRLRL], 2012) 
and can be broken down into four distinct forms—analogy (similarity), anomaly (discrepancy), 
antinomy (exclusivity), and antithesis (opposition).  Relational reasoning has a long history in a 
variety of domains and contexts (for a review, Dumas, Alexander, & Grossnickle, 2013), yet 
little is known regarding the trainability of all four forms.  However, in a previous quasi-
experimental study, I found that fifth and sixth-grade students who received relational reasoning 
instruction statistically significantly outperformed their peers on a comprehension assessment 
(Hattan, 2018).  At AERA, I presented a study that sought to determine why relational reasoning 
instruction was effective for this same group of middle-school students. Specifically, I was 
interested in the degree to which students’ responses to relational reasoning prompts were 
conceptually appropriate and accurate, and whether the quality of students’ responses 
influenced students’ performance on a comprehension assessment.  
 
In the presented study, 21 fifth-grade and 23 sixth-grade students were given two days of 
intensive instruction on relational reasoning within the domain of reading.  After instruction took 
place, students were asked to provide written responses to relational reasoning prompts while 
reading an unfamiliar expository text. Students also completed a comprehension assessment. The 
written responses were coded on a 0 to 2 scale according to the degree of conceptual 
appropriateness and accuracy.  On average, students earned 1.73 (SD = 0.22) out of 2 points for 
conceptual appropriateness and 1.54 (SD = 0.20) out of 2 points for accuracy, with no significant 
differences by grade level. The results of a regression analysis indicated that the conceptual 
appropriateness of students’ responses explained 9.6% of the variance [R2 = 0.096, F(1, 
42)=4.48, p=0.04] and significantly predicted students’ comprehension performance (b= 0.31, 
p=0.04).  Additionally, simple regression results indicated that the accuracy of students’ 
responses explained 12% of the variance [R2 = 0.12, F(1, 42)=5.78, p=0.02] and significantly 
predicted students’ comprehension performance (b= 0.35, p=0.02).  These results suggest that 
the level of conceptual appropriateness and accuracy of students’ responses to relational 
reasoning prompts influenced students’ text comprehension.   
 
Attending AERA was a wonderful opportunity to present my work to an international 
community, as well as gain feedback on how to improve upon this work as I move forward. 
Other scholars provided interesting perspectives regarding additional ways to examine these 
data, and also shared thought-provoking insights regarding how teachers might be able to use 



relational reasoning as an instructional tool in classrooms. Based off of the feedback I received, I 
look forward to conducting additional analyses and submitting a paper for publication. I am 
incredibly grateful for the generosity of Illinois State University’s College of Education for 
supporting my travel to AERA, making it financially feasible to share my work and learn from 
leading scholars in the field.  


