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On Tuesday, June 8, the Knowledge Alliance and Learning First Alliance hosted a briefing in the Dirksen Senate Office Building on the use of research to drive education policies and practices.  
panelists & Discussants 

· Denise Borders, Academy for Education Development

· Robert Granger, William T. Grant Foundation

· Steve Fleischman, Education Northwest

· Sharon Robinson, American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education

· Robert Balfanz, Johns Hopkins University

· Susan Freiman, Viers Mill Elementary School

· Deborah Viadero, Education Week 
summary

After welcoming remarks from Denise Borders, Robert Granger of the William T. Grant Foundation outlined the recent study from Education Northwest in collaboration with the Center for Knowledge Use (an affiliate of the Knowledge Alliance), “Toward a Research Agenda for Understanding and Improving the Use of Research Evidence.”  Granger explained that while WT Grant had experience in exploring and promoting the use of evidenced-based research in other fields, the study was a means for the foundation to “get its toes wet” with its first foray into policymakers’ use of education research.

Steve Fleischman of Education Northwest further detailed the research, explaining it was an exploratory study consisting of five focus groups and ten one on one interviews with Congressional staffers and others in the policy field to explore the use of evidence-based research in education.  Fleishman said the focus groups and interviews essentially came down to two questions:

1. What evidence and sources of evidences are used as the basis for policymaking?

2. What barriers (or perceptions of barriers) prevent the use of evidenced-based research in creating policy?  

Although he joked that one of the primary conclusions of the study (more research is necessary) provided “no sweeter sound” for researchers, Fleishman reported troubling responses from the subjects for the study for those who believe evidenced based research should be a driving force in the creation of policy.  The interview and focus group responses suggest that policymakers are highly skeptical of research.  Not a single participant in the study could identify any significant research breakthroughs that have driven (or should drive) education policy and many stated their belief that research could be shaped to support any policy.

Although this skepticism is troubling, the respondents did provide some useful insights for those seeking to use research to create policy.  The responses indicate a localized focus and concise, easy to read reports would increase the likelihood that research could drive policy decisions.  They also pointed to the importance of impartial intermediaries disseminating new ideas and the evidence to support them. 

Panel Discussion

Sharon Robinson moderated the panel discussion, which was to follow up on many of the issues raised in the study.  Robinson’s first question got right to the heart of the matter with the practitioner on the panel, Susan Freiman, a teacher at Viers Mill elementary school in Silver Spring, MD—“Is research useful?”

Freiman answered affirmatively, but said the research had to be presented to practitioners in a certain manner to maximize usefulness.  Touching on themes she returned to throughout the discussion, Freiman said research is very useful for teachers, but it has to be provided with context.  

According to Freiman, integrating research with professional development programs is essential for teacher buy-in on the recommendations developed from the evidence.  Freiman pointed to maintaining continuity, understanding the challenges with implementing new practices, and empowering teachers to understand not only that certain practices needed to be changed, but also why those changes were being made.

Robinson’s next question was for the media representative on the panel, Deborah Viadero of Education Week.  Robinson asked Viadero if she could provide specific examples of evidence-based research driving policies.  Viadero said there were plenty of examples and specifically cited Reading First.  The reporter said that research is the most useful tool in exposing inequalities within the education system and this type of research is the most likely to be acted upon quickly.    

Referring to the study’s findings on respondent claims that research can be shaped to match policy and politics, Robinson asked Viadero if she ever grew tired of “dueling research.”  Viadero said she did see a lot of research in her work, and yes it could be annoying to wade through competing studies, but she cited the medical field and said this issue was not unique to education.

Robinson then turned to the researcher on the panel, Robert Balfanz of Johns Hopkins, and asked if the education research community and practitioners were collaborating effectively.  Balfanz said the connection between these two critical elements of education could obviously be improved, but said it was a joint responsibility among researchers and practitioners.

Balfanz also provided an example of a successful collaborative approach between Johns Hopkins and Philadelphia City Schools, a study on early warning intervention for ninth grade students.  According to Balfanz, until this particular report, there was very little targeted research at a grade-level many in the education community knew to be so critical.  

Balfanz said the relationship between Hopkins and the school system was critical for the study to be effective.  He recalled that the data was provided to his center with a “handshake agreement” and said the buy-in from the Philadelphia system allowed for effective implementation of the research.

Robinson then asked if this meant that practitioners shared the responsibility of identifying “problem areas” that could benefit from additional research.  Freiman said yes, but this type of effort had to be “school-wide, focused and complete.”  

In a follow up, Robinson asked if Freiman’s response meant that school districts had a role to play as intermediaries in disseminating best practices identified through evidence-based research.  Freiman said yes, the district serving this function maintained continuity for practitioners. 

Balfanz also agreed.  He noted the work of the urban research consortiums and the progress these local research centers have made at the local level.  He also advocated for networking these research centers, which he said would allow the evidence to become “practice validated” in a much more timely fashion.  

Audience Questions

The last portion of the event was devoted to audience questions for all speakers.  Michael Allen, formerly of the Education Commission of the States, asked about the importance of intermediaries, the difficulty of replication, and networking exciting findings and recommendations.  Freiman said replication may be difficult, but was absolutely necessary for new practices to be properly evaluated.  Balfanz agreed on the importance of networking research and said that silo mentality can make findings much less useful.

Multiple questioners asked about the importance of intermediaries and some challenged the notion of “dueling research,” arguing certain standards should be upheld and researchers should be willing to criticize their colleagues who do not adhere to these standards.  Granger noted that academics will often criticize the work of others when necessary, but did say it is easy to see how it could be difficult for an academic to publicly critique the work of his or her colleagues.  He pointed to the importance of intermediaries and other members of the panel said poorly performed researched is often revealed for what it is.

A representative from the Department of Education noted that teachers are not often the target audience for these reports and recommendations, but they are ultimately the ones who must implement newly identified best practices.  Freidman suggested the trade publications of professional organization and other entities are often the intermediaries and may introduce education professionals to best practices in an easy to read format.

Balfanz said that research funding cycles also contribute to a disconnect between the research community and practitioners.  He said funding models should be designed to support longer-term, collaborative projects between researchers and educators.  Freiman agreed with this sentiment, advocating for the increased use of case studies and reiterating the importance of consistency.

Panel Recommendations

Robinson closed the event by offering the panelists the opportunity to offer the recommendations for the future.  

Granger said his organization was committed to the “continuation of learning” on the use of evidence-based research in education and expressed hope that policymakers would be willing to do so as well.  He noted the i3 program and said he was encouraged to see its evidence requirements.

Balfanz continued to advocate for policies that led to more local, “practice validated” research, such as the networking of research consortium. He also called for the research community to become less “risk adverse,” specifically mentioning extended learning time.  Balfanz acknowledged extended learning time is incredibly popular and intuitive, but noted there are a number of questions on exactly how these programs should operate and the lack of evidence to support the effectiveness of different practices in this area.

Freiman said providing recommendations to policymakers was a “golden opportunity” not afforded to many educators and said she had many to offer, but promised to keep her response concise—“Slow down!”  She further explained that she understood that education faces many challenges that should be met with a since of urgency, but said that constantly changing what constitutes best practices undermines continuity to such a degree that it undermines the effectiveness of what may be excellent new methods for teaching and learning.

Friedman focused on challenges for policymakers and the research community.  He challenged policymakers to use evidence research for guidance, not justification.  He also challenged researchers to evaluate the work of their colleagues fairly and to “focus on the use of research, as opposed to misuse.”

Additional Information

· The forum booklet for “Using Evidence for a Change:  Challenges for Research, Innovation, and Improvement,” including the executive summary of the report, is available online.

· The full study, “Toward a Research Agenda for Understanding and Improving the Use of Research Evidence,” is available online.

· The Knowledge Alliance and the Learning First Alliance promised follow-up events on this important topic.  
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