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   Foreword   

 The editors and authors of this volume are asking readers to rethink the connection 
between research in the social and behavioral sciences and the work of practitioners. 
No more research  to  practice. If we hope to connect research  and  practice, 
then our efforts must refl ect an ongoing and reciprocal relationship between the 
two communities. To make that possible, we need a lot more information about 
practitioners’ work. I agree with this message and believe it productively challenges 
many of the current practices of researchers and research funders. 

 It is diffi cult to determine how much money and effort is devoted to research 
meant to improve policy and practice, but it is a lot. The Census Bureau’s 2012 
Statistical Abstract notes that the federal government proposed spending $26.3 billion 
on applied research in 2009, 1  much of it related to defense and health. A fair amount 
of federally supported applied research focuses on technology and communication, 
and the pace of change in those areas suggests that the funding is producing results. 
For example, the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) is widely 
credited with giving us two innovations that pervade our daily lives, the internet and 
GPS. It is less clear that the research and development (R&D) expenditures in 
education and related fi elds are having similar effects on how we live and work. 
(Admittedly, DARPA’s budget alone is about $2.8 billion annually. The Department 
of Education spent a relatively modest $353 million on R&D in 2010.) Contrast the 
changes in communication with the experience of walking into a high school. 
Before breakfast I might scan my email, check the weather on my smart phone, and 
get a bit frustrated when a new book will not download on my e-reader. If I then visit 
a school, I’ll see rhythms, practices, and outcomes that look very much like they did 
50 years ago when I was in high school. When the bell rings, each teacher closes the 
door with 25–30 students for 45–50 min. Those teachers are likely to see 150 students 
in six hours, for 180 days. Much of the work is didactic, and large amounts of time 
are spent on noninstructional activities such as managing the transitions between 
class periods. This consistency in how school work is structured might be fi ne if our 

1   2009 is the most current year for which the total is available. 
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young people were doing well and our education, health, and other human services 
were robust. Few, though, would make that argument. 

 For the past 10 years, I have been the president of the William T. Grant Foundation, 
an institution dedicated to the proposition that research can help policy makers and 
practitioners improve the lives of young people. When I joined the Foundation in 
2000 as Senior Vice President for Program, I had a fairly conventional view about 
the role of a research funder—support researchers to do good work, help them com-
municate fi ndings effectively, and work with policy makers to encourage evidence- 
based reforms. To accomplish the latter, I assumed the need to infl uence the voting 
public’s attitudes by getting research evidence covered in the public media. It seems 
to me that most researchers and research funders hold these ideas today. During my 
tenure, my colleagues and I have revised most of these assumptions in light of sub-
sequent experience, and the type of empirical work featured is in this volume. We 
think it is time for others to do the same. Here is a brief account of our journey. 

 In 2000, our program documents said that we wanted to understand how different 
members of the public (e.g., corporate leaders) regarded youth and how communica-
tion efforts could infl uence the views of such people. It was a big, broad aspiration 
that exceeded our limited resources, and we felt that we needed to get more focused. 
Following conversations with infl uential advocates—from both sides of the political 
spectrum—in 2003, we changed our target audience from the general public to 
infl uential policy makers, practitioners, advocates, and members of the media. We 
also stated a special interest in their social networks, and when and how research 
evidence affected their knowledge, views, and behaviors. In retrospect, the shift 
was a modest one that left the underlying paradigm intact. We were still interested 
in sending research to practice; we just wanted to be more effi cient about it. It was 
all moot because despite stating our interests, we received few fundable proposals 
to study any of this. 

 Vivian Tseng joined the Foundation’s program group as a postdoctoral fellow in 
late 2004, and by 2007 we decided to “fi sh or cut bait” on our interest regarding how 
research is used. Vivian and I led an internal effort to understand why we received so 
few research proposals to examine how policy makers and practitioners use research 
fi ndings. As a research funder, it seemed like a fundamental question for our work, 
but if we could not stimulate competitive applications, we would need to move on. 

 Vivian and I formed an internal reading group to master the iconic literature on 
research use, which was mainly developed in the 1970s and 1980s. She also had 
many conversations with researchers and funders trying to understand why the 
literature—by Nathan Caplan, Carol Weiss, and others—had not been followed by 
a second generation of scholars and studies. One hypothesis was that no academic 
discipline owned the terrain of research use, particularly use in practice as opposed 
to policy, and thus it was hard to train scholars for a fi eld with an uncertain future. 
In addition, there were no federal agencies or private foundations funding such 
empirical work, and thus it was not possible to build a successful and sustained 
research program in academia. There were some signals, however, that institutions 
and incentives were changing in what might be promising directions. As the standards 
movement grew in the 1990s in most human service areas and budgets tightened in 
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the twenty-fi rst century, policy makers began to call for the use of “evidence-based” 
programs and practices and to build that exhortation into law. This made it more 
important to understand how and when research use occurred. The rise of evidence-
based requirements was paralleled by the growth of professional schools in education, 
law, public health, public policy, and social work that could create an academic 
home for scholarly work on research utilization. 

 Our Board authorized us to make a concerted effort to develop a portfolio on 
research use in late 2007. In 2008, we commissioned Lisa Towne, now principal and 
research director at Education First, to interview infl uential education scholars as to 
their interest in doing such research. We then asked scholars Sandra Nutley and 
Huw Davies to write a white paper on how to develop an empirical agenda that 
built on prior work. Throughout, we had two goals in mind. Our fi rst aim was to 
fi gure out what the Foundation might do to be useful in this fi eld. We also wanted 
to create some excitement about the topic so that we could attract strong applicants 
and other funders. 

 In early 2009, we released the fi rst of a series of annual Requests for Proposals 
(RFPs) seeking projects that would advance our understanding of the acquisition, 
interpretation, and use of research evidence in policy and practice. In the RFP, we 
acknowledged the dominant paradigm—there are many gaps between research 
and policy and research and practice. And researchers, research funders, and inter-
mediaries have tried to eliminate those gaps by encouraging more rigorous research 
evidence, better research syntheses, and improved approaches to disseminating 
research evidence. For the fi rst time, though, we also questioned whether such 
efforts would ever suffi ce. Our thinking, subsequently developed in essays and 
articles, was that the research community has made great progress in line with its 
assumptions about why research and practice were so disconnected. But policy 
makers and practitioners were telling us, through some small projects we commis-
sioned, that research was too often irrelevant to the decisions they needed to make. 
They also reported that fi ndings rarely penetrated the networks they drew upon 
when trying to make decisions about ongoing work or possible changes. This raised 
the possibility that the dominant model for thinking about the research-practice 
connection was amiss. 

 Based on what we were hearing, and because research use is so often “tactical” 
in the legislative process (i.e., used after the fact to justify a predetermined position), 
we expressed a particular interest in mid-level decision makers in executive branch 
agencies at the federal, state, and local levels (e.g., assistant superintendent in a 
school district or the head of a county welfare agency). Our goal was to understand 
how people in these roles acquire, interpret, and use evidence of any type—including 
research evidence, which we defi ned as empirical fi ndings derived from systematic 
research methods and analyses. In calling for such studies, we argued that very 
little was known about such research users, and work was needed to help us and 
others build stronger conceptual models or theories to explain—or at least predict—
acquisition, interpretation, and use. We also had the idea that these were not processes 
that varied solely because individual decision makers have different tastes and 
abilities when it comes to research. Rather, we thought that research acquisition, 
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interpretation, and use might vary because those decision makers were in different 
organizations, and variations in organizational culture and connections would 
make a difference. In addition, we thought that intermediary organizations, such as 
trade, professional, and advocacy groups, were probably important. We also sig-
naled an interest in understanding how the larger political, economic, and social con-
texts affected decision makers. Is research more or less important when resources 
are severely limited? Does it make a difference if the decision involves an issue that 
is severely contested versus one that is less heated? 

 In addition to our novel focus on potential users of research, we worked to fund 
studies that were methodologically stronger than what had come before. While not 
wanting to paint all prior work with a broad brush, much of it was retrospective, 
done with one wave of data (i.e., cross-sectional), and reliant on interviews or 
surveys with policy actors to understand how research had been used in the past or 
might be used in hypothetical situations. This work had illuminated that any linear 
model of research to practice or research to policy was misplaced. But the research 
suffered from the possibility that respondents’ recollections and therefore the 
storylines were much clearer in retrospect than they would have been in prospect. 
In addition, it was diffi cult to assess how much fi ndings were a product of the data 
collection strategy and method used. For example, would the inferences about 
the fi ndings have been different if interviews had complemented observations and 
document reviews? What if data had been gathered over time? 

 Given our interest in theory building and our belief that the research community 
knew too little about the decision makers they were trying to reach, we understood 
that we’d start with close-in studies comparing various case examples. In any study, 
the cases needed to contrast along dimensions that might be important, such as 
the political context, organizational culture, or policy issue at hand. And to provide 
stronger information, the studies needed to be prospective and longitudinal and use 
multiple forms of data collection to be able to “triangulate” the information on any 
part of the enterprise that was presumed to be important. For example, if practitio-
ners’ social networks are seen as important, then they should be understood using 
multiple sources of data such as surveys, observations, and interviews. 

 Four years later, we have made important progress. By seeking projects through 
an annual RFP and our regular process of investigator-initiated grants, we have 
funded 25 studies, most of which meet the standards described. Not surprisingly, 
given the press for using evidence-based programs and practices in education, about 
half of the studies are in education. But we also have a growing portfolio in other 
areas such as child welfare and mental health. The education portfolio is highlighted 
in this volume, in part because it is the furthest along. Across the studies, it is clear 
that strong senior, mid-career, and junior scholars from a wide range of disciplines 
are interested in understanding if, how, and when practitioners acquire, interpret, 
and use research, and they are capable of producing fresh insights. Their work is 
starting to appear in journals and at refereed conferences. In addition, other funders 
are starting to notice, notably the federal research arm of the Department of Education, 
the Institute of Education Sciences. What is less clear is that we have launched a 
renewed area of inquiry that will sustain itself and endure. Will these scholars, their 
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students, and their colleagues stay with these questions over time? Will other 
funders enter the fray? Will academic departments and institutions hire and promote 
scholars working on research use? 

 One measure of the ability of the topic to sustain itself might be if it passes the 
test that motivated us to begin. That is, will policy makers and practitioners see 
the fi ndings as relevant and begin to demand more? While it is too early to tell, this 
possibility remains real because the fi ndings from the early studies are drawing 
attention from such audiences. For example, the federal legislative staff involved in 
reauthorizing the Institute of Education Sciences have asked for briefi ngs on the 
work, and practitioners including leaders in state departments of education and 
school districts are doing the same. 

 The initial fi ndings from this work are covered by the editors and authors in this 
volume, particularly in the integrative chapters by Alan Daly, Kara Finnigan, and 
my colleague Vivian Tseng. It appears that many of the questions important to 
practitioners too rarely get attention in research and evaluation as currently funded 
and practiced. Yes, these decision makers want to know about the effects of programs 
and policies. But they want much more information than is available about what it 
takes to put those programs or reforms into practice, and the degree to which they 
have been tested in organizations and situations similar to theirs. They also distrust 
much research, worrying that a study can be found to support any recommendation. 
Thus, they draw on their trusted networks and want reliable ways to synthesize 
evidence from any study with evidence from their personal experience and peers. 
How can that sort of synthesis be done in a useful and timely way? Decision makers 
are also increasingly open to working with researchers in order to make progress on 
enduring problems of practice. This is leading to new arrangements that look very 
different than the research to practice models, which still underlie too much of our 
discourse and activities. 

 With that brief preview, I invite readers to this volume, which contains new studies 
and ideas about the connections between research, practice, and policy. Taken 
together, the studies only scratch the surface, and others need to examine the 
questions that motivated this work. But the scratch may be so deep that the current 
paradigm cannot be refi nished. Rather, in order to make intellectual and practical 
progress, it needs to be scrapped in favor of new models and methods for connecting 
research and practice. 

 New York, NY, USA   Robert C. Granger, Ed.D. 

 Author note: Robert C. Granger retired from the Foundation on August 31, 2013.  
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       Educational inequities remain despite decades of attention at all levels of the educa-
tional system by practitioners, policy makers, and researchers. A contributing factor in 
not making greater progress on these issues is that components of our educational 
system, from early childhood educators to policy makers, often operate as independent 
units drawing on inconsistent types and quality of evidence that, in fact, may continue 
to create and replicate unequal outcomes for students and communities. While dis-
tricts, states, and governmental agencies are experiencing a multitude of educational 
reforms, these reforms are typically enacted in a reactive rather than proactive way, 
with a limited understanding of available evidence and a focus on short-term survival 
at the expense of long-term solutions. Furthermore, a failure to recognize and embrace 
the idea that decisions, actions, inactions, and the evidence used in making decisions 
are mutually infl uential and consequential has perhaps inhibited our collective ability 
to address pressing issues that have for far too long plagued educational systems. 
It is in the context of increasing pressure to identify ways to create a more equitable 
system, a press for educational improvement, and a resulting increasing attention to 
available evidence that we situate the studies in this book. 

 This unique volume presents the best of a new generation of studies on the topic 
of “research evidence” foregrounding the examination of the defi nition and use of 
research evidence in US education from the schoolhouse door to Capitol Hill. 
Through a collection of chapters and thoughtful commentaries by leading scholars, 
readers are provided with a diverse set of studies and perspectives that examine and 

    Chapter 1   
 Beginning the Journey: Research Evidence 
from the Schoolhouse Door to Capitol Hill 

             Alan     J.     Daly      and     Kara     S.     Finnigan   
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explore the defi nition and use of research evidence in education. In this opening 
chapter, we provide a general background on the increasing role of research  evidence 
followed by an overview of the contents of the book. 

1.1     Background 

 When No Child Left Behind (NCLB) was passed in the USA more than a decade 
ago, it oriented educators and policy makers toward alignment between federal 
dollars and the use of research-based evidence. With the onset of the Common Core 
State Standards (see Chap.   9    ) and i3 grants (see Chap.   10    ), there is an increased federal 
push toward the use of “evidence” in instructional decision making. This emphasis 
has remained central in both the Bush and Obama administrations. In fact, the U.S. 
Department of Education ( 2010 ) issued its  Blueprint for Reform  a few years ago, 
retaining many of the cornerstone features of NCLB including a focus on standards 
and accountability and an emphasis on the need for a solid evidentiary base in 
education. Like NCLB, the  Blueprint  also exhibits a lack of clarity about what 
counts as evidence as well as what types of evidence should be accessed and used 
in improving America’s school. 

 In recent years, due to in large part from a push from the aforementioned policies, 
a renewed interest in understanding the extent to which research-based practices are 
central to practitioners’ work has emerged from inside and outside of the fi eld of 
education (Nelson et al.  2009 ). While referred to as “evidence-into-practice” 
(Nutley et al.  2003 ), “evidence-based decision making” (Coburn et al.  2009 ; Honig 
and Coburn  2008 ; Nutley and Davies  2008 ), or “research-based evidence” (Tseng 
 2009 ,  2012 ), all refer to the use of research in some form of decision making. This 
is not to suggest that the use of research evidence has moved easily into educational 
policy or practice. In fact, emerging research suggests that educators tend to recycle 
approaches and base decisions on an array of “evidence” including: anecdote, popu-
lar press, social contagion, personal experience, empirical data, and local context 
(Finnigan et al.  2012 ). Thus, at the local and policy level, how evidence is accessed 
and used for decisions varies widely, and as a fi eld, we lack a solid empirical base 
in understanding what is meant by “evidence” and how that “evidence” is acquired 
and used. This lack of conceptual and practical clarity and an underdeveloped 
empirical base is particularly concerning when we consider the number of individuals 
that are impacted by educational systems, with many of those systems perpetuating 
long-standing inequities. 

 Renewed interest in the research community about evidence use follows from 
increased attempts to disseminate research information with limited success, and the 
recognition that educational practitioners draw upon evidence in limited ways, 
often relying on informal or tacit information (Finnigan et al.  2012 ; Honig and 
Coburn  2008 ). From a research, and for that matter a practical standpoint, under-
standing the process of defi ning and using evidence requires knowledge around a 
particular problem or set of problems, understanding the policies or strategies to 
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address these issues, clarity regarding what needs to be done to implement these 
policies or strategies, and fi nally a grasp of who must be involved to implement 
these policies or strategies and an understanding of why action is required. 
Nutley et al. ( 2003 ) refer to these as “know-about,” “know-what,” “know-how,” 
“know- who,” and “know-why,” emphasizing that currently only “know-what” is 
emphasized while the other types of “knowing” are critical to understanding 
processes regarding research evidence. An important and foundational aspect of 
the research evidence story is that research is rarely used in a linear way, but rather 
the process of transferring research into practice occurs in a multidimensional, 
complex way that is social and interactive as well as “…unfolds within a social 
ecology of relationships, organizational settings, and political and policy contexts” 
(Tseng  2012 , p. 16).  

1.2     Overview 

 As we see the work of using evidence in support of improvement as requiring all 
stakeholders, we intend this text to be useful for researchers, policy makers, and 
practitioners who work at a variety of levels in the educational endeavor. Typically, 
texts focus solely on the school or the policy level. As we view the improvement of 
America’s schools through research evidence as an interconnected and interdepen-
dent system, the chapters in this book examine multiple levels of the educational 
system while focusing on the core idea of the defi nition and use of research evidence. 
This approach accomplishes multiple goals including: opportunities for chapters 
representing different levels of the system to “speak” to one another, creating a 
common text targeted at multiple levels simultaneously to create the potential for 
cross-system dialogue, and providing a broader understanding about the compre-
hensive and interconnected nature of the system and how changes at one level may 
affect another level. 

 In taking a more systems perspective on the scope of the work, we are able to 
draw cross-cutting themes that have implication for multiple levels of the educa-
tional endeavor. In beginning the journey into how research evidence fl ows and is 
used across the educational system, we start with a prologue written by Robert 
Granger, the former president of the WT Grant Foundation, whose foundation’s 
work has been instrumental in understanding the research evidence space. The book 
is then divided into three core parts: Part    I is focused on research evidence at the 
local level, Part II is focused on state and federal policies/policy makers, and Part III 
summarizes and integrates the chapters. The volume does not have to be read in 
any particular order, as each chapter within a specifi c part, although connected, 
stands on its own. Together, the chapters in the text capture important theory, 
salient research, and connections to practice. Given the text can be read either in 
its totality, parts, or chapters, we offer a general overview of the landscape each 
chapter will cover.  
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1.3     Contents 

 Penuel and Coburn, both scholars in education and learning sciences, begin by 
framing the four chapters in Part I. Their thoughtful commentary is followed by 
Chap.   3     by Daly, Finnigan, Moolenaar, and Che, which uses social network analysis 
to illuminate how evidence is diffused and moved by the educational leaders (cen-
tral offi ce, area superintendents, and school site administrators) in a large urban 
system, with a particular focus on low-performing schools. Results suggest limited 
relationships around the use of research evidence, specifi cally in underperforming 
schools that are arguably in most need of evidence for improvement. Moreover, this 
work underscores the social and interactive nature of the use of evidence, as well as 
a misalignment between the formal and informal connections around evidence. 

 Chapter   4     by Honig and Venkateswaran examines six school districts drawing on 
sociocultural learning theory to understand evidence use. The work highlights both 
the role of intermediaries and the importance of educational leaders in facilitating the 
integration of research into practice. Similar to the previous chapter, this work situates 
research use as a learning process requiring intensive support and connectedness. 

 In Chap.   5     Asen and Gurke shift to the role of evidence in school board delibera-
tions, fi nding that the use of evidence by board members was conditioned on 
individual background and training and exhibited a preference for more “local” 
evidence. This work builds on the previous chapters by implicating the role of 
context as well as the group dynamics and quality of relationships related to the use 
of evidence. 

 For the fi nal chapter in Part I by Scott, Lubienski, DeBray, and Jabbar, the authors 
direct our attention to the role of intermediary organizations in evidence use. The authors 
call attention to the growing and increasingly infl uential sector of intermediary 
organizations that frame, package, and deliver research on education policies and 
programs that typically support a particular agenda. This chapter illuminates the 
ways in which intermediary organizations are assuming a growing political role in 
research creation and dissemination. 

 Part II, which is focused on research evidence use at the state and federal level, 
begins with a framing chapter by Elliot Weinbaum, former Associate Commissioner 
of the Knowledge Utilization Division of the Institute of Education Sciences (IES) 
at the U.S. Department of Education. His insightful chapter is followed by Chap.   8    , 
written by Barnes, Goertz, and Massell, which focuses on evidence use at State 
Education Agencies (SEA), fi nding that staff actively sought research from both 
external and internal sources resulting in connectedness among SEA staff that has 
not been uncovered in past research. Like Chap.   3     at the district level, this chapter 
involves social network analysis to highlight the movement of research evidence 
across the SEA. 

 McDonnell and Weatherford in Chap.   9     discuss the role of research evidence in 
the development of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS), noting that the 
standards were the product of a complex interaction of multiple stakeholders that 
require an expanded idea of what is meant by evidence. This chapter highlights the 
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different types of evidence used at distinct points in the policy process and suggests the 
importance of policy coalitions in the communication and exchange of knowledge. 

 Chapter   10     written by Haskins and Margolis brings us to the “top” of the educa-
tional system by examining the federal government, including the president, in 
shaping evidence use. Haskins and Margolis uncover the political and conceptual 
process involved in the development, creation, legislative process, and ultimate 
enactment of the Investing in Innovation (i3) initiative at the Department of 
Education. This work suggests a fundamental shift in how evidence is used as a 
major factor in the federal grant-making process and highlights the involvement of 
foundations through i3, reinforcing the earlier work of Scott, Lubienski, DeBray, 
and Jabbar. 

 In the fi nal part, Part III, two chapters provide a synthesis of the contributions of 
the book. In Chap.   11    , Tseng and Nutley summarize the chapters, arguing that a 
core challenge to researchers, policy makers, and practitioners is to bridge a host of 
differing goals, expectations, and demands in crafting a stronger infrastructure that 
can better link research evidence with policy and practice. They discuss the impor-
tance of high-quality relationships in realizing better linkages between the develop-
ment of research evidence and its use in policy and practice. In the fi nal chapter, 
Finnigan and Daly further synthesize the various studies, providing the fundamental 
meta-themes which cut across levels and contexts, including the current emphasis 
on strategic use, the importance of rebuilding trust systemwide, the role of research 
mediators and policy coalitions in evidence access and use, and the importance of a 
systemic understanding of evidence use.  

1.4     Final Thoughts 

 This is potentially a transformative time in education. There are many changes 
underway in terms of standards, assessments, and modalities through which educa-
tion will be delivered. The importance of evidence in all its varied confi gurations 
will be even more important in the coming decades, and a better understanding of 
how it is defi ned, accessed, and used holds potential to addressing seemingly intrac-
table problems we have faced in education for years. 

 After years of reductionism, we are embracing the idea that educational institu-
tions are complex systems situated in networks of interactions and interdependence. 
The question to be asked as we move further into the next decade of this century and 
beyond is how to create, nurture, and sustain these networks through which research 
evidence fl ows, is modifi ed, and is enhanced. As we move toward the future, we will 
require those in our educational system to redefi ne what is valued and recognized as 
evidence, perhaps requiring fundamental shifts from the lone individual (from the 
teacher to the researcher) to leveraging connected networks of experimentation, 
refl ection, and refi nement; moving from the idea that the generation of knowledge 
and evidence is the purview of the university to embracing collaborative generation 
of research evidence; and a movement that challenges the notion that information 
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and knowledge is the property of traditional forms and outlets that often limit access 
to recognizing the need for more open-sourced and well-translated research-based 
materials available to a wider audience beyond the halls of the academy. These 
shifts suggest that we need to redefi ne what is recognized and rewarded in educa-
tional systems and move to new dynamic systems that incentivize the formation and 
spread of collaborative knowledge networks comprised of the muscle of individual 
human capital and the connective tissue of social relationships.     
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        The chapters in this part all focus on the use of research in districts and schools. Local 
educational systems are important settings for studying research use because actors 
in district offi ces and schools have responsibility for programs and policies intended 
to improve teaching and learning. As such, they have the potential to directly impact 
teachers’ practice and students’ opportunities to learn. If one wants to understand 
the role research can play in infl uencing instructional improvement, it is therefore 
important to understand when and under what conditions decision makers at these 
levels use research. These chapters help to illuminate some of these conditions. 

 Taken together, the chapters suggest that research use at the local level is not 
simply the product of bureaucratic rationality or individual leaders’ action, but 
rather is embedded in a dynamically changing ecology of actors and organizational 
units and connections among them. When policy makers and others encourage 
school and district leaders to use research in their ongoing work, they often envision 
that they should use research directly and centrally to make decisions related to 
policy or practice (Johnson  1999 ; Sharkey and Murnane  2006 ; Weiss  1980 ). Weiss 
( 1980 ) describes this image, which she calls instrumental use, in the following way:

  A problem exists; information or understanding is lacking either to generate a solution to 
the problem or to select among alternative solutions; research [or other forms of evidence] 
provides the missing knowledge; a solution is reached (pp. 11–12). 

 In fact, educational decision making at the local level rarely happens in 
an instant; rather, as Weiss ( 1980 ) argues, decisions “accrete” over time, through 
interactive processes that include contention, negotiation, and sensemaking. 

    Chapter 2   
 Introduction to Part: Research 
Use at the School and District Level    

                William     R.     Penuel      and     Cynthia     E.     Coburn   
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 As the chapters in this part and other studies highlight, research use, too, involves 
these same interactive processes (Amara et al.  2004 ; Contandriopoulos et al.  2010 ; 
Earl  1995 ). It entails leaders making sense of conclusions from research, deliberat-
ing about their relevance to the current context, and creating policies that refl ect 
agreements about what the research suggests they should do in that context. As the 
part authors point out, local actors often contest the conclusions of research and 
their relevance, and the translation of research into practice requires signifi cant 
learning on the part of local actors. 

 Furthermore, these chapters highlight the fact that decisions are not made by iso-
lated individuals, but involve actors across, and even outside, districts and schools. 
Decisions related to teaching and learning are stretched across multiple organiza-
tional divisions (i.e., curriculum and instruction, assessment, zone or areas, special 
education) and levels of the system (county, district, school) (Coburn et al.  2009 ; 
Spillane  1998 ). They also involve and implicate actors outside of the formal system, 
including a range of consultants, vendors, and advocates seeking to change the sys-
tem from partway outside it (Burch and Thiem  2004 ; Burch  2009 ; Welner et al.  2010 ). 

 Despite their commonalties, each chapter makes a distinctive contribution to our 
understanding of research use. They focus on different actors: two chapters focus on 
district administrators (Chap.   1     by Daly and Finnigan, as well as Chap.   4     by Honig 
and Venkateswaran), one on members of school boards (Chap.   5     by Asen and Gurke), 
and the fourth on intermediary organizations who can play a consequential role in 
policy making (Chap.   6     by Scott, Lubiensky, Debray and Jabbar). They also differ in 
the purpose of research use they investigate: Asen and Gurke (Chap.   5    ) focus on use 
of research for decision making, while Honig and Venkateswaran (Chap.   4    ) focus on 
the role of research in changing work practices of educational leaders. Daly and 
Finnigan (Chap.   1    ) focus on data use, rather than research use. And, Scott and her 
colleagues (Chap.   6    ) focus on the role of research in advocacy for particular policies 
and programs. Finally, the chapters vary in the conceptual frameworks the authors 
draw upon, which, in turn, prompt them to focus on different aspects of the research 
use phenomenon. Daly and Finnigan use social network analysis to investigate the 
social structure within which research and data use is embedded, while Honig and 
Venkateswaran foreground the learning demands or cognitive aspects of making 
use of research. The chapters by Asen and Gurke (Chap.   5    ) and by Scott and her 
 colleagues (Chap.   6    ) focus more on the political dimensions of use. 

 Daly and Finnigan’s chapter (Chap.   1    ) investigates patterns of advice seeking 
among central offi ce staff and school principals. Rather than focusing on use of 
research, they attend to data use, a practice that is explicitly promoted within most 
of today’s accountability systems as an important guide to educational decision 
making. They make use of social network analysis, which illuminates the ways that 
information fl ows through specifi c ties among local actors and how these fl ows are 
constrained in part by the structure of the network. It contrasts sharply with a “ratio-
nal actor” perspective that presumes information and research fl ow freely within 
systems and are readily taken up when fi ndings dictate (cf., Dynarski  2008 ). As 
Daly and Finnigan’s chapter (Chap.   1    ) implies, the social structure of advice giving 
shapes how and where information related to specifi c studies is likely to fl ow, and it 
also points to the potential constraints on information fl ow when ties are sparse. 
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 Honig and Venkateswaran’s chapter (Chap.   4    ) focuses on when and how district 
leaders use research related to central offi ce transformation to change their own 
work practice. The chapter offers a cognitive perspective that frames research use as 
a learning problem for district leaders from the perspective of sociocultural learning 
theory. Sociocultural learning theory, the authors argue, helps researchers move 
beyond binary distinctions between “use” and “nonuse” of research that character-
ize many policy debates. The authors offer instead a more nuanced way to charac-
terize  how  district leaders engage with ideas from research when they do. The 
cognitive perspective also brings into focus the importance of prior knowledge in 
shaping leaders’ use of assistance strategies suggested by research. 

 Asen and Gurke’s chapter (Chap.   5    ) focuses on the forms of evidence that school 
board members use in public deliberations with one another. By focusing on different 
forms of information rather than on use of research alone, the chapter authors are able 
to situate research use relative to other forms of information and investigate the con-
ditions under which research fi ndings persuade others in the course of deliberations. 
Asen and Gurke’s analysis also underscores the critical role that trust plays in shaping 
when school board members see research fi ndings as persuasive and when colleagues 
take up others’ invocations of research fi ndings. This particular fi nding connects to 
Daly and Finnigan’s observations about the importance of social networks, in that we 
might expect to see more evidence of trust where there are frequent interactions 
among members of the network than where there are less frequent interactions. 

 Finally, Scott, Lubiensky, Debray, and Jabbar (Chap.   6    ) focus on intermediary 
organizations and their role in synthesizing and promoting select research fi ndings for 
the purposes of advocacy. Scott and her colleagues (Chap.   6    ) argue that intermediary 
organizations are not neutral “brokers” of research fi ndings. Instead, they often advo-
cate for the use of some fi ndings over others, packaging fi ndings in forms and sharing 
them in venues outside the peer review system for traditional social science research. 
In their analysis, intermediary organizations work nimbly and quickly to fi ll a void for 
research that is locally relevant and useful to decision makers that researchers them-
selves do not fi ll. It is important    to note that the intermediary organizations depicted 
in Scott and colleagues’ chapter are portrayed quite differently from the partners 
depicted in Honig and Venkateswaran’s chapter (Chap.   4    ), whose aims are to assist 
local actors with internal transformations of work practices. Their chapter reminds us 
that research use is situated within and framed by larger policy debates about gover-
nance and instruction in schools and that brokering access to fi ndings is often an 
agenda-driven activity, rather than a neutral effort to bring evidence to policy. 

 In our view, these chapters are complementary emphasizing different aspects of 
the complex and interactive processes associated with research use. For example, 
research fi ndings that appear on the surface to have clear implications for practice 
may be linked to particular political positions and advocacy groups (Chap.   6     by 
Scott and colleagues). Actors who agree with their relevance to their own practice, 
moreover, are still likely to face challenges when learning how to make use of 
 recommendations to change their practice (Chap.   4     by Honig and Venkateswaran). 
Issues of trust among different actors (Chap.   5     by Asen and Gurke) are likely impli-
cated in all deliberations regarding research use for decision making. And, some 
actors may have differential access to research fi ndings in the fi rst place, and advice 
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on how to use them, depending upon the nature of their ties to their colleagues and 
to the range of actors involved in educational policy issues outside the system 
(Chap.   1     by Daly and Finnigan). 

 The fi eld is only beginning to understand the nature and dynamics of research 
use in local educational systems. We need to understand far more about the interac-
tive processes involved in research use or what Tseng ( 2007 ) has called “the demand 
side” of research use before we can improve district and school leaders’ research 
use as many policy makers would like. These chapters help defi ne some of the ter-
ritory we must traverse to get to that point.    
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3.1      Context 

 The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act enacted a series of large-scale reforms targeted 
at eliminating the persistent achievement gap in US public schools. This federal 
legislation contained clear-cut language that reoriented educators and policymakers 
toward alignment between federal dollars and the use of research- based evidence, or 
“scientifi cally based research.” Despite the law’s emphasis, scant empirical research 
exists regarding the systematic defi nition, use, access, and fl ow of research evidence 
in schools and across districts (Honig and Coburn  2008 ). 
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 During the same time period, educators have experienced an increasing national 
and international push to systematically collect, interpret, and use data for instruc-
tional decision making (Finnigan et al.  2013 ). In this process of data use, district 
offi ce staff mediate state and federal policies by playing a critical role in selecting 
evidence, developing knowledge, and supporting the use of data (Coburn et al. 
 2009b ; Datnow et al.  2007 ; Hamilton et al.  2007 ; Ikemoto and Marsh  2007 ). In 
addition, school-level leaders play key roles in disseminating evidence, directing 
new learning efforts, and aligning new activities to existing efforts (Datnow and 
Park  2009 ; Kerr et al.  2006 ; Knapp et al.  2007 ). This suggests the importance of the 
social interaction between educational leaders in district offi ces and school sites for 
these educators to co-construct and make sense of evidence and its use (Coburn 
 2001 ,  2005 ; Datnow et al.  2002 ; Parise and Spillane  2010 ; Spillane et al.  2002 ). 

 In this exploratory case study, we describe and analyze the structure of a social 
system by examining the social interactions among district offi ce and school site 
leaders. Specifi cally, we utilize social network theory and methods to examine how 
evidence is “brokered” by educational leaders across a large urban district, focusing 
particularly on whether evidence reaches leaders in low-performing schools. The 
term “broker” refers to those individuals who connect otherwise disconnected indi-
viduals or groups in the movement of a relational resource (e.g., advice). Social 
network theory provides insight into how evidence moves across individuals and 
levels of the educational system. Examining the social network of these district 
leaders allows us to better understand the more dynamic supports and constraints of 
the larger social infrastructure (Borgatti and Foster  2003 ; Cross et al.  2002 ; Daly 
 2010 ; Wellman and Berkowitz  1998 ). 

 The evidence “users” in our study are central offi ce leaders and school site lead-
ers. While all leaders comprise the structure of relationships of district leaders, our 
study specifi cally focuses on leaders of the low-performing schools given the policy 
pressures in the United States to improve these schools through increased sanctions 
and evidence-based reform. Although a growing number of research evidence and 
data use studies imply the infl uence of social processes on evidence use, with bro-
kers playing particularly important roles (e.g., Daly  2012 ), the empirical work and 
theory building on this topic have not kept pace. In response to this gap, we examine 
the social network of a large US school district and the role of brokers in the use of 
data. Our exploratory study is guided by two overarching questions: (1) To what 
extent do educational leaders in the district broker advice/information regarding 
research evidence between and among central offi ce administrators and principals? 
(2) To what extent are low-performing school leaders connected to other district 
leaders around evidence?  

3.2     Frameworks 

 In recent years, a renewed interest in understanding the extent to which research- 
based practices are central to practitioners’ work and district and school improve-
ment has emerged from inside and outside of the fi eld of education. Several strands 
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of research indicate the need for additional research to better understand the extent 
to which decisions are affected by research, the ways in which research evidence is 
shaped or adapted at the local level, and the factors that support or constrain the use 
of research. “Evidence-into-practice” (Nutley et al.  2003 ), “evidence-based deci-
sion making” (Coburn et al.  2009a ; Honig and Coburn  2008 ), and “research-based 
evidence” (Tseng  2012 ) all refer to the use of research in local decision making and 
follow from increased attempts to disseminate research information with limited 
success (Nutley et al.  2003 ). In addition, all seem to imply that the use of evidence 
is in some ways stretched over people in a web of relationships (Daly  2012 ; Tseng 
 2012 ). Therefore, rather than trying to understand the use of evidence based on the 
attributes of an individual (e.g., gender or years of experience), in this chapter, we 
focus on the infl uence and outcome of an actor’s “position” vis-à-vis social ties with 
others, as well as the overall social structure of a network (Borgatti and Ofem  2010 ). 
In more carefully unpacking this idea, we draw on social network theory. 

 In understanding the use of evidence through social network theory, it is useful 
to examine its underlying assumptions. First, social network theory assumes actors 
in a social network are interdependent rather than independent (Daly  2010 ; Degenne 
and Forsé  1999 ; Wasserman and Faust  1994 ). Second, relationships are regarded as 
conduits for the exchange or fl ow of resources (Burt  1982 ,  1997 ; Kilduff and Tsai 
 2003 ; Powell et al.  1996 ). Third, the structure of a network has infl uence on the 
resources that fl ow to and from an actor (Borgatti and Foster  2003 ). Fourth, patterns 
of relationships, captured by social networks, may present dynamic tensions as 
these patterns can act as both opportunities and constraints for individual and col-
lective action (Brass and Burkhardt  1993 ; Burt  1982 ; Gulati  1995 ). It is this constel-
lation of relationships that surround an actor and form a social network across a 
district and school that can both support or constrain the use of research evidence. 
Our work suggests that this network structure is consequential to the movement of 
research evidence (Daly and Finnigan  2011 ; Finnigan and Daly  2012 ). 

 In this study we focus on the use of data, which is often confl ated with research 
evidence in the current policy context (see Finnigan et al.  2013 ). Recent studies of 
data use invoke a number of themes related to network theory to explain key evi-
dence/data use processes such as the role of district and site leaders in supporting a 
data-oriented culture (Honig  2006 ; Wayman and Stringfi eld  2006 ), the use of inter-
mediaries in developing capacity and brokering skills (Atteberry and Bryk  2010 ; 
Honig and Coburn  2008 ; Marsh et al.  2010 ), the nested and interdependent nature 
of evidence and data in a coherent system (Datnow et al.  2007 ; Finnigan et al.  2013 ; 
Halverson et al.  2007 ; Kerr et al.  2006 ; Levin  2008 ; Marsh et al.  2006 ; O’Day  2002 , 
 2004 ; Supovitz and Klein  2003 ; Young  2006 ), and the presence of organizational 
structures and opportunities to collaborate in a high trust environment (Confrey and 
Makar  2005 ; Copland  2003 ; Daly and Finnigan  2012 ; Datnow et al.  2007 ; Halverson 
et al.  2007 ; Hammerman and Rubin  2002 ; Ikemoto and Marsh  2007 ; Wayman and 
Stringfi eld  2006 ). 

 In addition, a growing number of scholars aim to increase knowledge on evi-
dence and data use by examining central offi ce-school relationships in school 
improvement processes (e.g., Daly and Finnigan  2011 ; Honig and Copland  2008 ). 
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Their insights underscore the importance of social relationships among educational 
administrators, both horizontally (within district and school) and vertically (across 
district and school). These vertical and horizontal ties can be conceptualized as a 
social network between and among leaders that may support and constrain the fl ow 
of evidence across a system (   Daly and Finnigan  2010 ; Finnigan and Daly  2010 , 
 2012 ; Finnigan et al.  2013 ; Finnigan, Daly and Stewart  2012 ). This social network 
comprised of horizontal (within group) and vertical (cross group) ties also repre-
sents an opportunity for leaders to exploit existing information (within their primary 
group) and explore new information (beyond their immediate group). As such, 
depending on the network position of leaders within the overall social network, 
these leaders may be in the position to act as resource boundary spanners or 
“brokers” as discussed further below. 

3.2.1     Brokers 

 From a social network perspective, an individual is considered a broker when that 
actor “bridges” a structural hole (Scott  2000 ; Stovel and Shaw  2012 ) (see Fig.  3.1 ). 
A broker occupies a position that may provide benefi ts for the overall system in 
terms of connecting otherwise disconnected others and that may benefi t the actor 
personally in terms of access to resource diversity (Burt  2000 ,  2005 ; Obstfeld  2005 ). 
The idea of brokers is often examined through an actor’s “betweenness,” or how 
often an actor is positioned “in between” two people in the network who themselves 
are disconnected (Wasserman and Faust  1994 ). Betweenness has been argued to 
support the fl ow of resources in a social network by creating bridging ties between 
disconnected actors (Burt  1992 ). These individuals have increased infl uence and 
power within a system due to the social control over resources as they “determine” 
who receives what particular resource and in what form (Ahuja  2000 ). In this sense, 
brokers may fi lter, distort, or hoard resources, which may provide benefi t in the 
form of control or power to the broker, but which may simultaneously inhibit over-
all individual and organizational performance (Baker and Iyer  1992 ; Burt  1992 ).

   Studies of evidence and data use have often identifi ed the key position of bound-
ary spanners in brokering access to data (Finnigan and Daly  2012 ; Honig and 
Coburn  2008 ). These studies highlight the role of a range of different actors (e.g., 
the district offi ce, intermediary agencies, leaders, and coaches) in bringing evi-
dence, information, and support for evidence use to schools. For instance, district 
offi ce leaders can play a key boundary spanning role by clearly articulating and 
supporting the development of shared understanding and alignment with respect to 
goals and practices, enabling a more coherent system around evidence and data col-
laboration (Finnigan and Daly  2012 ; Kerr et al.  2006 ; Supovitz and Klein  2003 ; 

  Fig. 3.1    Visual 
representation of broker       
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Wayman et al.  2007 ; Wohlstetter et al.  2008 ; Young  2006 ). Case studies of data use 
suggest that in creating a more coherent system, district offi ce culture and knowl-
edge related to the use of evidence may also have a substantial infl uence on the 
practices of principals in the interpretation and use of data (Firestone and González 
 2007 ; Louis et al.  2005 ,  2010 ). For example, as standardized data do not usually 
come in manageable formats, district leaders may “repackage” the data for school 
consumption. However, in repackaging the data, studies suggest that leaders often 
do so in “simple” terms that align with their previous knowledge and beliefs as to 
what is important and valued (Coburn    et al.  2009a ; Honig  2003 ; Spillane  2000 ). In 
this sense, the movement of resources from the district offi ce to the sites goes 
through a fi ltering process at the district offi ce before it is brokered out to the schools 
(Weick  1985 ).   

3.3     Methods 

 We used exploratory case study methods to allow us to understand and open up the 
phenomena of brokering for investigation and theory development (Yin  2003 ). In 
examining the diffusion of evidence, we used a social network survey to explore 
both the general pattern of relationships between leaders around “advice for the use 
of data” and the presence of brokering relationships in the La Urbana Unifi ed School 
District (LUUSD). An exploratory case study approach is most appropriate when 
there is a level of complexity that requires an in-depth understanding of the phe-
nomenon of interest and when attempting to add to theory (Yin  2003 ). 

3.3.1     Context 

 This study takes place within a large district in the Western United States, named La 
Urbana 1  Unifi ed School District (LUUSD), which serves more than 130,000 stu-
dents from 15 ethnic groups and well over 60 languages in preschool through grade 
12. The district includes more than 140 schools including elementary, middle, high, 
K-8, and other schools. The approximate ethnic breakdown of LUUSD is 46 % 
Hispanic, 24 % White, 12 % African American, 5 % Indo-Chinese, 3 % Asian, 
Native American, Pacifi c Islander, and multiracial/ethnic students. The district 
employs 7,500 educators and nearly 900 pupil services employees (such as bus driv-
ers, grounds, facilities, etc.). LUUSD was identifi ed by the State Board of Education 
(SBE) as requiring corrective actions due to failure to meet Adequate Yearly 
Performance (AYP) under No Child Left Behind. This designation required the 

1   Pseudonym. 

3 The Critical Role of Brokers in the Access and Use of Evidence at the School…



18

 district to undergo a needs assessment by a national research, development, and 
service agency. The report noted the need for the district to more directly focus on 
data- driven decision making and support communication, particularly  within  areas 
as principals identifi ed inconsistent interactions in their clusters. 

 In 2012, the district was organized into eight “areas,” with each area comprising 
up to three high school clusters (including elementary and middle schools that feed 
the high school). These areas were loosely organized by geography and were served 
by an area superintendent who was responsible for approximately 20–25 schools. 
La Urbana’s website describes the role of the area superintendent as:

  Serving as the ultimate point of contact for the schools in their areas. An Area Superintendent 
is responsible for all schools and issues in his/her area. Academic, discipline and other 
issues can be handled by the Area Superintendent’s offi ce. 

   Through this formal role, the area superintendent is the primary point of contact 
for principals in their cluster, and, as such, also responsible for connecting the central 
offi ce to the school sites and coordinating action within their cluster. In other words, 
area superintendents are in the position to broker resources to low- performing 
schools by way of the relationship between central offi ce leaders and the area 
principals. 

 In exploring the idea of brokerage in LUUSD, we examine three distinct levels in 
our dataset, namely, the central offi ce (Level 1), the area superintendents 2  (Level 2), 
and the site principals (Level 3) (see Fig.  3.2 ). In essence, the area superintendents 
(as the focal actors in our study) are intentionally positioned as brokers mediating the 
fl ow of information and resources from the central offi ce to the site administrators 
in each of their areas.

2   It is important to note that the area superintendents are central offi ce administrators, but given the 
unique role they serve as a connection point to the schools and oversee the principals, and as such 
we have separated them out into their own administrative “level” for these analyses. 

  Fig. 3.2    Formal hierarchical levels in the La Urbana District       
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3.3.2        Sample 

 We collected data from educational leaders in LUUSD regarding the frequency of 
social interactions around the use of data in improving student outcomes. For this 
analysis, we included educators who served in formal leadership positions in the 
district, such as the superintendent, deputy superintendents, area superintendents, 
directors, assistant directors, and managers from the central offi ce and principals at 
the school sites. We administered an online survey during the spring of 2012, and 
256 respondents completed the survey (98 % response rate). Tables  3.1  and  3.2  
provide details regarding the respondents including the high proportion of female 
leaders (63 %) and the average years of experience as an educator (23.5 years), in 
LUUSD (18 years), in administration (11.5 years), and at the current site (5 years). 
Our study included 94 central offi ce administrators, 8 area superintendents, and 154 
site principals located in 8 areas (see Table  3.2 ).

3.3.3         Data Collection 

 In order to assess the social network structure of advice around evidence use in 
La Urbana, we developed an online survey that included social network and 

   Table 3.2    Distribution of 
respondents over positions 
( n  = 256)  

  N  

  Central offi ce    94  
  Area superintendents    8  
  Site principals    (154)  
 From Area 2  24 
 From Area 3  20 
 From Area 4  15 
 From Area 5  13 
 From Area 6  28 
 From Area 7  14 
 From Area 8  14 
 From Area 9  26 

 Min  Max  M  Sd 

 Experience as educator  1  40  23.5  8.8 
 Experience in district  1  39  18.3  9.8 
 Experience in administration  1  36  11.5  6.4 
 Experience in current position  1  22  5.2  3.9 
 Experience in current site  1  30  5.4  5.3 
 Female  62.9 % 

  Table 3.1    Sample 
demographics  
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demographic questions. Our instrument is grounded in the literature on district 
improvement processes and practices (see, e.g., Coburn and Russell  2008 ; Chrispeels 
 2004 ; Honig  2006 ; Supovitz  2006 ; Spillane  2000 ; Togneri and Anderson  2003 ), 
data use (Daly  2012 ), and network studies (Cross and Parker  2004 ; Cross et al. 
 2002 ; Daly and Finnigan  2009 ,  2011 ,  2012 ; Finnigan and Daly  2010 ,  2012 ; Hite 
et al.  2005 ; Penuel et al.  2009 ). We piloted our questions with practicing administra-
tors before collecting these data. Although we asked about a number of relation-
ships, in this study we focus on the exchange of “advice regarding data (evidence) 
use.” Specifi cally, respondents were asked to quantitatively assess their relation-
ships with other administrators (school and central offi ce) on a 4-point interaction 
scale ranging from 1 (within the past 2 months) to 4 (1–2 times a week). The evi-
dence/data use network data was taken from the prompt, “Please select the admin-
istrators in La Urbana to whom you turn to for assistance in using data for student 
achievement … and at what frequency?” Our study involves a bounded/saturated 
approach (Lin  1999 ; Scott  2000 ), which includes all members of the LUUSD lead-
ership team (central offi ce and site administrators). We utilized this strategy because 
it, coupled with high response rates, provides a more complete picture and more 
valid results according to Lin ( 1999 ) and Scott ( 2000 ).  

3.3.4     Data Analysis 

 We analyzed network measures using the UCINET software (Borgatti et al.  2002 ) 
to better understand the structure of the “Data Use” network. First, we examined the 
“Data Use” network to refl ect advice seeking that occurred at least once within the 
past 2 months. This network can be regarded as refl ecting infrequent, occasional 
advice seeking among the leaders in La Urbana. Second, we analyzed the same 
network to refl ect advice seeking that occurred at least once a week. This network 
can be regarded as refl ecting more stable, ongoing, and frequent advice seeking 
among the leaders in the district. Given the extensive literature on the importance of 
tie intensity in networks (Carley and Krackhardt  1999 ; Krackhardt  2001 ; Wasserman 
and Faust  1994 ), this approach provides a rich description and understanding of the 
depth and breadth of the exchange of advice among leaders in La Urbana. 

 We ran graphic representations of the evidence use network using Netdraw 
(Borgatti et al.  2002 ), which provides a visual image of the network and which illu-
minates overall structural patterns. We also ran a  density  measure, which is the 
number of social ties between actors divided by the number of total possible con-
nections and can be thought of as how tightly knit a network is. A dense network, 
meaning one with a high percentage of relationships, is thought to be able to move 
resources more quickly than a network with more sparse ties (Scott  2000 ). We also 
conducted analyses of the amount of brokerage that took place in the district by 
calculating the  betweenness  score for all leaders in our sample. Betweenness is a 
measure of how often an actor is positioned “in between” two people in the network 
who themselves are disconnected (Wasserman and Faust  1998 ).   
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3.4     Findings 

 Our fi ndings suggest that overall interactions regarding the use of data are quite 
sparse across the district with high variability within specifi c areas of the district, 
despite a district-wide push for the use of evidence for improvement. We also fi nd 
important differences between the underlying informal ties and the structures one 
would expect based on district’s formal lines of authority and communication in 
regard to the use of data, with area superintendents engaging in differing brokerage 
roles. Moreover, and perhaps most troubling, our data suggests that principals of 
underperforming schools, who are arguably in most need of evidence for improve-
ment, are often disconnected from the overall data use structure. General fi ndings 
suggest that the lack of connections between and among district leaders overall, and 
out to principals of underperforming schools in particular, may signifi cantly inhibit 
the coherent fl ow of evidence. In the remaining paragraphs, we provide the evidence 
to support these fi ndings. 

3.4.1     Sparse Relationships and Varied Brokering 
Across the District 

 When we focus on interactions around evidence use that occurred within the past 2 
months (Fig.  3.3a ), we fi nd that this network (while appearing densely connected) 
is actually quite sparse with an overall density of 4.4 %, meaning that only 4.4 out 
of 100 potential advice relationships actually occurred within the past 2 months. On 
average, leaders in LUUSD sought or were sought for advice around data use by 
about 11.1 other leaders within the past 2 months. The network that refl ects more 
frequent advice seeking around evidence use as exhibited by data use (Fig.  3.3b ) is 
even more sparse with an overall density of only 0.7 % and on average 1.7 advice 
relationships for each leader on a bi-weekly basis.

   In Fig.  3.4a, b , we graphically display the most frequent relationships around 
data (at least every 2 weeks), with graphs colored and organized by area. Figure  3.4a  

  Fig. 3.3    District network of “asking advice around data use,” refl ecting ( a ) all advice interactions 
within the past 2 months and ( b ) at least every 2 weeks, sized by indegree       
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includes all areas and the central offi ce, and Fig.  3.4b  shows the same network with-
out the central offi ce administrators. The nodes are sized by betweenness brokerage, 
meaning that larger nodes are more often “between” others who are themselves 
disconnected, thus refl ecting their brokerage role. 

 These network maps reveal, again, that bi-weekly advice seeking around data 
is limited. Figure  3.4a  shows that advice about data appears to be sought both 
within and across the central offi ce and the areas, with many ties to and from the 
central offi ce. Central offi ce leaders tend to be more sought for advice around data, 

With Central Office (in black)

Without Central Office b 

a 

Area 5

Area 7

Area 8

Area 6

Area 2Area 3

Area 4

Area 9

Area 5
Area 7

Area 8

Area 6

Area 2Area 3
Area 4

Area 9

  Fig. 3.4    District    evidence/data use network, frequency at least every 2 weeks, nodes sized by 
betweenness, area superintendents in  black triangles , separated by the eight areas, ( a ) With central 
offi ce (in  black ) and ( b ) without the central offi ce administrators (in  black )       
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with area superintendents engaging in more betweenness brokerage, which aligns 
with their formal position in the district in terms of brokering resources to schools. 

 When we examine the areas without the central offi ce (Fig.  3.4b ), we fi nd variation 
between the areas in terms of their density, the extent to which they are predominantly 
externally and internally focused, and the betweenness brokerage played by each 
area superintendent. For instance, the network of Area 6 seems to be more densely 
connected than other areas, has both internal ties within the area as well as external 
ties to others outside the area, and has an area superintendent who is strongly connected 
to both the central offi ce and two other areas and who is a major broker in terms of 
betweenness (as displayed by the large node). In contrast, the network of Area 4 
appears to be much less densely connected, has fewer internal ties compared to external 
ties (mainly to the central offi ce), has an area superintendent who is connected to the 
central offi ce but not to other areas, and who does not occupy a major brokerage 
position in the district (as displayed by the small triangle). 

 As the bi-weekly exchange of advice among district leaders on evidence use is 
rather sparse, meaning there are few opportunities to broker relationships, we shift 
our analysis to those relationships that occur within the past 2 months to a daily basis. 
In this way we are effectively “capturing” all of the reported advice relationships 
between and among leaders in LUUSD.

   Findings indicate that LUUSD leaders differ considerably in terms of their bro-
kerage roles as measured by betweenness ( M  = 0.6 %,  sd  = 2.2 % with a range of 
0–27 %). This means that of the maximum possible betweenness that a district 
leader could have, only 6 out of 1,000 times this relationship actually is a brokerage 
relationship where an individual connects two other administrators  who are them-
selves disconnected  (Hanneman and Riddle  2005 ). At fi rst glance, we see that cen-
tral offi ce leaders broker slightly more than the overall sample average ( M  = 1.1 %, 
 sd  = 3.4 %) whereas the site principals broker less ( M  = 0.2 %,  sd  = 0.4 %). Site prin-
cipals also broker more within their own areas than within the whole district (1.7 % 
and 0.2 % respectively). This is not surprising, as the density of advice seeking 
within areas is higher than the overall district density, which increases opportunities 
for brokerage within areas compared to the whole district. 

 Results also indicate that area superintendents, in line with their position, have 
the highest number of brokerage relationships within the overall district in general. 
Perhaps not surprising, area superintendents generally exhibit brokerage (between-
ness) roles in connecting educators  within  their own areas ( M  = 24.2 %,  sd  = 26.5 %). 
In effect, out of all the theoretically possible brokerage opportunities, our data 
indicate that area superintendents broker in nearly 1 out of every 4 potential 
 “betweenness” situations.  

3.4.2     Diffusion of Evidence and Low-Performing Schools 

 Beyond the sparse connections around data district-wide, we found that principals 
at the lowest-performing schools were least likely to ask advice of others (or be 
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asked for advice) regarding the use of data. Moreover, it also appears that the 
 lowest- performing schools were not evenly distributed throughout the district and, 
instead, concentrated in a few areas. 

 In Fig.  3.5  above, we provide a visual display of the groupings of principals and 
area superintendents by area and illustrate the density of ties within and across 
areas. In this fi gure, the squares are principals, and lighter color squares are the 
principals of program improvement (PI—underperforming) schools under account-
ability policy sanctions. The black triangles at the top of each area represent area 
superintendents, and black triangles in the center cluster are other central offi ce 
staff. The nodes are sized by indegree, meaning that larger nodes were more regu-
larly sought for advice about data. As this graph indicates, while some principals are 
connected to other district leaders, those in low-performing schools have fewer ties 
in most of these areas (both to one another and to the area superintendents and other 
central offi ce leaders), despite the fact that the leaders of underperforming schools 
are likely to need advice around the use of data for student achievement. Furthermore, 
this is particularly evident in the area at the very bottom middle of the graph. As can 
be seen in this area, there is the greatest concentration of principals of underper-
forming schools, but this area has the least amount of interaction around the use of 
data for student achievement. 

 While we might not expect the same amount of ties within each area, certainly 
the formal structure and emphasis of the district would lead one to believe that there 
should be a signifi cant amount of exchanges regarding data in schools that are the 
most underperforming. This can be contrasted with the area at the top middle of the 
graph that has no underperforming schools, but is the most densely connected. In 
some ways, this indicates that the “rich get richer” in a data exchange sense, while 
those in most need have fewer exchanges and as such may reinforce existing perfor-
mance levels. 

 While area superintendents were formally tasked with being the “source” of 
advice for data, it is important to note that they were not always the most sought 
leaders within their areas (meaning that some of the area superintendents, 
represented by triangles within an area in the graph, were relatively small in 

  Fig. 3.5    Advice on data and 
program improvement 
schools (sized by indegree)       
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comparison to others). As is evident in Fig.  3.5 , a number of principals were viewed 
as sources of advice regarding data far more than the formally designated area 
superintendents who were serving in this “brokering” role. This suggests that while 
the district may be attempting to set up exchanges with those with formal positional 
authority to diffuse evidence, it may well be the case that those “outside” the formal 
exchange system are much more active. This may result in less coherent and 
consistent messages being sent across the system.

   The previous analysis was about actors who were the “source” of advice. In this 
section we turn our attention to those who “broker” evidence across a system. In 
Fig.  3.6  we graphically display the most frequent interaction network regarding 
data. In this graph the nodes are sized by betweenness brokerage, meaning that 
larger nodes are more often “between” disconnected others on a shortest path. As 
can be seen in the graph, most connections regarding data were between central 
offi ce leaders, and yet the data initiative was meant to be engaged at the school level 
and, in particular, within the underperforming schools. In addition, while some area 
superintendents engage in comparatively high levels of brokers (bigger size nodes), 
others enact signifi cantly less brokerage (smaller nodes). The result is a very uneven 
distribution of brokerage within areas with some area superintendents connecting 
disconnected principals and others doing signifi cantly less brokerage. 

 If we again examine the area with the most underperforming schools, discussed 
above, we see that, in fact, the area superintendent of that zone is engaging in rela-
tively less brokerage activity than, for example, the one in the area on the top of the 
graph that does not have any underperforming schools. Therefore, not only are there 
limited “sources” of data available in the area with the most underperforming 
schools, the area superintendent is providing less brokerage into those underper-
forming schools. The combined effect may be limited sharing of knowledge within 
the area, as well as a lack of advice around data from outside the area being moved 
in to support principals of underperforming schools. This suggests a misalignment 
between the formal and informal organization within LUUSD that may, in fact, 
reinforce low performance rather than help these most challenging schools in their 
improvement efforts.

  Fig. 3.6    Advice on data and 
program improvement 
schools (sized by 
betweenness)       
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3.5         Conclusion and Implications 

 LUUSD, like many educational systems across the globe, initiated a district-wide 
effort on data use that was meant to be diffused to the schools primarily through the 
area superintendents. Our results suggest that overall there were very sparse data 
use ties across the entire district. Although the limited number of ties may be 
expected in the early stages of an effort, one might expect much more brokerage as 
a way to get out information about the effort. Unfortunately, our results suggest very 
few brokerage ties taking place across the system. In fact, those who were formally 
tasked with brokering this initiative to the schools were not consistently the ones 
playing the top broker roles. We also found tremendous variation in terms of 
network structure and the types of brokerage roles that were enacted. In addition, 
those underperforming schools also seemed to be even more adversely affected by 
the lack of advice around data exchanges as well as limited brokering. We unpack the 
main fi ndings and implications from our overall study below. 

3.5.1     Sparse Ties, Isolated Administrators, and Varied 
and Limited Brokerage 

 One of the fi rst fi ndings from this study is the sparse ties between and among 
educational leaders in La Urbana. Examining the most frequent ties between leaders 
in terms of data use suggests that there are limited exchanges, which may negatively 
infl uence the overall coherence in the district. Further, a number of principals are 
isolated and do not have individuals from whom they indicate they seek, or are 
sought, for advice. Given the limited number of relationships, it may be diffi cult for 
the larger system to engage with the use of evidence with consistency and coher-
ence. In addition, we may have expected more brokering relationships to be in place 
in the district, but there was actually relatively limited brokering taking place across 
the district, and that brokerage was inconsistent and often fragmented and certainly 
was signifi cantly different across areas.  

3.5.2     Potential Infl uence of Indirect Connections 

 Brokers connect otherwise disconnected others in a network. In this case, it means 
that the advice that actor A received from broker B around data originated in part 
from the advice that broker B obtained from C. In this way, A was indirectly infl u-
enced by C through B. As such, individuals who are two steps away (meaning you 
have to go through another individual to reach them) potentially infl uence the 
advice one receives. Consequently, when seeking advice each person makes 
some assessment of the potential advice giver. However, at least part of the result 
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of the decision is out of a person’s control, as one rarely knows from whom the 
broker gets his or her advice. Is that person reputable? Are they moving “useful” 
advice about data? Is their advice refl ective of the larger system’s goals and inter-
pretation? To achieve coherence, central offi ce leaders may fi nd it necessary to 
reduce the game of telephone by ensuring that those in brokering positions are 
providing common understandings.  

3.5.3     Advice Seeking Outside Areas 

 We found that within an area principals will seek out an area superintendent for 
advice and that area superintendent will go outside the area to a different area to 
obtain advice—as such the advice a principal receives from an area superintendent 
is infl uenced by another area. In contrast, the principals who also play important 
brokerage roles within their areas tend to seek advice from outside of their areas. In 
this way principals are actually engaging in advice from a “broader” section of the 
network. An area superintendent may be less likely to seek advice within his/her 
own area as that may be interpreted to be a sign of “lack of knowledge” to individuals 
within their own area. This may also be the case for the principals that do not want 
to necessarily “expose” their lack of knowledge.  

3.5.4     Limited Advice Around Data for Low-Performing 
Schools 

 Current accountability policy mandates the use of research-based evidence in over-
all improvement efforts. Our work would suggest that in school systems evidence is 
often defi ned as “data.” In fact, many systems across the country, including LUUSD, 
have taken up “data use” as a mantra for improvement particularly for those under-
performing schools. However, despite the district’s formal emphasis on this type of 
evidence, our study indicates very limited exchanges between and among principals 
of lower-performing schools and between those principals and either principals of 
better performing schools or district leaders who have the formal authority and 
mandate to support their work. Without the opportunity to engage with others 
around the use of data, it may be diffi cult for individual leaders to break free of 
existing patterns of use and as such performance may stagnate. 

 However, perhaps the most troubling part of the fi ndings is that the “rich get 
richer” in this system. Our analysis suggests that low-performing schools are con-
centrated in a few areas. Interestingly, in the area that had the highest proportion of 
principals of underperforming schools, there were both the least amount of 
exchanges regarding the data and less brokerage activity of the area superintendent. 
This results in both a lack of exchange within the area and fewer exchanges 
happening outside the area as would be indicated by high amounts of brokering. 
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Consequently, although one might not expect principals of low-performing schools 
to seek other principals of low-performing schools for the use of data, one might 
expect that these principals could be connected to other principals outside their area 
for fresh strategies on the use of data. These “outside” connections need to be bro-
kered by those who are in the formal position to do so, area superintendents, but our 
study suggests that was not happening. This may ultimately leave the principals of 
underperforming schools to either reach out to other principals of underperforming 
schools for advice around data, which may limit new successful approaches, or 
continue to do what they have been doing, which may hinder improvement. As such 
this situation portends a continued lack of improvement, as limited information 
makes its way into the hands of the educators who need it the most.      
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        Across the country, a growing number of school districts have launched efforts to 
signifi cantly reform their central offi ces to support districtwide teaching and learning 
improvement, and they are using various strands of research—here defi ned as formal 
social science studies of school district central offi ce performance—to guide their 
reform designs and processes. Unlike other district reform efforts that focus on 
schools as the sole target, these reforms aim to shift  central offi ce  policies and prac-
tices so that central offi ces operate as support systems for teaching and learning 
improvements in schools. Such efforts are theoretically promising, since a growing 
body of research and other evidence is beginning to suggest how central offi ces might 
operate differently to support districtwide improvement school goals (   Hightower  2002 ; 
Honig et al.  2010 ). However, the research typically calls for fundamental shifts in 
central offi ce administrators’ work—radical departures from the status quo in central 
offi ces—and such changes are notoriously diffi cult to implement. What happens 
when central offi ce administrators engage with research that calls for fundamental 
shifts in central offi ce work practices? Under what conditions, if any, do central offi ce 
administrators buck predominant trends and actually use the research to engage in 
fundamental shifts in their own practice at the central offi ce level? 

 We explored these questions with an in-depth qualitative analysis of six school 
districts engaged in fundamental central offi ce change aimed at strengthening their 
central offi ces’ capacity to support districtwide improvements in teaching and learn-
ing. All the districts intended to use various forms of research to guide their process. 
For our conceptual framework, we drew on several strands of learning theory, based 
on the research-based hypothesis explored below that when practitioners such 
as central offi ce administrators take up research-based ideas in ways that lead to 
fundamental changes in their practice, they engage in processes of professional 
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learning (Collins et al.  2003 ; Brown et al.  1989 ; Lave  1998 ; Levitt and March  1998 ; 
Rogoff et al.  1995 ; Tharp and Gallimore  1991 ; Weick  1995 ; Wenger  1998 ). These 
strands of learning theory also emphasized that practitioners tend to learn in ways 
that result in fundamental changes in their practice when they have access to inten-
sive assistance relationships in which assistance providers, knowledgeable about the 
new target practices, engage in high-leverage teaching moves that support learners’ 
depth of understanding of challenging ideas. We used these theories to frame our 
investigation involving 116 interviews, 499.25 h of observations, and reviews of 
approximately 300 documents. In this chapter we summarize some of the main 
fi ndings that have emerged during our fi rst phase of analysis. 

 In sum, we discuss that central offi ce administrators used particular research- 
based ideas to shift district-level policies and their own practice, but to varying 
degrees. We found that particular conditions enabled research use such as adminis-
trators’ prior experiences with ideas consistent with the research and their engage-
ment with intermediary organizations that engaged in teaching practices consistent 
with our conceptual framework. However, such conditions seemed necessary but not 
suffi cient for research use at deep levels. More often, central offi ce administrators 
tended not to take up research-based ideas at deep levels absent central offi ce 
leaders who themselves engaged in high-leverage teaching moves to help their 
colleagues and staff integrate challenging research into their practice. These fi ndings 
support the hypothesis that internal central offi ce leadership is essential to fundamental 
central offi ce change. 

4.1     Policy Context 

    School district central offi ce leaders across the country face unprecedented demands 
to help all students achieve at high levels and to use research to inform the process. 
For example, the No Child Left Behind Act of  2001  requires that district central 
offi ces provide professional development to schools that includes “instructional 
materials, programs, strategies, and approaches based on scientifi cally based reading 
research” (No Child Left Behind Act [NCLB]  2002 ). Educational research chroni-
cles how districts have been turning to ideas from research, here defi ned as formal 
social science studies, to inform such decisions about school-level supports and change 
strategies (Coburn et al.  2009 ; Corcoran et al.  2001 ). But central offi ce leaders are 
also looking to research to guide their own practice at the central offi ce level (Honig 
and Ikemoto  2008 ; Marsh et al.  2004 ,  2006 ). For example, central offi ce administra-
tors partnered with the Institute for Learning (University of Pittsburgh), to learn how 
to observe for high-quality instruction using a research- based practice called 
Learning Walks in order to build administrators’ knowledge of instruction and to 
develop supports for principals and teachers (Honig and Ikemoto  2008 ). 

 Central offi ce staff have new opportunities to use research to inform how they 
work, in part because a wave of relatively recent formal academic research has 
begun to take up the question of what forms of central offi ce work might support 
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school improvement (e.g., Augustine et al.  2009 ; Honig et al.  2010 ). For example, 
studies in New York City’s Community School District #2 have shown how the 
implementation of school reform efforts hinged in part on the continual efforts of 
central offi ce administrators to support principals in building their capacity to help 
teachers improve the quality of instruction (Elmore and Burney  1997 ; Fink and 
Resnick  2001 ). In our own such research we have elaborated how central offi ces can 
signifi cantly build schools’ capacity for improved teaching and learning through 
new partnership relationships with school principals and by reorganizing and recul-
turing central offi ce functions to provide high-quality, relevant support services to 
schools (Honig  2012 ; Honig et al.  2010 ). 

 The use of research to reform how central offi ces work to support teaching and 
learning improvement in schools holds promise for realizing educational improve-
ment goals. As research on school improvement has shown for decades, school- level 
efforts to strengthen teaching and learning lumber, plateau, or outright fail in part 
because central offi ce administrators do not participate productively in their imple-
mentation (Bryk et al.  1998 ; Chubb and Moe  1990 ; Malen et al.  1990 ; Ravitch and 
Viteritti  1997 ). Educational research has begun to suggest that central offi ce admin-
istrators’ participation involves remaking central offi ce policies and work practices 
in particular ways (Elmore and Burney  1997 ; Honig  2008 ; Hubbard et al.  2006 ). 

 However, central offi ce administrators likely face signifi cant obstacles when 
shifting policies and practices in ways the actual application of the research would 
require. For example, the conclusions from a San Diego study mainly show that 
central offi ce administrators struggled and largely failed to shift their work in ways 
that the research suggested (Hubbard et al.  2006 ). Across multiple studies, Spillane 
found that central offi ce administrators routinely misinterpret or misappropriate 
ideas about what instructional improvement entails, viewing the ideas as reinforcing 
their current policies and practices even when such policies and practices depart 
starkly from what research recommends (Spillane et al.  2002 ; Spillane and 
Thompson  1997 . See also, Coburn et al.  2009 ; Kennedy  1982 ; O’Day  2002 ). 

 Such results are not surprising. The kinds of changes that this research demands 
run counter to school district central offi ces as institutions. School district central 
offi ces were established at the beginning of the last century mainly to carry out 
limited business and regulatory functions, not to address or centrally support 
improvements in the quality of principal leadership and, in turn, teaching and learning 
in schools (Cuban  1984 ; Elmore  1993 ; Tyack and Cuban  1995 ). 

 Broader research on decision-making in central offi ces delineates various chal-
lenges with changing business as usual in central offi ces. For example, Hannaway 
( 1989 ) showed that central offi ce administrators approached their professional deci-
sions with particular biases that led them to favor the status quo rather than consider 
or implement deeper changes in their policies and practices. Such patterns were 
especially true of mid-level central offi ce staff members other than superintendents 
or other central offi ce executives. Coburn and colleagues ( 2009 ) confi rmed earlier 
fi ndings by Kennedy ( 1982 ), by showing how central offi ce administrators tend to 
interpret new ideas in ways that reinforce rather than disrupt their prior knowledge 
and decision frames. Across a series of studies, Honig ( 2004 ,  2009 ) found that even 

4 Leaders’ Use of Research for Fundamental Change…



36

new central offi ce employees fell back on long-standing central offi ce routines that 
curbed their engagement with new challenging ideas. 

 Are policymakers expecting the impossible when they require that central offi ces 
engage with research fundamentally challenging their status quo in an effort to 
spark central offi ce reforms for districtwide improvements in teaching and learning? 
Under what conditions, if any, might central offi ce administrators buck predominant 
trends and make signifi cant shifts in their work and capacity that the emerging 
research calls for?  

4.2     Conceptual Framework 

 We explored these questions in a study of six districts that aimed to fundamentally 
reform their central offi ces to support districtwide teaching and learning with an 
emphasis on how they engaged with research to guide the process. Our conceptual 
framework came from several strands of literature on organizational and sociocul-
tural learning. These theories elaborate that when people engage deeply with new 
ideas in ways that lead to fundamental changes in their work practices, they engage 
in a process of learning. As part of that learning process, practitioners such as central 
offi ce administrators grapple with what new ideas mean and how to integrate these 
ideas into their ongoing practice. They compare the new ideas against their past 
experiences and their sense of what constitutes appropriate professional practice. 
Learners also may edit the new information, amplifying certain parts and downplaying 
others (Levitt and March  1998 ; March  1994 ; Weick  1995 ). 

 According to Argyris and Schon ( 1996 ), during single-loop learning processes, 
learners stick with a single conception of the underlying problem motivating their 
action and use feedback from their actions only to inform how they go about their 
action taking. During double-loop learning, learners use feedback to scrutinize 
their understanding of the problem they aim to address. Such double-loop processes 
lead to deeper understandings of new ideas and more profound changes in practice 
than single-loop learning which typically involves a learner engaging in different 
variations of the same general type of practice. 

 For example, a central offi ce staff person might tackle the problem of a school 
principal not spending enough time working with teachers on the quality of their 
classroom instruction by conducting school visits themselves and writing reports 
directing the principal to visit classrooms more. Over time, the central offi ce staff 
person might fi nd that despite the reports, the principal still is not visiting class-
rooms frequently enough. In response, they increase the frequency of their own 
school visits and the consequences they associate with the principals’ failure to 
comply—marginal changes in their practice. However, another central offi ce staff 
person might use the feedback that the principal’s practice remains unchanged to 
more fundamentally rethink their approach. They might hypothesize that the princi-
pal would like to spend more time in classrooms but they lack the capacity to shift 
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their schedule to allow them the time to do so and they do not have the know- how 
to feel confi dent about the effi cacy of their observations. That central offi ce staff 
person might reframe the problem posed by that principal not as one of their lack of 
compliance but their weak capacity and, in turn, decide to fundamentally shift their 
own practice to put them in the school building more often working side-by- side 
with the principal to adjust how they allocate time and sharpen their skills at class-
room observations. 

 Sociocultural learning theories further distinguish outcomes that represent fi rst- 
vs. second-order changes (Grossman et al.  1999 ), and we used their distinctions to 
help us gauge central offi ce staff’s shifts in practice. During fi rst-order change pro-
cesses, practitioners might not appropriate new ideas at all, continuing to engage in 
their work as they have always done. Practitioners might also “appropriate a label” 
or engage with the ideas at only a superfi cial level and not realize the deeper levels 
of understanding of the ideas that lead to signifi cant shifts in practice. For instance, 
a central offi ce leader might change the title of certain central offi ce staff from 
“associate superintendent” to “instructional leadership director” to signal that those 
staff now focus on helping schools strengthen instruction. But this leader has only 
appropriated a label if she has not changed the actual work practices of these staff 
to support such results. 

 When practitioners “appropriate surface features” they intend to engage in the 
practices refl ective of the new ideas more deeply than when they appropriate a label. 
But because they do so without grasping what the features mean or why they engage 
in them, they are likely to engage in these activities only temporarily or in certain 
contexts, not transferring the ideas to new contexts as is true of deeper change 
 processes (Pea  1987 ). 

 Sociocultural learning theorists distinguish two dimensions of second-order 
change. Practitioners might engage with new ideas by “appropriating conceptual 
underpinnings.” When they do so, practitioners have developed a relatively deep, 
internalized understanding of the new ideas, they attempt to use them in ways 
consistent with the research-based ideas, and they are likely to apply them in new 
situations. Those who have “achieved mastery” are able to fully engage in practices 
consistent with the new ideas. They deeply understand what the new ideas involve 
and why engaging in them is important, they frequently demonstrate the new practice, 
and they are able to improvise, creating new extensions of the practice in ways that 
create new knowledge. 

 Various factors mediate such levels of appropriation. Among them, through par-
ticular kinds of learning assistance relationships, practitioners may receive support 
for disrupting their usual ways of thinking and acting and engage in fundamental 
change of either or both (Tharp and Gallimore  1991 ; Wenger  1998 ). Across a wide 
range of settings, “assistance” strategies have such effects when someone continu-
ously (1) models or demonstrates modes of acting and thinking consistent with the 
new ideas; (2) develops and uses tools that help practitioners engage with the new 
ideas; (3) helps practitioners adopt the identity of people on a trajectory toward 
deepening their engagement with the ideas; (4) creates and sustains social 
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opportunities—including challenging conversations—through which practitioners 
grapple meaningfully with what new ideas mean for their own work; and (5) bridges 
practitioners to and buffers practitioners from outside resources both to support 
practitioners’ sustained engagement in the new ideas (Honig  2008 ). 

 The so-called intermediary organizations may be particularly well suited to 
support such assistance relationships (Honig  2004 ). Intermediary organizations, 
because of their partial-outsider status, may be able to dedicate the time and other 
resources that assistance relationship requires; because of their partial-insider sta-
tus, they may garner a trust with their partners also essential to such relationships 
(Coburn and Stein  2010 ).  

4.3     Methods 

 We used our conceptual framework to help us strategically select six study districts 
based on their likelihood to engage in fundamental changes in their central offi ces 
consistent with emerging research-based ideas about how central offi ces might 
support improved teaching and learning in schools. We looked for districts that 
(1) aimed to reform their central offi ce in service of improved teaching and learning 
districtwide, (2) understood that such reform would mean signifi cant changes in 
their central offi ce, (3) appeared to be drawing on various strands of social science 
research about central offi ce performance to ground their approach, and (4) had 
access to intermediary organizations to support with the process who ostensibly 
understood their role as assisting administrators’ professional learning. 

 Our data sources include 116 in-depth interviews of central offi ce staff and 
school principals, observations of meetings and coaching sessions involving central 
offi ce staff totaling 499.25 h, and over 300 documents related to the central offi ces’ 
efforts to improve their performance in service of improved districtwide teaching 
and learning. We invited to participate in the study all central offi ce staff who were 
engaged with the intermediary and who intended to use research to transform their 
central offi ce, including the superintendents and central offi ce executive staff 
members (i.e., Assistant Superintendent of Teaching and Learning, Director of 
Curriculum, etc.) and in two of the districts, those in the newly created instructional 
leadership director role. 

 We analyzed our data using NVIVO8 qualitative software in several phases. 
During our initial phase of analysis, we sorted our data into low-inference catego-
ries such as “outcomes” of central offi ce change processes and topics of research 
that central offi ce staff aimed to use (e.g., “superintendent role”). We also used our 
conceptual framework during this phase to code for various, broad potential infl uences 
on research use including the role of intermediary organizations. In the second stage 
of our analysis, we went back into our data by code and refi ned our analysis using 
higher-inference codes from our conceptual framework. For example, we recoded 
our “outcomes” data by degrees of appropriation. We also distinguished the work of 
intermediary organizations as more or less consistent with the assistance relationship 
practices highlighted in our conceptual framework.  
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4.4     Findings 

 In this section, we share emerging fi ndings from our initial analysis. Specifi cally, we 
discuss that we could distinguish central offi ce administrators’ use of research- based 
ideas by the degrees of appropriation highlighted in our conceptual framework. We 
demonstrate how we made these distinctions by discussing examples from adminis-
trators’ use of one out of the three main sets of research-based ideas with which our 
respondents engaged: research on how to develop and execute the role of principal 
supervisor or what the research calls “instructional leadership director.” The distri-
bution of examples related to this strand of research refl ects our overall data set 
which revealed instances mostly of fi rst-order change or low levels of appropriation. 
Fewer examples indicated degrees of appropriation with conceptual understanding. 
By contrasting these examples and examining changes in levels of appropriation in 
some cases over time, we identifi ed several conditions that seemed necessary for 
central offi ce administrators’ engagement with ambitious research ideas at any level 
but not suffi cient for second-order changes. These include individual’s prior knowl-
edge and experiences and the nature of intermediaries’ assistance strategies. Those 
central offi ces and central offi ce staff with little prior experience with or knowledge 
about the research-based ideas generally did not develop much if at all beyond their 
initial levels of understanding. While their intermediaries did engage in the kinds of 
practices our conceptual framework suggested would help central offi ce staff signifi -
cantly shift their own practice in ways consistent with the research, the intermediar-
ies’ efforts seemed promising but not suffi cient to realize such results given staff’s 
low levels of appropriation starting out. Those staff and systems whose work seemed 
to refl ect progressively deeper practice shifts consistent with the research also 
worked with intermediaries, often the same ones as the other staff who showed more 
growth, but from the outset reported prior knowledge consistent with the research-
based ideas. In addition, in those systems, leaders did not rely solely on intermediar-
ies but themselves assumed teaching roles with other central offi ce staff, assisting 
them with their engagement with the research. Our fi ndings underscore other 
research on the importance of prior knowledge or experience, what leaders might 
operationalize as “readiness,” to engagement in fundamental practice changes. 
However, they suggest that intermediary organizations may be viable levers of 
change when prior knowledge and experience are relatively high, but that internal 
leadership, particularly that which proceeds from a teaching stance, may be essential 
to realizing deeper levels of appropriation, particularly in systems without substantial 
relevant prior knowledge and experience. 

4.4.1     Appropriating Research on the Role 
of the Principal Supervisor 

 As one illustration of how our examples ranged by degrees of appropriation, we 
found that all six districts aimed to use research on a particular central offi ce position 
referred to in the research as “instructional leadership director” (Honig et al.  2010 ). 
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Those fi ndings described the importance of districts eliminating their traditional 
principal supervisor position and replacing it with ILDs—executive-level staff 
charged with working as close to 100 % of the time as possible helping principals 
grow as instructional leaders, leaders who supported teachers in improving their 
instructional practice. ILDs worked with principals one-on-one as well as in princi-
pal professional learning communities which the ILDs convened. Research on ILDs 
called for second-order changes in central offi ce practice in several respects. Among 
them, unlike some traditional principal supervisors such as area or assistant superin-
tendents, ILDs did not also manage central offi ce programs or carry out other func-
tions; rather, they were dedicated to supporting principal growth, jobs typically left 
to retired principals or coaches deep in the central offi ce hierarchy. The fi ndings on 
ILDs thus fl ipped traditional arrangements for principal professional development 
on their heads, elevating support for principals’ growth as instructional leaders to a 
cabinet-level responsibility. The research also showed that ILDs who were success-
ful in supporting principal growth did not lead in traditional central offi ce fashion, 
with accountability or top-down directives. Instead, successful ILDs engaged in 
partnership relationships with school principals and aimed to teach rather than tell 
principals how to improve (Honig  2012 ). 

 While all the districts aimed to adopt the research fi ndings about the ILD func-
tion, they varied in how they appropriated that idea across districts at two levels of 
analysis: (1) between districts, how central offi ce leaders constructed the role, and 
(2) within districts, the extent to which individual ILDs appropriated ILD practices 
named in the research. 

 For example, in one of our mid-sized districts, in several interviews and conver-
sations over time, those hired into the ILD positions reported that, in the words of 
one, “supporting instructional leadership” among principals was their primary 
charge. However, when we probed their understanding of what such support work 
entailed, they described their charge as providing general support to principals. 
In one ILD’s words,

  Of all the experience I’ve had as a…school principal, there’s nothing that any one of these 
people is going to face that I haven’t faced two or three times before. So if I could help 
problem-solve something rather than have them working it through completely on their 
own, if I could help problem-solve it and get to solution quicker, then it enables them to 
have more time for the instructional piece. 

   Our interviews with and observations of the individual ILDs in this system sug-
gested that none were engaged in the kinds of intensive teaching practices that the 
research emphasized. Instead, the ILDs typically worked with principals to help 
them understand and stay in compliance with various policies including those 
related to personnel. For example, one ILD described their work by saying,

  So where they’ve [principals have] asked for advice and support has been in dealing with 
teachers struggling. So…if they’ve got a teacher that they’re concerned about, asking for 
me to review their observation summary before they send it…Another example would be 
something like a…kid wants to drop one of their seven courses because they’re a high-level 
tennis player…But there’s a district policy that says that a full-time student is seven classes. 
So working with the principal to try and meet the needs of the kids, but also make sure that 
we’re following district policy. 
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   When we shadowed ILDs in this district, we most commonly saw them helping 
principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders develop a shared understanding 
of the new teacher evaluation system, with an emphasis on following proper proce-
dures when placing teachers on probationary status or helping teachers exit the 
system. While tasks such as these focused on instructional matters and related to 
principal needs, they did not involve the intensive focus on helping principals grow 
their instructional leadership practice as elaborated in the research. 

 In the other mid-sized district, we found adoption of the research on the ILD role 
at the level of appropriating surface features, a step deeper than in the other similarly 
sized district. At the level of individual ILDs, we found a broad range from adopting 
a label to adopting conceptual underpinnings. 

 To elaborate, a leader in this district initially set out to retrain her team of principal 
supervisors so they functioned as ILDs rather than as more traditional area superinten-
dents. This leader reported that these staff would no longer operate as the principals’ 
single point of contact for various central offi ce matters such as assisting with the 
redesign of school websites, helping principals determine of particular students met 
graduation requirements, and managing the installation of portable buildings on 
school campuses. Instead, they would be dedicated to supporting principals’ growth as 
instructional leaders. However, the fi rst year of implementation refl ected appropria-
tion of a label because throughout the year these staff operated with a new title but 
essentially went about their work as they had under their previous title. The next year, 
that leader rewrote the job description to focus on principals’ growth as instructional 
leaders and turned over 80 % of those staff with people she believed came with a ready 
understanding of the new conception of the ILD role consistent with the research. 

 Through broad districtwide communications as well as in principal meetings and 
community forums, this leader frequently indicated that ILDs were to spend 75 % 
of their time in schools supporting principal instructional leadership. She created 
new processes within the central offi ce so that any requests for ILD time from 
central offi ce departments had to be run by her fi rst so she could help teach others 
in the system about the new role. For example, in one meeting in which ILDs were 
discussing various requests for their time from central offi ce staff that seemed 
inconsistent with their focus on principals instructional leadership, this leader 
responded, “When stuff like that comes along, forward it to me. You need to forward 
it to me. I don’t know who will do it. So forward it to me and I will fi gure it out.” 

 However, the research-based conception of the ILD role was not deeply adopted 
throughout the central offi ce, refl ecting a surface-level adoption of the role across 
the central offi ce. For example, nearly 2 years after the creation of this role, a top 
cabinet offi cial reported that there was still, in the words of one, a “misunderstanding” 
about the role and how ILDs supported principals differently than before. In one 
discussion, he/she reported that the head of the facilities department wanted ILDs to 
be involved in school openings, “They want more frequent interaction with you 
[ILDs] on what the community wants and the principals’ reaction to this. I’ve heard 
them say, ‘I wish I had more time with the [ILDs].’” In multiple settings throughout 
the duration of our study, we observed ILDs receiving requests from central offi ce 
staff to engage in activities that did not align with the research-based redesign of 
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their role, such as handling transportation mishaps at various schools or managing 
teacher displacement. 

 Among individual ILDs in this district, we found that levels of appropriation 
ranged signifi cantly from appropriating with conceptual underpinnings to little or 
no appropriation over time. Similarly in our study’s other mid-sized school district, 
one of the ILDs appropriated the role with a label and spent time on instructionally 
related issues without a focus on principal learning. For example, this ILD spent 
signifi cant time in schools but typically engaged in tasks that were the principals’ 
responsibility, rather than helping the principal engage in those tasks—a choice that 
was not only inconsistent with research fi ndings about the ILDs’ instructional lead-
ership focus but one that directly confl icted with a fi nding that ILDs lead through 
principals and not step in for principals or otherwise become integrally involved 
with school-level functions. For example, this ILD reported observing classrooms 
with one of his/her principals and identifying problems related to the quality of 
instruction such as teachers’ failure to use state standards. The ILD then described 
how he/she followed up on those issues by checking teachers’ lesson plans and 
otherwise working with the teachers himself/herself—rather than coaching the prin-
cipal through next steps, as indicated by the research. Another ILD commented that 
this ILD acted as a “super principal,” handling responsibilities that the research 
suggested he/she should have supported the principals in leading. 

 This ILD presented his/her work with principals as “working intensively with 
[principals] so that they can elevate teacher practice,” but his/her interactions did not 
refl ect the teaching approach consistent with research. For example, during one ses-
sion where the ILD discussed his/her work with a particular principal, the facilitator 
from an intermediary organization directly asked him/her during a meeting of ILDs, 
“I hear you monitoring and setting some priorities but how are you  teaching  the 
principal how to do a better job?” The ILD responded to this question and similar 
probes by sharing numerous reasons why this particular principal did not follow his/
her directions including the principal’s lack of experience and confi dence and not 
being held accountable for following through in the past. He/she described various 
ways he/she was monitoring the extent to which this principal followed what he/she 
told them to do such as visiting the schools to check that the principal was providing 
the professional development as directed. 

 Two ILDs in this district who displayed surface level of appropriation reported in 
interviews that they understood their role as maximizing their time on principal 
instructional leadership. However, they still spent signifi cant time responding to 
requests from other central offi ce units that took their time away from their school 
principals and did not directly contribute to helping their principals grow as instruc-
tional leaders. One reported that he knew doing so ran counter to their charge, but 
he was worried about tasks formerly assigned to his role falling through the cracks. 

 The work of two other ILDs in this district refl ected their adoption of research on 
the ILD role with conceptual underpinnings. In the case of one of these ILDs, we 
found through interviews, meeting observations, and reviews of e-mail exchanges, 
this ILD frequently declined requests for his/her involvement in tasks that took 
time away from her direct work with principals focused on their growth as 
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instructional leaders. During our second year of data collection, this ILD reported 
that any time he/she received a request from a central offi ce staff, he/she fi ltered it 
through the question, “What does this have to do with instructional leadership?” 
Also in the second year, he/she trained his/her secretary to screen phone calls so that 
noninstructional issues, such as school lunches, would be directed to someone else 
and restructured his/her one-on-one meetings with principals so the meetings started 
with instructional issues and not principals’ operational crises. 

 Over multiple meetings with this ILD’s principals, we observed this ILD engag-
ing in the teaching practices highlighted as high leverage in the research, sometimes 
explicitly using terms from the research to name that she was engaged in modeling 
or brokering principals as learning resources for each other. For example, this ILD 
described that one of his/her principals did not seem to understand that their teachers 
were performing poorly in mathematics across grade levels. The ILD organized a 
meeting with that principal during which she brought a data coach from the central 
offi ce to model for the principal how to analyze school-level data, in the ILD’s 
words, to help the principal learn to “generate questions from data” that would help 
the principal understand how to make inferences about the level of instruction using 
data. The ILD shared that such support for the principal extended beyond that one 
event to a series of meetings with the math coach to help with classroom observa-
tions to build the principal’s knowledge about high-quality math instruction. During 
a meeting of ILDs at which this ILD presented his/her work with this principal to 
colleagues for feedback, this ILD articulated a clear rationale for his/her approach, 
rooted in the research-based ideas about the importance of taking a teaching rather 
than directive or monitoring approach with principals:

  I’m not using the conversation to turn up the heat. I’m trying to teach [the principal] because 
I’m still hoping that… [the principal will understand what the issues are in her school and 
take action.] I’ve told [principal] that…“I’m going to hold you accountable to the learning” 
but I am trying to teach [the principal] how to do it. “Let’s put the data in a bar graph so 
we can understand the numbers of the page.” I don’t think it is negative. I think the tone of 
the meetings is pretty positive because it’s not about the gotcha, it’s about, “We have to 
understand the data in order to move forward.” The data holds the secret. I’m trying to make 
[the principal] understand so we can make the achievement plan. 

   We also considered this ILD at the deep end of appropriating this research 
because he/she demonstrated an ability to apply the research to new situations not 
directly discussed in the research but consistent with the research. For example, in 
one meeting, the ILDs in this district were discussing whether or not they should all 
use the same form when providing feedback to principals after site visits. During the 
discussion this ILD asked, “Why does it make a difference?” probing the other ILDs 
to articulate the connection between using a similar format and their charge to oper-
ate as master teachers of principals instructional leaders. This ILD contributed that 
he/she believed that the manner in which they provided feedback to principals—and 
that they did so from a teaching rather than evaluative stance—mattered more to 
principals learning than what form they used. 

 In the smaller central offi ces in our sample (i.e., those with between 9 and 20 
central offi ce staff), central offi ce leaders at fi rst questioned the applicability of the 
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research on ILDs to their systems. They generally argued that given their small size, 
the creation of a team of ILDs did not seem relevant to them. However, by the end 
of our study period, all districts had appropriated the research-based ideas, some at 
a surface level and others with conceptual underpinnings, by redesigning parts of 
the superintendents’ and other top-level positions. 

 For example, in one of these districts, the superintendent seemed to have begun 
to engage in ILD practices in ways often refl ective of appropriation with conceptual 
underpinnings. The superintendent took on functions of the ILD role and reportedly 
dedicated approximately 40–50 % of his/her time to supporting principals’ growth 
as instructional leaders, compared to his/her previous interactions with schools that 
mainly focused on operational issues such as facilities repairs. Furthermore, when 
probed on the nature of his/her work with individual principals, the superintendent 
explained how he/she visited all the district’s schools every 3 weeks to conduct 
classroom visits with principals focused on observing specifi c aspects of the instruc-
tional framework. As he/she described,

  A typical meeting [at a school] is I would go in--the principal needs to have a schedule 
prepared. The schedule will fi rst have kind of an agenda around teaching and learning that 
addresses the initiatives that we’re currently working on and currently added professional 
development…We then go visit for an hour a number of classrooms. We come back and 
talk through it. We may pick a question…[for example] we saw this learning target in this 
classroom. Let’s try to interpret quickly what standard that teacher was teaching to. 

 The superintendent reported that through his/her one-on-one visits with principals, 
the superintendent aimed to deepen both his/her own and the principals’ collective 
understanding of instruction, as opposed to monitoring instruction and directing 
 principals toward certain actions. 

 At the start of our data collection period, this superintendent reported in inter-
views that he/she struggled to observe classrooms himself/herself let alone in 
the role of teaching principals how to conduct them due to lack of experience with 
high- quality instruction:

  I’ve used [my coach from an intermediary organization] pretty much exclusively this year 
kind of in a modeling role so I can learn from him. And I’ve partially done that with him 
because he has more experience…he’s been doing this coaching thing with principals for a 
long time. And so I can listen to how he asks questions, how he focuses in on information. 

   A year later, we observed this superintendent attempting to take a far more active 
role as the principals’ coach. For instance, during an hour-long discussion with one 
principal, the superintendent probed how the principal differentiated supports for 
teachers who varied in instructional quality. Consistent with taking a teaching 
stance, the superintendent framed his/her intent to approaching this conversation as 
an opportunity for the principal’s learning, not as an evaluative one, refl ecting the 
superintendent’s conceptual understanding of how the ILD functions differed from 
a traditional principal supervisor position:

  I’ll follow up with you and we’ll talk some more and we will set a time for me to come over 
and we can look at [what you’ve been working on] in more depth…We’re looking at this 
from a growth perspective, not from what can I fi nd that you are doing wrong…what we’re 
trying to do is make an extraordinary difference. 
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4.4.2        Conditions that Mediate Appropriation 
of Research- Based Ideas 

 Our conceptual framework helped us identify conditions in each district that may 
help explain the different levels of appropriation between and within districts. While 
our methods do not allow us to claim a causal connection between these conditions 
and the levels of appropriation, they do suggest that these conditions theoretically 
correlate with the outcomes we observed. 

4.4.2.1     Intermediary Assistance Strategies 

 Our conceptual framework highlighted that intermediary organizations might 
engage in assistance strategies that interrupt status quo practice in central offi ce in 
ways consistent with the research-based ideas (Tharp and Gallimore  1991 ; Wenger 
 1998 ). Our fi ndings suggested that particular kinds of support from intermediary 
organizations may be necessary but not suffi cient for realizing such results. 

 To elaborate, in all our study districts, different intermediary organizations 
intended to support central offi ce staff with using research to inform their own prac-
tice, with staff in ILD-type positions as key targets for their work. All the interme-
diaries engaged in the assistance practices emphasized in our conceptual framework 
at least to some degree. But in the mid-sized district with little appropriation, one 
intermediary mainly worked with the school, not central offi ce staff. During inter-
views, central offi ce staff reported that the intermediary offered some modest sug-
gestions for their work with principals such as the importance of setting norms for 
meetings and a protocol for conducting classroom observations. However, despite 
extensive time on site, our team captured the intermediary interacting only with 
principals and not central offi ce staff. For example, the intermediary ran meetings 
with principals focused on improving their leadership. In the meetings we observed, 
central offi ce staff attended those meetings several times but did not participate in 
the meetings themselves. During interviews these staff reported that they did not 
have a specifi c role in those meetings and that they had minimal interactions with 
the intermediary other than quick phone conversations. The lack of assistance for 
central offi ce staff in this district may at least partly account for its overall low levels 
of appropriation of any of the research we examined. 

 In support of such claims about an association between the lack of intermediary 
assistance and low levels of appropriation, the one ILD in the other mid-sized dis-
trict whom we identifi ed as not adopting the research-based ideas at any level of 
appropriation occasionally came late to or left early from professional development 
meetings with the intermediary organization focused on helping them use the 
research-based ideas; this ILD also seldom brought the assignments the intermediary 
requested that participants complete between the meetings to help them integrate 
the research into their regular practice. 

 Beyond these extreme cases, we found that the other intermediary staff consis-
tently demonstrated the assistance practices featured in our conceptual framework 
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and ILDs regularly engaged with their intermediary partners, but appropriation  levels 
were quite mixed, as described above. As an example of staff of an intermediary 
organization engaged in the teaching practices consistent with our conceptual 
framework, we observed one facilitator run professional development sessions for 
ILDs at least once a month focused on helping the ILDs engage specifi cally with the 
teaching practices highlighted in the emerging research base on ILDs; during those 
sessions he/she consistently demonstrated such assistance relationship practices. 

 During one such session, the facilitator convened the ILDs at a school for an 
entire day and modeled for the ILDs how to teach principals how to conduct class-
room observations as a strategy for helping their teachers improve the quality of 
their teaching. He/she began this session by engaging the ILDs in an intensive dis-
cussion, over more than an hour, about how to use an instructional framework to 
ground the observations. During this discussion, the facilitator guided the ILDs 
through a process of prioritizing which aspects of the framework to use on that 
particular visit, explaining the importance of prioritizing to adult learning. Then, he 
showed the ILDs how to have an extended conversation with their principals about 
what they would actually look for to know if they were seeing teaching refl ective of 
the element of the instructional framework they prioritized. 

 The facilitator began the discussion of the so-called look fors by framing the 
activity with metacognitive comments that he was going to model how they can help 
principals generate look fors but that they, as facilitators, should also ask principals 
challenging questions about how the look fors actually refl ect the given standards. 
He said that too often facilitators simply ask principals to brainstorm what they 
would look for as evidence of particular teaching standards but leave the sugges-
tions unchecked. As a result, principals sometimes observe classrooms with look 
fors that are not well aligned with the standards. 

 During the conversation, the facilitator demonstrated how to have an extended 
conversation that pressed participants to deepen their understanding of how to 
observe for high-quality instruction—rather than simply asking principals what 
they will see in classrooms related to student engagement and charting their com-
ments without checking their rationale for how the “look for” exhibits teachers’ 
instructional quality. For instance, at one point an ILD said teacher’s checks for 
students’ understanding by asking students to show thumbs up or thumbs down 
indicated the teacher’s ability to engage students at high levels, the element of the 
instructional framework on which the ILDs were focusing that session. The facilita-
tor asked the ILD, “How do you relate to that to student engagement?” The ILD 
responded, “It gives all kids an easy way to say whether they are getting it or getting 
it but need more time.” The facilitator challenged the ILD to “calibrate” the look for 
more tightly according to how the instructional framework defi ned student engage-
ment. The ILD then elaborated that checks for understanding would give the teacher 
information on whether all students were accessing the information or not. If there 
were no checks for understanding, students who did not understand would become 
disengaged as the teacher moved forward. The facilitator further probed the ILD to 
explain whether he/she was emphasizing a teacher’s checks for understanding or if 
students had the ability to tell teachers when they did not understand. This dialogue 
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spurred a discussion among the ILDs on the locus of control in classrooms and 
generated another look for—the quantity and quality of students’ questions. 

 Our conceptual framework suggests that modeling and other assistance strate-
gies are likely to help central offi ce staff engage with research-based practices at 
deep levels of appropriation. Given the consistency with which the intermediary 
featured above as well as the facilitators working with the smaller districts engaged 
in assistance relationship practices, we might expect to see consistently deeper 
levels of appropriation in districts with such assistance. Those ILDs who frequently 
appeared in the few examples of appropriation with conceptual underpinnings 
credited their intermediary facilitators with helping them improve their practice with 
their principals. However, we did fi nd substantial variation in levels of appropriation 
with the districts with such assistance, suggesting that intermediary assistance may 
be helpful but not necessarily suffi cient for deepening central offi ce administrators’ 
engagement in the new challenging work practices. What other conditions might 
help account for such within district differences?  

4.4.2.2     Individual Prior Knowledge and Experiences 

 Our conceptual framework suggests that practitioners’ prior knowledge and 
 experiences likely mediated the effects of the intermediaries’ assistance strategies. 
Specifi cally, practitioners fi t new ideas into their prior knowledge, essentially, long- 
standing patterns of thinking and acting that they have developed from prior experi-
ences (Kennedy  1982 ; Levitt and March  1998 ; March  1994 ; Weick  1995 ). In the 
process, absent disruptions to these patterns or frames, practitioners edit or other-
wise simplify the new information so it resembles familiar practice. Such tendencies 
are particularly prominent in situations in which feedback on performance is unavail-
able or unclear. In our own applications of such ideas in previous studies, we found 
that central offi ce staff with extensive experience within traditional school systems 
tend to aspire to traditional central offi ce roles and careers and to be particularly 
averse to the risks involved in adopting new central offi ce roles (Honig  2004 ,  2009 ). 
Under such circumstances, limited prior knowledge and/or certain prior experiences 
likely poses greater challenges for intermediaries in shifting practice. 

 Consistent with these ideas, we found that those central offi ce staff who appro-
priated the research at deeper levels had prior knowledge that was consistent with 
the research and, in some cases, limited experience with traditional central offi ce 
roles that ran contrary to the research-based ideas about ILDs. Those who appropri-
ated these ideas at the level of surface features or below had prior knowledge not 
consistent with research and relatively long careers or experience with traditional 
central offi ce roles. 

 For instance, one ILD in one of our mid-sized districts who appropriated the 
research-based ideas with conceptual underpinnings had limited experience as a 
principal (less than 5 years) and welcomed the contrast between the ILD role and 
his/her own prior knowledge of the principal supervisor position. In multiple inter-
views, he/she recalled that when he/she was a principal he/she wished he/she had 
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ILD-type supports. This ILD often named the research report as a “playbook” for 
his/her practice as an ILD since his/her previous experiences provided examples 
only of how a principal supervisor should not work with principals. The other ILD 
in this district who appropriated ILD practices at a similar level of depth likewise 
had no experience as a central offi ce administrator or with administrators in a tradi-
tional central offi ce structure. 

 By contrast, one ILD who appropriated the role with surface features had spent 
at least 5 years working at a central offi ce and approximately 10 years as a principal 
and explicitly aspired to move up the ladder in the traditional central offi ce struc-
ture. One ILD in another district who demonstrated low levels of appropriation 
commented that he/she was “making it up,” meaning the job of being an ILD, as he 
went, a striking comment given that we observed him/her participate in a half day 
meeting at which he/she and other members of the district leadership team exam-
ined the research on ILDs and that the district invested in coaching for their ILDs 
from an intermediary (discussed further below). This ILD reported using his/her 
previous experiences as a principal in the district to help principals “problem solve” 
and to enable principals to have “more time for the instructional piece” and other-
wise serve in general support roles for principals quite like the roles the new ILD 
positions were intended to replace. 

 However, in the smaller districts, central offi ce staff consistently had limited to 
no prior knowledge of the research on ILDs, and all had come up through traditional 
educational administration pathways. Our observations suggested that our focal 
respondents generally had consistent access to intermediary staff who engaged in 
assistance relationship strategies. Yet, we still found mixed levels of appropriation 
at systems and individual levels. What might account for those differences?  

4.4.2.3    System Leadership for Research Use 

 Our data suggest that internal leadership—specifi cally, district leaders who them-
selves led the teaching of the new research-based ideas—may be essential to central 
offi ce administrators’ engagement with those ideas at deep levels of appropriation. 
We base this claim on both positive and negative examples of this leadership in our 
study districts which corresponded with the differences in degrees of appropriation 
between districts. 

 For instance, in the mid-sized district with little to no appropriation, we found 
scant evidence that executive-level staff were leading change processes within the 
central offi ce, including those related to ILDs. The superintendent, for example, 
did create ILD positions but seemed to engage with those staff only minimally 
and rarely communicated in the system about the new roles or their importance. 
In the other mid-sized district, an intermediary facilitator talked extensively with 
the superintendent about leading the central offi ce change process and doing so 
from a teaching stance. Our frequent observations in this district confi rmed that 
this superintendent regularly mentioned the ILDs in various communications. 
However, such mentions were brief and typically involved terminology such as 
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“instructional leadership” that, in interviews with other staff, we learned was 
ambiguous for most listeners. Even the head of the curriculum and instruction unit 
expressed signifi cant confusion regarding what the superintendent intended the 
ILDs to do and how they were to relate to his/her staff which also focused on 
instructional matters. This superintendent basically turned over the weekly meetings 
of the ILDs to the intermediaries and on only one occasion facilitated one of 
those meetings. 

 By contrast, by the second half of our data collection, we saw the superintendents 
of the smaller system actively leading the central offi ce change process, particularly 
around the ILD role. For example, during one meeting, typical of those we observed 
in the smaller districts during the second half of our data collection, we recorded 
how one superintendent led his/her executive team through the fi rst of several strategy 
sessions in which he/she explained the process they would use to engage in signifi cant 
reform of the central offi ce to dramatically improve how it supports principals 
to realize improved teaching in every classroom. The superintendent started by 
explaining that he/she would be using a cycle-of-inquiry protocol to scaffold their 
central offi ce change process. They elaborated that such a protocol prompted the 
executive team to pick a focus for their central offi ce change effort and then work 
from evidence to clarify what problem with central offi ce performance they aimed 
to address, develop a theory of action for addressing that problem, and continuously 
assess progress and adjust their plan. He/she said that you start with the question:

  What’s the problem of student learning [that is prompting us to engage in central offi ce 
reform]? And then you say “Okay, what do teachers have to do differently to address that?” 
And then we say, “What do we as leaders need to do differently to get teachers to do that thing 
to address it?” We really need to start with what we [in the central offi ce] need to do. We can’t 
start with what teachers need to do. Because that next question is what do we need to do to 
enable teachers to do different work so students are learning… We have to start with what are 
we going to do differently that’s going to cause teachers to do something different…The next 
question [is], “What do we have to know to do that? What do we as leaders have to do differ-
ently or know that we don’t know now to enable teachers to change their practice?” 

 In this and related meetings, this superintendent demonstrated how he/she was 
taking the ideas about what central offi ce reform should involve and how to facili-
tate it (i.e., from a teaching stance) and using them to inform his/her own hands-on 
leadership of the process. Such examples stood in sharp contrast to those in the 
larger systems where superintendents seemed to rely on the intermediary organization 
staff to lead key aspects of the central offi ce change process themselves.    

4.5     Summary and Conclusions 

 This chapter begins to elaborate the outcomes and conditions in six districts that 
aimed to use research that fundamentally challenged the status quo in their central 
offi ces. We argued that ideas from sociocultural learning theory can help research-
ers and practitioners move beyond relatively simple assessments of school systems 
as either using or not using research to distinguish different degrees of engagement 
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with such ideas. We show that practitioners who attempt to use research to shift their 
practice may do so at a surface level or with deep conceptual understanding, or 
somewhere in between. Intermediary organizations can assist these practitioners in 
shifting their practice, especially when they engage in particular assistance strate-
gies. However, such strategies may not be suffi cient absent prior knowledge and 
experiences that may make practitioners more or less ready to benefi t from the 
assistance from the intermediaries. Internal leadership, particularly that which pro-
ceeds from a teaching stance itself, seems essential to realizing deeper levels of 
appropriation with challenging research-based ideas. 

 This study suggests several important directions for future research and practice. 
First, our research demonstrates the value of studying research use processes as 
learning processes. We show how specifi c constructs from various theories of learn-
ing can help elaborate what such processes involve. In particular, the defi nitions of 
degrees of appropriation enabled us to distinguish key variations in how central 
offi ce staff engaged with research-based ideas. These defi nitions move beyond 
binaries too common in discussions of research use that simply indicated whether 
or not practitioners used research to specify to what degrees practitioners integrated 
research-based ideas into their practice. Theories of learning also highlight different 
conditions that enable research use. As noted above, the extant literature mostly 
chronicles conditions that impede various forms of evidence use. Learning theory 
highlights supportive conditions. 

 Second, we would not have been able to capture different degrees of appropria-
tion or the assistance relationship practices of intermediary organizations had we 
not conducted extensive, real-time observations as our main data collection strategy. 
For example, in our study, practitioners in the central offi ce used research-based 
ideas and practices to describe their work. If we had only conducted interviews or 
had only conducted one or two observations, we might have concluded they were 
using research to a greater extent to which they were. But in fact, many had appro-
priated it at the level of talk, not deep practice changes. Observations in real time 
allowed us to not only make these distinctions in levels of appropriation but also see 
and understand the sometimes subtle moves of intermediary organizations refl ective 
of their teaching approach. 

 Future research might also advance knowledge by exploring what degrees of 
appropriation practitioners might realize with the help from intermediaries over 
longer periods of time than our 18-month study. Our fi ndings suggest that more time 
with research-based ideas, especially in the context of certain kinds of assistance 
relationships, might lead to greater degrees of appropriation. But does it? 

 This study also raises questions that practitioners might productively consider to 
advance their own central offi ce change efforts. Among them, to what extent have 
we hired into the central offi ce staff with the right prior knowledge and experiences 
to engage in the kinds of ambitious change the research highlights? How might we 
select the right intermediaries to assist us with our change process—those who 
take a teaching stance in their work? How can we ensure we do not turn leadership 
of the work over to intermediaries but rather make sure we build out capacity to lead 
the work ourselves?     
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        The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act has pushed research-based decision-making 
to the forefront of educational policy and practice (Slavin  2002 ; Wiseman  2010 ). 
Mentioning “research” over 100 times, NCLB situates research evidence as the 
appropriate basis of decision-making for curriculum and instruction, professional 
development, and more (NCLB  2002 ; Smith  2003 ; Honig and Coburn  2008 ). 
A research-based approach to decision-making promises several benefi ts: fi rst, to 
the extent to which it may provide a common reference point, research may help 
participants avoid political controversy and partisan battles (Bogenschneider and 
Corbett  2010 ; Wyckoff  2009 ). Second, research may provide a reliable guide to 
practice. In this spirit, the U.S. Department of Education’s What Works Clearinghouse 
( 2012 ) identifi es its mission as serving as “a central and trusted source of scientifi c 
evidence for what works in education.” Third, research may provide measures for 
educators, policymakers, and parents to assess the performances of schools in their 
communities (DeBray  2006 ; McDonnell  2004 ; McGuinn  2006 ). 

 Yet increased interest in research-based decision-making also has raised 
concerns among some education researchers regarding the seemingly narrow 
defi nition of research articulated in NCLB, which is signaled by the What Works 
Clearinghouse’s reference to “scientifi c evidence” (Biesta  2007 ; Chatterji  2004 ; 
Cook and Gorard  2007 ; Trybus  2007 ). Hess ( 2008 ) characterizes the particular defi -
nition of research in NCLB and related Education Department efforts as a “medical 
model” that draws inspiration from clinical trials (see, e.g., Reyna  2002 ). Seeking to 
make space for a wider range of methods and frameworks, Hess counters that the 
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social world of education presents contingencies that researchers do not encounter 
in a clinical setting. Hess ( 2008 , p. 2) urges education scholars to recognize that 
“research is not a purely technical endeavor but, rather, must be understood as part 
of an ecosystem of interpreters, advocates, funders, and policymakers.” Although 
education researchers have critiqued narrow “experimentist” (Howe  2005 ) 
approaches to research and policy, Hostetler ( 2010 , p. 401) holds that a vision of 
education research as scientifi c only to the extent to which it replicates clinical 
models “could be the minority view among education researchers today, yet it 
enjoys the sanction of the US federal government.” 

 Concerns expressed by education researchers about overly narrow defi nitions 
direct our attention to the contexts in which decision-makers use research evidence 
and the human relationships that shape this context. The Research on Education, 
Deliberation, and Decision-Making (REDD) Project focuses on local contexts of 
policymaking and the ways in which school district offi cials use—and do not use—
research evidence in their decision-making. Our site of analysis was the school 
board meeting, and we examined the various positions expressed by board members 
and administrators on policy decisions. The research users in this project, then, were 
school board members and district administrators. Conducting fi eldwork from fall 
2009 to summer 2011, we focused on three medium-sized school districts in 
Wisconsin that vary in terms of socioeconomic status: Beloit, Elmbrook, and West 
Bend (Wisconsin Information Network for Successful Schools  n.d. ). Serving a 
working-class city along the Wisconsin-Illinois border, Beloit contains the highest 
levels of minority students and the highest levels of economically disadvantaged 
households. For the 2010–2011 school year, 73 % of Beloit students were desig-
nated as economically disadvantaged, and over half of all students were minorities. 
By contrast, Elmbrook, which encompasses some of the upper-middle-class suburbs 
west of Milwaukee, serves a fi nancially stable and comparatively homogeneous 
population. For the 2010–2011 school year, only 11 % of the students were eco-
nomically disadvantaged, and 20 % of the students were minorities. An “exburban” 
community northwest of Milwaukee, West Bend is a district in transition. For the 
2010–2011 school year, 32 % of its students were economically disadvantaged, 
while only 10 % were minorities. Yet both fi gures represent substantial increases in 
the last 10 years, as the number of economically disadvantaged students has 
increased from 12 to 32 % and the number of minority students has increased from 
4 to 10 % since the 2000–2001 school year. 

 We begin this chapter by discussing the deliberative framework that oriented our 
fi eldwork and analysis of school board and committee meetings as well as inter-
views we conducted with board members and administrators. Next, we explain our 
method, which entailed a hybrid approach that made use of ethnographic observa-
tion of school board meetings and textual analysis of transcripts of board delibera-
tions and interviews. We then turn to our fi ndings, which address key issues of 
evidence (research based and non-research based), context, and trust. We conclude 
by discussing the implications of the REDD project, which we approach by noting 
our different perspectives as an academic-practitioner duo, and our contributions to 
both research and practice. 
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5.1     Framework 

 As the title of our project suggests, our approach foregrounds deliberation as an 
important aspect of educational policymaking. We defi ne deliberation as a recipro-
cal process of reason giving and weighing of alternative perspectives and positions 
articulated around a perceived issue of common concern (Bohman  1996 ; Burkhalter 
et al.  2002 ; Gastil  2008 ; Gutmann and Thompson  2004 ). The idea of reason giving 
intimates that deliberation differs from declaration or assertion in that participants 
do not simply state a position but offer reasons  why  they hold a position and/or why 
others should subscribe to their view (Brockriede  1975 ; O’Keefe  1977 ; Toulmin 
 1958 ). However, reason giving does not necessitate a formal interaction guided by 
explicit rules and procedures and specifi ed standards of evidence and devoid of 
emotional appeals and values. Scholars of deliberation have long pointed to the 
otherworldly character of formal logic and its limited utility in real-world contexts 
(see Cox and Willard  1982 ). Rather, we hold that people deliberate in a wide variety 
of ways: some participants may present a numbered list to state their reasons for 
supporting a policy, while others may tell stories to make their points (Fisher  1989 ; 
Hariman  2007 ;    Palczewski  2002 ). We agree with Robert Ivie ( 2002 , p. 278) that 
deliberation may proceed as a passionate, “rowdy” affair, where disagreement does 
not necessarily signal error but may indicate the expression of competing, reason-
able proposals for addressing common problems. Moreover, deliberation proceeds 
as a context-specifi c encounter (Tindale  1999 ), which means that scholars should 
study deliberation “as issuing from actual people in a time-, place- and institution- 
bound context” (Keith  2007 , p. 169). 

 As Burkhalter et al. ( 2002 ) maintain, “weighing” lies at the heart of most defi ni-
tions of deliberation, because deliberation encourages participants to evaluate dif-
ferent proposals to arrive at a sound decision (Estlund  1997 ; Hicks  2002 ). Christian 
Kock and Lisa Villadsen ( 2012 , p. 4) explain that weighing “implies holding 
together all reasons and considerations relevant to the issue—not only those of 
one’s own that speak for a given policy but also others that may speak against it.” 
Weighing invites a practice of considering the views of others and placing one’s 
own position in the context of others’ views (Arendt  1961 ; Asen  2004 ; Willard 
 1989 ). Weighing stands in contrast to simply voting without discussion or rubber- 
stamping a decision imposed by an authority. 

 We distinguish our conception of deliberation from some of the overly idealistic 
frameworks that have oriented research on deliberative democracy. In a seminal 
essay, Joshua Cohen ( 1997 ) discerns in deliberation an alternative to interest-based 
models of democracy and decision-making that assume that people’s preferences 
cannot change and that differences must be resolved through negotiation. Instead, 
Cohen ( 1997 , p. 72) envisions democratic decision-making as involving “a commit-
ment to the resolution of problems of collective choice through public reasoning.” 
While we support this move, we maintain that Cohen ( 1997 , p. 75) at times asks too 
much of citizens, such as when he identifi es consensus as the goal of deliberation: 
“ideal deliberation aims to arrive at a rationally motivated  consensus —to fi nd 
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reasons that are persuasive to all who are committed to acting on the results of a free 
and reasoned assessment of alternatives by equals.” Some scholars (e.g., Phillips 
 1996 ; Willard  1987 ) have argued that when consensus serves as a goal of delibera-
tion, it may trivialize disagreement or compel holdouts to publicly support a posi-
tion for the sake of a group. Decision-making amid disagreement better recognizes 
the diversity of local policy settings in school districts and elsewhere. Similarly, 
deliberation does not proceed as a disinterested effort to reach a decision apart from 
the particular interests of participants (see Habermas 1981/ 1984 ). On school boards 
and other decision-making bodies, members recognize that they may participate in 
a mutual process of both trying to understand other positions and trying to persuade 
others to accept their positions (Jacobs et al.  2009 ; Tracy  2010 ). This dual focus 
strengthens the deliberative process rather than diminishing it. 

 Proceeding with a deliberative orientation, we situate evidence as the support that 
participants offer for their positions. Interlocutors may offer a variety of types of 
evidence to support their positions, and they may combine evidence types in arguing 
for a position. In our analysis of school board meetings, we identifi ed six different 
types of evidence: research, experience, testimony, data, example, and law/policy 
(Asen et al.  2013 ). We defi ned research as empirical fi ndings derived from system-
atic analysis of information, guided by purposeful research questions and method. 
Experience referred to fi rsthand knowledge, skill, or perspective derived from direct 
observation of or participation in events or activities. Testimony was defi ned as rep-
resenting through quotation or paraphrase the perspective of an individual or group. 
Data was defi ned as measurable quantitative or qualitative information systematically 
collected to describe a set of conditions or trends. Example indicated a specifi c case 
or incident used to illustrate typical or exceptional characteristics of a topic or issue. 
Law/policy was defi ned as rules and regulations that permit or prohibit particular 
actions, behaviors, or programs. Our defi nition of research evidence highlights 
analysis, questions, and method. These characteristics may be stated explicitly or they 
may be conveyed implicitly in an instance of research evidence. In developing this 
defi nition, we wanted to remain fl exible enough to include practitioner-generated 
and district-generated research but also strict enough to distinguish among evidence 
types and to discount unsupported claims. 

 Focusing on the connection between evidence and deliberation, our framework 
contributes to the scholarship on the use of research evidence. First, our framework 
recognizes the wide variety of evidence employed by participants in deliberation 
and decision-making. Studies on the use of research evidence show that decision- 
makers and practitioners sometimes ascribe this variety to research itself (Honig 
and Coburn  2008 ; Nutley and Davies  2008 ). Second, just as deliberation operates as 
a collective enterprise, so, too, does the use of research evidence by school boards 
occur in a group setting, which underscores the importance of relationships (Tseng 
 2012 ; Finnigan et al.  2013 ). A single person—whether a board member, administra-
tor, or someone else—may introduce research evidence during a board meeting, but 
once introduced the research evidence gets used by members of a group. While 
research may serve a variety of functions (Nutley and Davies  2008 ; Weiss  1980 ), 
these functions refl ect the judgments of the group, though this judgment may not 
comport with the specifi c views of every member of a group. Third, as deliberation 
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unfolds over time, the evidence used by participants in deliberation acquires meaning 
and signifi cance. The use of research does not occur instantaneously, with board 
members and administrators fully understanding research evidence the moment 
someone introduces it. Rather, as deliberation proceeds, participants may come to 
appreciate the value of research evidence—or dismiss it. Further, as participants 
may return to specifi c research evidence over subsequent deliberative exchanges, 
the meaning and signifi cance of this research evidence may shift.  

5.2     Method 

 Studying deliberation and decision-making in Beloit, Elmbrook, and West Bend, 
we employed a hybrid approach that combined ethnographic observation of school 
board meetings and textual analysis of transcripts of board deliberations and inter-
views. School board meetings are not typically recorded, so transcripts of their 
meetings are generally not available. Attending and recording school board meet-
ings allowed us to create texts that we could use to examine how school boards used 
research evidence in their deliberation and decision-making. 

 The REDD project encompassed two phases. In the fi rst phase, which occurred 
during the 2009–2010 school year, members of the REDD team attended 160 school 
board meetings and committee meetings. While most of the meetings were sparsely 
attended, several drew large numbers of citizens, particularly in the West Bend dis-
trict, which experienced a controversy over the budget in fall 2009. REDD members 
took fi eld notes and made audio recordings of the meetings which were used to create 
transcripts. Given the large number of hours of recorded meetings, and the proportion 
of time during these meetings when board members did not engage in deliberation, 
we decided to review the audio recordings to identify when school board members 
were engaged in deliberation and transcribe only these sections. Each member of the 
REDD team read a subset of meeting transcripts and determined which sections of 
the transcripts constituted deliberation. We used the following criteria to determine 
which parts of meetings to transcribe: when school boards addressed a policy issue, 
such as Internet usage in the schools; when they exchanged reasons in support of or 
opposition to a policy initiative; and when board members considered an issue where 
they needed to take action. Applying these criteria to the 160 meetings, we deter-
mined that portions of 107 meetings warranted transcription. From a total of 260.5 h 
of recorded meeting time, we identifi ed 109 h for transcription. 

 As qualitative, interpretive researchers, we approached the analysis of the tran-
scripts from the perspective of critical discourse analysis (Campbell and Huxman 
 2009 ; Fairclough  1995 ; van Dijk  2008 ). As this approach references a range of 
analytic methods, we adopted a specifi c method of close textual analysis (Brummett 
 2009 ; Leff and Sachs  1990 ). Like grounded theory (Corbin and Strauss  2008 ), close 
textual analysis comprises an inductive method that instructs investigators to discern 
emergent concepts and themes in texts. Analysts approach texts with their research 
questions as a guide: ours concerned uncovering the relationships that  constitute 
school board decision-making as a deliberative process. 
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 The fi rst step in our analysis required us to identify when board members used 
evidence and to create a list of evidence categories—both research and non-research 
based. Using a sample of meeting transcripts that were read by all members of the 
REDD team, we identifi ed six categories of evidence types: experience, examples, 
testimony, data, research, and law/policy. We coded all of the transcripts for these six 
evidence types. Each transcript was coded by two people, and the individual results 
were compared to ensure consistency. When differences in coding arose, we returned 
to the meeting transcript of the specifi c meeting and reconciled the different inter-
pretations as a group. Through this process, we identifi ed various evidence types and 
the frequency of their use by board members, administrators, and others who partici-
pated in the meetings. After this initial approach, we returned to the transcripts to see 
how the various types of evidence fi t into the context of the deliberation and to get a 
better understanding of how participants specifi cally used research evidence. 

 In the second phase, which proceeded during the spring and summer of 2011, we 
conducted 31 interviews with board members, administrators, and one community 
activist. Lasting between 1 and 2 h, our interviews followed a semi-structured, 
open-ended format. While modifying some of our questions slightly to account for 
district-specifi c issues, our interview protocol addressed three core areas: board 
dynamics, research, and district culture. With respect to board dynamics, we asked 
interviewees to describe their individual and their board’s decision-making pro-
cesses, including what they regarded as more and less productive aspects of these 
processes. We also inquired about interviewees’ perceptions of the cohesiveness of 
their boards, their shared and/or differing senses of their district’s mission, and their 
strategies for confl ict resolution. Under research, we asked interviewees to identify 
the kinds of information they used in their decision-making, including research and 
other non-research types of evidence, as well as how they acquired this information. 
We queried about how they evaluated evidence to assess its credibility and reliabil-
ity. We then asked the interviewees to defi ne research, sharing with them the defi ni-
tion of research in NCLB and asking them to compare this defi nition with their own 
understanding. In terms of district culture, we inquired about their views of the 
proper role of the community in decision-making. We asked how they learned about 
community perspectives on educational issues and how they handled potential con-
fl icts between their views and community perspectives. We also asked interviewees 
to indicate their view of the proper role that their personal views on education 
should play in their decision-making.  

5.3     Findings 

 Our fi ndings present a picture of research use in school board deliberations as a 
complex interaction of information, contexts, and human relationships. In school 
board deliberations, research evidence does not express a clear meaning and pre-
scription for action independent of the people who use research evidence and the 
situations in which they use research evidence. Research evidence does not speak 
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for itself, and even if it could speak, research evidence would not speak with one 
voice. Our fi ndings may be clustered into themes of evidence, context, and trust. The 
theme of evidence refers to the ways that board members, administrators, and others 
use evidence—research and other types—for various purposes. The theme of con-
text addresses the characteristics of speakers and local communities that infl uence 
research use. The theme of trust signals that the use of research evidence depends on 
the quality of the human relationships—with trust being a key indicator—among 
participants in school board deliberations. 

5.3.1     Evidence 

 In our analyses of school board and committee meetings, we found that each of the 
evidence types used by board members offered opportunities to use evidence effec-
tively. The use of the six evidence types described above revealed none as intrinsi-
cally superior or inferior but each as appropriate for use in particular situations. For 
instance, board members in West Bend engaged in an extensive debate about whether 
or not to offer 4-year-old kindergarten to children in the district, exchanging com-
peting interpretations of research fi ndings about the ability of 4 K to compensate for 
differences that children from different socioeconomic backgrounds experienced in 
their home environments. Board members did not delve extensively into the aca-
demic literature directly, but they nevertheless sought to ground their claims in 
research evidence. In contrast, when school board members in Elmbrook addressed 
4 K, they relied more extensively on testimony, since they served a more privileged 
and homogeneous community, where they perceived the key issue relating to 4 K as 
whether the community would support the program. One interviewee stated that 4 K 
had become a key issue for board campaigns: “if you look at the blogging commu-
nity, they’re watching every single board election, every single board member. Will 
this person be a 4 K advocate or not?” In contrast, interviewees in West Bend did not 
attribute this level of public attention to 4 K. Participants in both of these debates 
over 4 K used the evidence they saw as appropriate for the issues they addressed. 

 Although board members and administrators in all three districts used research 
evidence, they did not rely on research evidence as extensively as other evidence 
types. In comparison to the other evidence types, research was used the fi fth most 
frequently, ahead only of law/policy. Examples and experience constituted the most 
frequently used evidence types. More important than frequency, however, was the 
way that research was used. We discerned two uses: general and specifi c references. 
General references mentioned research only in passing, often providing incomplete 
and potentially misleading information about studies. General references to research 
represented ineffi cient uses, except in cases where all participants were familiar with 
the particularities of a study cited in passing. Specifi c references to research provided 
complete information about the questions, methods, populations, and designs of 
particular studies, informing the deliberations of board members and administrators. 
In debating the property tax levy in Beloit, one board member shared a study from 
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the University of Wisconsin-Whitewater: “Researchers found that parents who live 
in communities with high property values with comparatively low tax rates often 
send their children to districts that spend more on students and presumably tax 
more as well.” This statement demonstrates that specifi c references did not require 
extensive elaboration; in a single sentence, the board member noted the researchers, 
the study population, the research design, and the fi ndings.  

5.3.2     Context 

 While the use of research evidence overall trailed other evidence types, we found 
that some participants referred to research evidence more frequently than others. 
Individuals tended to reference research more frequently when their backgrounds 
and interests resonated with particular studies. Job experience that required the use 
of research and educational training that exposed people to research—regardless of 
the level of one’s education—tended to increase references to research. In terms of 
interests, particular participants repeatedly mentioned some research paradigms 
during meetings. The Beloit superintendent frequently compared proposed reforms 
to what he championed as the “Stevenson model,” referring to the high-performing 
Adlai Stevenson High School in Lincolnshire, Illinois, and its use of professional 
learning communities. For instance, in a discussion of student achievement, the 
superintendent remarked: “We always talk about Stevenson. Even though it’s a 
high-performing school and all of that, they pretty much structure their whole school 
towards high achievement for all students and we’re going to have to do the same 
thing.” Board members and administrators tended to reference research specifi cally 
when addressing more homogeneous rather than heterogeneous audiences, since the 
former shared background knowledge and operated according to commonly recognized 
procedures. School board members and administrators looked to apply research to 
the specifi c contexts of their districts. 

 When using research evidence, school board members and administrators pre-
ferred more local forms of research evidence to fi ndings from other states and local-
ities. They resisted research evidence that they perceived as applicable elsewhere. 
This resistance appeared across levels of education, such that even board members 
and administrators with advanced degrees preferred to use Wisconsin studies to 
understand the issues in their districts. This fi nding does not mean that these local 
decision-makers rejected research conducted elsewhere, but that they wanted to see 
explicit connections to the contexts and issues faced in their own districts. A few 
Elmbrook board members expressed skepticism about statements claiming that the 
“research says,” since they believed that studies referenced in debates over curricular 
reforms did not resonate with what they regarded as the distinctive, high- performing 
character of the Elmbrook school district. In debates over 4 K, for example, one 
board member recounted:

  We had one of the administrators stand up and say, well, 4 K has been proven to help your 
graduation rate, well our graduation rate is 99 %. I don’t think adding 4 K is really going to 
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affect it a lot. So you, you know, stand up, and you say that, and you have research that 
shows that 4 K helps your graduation rate, and that’s all well and good, but that’s not a 
problem that we have in our district. 

 This board member expressed a sentiment shared across the districts that board 
members sought research that they believed addressed district issues directly. 

 As they used research evidence during their meetings and discussed research dur-
ing their interviews, board members and administrators operated with a wide under-
standing of what constituted research, which differed from the narrow defi nition 
presented in the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). Focusing on “scientifi cally 
based research,” NCLB highlights objectivity, reliability, and validity in its defi nition 
of research, placing the greatest confi dence in randomized control trials (Cook and 
Gorard  2007 ; Hess  2008 ; Hostetler  2010 ). In contrast, school board members and 
administrators understood research evidence widely, including academic research 
that fi ts the NCLB defi nition but also qualitative research, district- generated research, 
practitioner reports and studies, widely accepted practices, feasible practices, long-
standing practices, and district policies and procedures. While some of these varia-
tions may raise legitimate concerns about the rigor of the evidence understood as 
research—such as casual Google searches that did not assess the credibility of online 
sources—we found that their broader understanding of research better accounted for 
complexities of their decision-making, which required these local policymakers to 
balance technical considerations against the needs, interests, and values of their com-
munities. Even though some Elmbrook board members sometimes expressed skepti-
cism about what the “research says,” they nevertheless served on district committees 
that produced sophisticated analyses of district enrollment trends, tying projections 
to a range of local factors. Along these lines, the board commissioned an Enrollment 
Management Study Team (EMST) in 2010 consisting of board members and 
 community residents. The EMST met regularly and produced a detailed technical 
report evaluating and scoring various proposals to reduce a budget defi cit.  

5.3.3     Trust 

 In their interviews, board members and administrators identifi ed trust as a key factor 
that infl uenced their use of research-based and non-research-based types of evidence. 
Trust matters because research often appears in educational decision-making con-
texts through the statements of particular participants, who may be subjected to the 
judgments of others (Bryk and Schneider  2002 ; Daly and Finnigan  2012 ; Tseng 
 2012 ). When a board member and/or administrator presents a viewpoint supported 
by research evidence, others make judgments about the credibility and trustworthi-
ness not only of the evidence cited but also of the person presenting the evidence. 
Judgments about the latter may shape understandings and evaluations of the former. 
Higher levels of trust among decision-makers may encourage the adoption of research 
presented during deliberations, and low levels of trust may discourage the adoption 
of research. In West Bend, as elections changed the composition of the school board, 
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tensions between the board and the administration increased during the period of our 
fi eldwork, such that some board members refused to accept anything that the admin-
istration—especially the superintendent—said at face value. Justifying this skepti-
cism, one board member complained that the information the board received was 
“spoon fed for us from the district.” This board member held that the administration 
“wants you to vote in a specifi c direction . . . The information you’re going to get is 
going to be skewed to that point.” Another board member who supported the admin-
istration retorted that his colleagues had “trust issues against the administration” that 
produced a knee-jerk reaction: “It was, ‘I don’t believe the administration. I don’t 
know why, but I don’t.” A district administrator offered a third perspective. Referring 
to the entire board, this person observed that “there’s so little trust there if, if they’re 
not all in the room together they’re automatically going to ask questions.” 

 Rather than understanding trust as a uniform practice, board members and admin-
istrators ascribed different qualities of trust to the different relationships they main-
tained with people in the district. Four relationships of trust emerged from our 
interviews: administrators and school board members, among board members, 
decision- makers (administrators and school board members) and researchers, and 
decision-makers and the community. While articulating some similarities, inter-
viewees also ascribed distinct qualities that fostered trust in each of these four rela-
tionships. These qualities comported with what they saw as the different roles and 
responsibilities of actors in an organization (Lewicki et al.  1998 ; Pirson and Malhotra 
 2011 ). Although only one of the four relationships that emerged through our inter-
views explicitly references research, all four relationships may infl uence decision-
makers’ willingness to use research- and non-research-based evidence. As the above 
quotes suggest, some board members in West Bend transferred their distrusting rela-
tionship with the administration to the researchers that the administration cited; 
these researchers, some board members believed, also operated with an agenda. One 
board member held that “I know there’s plenty of studies out there that can tell us 
every possible way to do things, but then for every study we’re going to fi nd another 
study tells us, ‘no, you should do it this way.’” Further, interviewees reported that a 
single person’s behavior could positively or negatively infl uence relations of trust 
among groups of decision-makers, such that an adept board member or administra-
tor could mediate potential breaches of trust while a disruptive person could weaken 
wider relationships of trust. In Beloit, board members praised the transparency of the 
current superintendent, who was hired into the district as we began our fi eldwork, in 
helping to repair previously strained relations with the board and the previous admin-
istration. Recalling the previous superintendent, one board member explained:

  There was no trust there, because there was a belief, which was expressed and felt differ-
ently by different board members, but there was a belief that became almost universal 
among the board members that, you know, he was manipulating data and information in 
order to fool us into thinking that we were doing better than we really were. 

 The current superintendent interacted with the board openly and directly, which 
improved relations: “We bring in [the current superintendent] who is Mr. Transparent, 
Mr. Honest, Mr. Here’s-What-It-Is guy, and, you know, that was, again, that was a 
good transition.” In West Bend, a shifting composition of decision-makers weakened 
relations of trust, while in Beloit a change strengthened relations of trust.   
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5.4     Implications 

 As an academic-practitioner duo, we believe that discussing these ideas through 
our distinct voices may illuminate the implications of our project. We believe that 
our different approaches to this subject matter have created a productive dynamic 
in our investigations, presentations, and publications. Our collaboration itself may 
exemplify a means of furthering the use of appropriate evidence—research and 
other types—in deliberation and decision-making. 

 As someone who studies public policy deliberation, Asen sees the methodologi-
cal implications of the REDD project in its combination of ethnographic observa-
tion, interviewing, and textual analysis. Analyzing transcripts of board and 
committee meetings (the “texts” in this project) enables careful examination of how 
participants make arguments, how they respond to the arguments of others, how 
they support—or fail to support—their arguments with evidence, and how they 
evaluate evidence presented by others. As a complementary method, ethnographic 
observation and interviews offer insights into people’s motives, perceptions of 
relationships with others, nonverbal means of communication, and unspoken group 
dynamics that may inform deliberation. Some communication scholars have uti-
lized multiple methods (see, e.g., Hess  2011 ; Pezzullo  2007 ; Middleton et al.  2011 ), 
but this approach remains underdeveloped. 

 As someone who has served on and worked with school boards, supporting their 
efforts to improve their ability to effectively govern their districts, Gurke sees the 
fi ndings as evidence of the need for school board members to improve their com-
munication with one another and with members of the administrative team. In her 
work, Gurke has observed school board members participating in many of the same 
behaviors as those that surfaced in the REDD project and has developed training 
that enables school board members to improve their deliberation, including incorpo-
rating practices of inquiry to break through confl icts when deliberation gets stuck. 

 Conceptually, our project may help widen the discussion of evidence-based 
decision- making from the currently prominent emphasis on scientifi cally based 
research to other types of evidence used by decision-makers. With this emphasis 
comes an implicit—and sometimes explicit (Wyckoff  2009 )—hierarchy of evidence 
types that places particular types of research at the top. Yet any such hierarchy 
appears disconnected from any actual use and fails to recognize the limits of research 
evidence, such as its inability to adjudicate fundamental value confl icts. Our project 
also underscores the importance of moving away from linear models of policymaking 
that restrict the use of research evidence to various stages, to a multidirectional 
model that recognizes how research evidence may be introduced by different people 
at different stages in the process to accomplish various purposes (Stone  1997 ). 

 Sometimes, policymakers may address a problem and use research evidence to 
help identify an effi cacious solution. At other times, research evidence may be used 
to justify already accepted solutions (Nutley et al.  2007 ; Weiss  1977 ). In any case, 
these possibilities and others should dampen dreams of a value-free decision- 
making process. Furthermore, our project points to the pivotal role of meaning 
making and interpretation in the use of research evidence in policymaking. 
Instrumentalist approaches often assume that information, which incorporates 
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research evidence, circulates with transparent and common meanings (Fischer  2003 ). 
In contrast, our project shows that different participants may interpret the very 
same piece of research evidence in different ways, which leads them to support 
different policies. 

 Further, our project confi rms a model of trust in local school districts as relational 
(Bryk and Schneider  2002 ). To build trust, practices of inquiry may need to precede 
deliberation geared toward decision-making. We offer a series of questions that may 
facilitate participants taking time to engage with the research. Simply referring to 
“the research” shortchanges the contribution that a more complete consideration of 
the research could provide. Research rarely speaks with one voice, so looking at the 
research in more detail can uncover differences. Participants may start with questions 
that uncover the basic details of the study, as well as the details that matter to specifi c 
individuals. These observational questions include the following:

•    Who conducted the study?  
•   What question does the study try to answer?  
•   When was the study done? Is it timely?  
•   Are the study’s subjects comparable to your situation?  
•   Are the students similar in terms of age, racial composition, gender, diversity?  
•   What are some of the study’s key points?    

 Participants also may benefi t from spending time understanding the various 
value positions of the deliberators. School board members can use questions to 
uncover the value positions of the various members of the school board. Spending 
the time to understand the various perspectives of board members, rather than work-
ing as if values were not part of the discussion, can help everyone understand the 
various positions around the table and contribute to a richer discussion of the issues. 
The following questions serve as a basis for engaging in that inquiry:

•    What do you most appreciate about the studies and what does that mean to you?  
•   Why is this important to you? What concerns you most about the studies? What 

new insights or ideas have you gained?  
•   What implications does each study bring to the district?  
•   Do board members agree in some areas, and can you build on those to reach a 

decision that is acceptable to all?  
•   How do these studies resonate with our community’s values?  
•   How do these studies help us advance our strategic plan?    

 District offi cials also must consider several potential audiences. Administrators 
should consider the school board as an audience. School board members come from 
a variety of backgrounds, and they may not be familiar with education jargon, com-
plex policy issues like fi nance, and dynamics that may play out under various itera-
tions of their decisions. The community may also play the role of an audience, as 
various stakeholders will engage and disengage as issues come and go. Community 
members may not be aware of the history of an issue, the limitations statutes can 
place on potential options, the costs and impact of various issues on the district’s 
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budget, and more. Individuals presenting information to various audiences should 
consider their needs. Here are some questions that may facilitate this refl ection:

•    What does my audience know about the issue?  
•   How involved have people been in the issue?  
•   Have all interests been considered and acknowledged?  
•   What examples or experience might help explain this research?    

 Federal policymakers could consider how local approaches to decision-making 
and uses of evidence may differ. By adopting a strict defi nition of research evidence 
in NCLB, federal policymakers lose a valuable opportunity to learn from localities, 
which often generate crucial insights in “nonscientifi c” but systematic ways. 
Policymakers need to work to build trust with each other as well as with people who 
provide them with information for decision-making. This effectively entails accept-
ing the implications of a relational conception of trust. Doing so would mean that 
under strained relations of trust, policymakers would not simply give up or hope for 
an improvement, and under productive relations, policymakers would not take for 
granted their successes. Local policymakers would benefi t from greater interactions 
with policymakers in other localities to recognize similarities in their situations. 
This might engender greater receptivity to research evidence generated from other 
districts and a greater commitment to the scholarly principle of generalizability. 

 Even as the role of state and federal governments in education policy has 
expanded, school boards continue to play an important role in policymaking. 
Researchers could be clearer about this when communicating research to state and 
federal policymakers. The REDD project has sought to understand how school 
board members, administrators, and others use research evidence in their delibera-
tion and decision-making. We have operated with the belief that research evidence 
alone cannot direct policymakers to sound decisions. Instead, researchers and prac-
titioners alike must combine research evidence with a better understanding of 
policymakers’ deliberative practices and a commitment to bolstering trust as well as 
decision-making, combining research use with an openness to inquiry.     
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6.1            Introduction 

    At least two factors are transforming educational policymaking in the USA. First, 
the federal government has expanded its role in education over the last decade 
around particular reform agendas, while foundations and philanthropies have cham-
pioned some of the same reforms at the state and school district levels by funding 
pilot programs, expansion efforts, and research in support of these policies. 
Secondly, philanthropic and public policymakers increasingly demand evidence of 
the effectiveness of educational interventions. These dynamics have invigorated an 
already vibrant sector of intermediary organizations (IOs) that seek to package and 
promote research on educational policies and programs for policymakers, typically 
around a specifi c policy agenda. 

 The policies of concern in our research are those that fall into the incentivist 
arena: charter schools, vouchers, “parent trigger” laws, merit pay for teachers, and 
pay-for-performance for students, for example. Because these policies are politi-
cally charged, and as such, particularly conducive to advocates using evidence to 
promote their effi cacy and expand their adoption or provide proof of their 
shortcomings in order to curtail their use, they are an especially fruitful policy area 
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in which to build knowledge on the political use of research evidence. In addition, 
advocates of incentivist reforms have identifi ed the pollination of selected urban 
districts as the best way to show evidence of the reforms’ effectiveness, in the hopes 
that national, state, and other local district policymakers will be convinced by what 
they believe to be the success stories of these local policy cases and expand them 
across the country. 

 A number of researchers have examined educational IOs and their research/evi-
dence functions across a range of policy tiers. IOs may work in partnership with 
school districts to facilitate the use of research-based curricular and instructional 
reforms and help with their implementation (Coburn et al.  2009 ; Honig  2004 ), with 
state governments to enact school improvement strategies (Massell et al.  2012 ; 
Goertz et al.  2013 ), and at the national level to persuade policymakers to enact par-
ticular policies or initiatives, such as the Common Core State Standards (McDonnell 
and Weatherford  2013 ). This literature has yielded rich and valuable insights about 
the multiplicity of ways in which sundry individuals and IOs promote, produce, and 
utilize research evidence to improve or infl uence educational policy, often through 
particular social networks within school districts or state governments (Finnigan 
et al.  2013 ). This literature has also made clear that IOs operate in incredibly diverse 
fashion and that a broadening of our gaze on this sector to the political arena can 
help to shed additional insight into their place in the overall landscape of research 
utilization. Our research on IOs and incentivist reforms benefi ts from the fi ndings of 
sociological investigations of research utilization and extends those insights to an 
examination of the political terrain. 

 We conceptualize IOs and their role in incentivist educational policies in a mul-
tifaceted way, focusing on the function they serve. Our defi nition of intermediary 
organizations is broad  and  targeted in order to capture the range of organizations 
that are producing, promoting, and utilizing research evidence around incentivist 
reforms. In our research, we see IOs as brokers, producers, funders, interpreters, 
and disseminators of research. In terms of their utilization of research evidence, 
they perform multiple functions and, most importantly for our case, operate in a 
highly politicized landscape. Yet our research indicates that intermediaries are per-
forming multiple roles in incentivist educational reforms and that these roles are 
increasingly blurring the lines between research, policymaking, and political advo-
cacy. For example, many IOs are not only providing research evidence on charter 
schools, but are also funding the incubation of new charter schools, such as New 
Schools for New Orleans. We include as IOs nonprofi t and for-profi t nongovern-
mental groups that work in coalition with one another  and  between districts, school 
boards, state and federal government, and schools. Intermediaries can provide start-
up funding and sundry curricular and administrative support. Some intermediaries 
have a network of affi liated schools. As we discuss in this chapter, IOs serve differ-
ent roles around research production, promotion, and consumption, and some 
engage in different aspects of these activities, where one or more is slightly more 
prominent depending on the organizational and strategic goals and on the organiza-
tion’s research capacity. Table  6.1  provides a taxonomy of the kinds of IOs included 
in our research.
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6.1.1       Organization of the Chapter 

 We organize the chapter into three major sections in order to discuss the ways in 
which many of these IOs are working to produce, promote, or utilize research evi-
dence. First, after providing a more detailed discussion of the current policy context, 
we offer an enhanced conceptualization of IOs and their multiple functions in the 
educational policy landscape, drawing from existing research literature. Secondly, 
drawing from our study of IOs and research utilization, we consider how these IOs 
function to shape research and its use through their efforts at funding, interpreting, 
and dissemination around incentivist reforms like charter schools, teacher compen-
sation incentives, and student pay-for-performance. We discuss several fi ndings that 
demonstrate the ways in which intermediaries are assuming a political role in the 
research production and promotion process. Finally, we discuss the implications of the 
intermediary function in the case of incentivist educational reforms for policymakers, 
researchers, and practitioners.   

6.2     Policy Context 

 Over the last 15 years, the Bush and Obama Administrations have explicitly empha-
sized the importance of research on educational interventions, demanding evidence 
of effectiveness in improving schooling. For instance, the landmark  No Child 

   Table 6.1    The intermediary sector and research function   

 IOs by type  Examples of IOs by type 

 Research function 
(producer, promoter, 
consumer) 

 Think tanks/
research institutes 

 American Enterprise Institute, Pelican Institute, 
Brookings Institute, Center on Reinventing 
Public Education, Research Alliance for 
New York City 

 Producer/promoter 

 Foundations  The Broad Foundation, The Rose Foundation, 
The Piton Foundation,    The Walton Family 
Foundation 

 Producer/promoter/
consumer 

 Advocacy groups  Students First, Democrats for Education Reform, 
Stand for Children, Parents Across America, 
Network for Public Education 

 Producer/promoter/
consumer 

 Civil rights 
organizations 

 NAACP, Parent Revolution, Urban League, 
La Raza 

 Producer/promoter/
consumer 

 Teachers unions/
professional 
organizations 

 National Education Association, American 
Federation of Teachers, American School 
Boards Association 

 Producer/promoter/
consumer 

 News media 
and social media 

 Education Week, Education Nation, Twitter, 
Facebook, Blogs, Documentaries 

 Producer/consumer 

 School reform 
organizations 

 KIPP, New Schools for New Orleans, New Leaders 
for New Schools, Teach For America, National 
Alliance for Public Charter Schools 

 Producer/promoter/
consumer 
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Left Behind  (NCLB) legislation repeatedly called for “scientifi cally based research,” 
and shortly after assuming offi ce, the Obama Administration declared that the 
multibillion- dollar Race to the Top (RttT) funding would be dispersed based on 
“what works,” not on ideological preferences or fads ( Washington Post   2009 ). 
Similarly, venture philanthropists are searching for assurance that their investments 
in educational reforms will pay off in terms of better outcomes for students, and also 
are promoting evidence that the reforms they favor are having their desired effects 
(Scott  2009 ). 

 Yet even as policymakers, funders, and reformers endorse an evidence-based 
standard for the scaling up of particular school reforms, many popular reforms such 
as charter schools and pay-for-performance for teachers and students have been 
expanding virally despite the lack of research consensus regarding their effective-
ness. Researchers have proposed that some ideas are advanced by repeated citations 
to a small, select group of studies, thereby creating a self-containing “echo chamber” 
(Lubienski and Garn  2010 ). This theory about a research evidence echo chamber in 
the case of incentivist educational reforms raises questions about what research gets 
promoted, cited, and utilized and what evidence might be relatively neglected 
(Goldie et al.  2014 ). Thus, the push by public and private/philanthropic policymakers 
to endorse policies based on demonstrated evidence of effectiveness, however 
laudable, begs the question as to who defi nes “what works” and also what evidence 
counts in the politics of research utilization. Indeed, the increasing gulf between the 
notably bipartisan educational agendas of policymakers regarding some popular 
reforms and the fi ndings from established research communities suggests that if 
research evidence is indeed important to policymakers, they are often drawing from 
sources other than the traditional university- and think tank-based sector. To date, 
however, it has been unclear from what organizations and individual researchers 
such evidence is generated. 

 The rapid spread of several prominent education policy approaches, spurred on 
by considerable federal and private resources, refl ects a new political environment 
for educational policymaking in which is emerging a broad consensus regarding 
the usefulness of incentives in education—a policy agenda actively advanced by 
new IOs that operate in the space between policymaking and traditional modes of 
knowledge production. Yet there has been virtually no systematic or comprehensive 
analysis of the evidence such groups use to promote their agendas, nor how their 
efforts actually impact policymakers. 

 Furthermore, we believe that it is important to point out that the very idea of 
“policymaking” now encompasses both public policymakers in the government and 
policymakers based at private philanthropies and foundations that often span tradi-
tional ideological and partisan divides. Foundations and philanthropies are proving 
to be pivotal in the educational intermediary organization sector. These nongovern-
mental entities have gained considerable infl uence in terms of setting agendas and 
funding pilot projects, research centers, media, and reform strategies. For instance, 
they can often dictate policy preconditions for granting substantial resources to 
cash-starved districts—often working with public policymakers as well as with 
other private groups to promote specifi c agendas. Thus, the philanthropic sector 
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does not simply provide funding, but establishes and advances policy. In this way, 
philanthropies are assuming multiple roles: they function as intermediaries them-
selves, they provide funding to strengthen existing intermediaries, and they invest 
resources in helping to create new ones (Scott and Jabbar  2014 ). Intermediaries are 
actively participating in the educational policy process in ways as yet not well 
understood by policy researchers. Therefore, public and private policymaking 
appears to be shaping the institutional landscape in which intermediaries broker 
research evidence.  

6.3     Conceptual Framework: The New Politics of Research 
Utilization in an Era of Intermediary Infl uence 

 Our framework joins literatures from political science, educational reform, and an 
array of work on research utilization from multiple disciplines, including sociology, 
economics, and public policy. A new politics of research utilization has emerged in the 
context of “incentivist” educational reforms—i.e., charter schools, teacher merit pay, 
vouchers, parent trigger laws, and student rewards premised on the notion that extrin-
sic rewards are the best approach for improving education. We extend the literature 
on research utilization to include the interaction between national policymakers, 
intermediaries, and school districts. In this new policy terrain, we see IOs working 
on the supply and demand sides for evidence in support and opposition to these 
highly contested politicized educational policies. And as we have noted, advocates 
and opponents in national and local policy coalitions understand that the school 
districts where incentivist reforms are underway are, in many ways, demonstration 
sites to further expand or curtail the reforms in other districts and across the country. 

6.3.1     Supply Side: Examining the IO Networks 
of Evidence Production 

 To analyze the emerging role of these new networks of IOs, which channel the pro-
duction and consumption of research—and in so doing, comprise what we under-
stand to be the “supply side” of research in support of incentivist reforms—we 
started with the Advocacy Coalition Framework (ACF). However, there are several 
complementary perspectives that help us to refi ne our conceptual analysis of what 
we term “local intermediary organization (IO) networks.” 

 According to the ACF, a policy “subsystem” in a given domain consists of “actors 
from a variety of public and private organizations who are actively concerned with 
a public problem or issue” and includes not just the traditional “iron triangle” of 
interest groups, the executive agencies, and the Congress but also “journalists, 
researchers, and policy analysts, all of whom play important roles in the generation, 
dissemination, and evaluation of policy ideas” (Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith  1999 , p. 17). 
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Since its inception in 1993, the ACF has allowed researchers to examine the role of 
advocacy organizations, researchers, journalists, and policymakers in  formulating, 
advocating for, and adopting policy initiatives in a particular policy subsystem. 

 In addition to the ACF, there are several other complementary perspectives about 
education coalitions that characterize the local IO networks, or policy communities, 
including perspectives that highlight the role that foundations play in setting policy 
(Ball and Junemann  2012 ; Scott  2009 ; Reckhow  2012 ). Stephen Ball and Carolina 
Junemann ( 2012 ) also highlight the changing nature of government in relation to 
those outside in the “reform” community: those inside the government are increas-
ingly likely to “contract out” policymaking to those outside. At least in England, 
they contend, this shift toward network governance has occurred partly because it is 
viewed as a way to bring more players to bear in a process of problem-solving; and 
also, policy networks “can provide an environment for consensus building” that can 
then limit implementation resistance (Ball and Junemann  2012 , pp. 5–6). Lubienski 
( 2013 ) describes this not as policies promoting privatization, but privatization of the 
policymaking process. Scott and Jabbar ( 2013 ) have identifi ed the role philanthro-
pies are playing in the funding and implementation of data gathering, analysis, and 
communication of research on student performance to media, policymakers, and 
reform networks. 

 That is, many IOs seem to be acting in concert around specifi c issues, with efforts 
toward research funding, production, and “harvesting” or accumulation; interpreta-
tion and packaging research for policymakers; and media penetration and manage-
ment of public perceptions. Rick Hess, Director of Education Policy at the American 
Enterprise Institute, summed up this type of integration as it operates around school 
choice programs: “In Wisconsin, the Bradley Foundation and the Olin Foundation 
were instrumental in getting the Milwaukee Parental Choice Program passed — the 
fi rst real voucher model in the country. They were then instrumental in providing 
political air cover for the program. They found and supported researchers to docu-
ment it, and they helped promote it nationally. The Walton Family Foundation has 
done the same thing with charter schools…” (quoted in Barr    et al.  2008 ). 

 While popular conceptions of policymaking processes may assume that educa-
tion policymakers carefully weigh research evidence on complex issues, this gener-
ally does not appear to be the case. As Nelson et al. ( 2009 ) have shown in their study 
of education policymaking, people responsible for making policy decisions often 
feel ill equipped to interpret or evaluate complex research reports. Instead, they 
often rely on intermediary individuals or organizations to gather, summarize, and 
package research for policymakers—a function that gives such intermediaries a 
remarkable authority in representing the research evidence. To date, there has not 
yet been suffi cient scrutiny of the role of intermediaries in research acquisition, 
interpretation, and implementation, particularly in terms of their role in shaping edu-
cational policies. 1     There does exist a rich and helpful body of research on the use of 
research evidence in education that has focused on the school and classroom level 

1   The Campbell Collection is an attempt to follow educational research use in policymaking and is 
an exception to this overall trend. 
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and within and across school districts from which our study benefi ts (see, e.g., Gurke 
et al.  2011 ; Daly and Finnigan  2009 ; Finnigan et al.  2013 ; Coburn and Talbert  2006 ). 

 As a result, there is a good conceptual and empirical foundation for understand-
ing research use in schools, classrooms, and school districts and the role intermedi-
aries play in shaping that research utilization, particularly framed with insights from 
organizational sociology (Coburn  2005 ). Much of this work demonstrates a com-
plex context for the use of research evidence in decision-making and policy adop-
tion and implementation. While some policy actors are receptive and desirous of 
research evidence to inform their thinking, they vary greatly on how they use such 
evidence and what other sources of information they employ to make informed 
decisions. Moreover, researchers have discovered that much of the evidence utilized 
is anecdotal, subject to multiple interpretations, and utilized conceptually or sym-
bolically. Our goal is to extend this broader literature on research utilization to 
include the political interaction between intermediary organization representatives, 
policymakers, and school district offi cials. This intermediary sector includes think 
tanks and policy centers but also encompasses networks of single-issue advocacy 
outfi ts, coalitions of groups with common areas of interest, philanthropic organiza-
tions, and nonprofi t associations—often with substantial resources as well as policy 
and media acumen for shaping policymaking as well as research agendas. 

 For instance, reformers advocating for school choice have successfully garnered 
bipartisan support in Washington, but have also set up national- and state-level orga-
nizations, and have cultivated diverse forms of grassroot support in many different 
communities, arming them with information on the effectiveness of policies. Newly 
formed philanthropies provide signifi cant fi nancial support for these advocacy 
efforts, helping to strengthen what had been somewhat disparate policy networks 
(Scott  2009 ). Jeff Henig ( 2008 ) notes that such private sources account for three 
times what the federal government has provided for research on charter schools and 
vouchers. Indeed, philanthropies such as the Gates Foundation and the Broad 
Foundation have emerged as de facto policymakers in several areas by driving edu-
cational reform in key urban school districts (Riley  2009 ). 

 We also examine both the public and private, “behind-the-scenes” dimensions of 
the work of these IOs (McGuinn  2012 ). However, these groups do not form a mono-
lithic “coalition” that works in close concert to achieve its goals. Instead, as 
McGuinn ( 2012 ) argues, “While many ERAOs share goals and move on parallel 
paths, and coordinate where it makes sense, no one group dominates or is in charge” 
(p. 27). The reason for this, he argues, is the variation in the policy and political 
landscapes, which “necessitates that reform coalitions and agendas be built state by 
state” (p. 27). Therefore, our analysis examines how intermediaries, including those 
that are not education specifi c, partner in light of the particular policy contexts of 
the state and county. 

 Yet another vital recent theoretical perspective is political scientist Jeff Henig’s 
characterization of the “end of educational exceptionalism” ( 2013 ). Henig explains 
the shift less in terms of coalitions than of the entrance of non-educators (notably 
members of the business community, mayors, governors, and philanthropists) into 
the education policy arena, rendering formerly tight networks far less politically 
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powerful. The local level is a particularly important venue for observing these 
changes because of how new governance arrangements, whether mayoral control or 
state intervention, have brought in new actors, including “non-traditional education 
service providers—who are looking for new markets—along with an array of 
national political entrepreneurs, advocacy organizations, and funders who are 
eager to turn the pioneering districts into laboratories for new ideas” (Henig  2013 , 
pp. 148–49). These are all changing elements on the “supply side” of IOs; yet there 
have also been shifts in policymakers’ demand for research and information, to 
which we turn next.  

6.3.2     Demand Side: Goods and Information 

 While the advocacy coalition framework helps us to examine the actions of actors 
producing and promoting research, we also want to better understand how policy-
makers sort through the multiple and competing efforts to persuade them to adopt 
specifi c policy agendas and how that may shape advocacy. Indeed, even as policy-
makers and philanthropists demand “scientifi cally based research,” evidence of “what 
works,” and “data-driven decision-making,” there are in fact many perspectives and 
interests offering very different, and often confl icting, answers as to what evidence 
should count for demonstrating evidentiary support for policy alternatives and which 
alternatives should be discarded. In some areas where research is highly technical and 
specialized and assumes quite a different rhetoric than policy discussions, groups are 
essentially divided by a language barrier refl ecting differences not just in objectives 
but also in assumptions and analytical traditions (e.g., Amara et al.  2004 ). Thus, poli-
cymakers may look for ways of evaluating the level of trust they should place on 
different forms of evidence that are claimed to support or undercut policy proposals. 

 In this regard, we may conceive of research production and use in simple eco-
nomic terms, as a form of transaction between producers and consumers, mediated 
by intermediary brokers who essentially try to “sell” policymakers on a particular set 
of research fi ndings. Yet different contextual factors affect the ways that such simple 
economic transactions occur, and informational asymmetries may exist. For instance, 
in the case of education research, producers may have informational advantages over 
consumers, who may be poorly positioned to evaluate the “goods” or the productive 
processes that went into creating them. In such instances, where consumers have 
diffi culty witnessing or evaluating the quality of such goods, they may look to other 
forms of surrogate information to assess the quality of their options. 

 In view of the old adage of “caveat emptor,” the informational advantages that 
research producers may have over research users, especially in a fi eld with sophis-
ticated and arcane analytical techniques, policymakers have to decide how to sift 
through multiple and often contradictory research claims. This may give intermedi-
ary actors the opportunity and incentive to shape policymakers’ perceptions of the 
credibility of research evidence that supports (or challenges) the agenda with which 
an IO is associated.  
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6.3.3     The Political Dynamics of Intermediaries 
and Advocacy Coalitions 

 In considering the supply and demand sides for research evidence, we conceptualize 
intermediaries as organizations performing as producers, promoters, and consumers 
of advocacy, policy, and evidence. We see intermediaries purposefully positioned 
between research production and consumption in order to gather and then distribute 
evidence to support policymaking agendas, both nationally and locally. Although 
their primary purpose typically does not center on creating new research, some of 
these organizations may be blurring the traditional boundaries between research 
production and dissemination (Rich  2004 ), and their role in promoting and funding 
research likely infl uences research production. In recent years, intermediaries have 
become infl uential actors in the educational policy-planning network, and this more 
diffuse role has led to a variety of terminologies in the research literature (Fowler 
 2008 ; Burris  2008 ). Where some have identifi ed intermediaries as “education 
reform advocacy organizations (ERAOs)   ” and others have focused on specifi c types 
of organizations in policy networks, we see these groups as connected suffi ciently 
through coalitional efforts to advance incentivist reforms that distilling between 
them does not appear to be conceptually or empirically justifi ed. 

 The extant research on the use of research evidence in education has focused on 
the school and classroom level and, more recently, across school districts (Coburn 
 2005 ; Coburn and Talbert  2006 ; Daly and Finnigan  2009 ), but we know much less 
about the role intermediaries play in shaping that research utilization at the level of 
public policy. 

 Advancing from our past work on advocacy coalitions, we are especially inter-
ested in exploring institutional landscapes that serve as fertile grounds for IOs 
(DeBray-Pelot et al.  2007 ). The national and local arenas contain a subset of orga-
nizations that invoke or utilize research independently of policy actors in the other 
areas. Within the education policy arena, these coalitions have become central bro-
kers of knowledge, ideas, and infl uence beyond the federal level; and their capacity 
as well as range of ideological diversity has increased since the advent of the  NCLB  
era (DeBray and McGuinn  2009 ). 

 A fi nal consideration for our theoretical framework emerges from the political 
science insight about “new policies creating new politics” (Schattschneider  1935 , 
p. 288). This “new politics” is most apparent at the federal level. President Obama 
has demonstrated that he will buck the teachers unions by supporting “what works” 
with regard to incentivist policies. In that regard, we argue that Secretary Duncan’s 
strong fi nancial inducement around charters and merit pay via RttT can help to 
explain the galvanizing of the think tank and interest group sectors to endorse the 
ideas in order to gain either resources or legitimacy in the form of access to the 
legislative process, notably, the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA)/NCLB. As Carol Weiss’s ( 1979 ) “political model” of 
research utilization would predict, some university-based researchers favorable to 
that agenda may enjoy access to the policy process in defi ning what works, while 

6 The Intermediary Function in Evidence Production, Promotion, and Utilization…



78

others may be excluded as the administration attempts to make a public case for 
those measures (see, e.g., US Department of Education  2010 ). The exclusion of 
research contrary to an administration’s agenda becomes more likely if the existing 
empirical basis used to justify the diffusion of these educational policies is relatively 
thin—what Davies and Nutley ( 2008 ) refer to as “tactical” use or misuse. 

 In fact, we see evidence of this type of tactical research utilization around incen-
tivist policies. Lubienski and Garn ( 2010 ) have posited the emergence of an “echo 
chamber” in research use for educational policymaking, where a relatively small 
and selective set of studies are repeatedly cited by other researchers and advocacy 
organizations within an advocacy coalition in support of a policy agenda. The fi nd-
ings of these studies are then simplifi ed as they reverberate through policymaking 
discussions as proven truths, reinforced by repetition without the nuance and 
complexity that they deserve. These studies are then cited in the press and in blogs, 
often by sophisticated policy advocates, to advance that agenda or to counter 
perceived threats (e.g., Thomas  2006 ; Watkins  2006 ). 

 In summary, the recent shifts in educational policymaking have created a new 
politics of education characterized by an increasingly assertive federal agenda (and 
thus diminished standing of state policymaking) and the rise of quasi-public policy-
making by private philanthropies, both at the national and local levels. In this cli-
mate, IOs appear to be “brokering” research evidence through policy coalitions 
encompassing think tanks, foundations, and advocacy groups. These organizations 
work in tight and loose coalitions across governmental levels around core beliefs. 
This brokering takes place in an increasingly diverse advocacy terrain—traditional 
lobbying, conferences, web-streamed media events, social media such as Facebook 
and Twitter, the publishing of op-eds in key news markets, the production and pro-
motion of research to key constituencies and the news media, bypassing peer review, 
and testifying before legislative bodies.   

6.4     Description of the Study 

 Our goal with this chapter is to conceptualize the emerging role of IOs in brokering 
knowledge for policymakers and to build theoretical understandings of how that 
emergent force may impact not only the “consumption” of knowledge by policy-
makers but also the production of knowledge, as research from various institutions 
must then increasingly be “marketed” to have an impact. Our primary data are 
empirical and theoretical research literature, policy reports, organizational websites, 
blogs, news media reports, interviews, and research produced by IOs. 

 Our 3-year (2011–2014), mixed-methodological approach involves an extensive 
review of the research literature on research use and educational policymaking. We 
also employ analytic strategies for making sense of this literature through the prism 
of theoretical and conceptual understandings of the role of intermediaries in the 
policymaking process. A third aspect of our methodological approach includes our 
mapping of existing IOs through tracking organizational websites, intermediary 
leadership and board membership, bibliometric analysis of research advanced by 
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intermediaries in media reports, and research promoted by IOs. We are also con-
ducting in-depth interviews with informants in cities where incentivist reforms are 
taking hold. This includes Denver, New Orleans, New York, and Washington, DC. 
To date, we have conducted a total of 162 interviews. 

 Table  6.2  displays the number of interviews conducted across each city between 
2011 and 2013. Across all of our data, we have utilized a purposive sampling 
 technique, aimed at garnering the insights, activities, and perspectives of the IOs, 
individuals, and school districts in which incentivist reforms are being seeded and 
developed.

   Respondents include policymakers, journalists, legislative aides, teachers’ union 
offi cials, foundation leaders and program offi cers, researchers, community advo-
cates, school reform consortia staff, school district offi cials, and representatives 
from think tanks. All interviews were recorded and transcribed. 2  We read over the 
interviews several times, coding them for emerging themes and categories. We also 
read and collected reports and articles cited in these interviews. Finally, we kept 
track of the frequency and kinds of IOs and individual researchers mentioned across 
the data. From this initial analysis, several key themes emerged, to which we turn 
in the next section.  

6.5     Findings: New Functions, Existing 
and Emerging Advocacy Coalitions 

 Our overarching fi nding is that there remains a sense of uncertainty about the 
overall effectiveness of incentivist reforms by many policymakers, but that this 
uncertainty has not impeded IOs’ advocacy efforts to expand those reforms using 
research evidence as the rationale. In fact, in all the school districts where our 
work is grounded, policymakers are expanding some types of incentivist reforms. 
IOs are playing an important role here by generating research aimed at swaying 
policymakers or public opinion, promoting research that aligns with their stances, 
and using their networks to disseminate research. 

2   A few respondents requested to not be recorded, and in that case, we took copious notes of the 
interviews. 

   Table 6.2    Interviews by city   

 City  Number of interviews 

 New Orleans  52 
 Denver  42 
 Washington, DC  30 
 New York  23 
 Additional interviews (journalists, bloggers, university researchers)  15 
  Total    162  
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 Our data show that specifi c IOs are also performing a  political function  that 
includes advocacy, evidence creation and promotion, and some effort to engage in 
policymaking. Some of which seem to inhabit only the space between knowledge 
producers and consumers, 3  while others span multiple functions along that contin-
uum. This key fi nding is signifi cant as there is a gap in the literature that charts the 
organizational landscape of education policy from funding agencies, idea brokers, 
and policy entrepreneurs to end users from a political advocacy standpoint. In this 
section, we highlight three central fi ndings related to this issue of how intermediaries 
are functioning within advocacy coalitions to promote, produce, or consume and 
interpret research evidence. 

6.5.1     The Limited Appeal of University-Based 
and Traditional Academic Research 

 Our fi rst fi nding concerns the relative importance and utility of research produced 
by researchers in traditional academic departments at universities. Our data indicate 
that for many intermediaries and legislative staff, traditional, university-based 
research has limited appeal and impact in their work. They regard the work as inac-
cessible, too expensive to produce, not timely, and narrow in its appeal. This critique 
of university-based research helps to explain why IOs’ research production and 
promotion might be fi lling a vacuum for policymakers (Lubienski et al.  2011 ). 
According to one Washington DC staffer, for example, “I will say I don’t think the 
university research fi lters down very much.” 

 At times the most infl uential research was not necessarily seen as reliable because 
of its source. And other times, respondents were more likely to cite the source of 
evidence as being infl uential or reliable, rather than the evidence itself. In other words, 
if the evidence came from a particular person or IO that the respondents tended to 
align with politically, they often referred generally to those sources in lieu of a 
particular study produced by them. When asked to indicate whom or what research 
they regard as infl uential and/or reliable, our respondents tended to identify reports or 
people who worked outside traditional academic departments. For example, we heard 
names such as Diane Ravitch, a research professor at New York University, whose 
critiques of market-based reforms and testing have attracted national attention; Rick 
Hess from the conservative American Enterprise Institute; or references to research 
organizations within universities, but independent of academic departments, such as 
the Center for Research on Education Outcomes (CREDO) at Stanford University, or 
contract research organizations such as Mathematica or RAND. 

 While there are important exceptions to fi nding about the declining signifi cance 
of university-based research and the tendency to privilege trusted sources, we think 
it is signifi cant that much of the research utilized and promoted in the intermediary 

3   Consumers can include policymakers as well as the public, since many advocacy groups seek to 
sway public opinion. However, in this chapter we are focusing only on the former. 
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sector has a diverse review or vetting process. Moreover, a great deal of the research 
tends to refl ect the stance of the researcher or organization, and, not surprisingly, the 
reports frequently contradict one another. And university-based researchers are not 
well positioned under current promotion and tenure systems—which require publi-
cation in relatively obscure, peer-reviewed publications that are not accessible to the 
general public—to enter into the debates in a timely fashion. 

 Groups like the National Research Council (NRC) engage in even more rigorous 
peer review than individual university researchers, and the reports it generates are 
oftentimes the result of years of deliberation and collaboration of researchers from 
multiple disciplines. The aim is to reach consensus among a given set of researchers 
through careful meta-analyses, such as the 2011 report the NRC produced on edu-
cational incentives. Explained a staff member:

  We also have this pretty rigorous internal review process that’s set up to be, basically its 
scientifi c peer review, the way you would do it for a journal. But instead of 3 or 4 reviewers 
for an article, we’ll have about the same number as the committee. So it’s 12 to 15 reviewers 
for a report. For the framework we actually have 21 reviewers, and the idea is-it’s like a 
shadow committee, almost the idea if you pulled together a different committee. Would 
they buy this? And the idea is, the report’s supposed to lay bare the logic, the evidence on 
which the sort of logical argument is based, and then the conclusions that the committee 
drew. And then if there are recommendations, that’s even another step and we are actually 
being asked that the organizational level to pull back on the recommendations step, and just 
lay out the conclusions predominately and not-so recommendations…so a conclusion is 
going to say “Based on the evidence, this is what the landscape looks like.” The recommen-
dation would say, well, given this landscape, this is what you, you, and you should do. 

   This kind of traditional academic work, subject to the time it takes to do careful 
peer review, tends to appear long after the policy debates have cooled or policy 
cycles have moved on. And as a result, the work is largely ignored in the emerging 
intermediary sector that champions incentivist approaches to educational reforms. 

 Teachers’ union offi cials, often those working in the research arms of the organi-
zation, were an exception to this general trend. Those respondents reported consuming 
university research and used it in their communications to their memberships. In 
addition, they utilized such research in their own internal research reports. And 
university researchers, along with researchers working in traditional, nonpartisan 
research organizations such as the National Research Council or National Academy 
of Education, are active consumers of research produced by other academics. For 
example, a union researcher asserted, “I do believe in following the university-based 
research. I do believe that that is where most of the good research comes from. I know 
it doesn’t come from think tanks. It comes from university researchers, and a handful 
of ‘think-tankish’ places like Mathematica—that’s my opinion.” Andrew Rich ( 2004 ) 
has posited that those on the political left are more likely to trust university- based 
researchers than those from other political orientations, but we have not fully explored 
this ideological aspect around research utilization as yet in our research. 

 There was a general sense across many respondents that the organizational 
source often determined the research fi ndings, and when individuals who identifi ed 
as more objective needed to weigh the relative merits of research fi ndings, we did 
fi nd evidence that university research had more credibility, even as it lacked 
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visibility and accessibility. For example, according to a Democratic legislative 
staffer, “…I often view that as much more of an unbiased, because it’s more 
 academic study. And that can be really helpful-university research, as can federal 
government, or any government’s research. When an organization does it, you defi -
nitely have to sniff through the bias there.” Yet we also found that for all of its status, 
university and more traditional researchers did not engage in the kind of active 
 promotion and aggressive dissemination of their fi ndings as reformist IOs, a trend 
we discuss in our second fi nding. This presents a conundrum for university research-
ers, while their work appears to be considered more trustworthy by some policy-
makers, they fi nd it diffi cult to see their work being utilized in policymaking. 
Our data indicate that one explanation for this seeming mismatch is the strategic 
differences in research promotion between traditional academics and IOs.  

6.5.2     Strategic Differences in Research Utilization 
and Promotion by Organizations 

 Our second fi nding concerns strategies for promoting and utilizing research evi-
dence on incentivist reforms. We fi nd that IOs engage in heavy promotion and dis-
semination of research and data, whereas researchers tend to be more conservative 
with their promotion, preferring to “throw it over the wall,” and trust that interested 
stakeholders will read the fi ndings and take them up in policy. 

 Here, our data show that university and traditional researchers for the most part 
rely on tried and true dissemination strategies: publishing research results in aca-
demic journals and posting reports on organizational websites, sometimes with a 
press release aimed at attracting the attention of news media or policymakers and/or 
their staff. While there are certainly exceptions to this strategy—the National 
Research Council holds events to brief federal policymakers on their research in 
advance of the public release—academic research tends to be released fairly quietly. 
According to an NRC staff member, “Yeah, this is an area that the [National 
Academies] knows it needs to work on. So it’s very archaic—I would call it the 
“throw it over the wall and they will fi nd it” kind of strategy, like the, you know, 
we’ll throw the book over and they’ll see the wisdom, and they’ll pick it up, and 
they’ll transform their lives, which is not how it works.” 

 In contrast, IOs and advocates engaged in much more targeted promotion and 
packaging of research. Social media venues such as Twitter, Facebook, and blogs 
were key in their promotion. Through social media, organizations are able to dis-
seminate research and advocacy in a timely and relatively inexpensive way. One 
blogger for a teacher’s union-affi liated organization observed that his writing 
reached a wide audience:

  But I know that a lot of journalists read it, and they’re very important. Obviously I know 
that a lot of teachers read it, I know a lot of think-tanky people read it, I know a lot of aca-
demics read it, and I like to think it gets sent around to legislators and their staff. But I don’t 
know, I mean we get hits from Congress and the White House… 
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   While this blogger was aware that he had a broad audience, he also admitted that 
he did not actively promote his work, explaining, “…you know, I don’t really, I mean, 
I put it out there, and whatever happens, happens. I don’t send it around. I probably 
should.” In contrast, Teach For America, whose alumni are often leaders of the reforms 
in question, has organized to help shape the public understanding of the research 
produced on its effi cacy. One TFA leader explained this coordinated approach, saying, 
“We are looking to pull out the good news, frankly.” She went on to explain:

  We have a team that’s managing media when a study comes out that’s a good story. What 
that team needs to do is to understand accurately what the fi ndings say, and to fi nd pros and 
cons of that study and fi ndings…We do two things: we create a summary document that we 
try to make it as objective and as informative as possible, and then the communication 
teams generate a set of talking points that we then check for accuracy. 

   This pattern mapped on to what we found to be a broader trend in our analyses 
of social media, where ideologically based differences often manifested themselves. 
With blogs by conservatives and rightist organizations, we see signifi cant efforts 
geared at promoting their political agenda and citing their own research or research 
by their allies. Comparatively, liberal and left-leaning blogs tended to focus on what 
the right is saying and why it was, from their perspective, fl awed. This tendency on 
the left could possibly be attributed to the sense that it was outnumbered and over-
powered by more conservative or neoliberal organizations whose research quality 
was questionable. The sum total of the debates and rhetoric emanating from social 
media, research reports, and media spin is that there appears to be a sense from our 
respondents that it is increasingly diffi cult to rely on research when considering 
educational policy, a fi nding we turn to next.  

6.5.3     Disagreement About What Counts as Quality Research 

 A third and fi nal fi nding concerns the prevailing perceptions of research and what 
counts as reliable evidence. Almost all of our respondents, when asked to identify 
research that had informed or changed their perspective on the school reforms in 
question, were unable to identify specifi c research fi ndings or reports and instead 
pointed to the importance of seeing “what works” or following the trends of the busi-
ness or political leaders in their particular setting. This fi nding aligns with fi ndings 
from Coburn ( 2005 ), Amara et al. ( 2004 ), and Weiss ( 1977 ), who have discovered 
that people who profess to use research tend to do so conceptually. That is, while 
they might often forget the specifi cs of the study—they incorporate those fi ndings 
into their preexisting knowledge or it helps them to see the issue in a new way. 

 We argue that this tendency to use research primarily at the conceptual or 
 confi rmatory level leads to a policy terrain in which—despite the nominal focus on 
policies that “work”—there is a discernable relaxing of what counts as quality 
research. This trend is especially prominent with respondents who held a clear 
reform or ideological agenda. In these cases, as other researchers of school 
voucher policies have been observed, ideology can often trump research evidence 
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(Belfi eld and Levin  2005 ). IOs, and their advocacy of particular incentivist polices, 
appear to be critical in this, shifting the importance of research. For example, an 
aide to a legislator in Illinois explained his support of charter schools as stemming 
from personal experience with particular charters—confi rming his beliefs about the 
schools as effective:

  For him, I don’t think it was as much research as seeing it hands on and also then the out-
comes. Maybe that is research. But in Chicago, the high schools with the highest ACT 
scores are charter schools, the top 10 ACT non-select high schools in Chicago, 8 of them or 
9 of them are charter schools. That speaks for itself. And probably other civic and business 
leaders in Chicago who have spent more time on education issues than he has in the city, 
and them talking about and highlighting charter schools. And it’s not just the big networks, 
he’s been to see and I’ve been to see and our Chicago staff has been to see the kind of mom-
and- pop charter schools that just start in one community and serve one community and have 
been successful. So there’s research that goes into how those schools are successful, I think 
[the legislator] probably hasn’t dove into what that research is but he’s seen the outcome 
and that’s what matters. 

   Another charter school reform organization leader echoed this sentiment, argu-
ing that the research focus should be on charter schools that had managed to survive 
and sustain themselves, comparing the charter school sector to the range of failed 
Internet start-ups:

  By no means does that mean that the dot-coms and the Internet and the web-based busi-
nesses are a failure. The ones that have done well, that have taken advantage of the oppor-
tunity have done well by their business, by their customers, have run their businesses well 
and have the right formula: those guys are thriving. That’s called eBay and Facebook and 
everything else that we know out there. And I feel that it’s kind of the same thing in the 
charter sector. What we need to be looking at is, “can we say the model works, not based on 
the aggregate, but based on the survivors, the eBays?” 

   Key in infl uencing perceptions of quality and effectiveness is the lobbying done 
by intermediaries themselves. We have learned that some charter school manage-
ment organizations, such as KIPP, employ external relations staff to appeal to 
federal lawmakers to pass favorable legislation—such as the bill allowing CMOs to 
apply directly to the Department of Education for funding. In this case, we saw 
evidence of a connection between local advocacy and that taking place at the 
national level around the importance of scaling up what were considered successful 
charter school models, which are typically operated by CMOs—and the evidentiary 
basis for that success was an amalgamation of student test score data, legitimacy 
conferred on the organizations by policy elites, and heavy lobbying. An aide to a 
Colorado legislator explained the panoply of advocacy:

  Sometimes it’s the national, national charter school associations. Sometimes it’s alternative 
teacher preparation programs. Like in that case, it could be the school districts organiza-
tions, whether that’s the superintendents, principals, school boards…Sometimes the teach-
ers unions may have a certain position they’ll want us to consider. Sometimes it’s some of 
the education reform groups. And [the legislator   ] has-is interested and I would say broadly, 
generally supportive a lot of the goals that the general education reform groups. I would say 
those kind of groups may include groups like Education Trust, Democrats for Education 
Reform, Center for American Progress, some others too-National Center for Teacher 
Quality, Stand for Children, groups like that. 
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   Frequently, the credibility or quality of the research was established not just by 
who sent it, but after someone in the organization gave it the mark of quality. 
Advocacy organizations and think tanks often have a few methodologically trained 
staffers who are able to weigh in on research matters, and respondents shared that 
they frequently turned to those internal experts when discerning research quality. 
For example, a director at a Denver school reform organization observed about their 
research expert, “If you walk into his offi ce, he’s got like shelves of books and 
I have none here. Which doesn’t mean I don’t read, but like I’m out raising money 
and building partnerships. And it’s also different like personality and orientation.” 

 Yet a trend that stood out in this tendency to question what counted as quality 
research was the notion that there was no prevailing consensus in the research com-
munity about a particular issue for a variety of reasons. These included the reforms 
being too new to evaluate meaningfully; the problem with having only small, pilot 
programs and nothing implemented on a broader basis to be able to generalize; and 
also the fact that research fi ndings often contradicted each other or were problem-
atic methodologically. For example, a leader at a school reform organization in 
Denver explained:

  Well, I mean we’re constantly fi ghting this battle of: are charter schools better than or worse 
than public schools? And it’s kind of a silly argument, right? There are good schools that 
are district-run; there are bad schools that are district-run. There’s always some report com-
ing out trying to say that charter schools aren’t serving kids effectively, the data looks…
lumps data together so broadly that it isn’t really meaningful, these studies that say charter 
schools aren’t doing any better than traditional district schools. 

 We found this sentiment repeated across our interviews that the research on char-
ter schools, for example, did not mean much in the aggregate or that although 
teacher evaluation data systems might not be as sophisticated in measuring value- 
added as we hope, that policy needed to move ahead. Undergirding much of these 
arguments was a prevailing sense that educational policy had to date failed too 
many poor and disadvantaged students and that reformers felt an urgency to act—
even if those actions were not grounded fi rmly in research evidence, as university 
researchers have traditionally understood it. Intermediary organizations are playing 
pivotal and, often, central roles in advancing these arguments. We see this happen-
ing within local contexts, across local contexts in terms of shared networks, and 
between the national level and localities, and our current analyses are documenting 
these connections.   

6.6     Discussion and Implications 

 This chapter advances our understanding of the political use of research evidence by 
examining how IOs broker research evidence as participants in policy coalitions in 
education. Our research is rooted in three local school districts as well as at the 
national level around the long-stalled reauthorization of the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act, and these local sites and the efforts afoot at the national 
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level demonstrate important local-national advocacy coalitions at work to establish 
evidence of the effectiveness or lack of effectiveness of incentivist reforms. The new 
coalitions and new politics created by these new policies stand to have implications 
for the extent to which the reforms are taken up in other school districts within states 
and across the country. IOs are working to produce, promote, and ensure that evi-
dence is consumed or utilized by policymakers who are not necessarily situated to 
be discriminating consumers of sophisticated research, but who might nonetheless 
infl uence the growth or restriction of incentivist reforms. And our data indicate that 
they are drawing on a range of evidences to build their case. 

 Our fi ndings make it clear that institutions not traditionally associated with 
research or policy processes are also playing an important, even essential, inter-
mediary role, confi rming Henig’s argument that the current era is one in which 
traditional elites in educational policy have lost infl uence over policymakers. For 
instance, new media such as independent bloggers as well as podcasts from estab-
lished institutions appear to be critical in promoting ideas directly to policymakers 
as well as indirectly by shaping the popular “climate of opinion” that informs pos-
sible policy agendas (Cohen and Garet  1975 ; Kingdon  2003 ). An illustrative 
example of this would be the recent fi lms that have been released in 2010 evi-
dently in support of charter schools, including  The Lottery  and, more famously, 
 Waiting for Superman . Such documentaries make reference to research while pro-
moting an incentivist agenda and are supported not only by their own marketing 
campaigns but also by fi nancial and publicity backing from blogs, think tanks, 
philanthropies, and advocacy organizations—including special screenings 
attended by policy elites (Turque  2010 ). Moreover, the new politics brought by the 
new policies indicates that philanthropies and foundations are playing roles typi-
cally associated with public policymaking, and are active in determining which 
reforms and organizations receive private and public investments and get scaled up 
within and across districts. In determining organizational worth, these private 
actors are also producing, promoting, and consuming research evidence. Moreover, 
they are helping to establish and solidify coalitional networks within and across 
school districts. 

 Our review of the literature and examination of political dynamics reveals that 
connections between these intermediary organizations are helping them to play dif-
ferent roles in the institutional arena. Certainly, some larger organizations combine 
multiple roles within their organizational structure. An example would be the Gates 
Foundation, which commissions, funds, produces, and promotes research, in addi-
tion to playing a (private) policymaking function by establishing policy agendas 
that many local policymakers follow. But while such organizations may be verti-
cally integrated on their own, we also allow for the possibility that networks of 
independent organizations may essentially replicate those functions that are inte-
grated in larger entities. That is, a given funding agency may focus resources on a 
particular set of researchers at specifi c organizations that tend to produce evidence 
in support of or opposition to an incentivist agenda, which is then promoted primar-
ily by certain intermediaries, possibly to a defi ned set of policymakers. 
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 Although researchers in many disciplines lament policymakers’ lack of  reference 
to research, the failure of research to inform policymakers is more evident in some 
fi elds than others (National Research Council  2012 ). Education policy and practice 
have traditionally operated rather independently of research on education interven-
tions. Recent requirements for research evidence on interventions raise—but do not 
answer—the question of who decides what constitutes research evidence. With 
multiple and often confl icting agendas in this fi eld, evidence on education effective-
ness is particularly open to selection, interpretation, and marketing processes that 
can be used to promote certain types of evidence at the expense of others. In the case 
of incentivist reforms, our data show that traditional university researchers are still 
trusted by many legislative staffers and policymakers, but that their research is often 
not reaching them in the ways that other research evidence is. 

 However, while the increasing role of the intermediary sector is apparent, there 
remains much to learn about how these private IOs produce, package, and share 
ideas and information. This chapter builds on the still emergent theoretical and 
empirical work on how policy ideas and information travel through networks of IOs 
and how they move between federal/national and local arenas in the era since 
 No Child Left Behind  was implemented. We also see much room for investigating 
how policymakers assign value to, and consume research from, IOs. 

 As the intermediary sector becomes more synergistic and also complex and 
fractured, we plan to determine how “research” is defi ned, interpreted, and then used 
(or neglected) in the agenda-setting and policymaking process. As Tseng ( 2012 ) has 
noted, “Relationships are vital conduits for acquiring research. When confronted 
with questions about a program or reform, agencies and legislators often turn to 
trusted peers and intermediaries. Translation is also key. Because research does not 
speak for itself, policymakers and practitioners must always interpret its meaning 
and implications for their particular problems and circumstances” (p. 1). We are 
witnessing the ways in which intermediary organizations, through their coalitions, 
are providing this relational, yet political function to a host of policy actors and the 
public writ large. As our research moves forward, we plan to attend to the ways 
these coalitions continue to strengthen or perhaps begin to split as more evidence is 
employed on various incentivist reforms. We are witnessing some of these coali-
tional cracks in Louisiana, for instance, where the passage of a statewide voucher 
program has charter school advocates arguing that charters are more effective and 
worthy of investment and growth. 

 Knowledge of these issues is crucial for assessing the potential of the intermedi-
ary sector for moving educational policymaking toward a more empirical basis 
while shifting the institutional models for knowledge production away from 
university- based research toward more private (and perhaps more effi cient) modes 
of funding and accountability. In addressing this issue, the research helps to produce 
a clearer conception of how networks of advocacy groups may be redefi ning the 
political economy of knowledge production in educational policymaking, and 
points to promising empirical and theoretical directions for future research around 
the political use of research evidence for educational policymaking.     
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        The chapters in this section can be viewed as intensive investigations of research 
use for different purposes, by different actors, at different stages of education 
policy making. As Milbrey McLaughlin points out, a nuanced understanding of 
policy “gives prominence to the diverse information needs of various actors in the 
process over time” ( 1987 , p. 176). With that statement in mind, this section 
 contributes to our increasingly nuanced understanding of policy and the role of 
research and evidence within the policymaking process. In addition, this section 
builds on the previous one in this volume by moving “further” from the school-
house door. Borrowing McLaughlin’s terms, the distance covered in this section 
takes us from the “micro- level” of state education agency support activities to the 
“macro-level” of federal policy setting. Through examinations of research use in 
state education agencies, regional and national support organizations, and national 
movements and policies, the authors in this section further our thinking about 
what research and evidence gets used by whom. Overall, we gain a better under-
standing of how research and policymaking sometimes intersect. Because the 
authors also identify occasions in which research and policymaking do not inter-
sect, this section and this introductory chapter illuminate opportunities for shap-
ing research to be more infl uential in the policy process. 

 Barnes, Goertz, and Massell focus their research on the use of evidence within 
three state education agencies (SEAs). Barnes and colleagues explore the work of 
the SEAs as agency staffs design and implement policies, support mechanisms, 
and instruments that will help schools and districts to improve. The authors catego-
rize evidence in three ways, two of them quite traditional – formal research studies 
and local analyses of data – and add to our larger conversation about evidence by 
including “models, protocols, or other tools that embed research…in somewhat 
specifi ed guides to action” (p. 4). Barnes, Goertz, and Massell also dig deeply into 
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the networks that facilitate exchange of evidence. They focus primarily within the 
SEAs while noting considerable outreach by SEA staff to external  parties. The 
high levels of communication about research within and outside of the SEAs sug-
gest a desire by SEA leaders for useful research to guide policy development and 
implementation. 

 McDonnell and Weatherford share many similar themes with Barnes, Massell, 
and Goertz but expand the discussion of evidence and actors, discussing at least six 
types of evidence and the use of these types of evidence by state education agency 
leaders, policy entrepreneurs, and national organizations as they pursued the design 
and adoption of the Common Core State Standards. McDonnell and Weatherford help 
us to see the broad range of evidence that is used at various stages of the policymaking 
process and how different types of evidence are used to inform politics and policy. 
They highlight the importance of building networks of communication to transmit 
evidence and facilitate its entry into policy conversations. In doing so, the authors 
illustrate the need for a “big tent” to include as many stakeholders as possible in a 
process that puts a priority on large, carefully constructed, and well- maintained 
communication networks. 

 Haskins and Margolis focus entirely on the federal government and its efforts 
to support research and policy that are based on evidence from impact evalua-
tions. They describe how leaders in the executive branch sought to shift govern-
ment from investments focused on formulaic inputs to investments guided by a 
particular type of evidence. Though it seems apparent that policymakers hoped to 
rely most heavily on evidence generated through randomized controlled trials 
(RCTs), the available research base tempered the exclusive commitment to RCTs 
and allowed for  inclusion of other types of evidence. In fact, only half of the fed-
eral initiatives described ended up with a requirement that applicants provide a 
particular type of evidence. Even in those programs that did have such a require-
ment, the majority of applications and funded evaluations did not adhere to the 
“gold standard” that had been set as the goal. In this chapter, we see that even with 
a relatively limited set of actors, negotiating political concerns and confronting 
the realities of what evidence is available are inescapable. While the types of 
 evidence are more  circumscribed in this chapter (in comparison with the others in 
this section), like the others it shows a strong demand for evidence that is highly 
aligned with policy goals. 

 In combination, these three chapters point to the necessity for multiple types of 
evidence to be available, mechanisms through which to share and discuss that 
 evidence, and systems to access “the right evidence at the right time.” In her 
 discussion of the challenges of measuring implementation, McLaughlin ( 1987 ) 
talks about “macro-level analyses” and “micro-level analyses.” She argues, and 
these chapters support her contention, that the kinds of evidence and analyses that 
are most germane to one level may not be the most germane to another. To use 
examples from this section, an RCT about a particular intervention may be helpful 
for the federal level, but will not necessarily provide the SEA level with the infor-
mation it needs about how to provide training or support to ensure that schools can 
implement that intervention. 
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 The federal government (the macro-level) puts an emphasis on RCTs because it 
has little responsibility for how programs are actually implemented in states, 
 districts, or schools. Instead, it is focused on setting the broad parameters for best 
practice – identifying programs that “work” and those that do not. Policy entrepre-
neurs, state organizations, and others described in McDonnell and Weatherford’s 
chapter – which could be considered a “meso-level” not identifi ed by McLaughlin – 
focus on formal research as well as professional judgment, state and federal 
policies, and personal stories because they are involved in policy promotion and 
design. Because actors at this meso-level are rarely concerned with the details of 
 implementation, McDonnell and Weatherford note that “the enabling resources 
 necessary for the CCSS…were not stressed as the idea of Common Core standards 
was promoted and developed” (p. 10). 

 These “enabling resources” are one of the biggest areas of focus for the “micro- 
level” of SEA staff, analyzed by Barnes, Goertz, and Massell. However, SEAs are 
also concerned with the types of evidence that are used by policymakers at other 
levels. Because of the range of roles that SEAs fi ll – they develop policy, promote 
its adoption, and assist with its implementation – SEAs can be considered macro-, 
meso-, and micro-level actors. To some extent, SEAs are situated between federal 
policymakers and the schools and districts that they oversee. In order to succeed in 
this position, they seek input from, and credibility with, those above and below. 
As a result, it appears that the SEAs rely on the widest range of types of evidence to 
support their work. In addition, because they are often on the leading edge of 
change, promoting innovation, they must rely on a diversity of types of evidence, as 
there is not suffi cient evidence from a single type of study or analysis. The combina-
tion of needing to meet a variety of demands and working in areas for which there 
is no single applicable evidence base creates a need for continuously evolving 
evidence searches. In addition to challenges this may pose, it also makes SEAs a 
rich context for further study of frequently used types of evidence. 

 Not only do the types of evidence used vary across these three chapters, the  use  
of that evidence also varies according to the stage of the policy process, the “level” 
of the actor, and the availability of research. Though the authors in this section do 
not describe it in this way, we can see examples of a range of research uses described 
elsewhere as imposed, political, conceptual, and instrumental (Nutley et al.  2007 ; 
Weiss  1977 ;    Weiss et al.  2005 ). These uses can be viewed as a continuum, from 
research use that is done for political purposes and has little direct impact on policy 
to use of research that is applied directly to policy development. 

 Haskins and Margolis are most focused on the imposed use of research (though 
perhaps it would be more appropriately called the “incentivized” use of research in 
this case, given that no one was required to apply for funding through the programs 
described in their chapter). Grantees seeking funding had to justify their request by 
citing previous research suggesting that their programs were likely to have impacts 
and had to provide a plan for developing the research base further. McDonnell and 
Weatherford provide many examples of political use of research as advocates for the 
Common Core developed products integrating research such as a “messaging 
 toolkit” (p. 8) to convince the public and legislators that the Common Core would 

7 Research Use in the Policy Process: New Information to Help Meet the Demand   



96

represent improvement. McDonnell and Weatherford also describe conceptual uses 
of research that helped to frame the problem and inform development of the 
 standards. Barnes, Goertz, and Massell provide the most compelling examples of 
instrumental use of research. The authors describe cases in which SEA staff sought 
out “research-based guidance for very specifi c concrete steps or tools that they 
could use in their work” (p. 15). 

 Reading across these three chapters, one could begin to create a matrix that iden-
tifi es the position of the research user within the education system and the stage of 
the policy process. In the cells of that matrix, one could identify the types of research 
and evidence that are likely to get used and the types of use one could expect. For 
example, evidence from these chapters would suggest that a technical advisor to an 
SEA developing policy is likely to use syntheses, summaries, or reviews of evidence 
in a conceptual fashion to inform policy design. A policy entrepreneur seeking 
 commitment from elected offi cials to support an innovative or untested policy is 
likely to use statements of expert opinion. 

 Such a matrix could be helpful for a number of audiences. It could help research-
ers to understand the types of research that are needed by policymakers and the 
ways in which research should be presented or disseminated in order to infl uence 
decisions by different actors at different points along the policy process. Funders of 
research could also use such a matrix to support research projects and products that 
are most likely to be used by policymakers and practitioners. Finally, policymakers 
could use this matrix to refl ect on the diversity of their own research and evidence 
base as they design and implement policy. Though additional research would be 
needed to fl esh out such a matrix, the chapters here provide a solid foundation on 
which to build. 

 In addition to helping us identify the types of research use that are prevalent at a 
number of “levels” of the education policy system, the evidence presented in these 
chapters also suggests that policymakers and practitioners at multiple levels of the 
system have assimilated the idea that research and evidence should be used to inform, 
and justify, their policy choices. Furthermore, it appears that SEA staff, national 
organizations, advocates, and federal policymakers search extensively for research 
and evidence that will be of use to them. Thus, what has sometimes been called the 
“demand” side for research appears to be active and energized. The question now is 
whether the “supply” side has developed research and evidence – understood in 
the broadest terms as presented in these chapters – in the right form and on the 
right topics to meet that demand. In all of the chapters in this section, we see that 
policymakers used the “best available” research, though it did not always meet their 
specifi c needs or goals. 

 It is likely that the research and evidence that will match most closely with 
 policymaker needs will only be successfully created through lasting partnerships 
between researchers and policymakers/practitioners. Because the needs for research 
and evidence are likely to evolve as more evidence becomes available, as topical 
concerns arise and subside, and as knowledge and skill sets change, ongoing 
partnerships provide our best hope of developing research that will be used. 
As McLaughlin ( 1987 ) described more than 25 years ago, the challenge “lies in 
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integrating these two communities of discourse in models that accommodate these 
multi-level, multi-actor complexities” (p. 177). In the 25 years since McLaughlin 
articulated this challenge, a number of such models to integrate the researcher and 
policymaker communities have developed. Recent work by Coburn et al.  (2013)  
describes elements, and examples, of partnerships between researchers and school 
district leaders. The U.S. Department of Education, through the Regional Educational 
Laboratories and the Comprehensive Centers, is supporting partnerships between 
researchers and policymakers at the state and local levels. The research produced by 
such state and local partnerships, and the immediate relevance of this work for poli-
cymakers and practitioners, has helped to build the demand for research as described 
in the chapters in this section. This partnership approach to research must now be 
further developed to successfully meet the demand. Expanding and enhancing such 
partnerships will depend on sustained support, attention to carefully cultivated com-
munication networks, and potential modifi cation of professional incentive struc-
tures to encourage collaboration. This section makes clear the need and appetite for 
the kind of research that such partnerships could provide; it is now up to us to make 
sure that they are developed.    
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8.1            Context 

    Improving achievement in high-poverty schools has long been an intractable social 
problem in America with strong implications for equitable opportunities among our 
nation’s youth. Over the last two decades, state and federal laws and grant programs, 
such as state accountability polices, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, Race to 
the Top, and Title I School Improvement Grants, have given state education agencies 
(SEAs) considerably more responsibilities for directing and guiding the improvement 
of low-performing schools. This charge is far different than SEA’s more traditional 
compliance tasks. At the same time, these policies have pressed SEA professionals 
whose work involves school improvement to incorporate research-based school 
improvement policies and practices in their statewide systems of support for low-
performing schools, technical assistance for districts, professional development for 
teachers, and school improvement programs. Policymakers have urged SEAs to 
engage with organizations external to their own agencies to extend their strained 
capacity to provide improvement supports for schools and districts and to help them 
collect and use research or other evidence (see, e.g., Rennie Center  2004 ). 

 Yet no studies existed of whether and how SEA staff sought, acquired, and used 
research or other forms of evidence in their work generally, or in school improve-
ment work specifi cally, and the most recent in-depth study of SEAs was conducted 
nearly 20 years ago (Lusi  1997 ). The exploratory study on which this chapter is 
based was designed to fi ll this gap by examining which SEA staff search for research, 
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evidence-based and practitioner knowledge related to school improvement and how 
they conduct those searches; whether and how SEA staff use research and these 
other types of knowledge to design, implement, and refi ne school improvement 
policies, programs, and practices; and how SEAs are organized to manage and use 
such knowledge (Goertz et al.  2013 ).  

8.2     Framework 

 The framework underlying our study is drawn from several lines of research and 
theory that we have linked conceptually to focus, in this chapter, on the organizing 
structures and processes by which research or other knowledge is spread and by 
which SEAs acquire and use it (see Fig.  8.1 ).

8.2.1       The Organization of Knowledge Diffusion, Search, and Use 

 The literatures on organizations, social networks, and knowledge utilization all 
argue that individuals are embedded in relational systems that can promote or block 
the spread and use of resources or new knowledge. In their study of schools, for 
example, Frank et al. ( 2004 ) defi ned social capital as actors exchanging resources, 
such as knowledge or expertise, through interactions that are not mandated by a 
formal structure. In her research comparing two SEAs, Lusi ( 1997 ) argued that 
nonhierarchical, less segmented management structures could help build internal 

  Fig. 8.1    Sea organizing structures and knowledge use processes       
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and external connections to produce the kind of fl exible organization that was 
more effective for complex school reform, a relatively new task assigned to SEAs. 
Flatter, more integrative organizational structures, she argued, were more conducive 
for the fl ow of new ideas about school improvement. More recent studies in other 
organizations confi rm that professional connections across traditional organiza-
tional boundaries improve problem solving by using varied but relevant expertise 
(Dutton and Heaphy  2003 ; Weick and Sutcliffe  2001 ). But many still perceive 
SEAs as largely “siloed” organizations (Unger et al.  2008 ). 

 Sociologists have long studied these kinds of internal and external connections, 
known as “social networks,” to understand the diffusion of knowledge and innova-
tion within and across organizations, including more recent studies of schools and 
districts (Daly  2010 ; Finnigan et al.  2013 ). A few researchers have used social 
network theory and methods to study state education policy networks, most notably 
Miskel and his colleagues (Miskel and Song  2004 ; Song and Miskel  2005 ) who 
employed these methods to identify the most central, infl uential, or “prestigious” 
actors in state reading policy networks. We know of no studies using these lenses to 
explore the fl ow of knowledge in SEAs and from whom, how, even if, they search 
for and use research or other evidence.  

8.2.2     Search and Incorporation Process: 
The How, Who, and What of Research Use 

 These lines of research and theory comport well with newer more constructivist 
models of knowledge diffusion that cast research use not as a one-way transmission 
of research to the users but instead as an interactive “social process” (Hood  2002 ) 
involving collective sense-making of varied types of knowledge. From these per-
spectives the potential users of research (in our study, SEA professional staff) search 
for or receive information and expertise about how to improve both internally from 
colleagues and externally through intermediary organizations. They incorporate dif-
ferent forms of research, practitioners’ advice, and other types of evidence into their 
policies or practices through a social sense-making process taking place over time, 
across locations, and with varied expertise (Honig and Coburn  2008 ; Spillane et al. 
 2002 ). This social search-incorporation process helps individuals and organizations 
identify and integrate often decontextualized research fi ndings into their strategies 
(Argyris and Schön  1996 ) and within some collaborative forms of networks such as 
“communities of practice” (Wenger et al.  2002 ) even construct new forms of “use-
able” knowledge for guiding action (Brown and Duguid  1991 ; Barnes et al.  2010 ). 

8.2.2.1     Sources of Knowledge 

 Social network studies have shown that members of organizations often connect 
with colleagues closest or most similar to them for advice and information (see, e.g., 
Supovitz and Weinbaum  2008 ; Coburn et al.  2009 ), a pattern that can sometimes 
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limit information fl ow and access to new ideas. But studies have also identifi ed 
boundary spanners who connect to those less similar, including external intermedi-
aries who can be key conduits for providing and helping educators translate 
research-based knowledge into local practices (Honig  2004 ). A variety of external 
organizations focused on the business of school improvement have grown consider-
ably over the past several decades (Rowan  2002 ). For example, the federal govern-
ment has targeted resources on helping SEAs acquire research to develop a system 
of supports through the reauthorized ESEA comprehensive assistance centers (CAC) 
and other sponsored centers.  

8.2.2.2     Types and Forms of Knowledge 

 To clarify the nature of evidence that SEAs sought and used in our study, we distin-
guished three types of knowledge: research-based knowledge, other evidence-based 
knowledge, and practitioner knowledge. We defi ned research as fi ndings that have 
been to varying degrees “collated, summarized, and synthesized,” then presented in 
ways that provide empirical or theoretical insights or make them otherwise informa-
tive (Davies and Nutley  2008 ). We included in this category published original 
research, research syntheses, summaries or meta-analyses, and evaluation reports. 
We expanded our conception of research to include forms of research that are 
designed for use in practice as implementation studies suggest research with more 
specifi city and scaffolding is more likely to be used and with less variation (Rowan 
et al.  2009 ), that is, models, protocols, or other tools that embed research or research- 
based practices in somewhat specifi ed guides to action. Because contextual knowl-
edge is critical to developing “useable” knowledge (Lindblom and Cohen  1979 ; 
Weiss et al.  2008 ), we also examined SEA’s use of practitioner knowledge, which we 
defi ned as the information, beliefs, and understanding of context that practitioners 
acquire through experience, and other evidence-based knowledge, such as local data. 

 We apply social network, organizing, and knowledge utilization lenses to study 
not only the extent to which SEAs search for and incorporate research or other 
knowledge into school improvement policies but also how they are organized for 
such work, the interactive process they use, who searches from whom, and what 
kind of information they seek out and use.    

8.3     Methods 

 We studied three SEAs located in different regions of the country and varying in 
size (from 250 to 500 staff). Data for the study were collected between 2010 and 
2012. We conducted in-depth interviews with high-level SEA staff involved directly 
in school improvement and in related programs (e.g., curriculum and instruction, 
accountability, special programs, teacher policy) and with leaders in external orga-
nizations that were central to these SEAs’ research use. 
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 We also sent a web-based survey to all professional staff in the two smaller SEAs 
and to all staff working in school improvement and related departments and a rep-
resentative sample of other professional staff in the third SEA. The overall survey 
response rate was 73.8 % but ranged from 64.9 % in State A to 83.5 % in State C. 
All survey respondents were asked whether their work related “in any way to 
improving low-performing schools and school districts” in their state. We used 
results from those respondents who answered “yes” to this question, that is, staff 
who self-identifi ed as being involved in school improvement work regardless of the 
SEA offi ce in which they worked, in our analyses. 

8.3.1     Data and Analysis 

 Our analyses are based on a total of 65 interviews and 305 surveys in the three 
SEAs, as well as documents describing SEA school improvement policies and tools 
(Table  8.1 ). We examined broad search or user-source interaction patterns. The sur-
vey, among other questions, asked respondents to identify the offi ces, organizations, 
and individuals they turned to both within and outside their SEA for work or when 
seeking research, data, and practitioner advice on programs targeted at improving 
low-performing schools and school districts. 1  To analyze these data for this chapter, 
we employed UCINET (Borgatti et al.  2002 ), a network analysis software program, 
and descriptive statistics to investigate how the research and practitioner networks 
were confi gured compared to SEA’s more formal authority structures (e.g., we 
examined cross-department, within-department, and external communication 
 patterns). We considered network size (the extent to which SEAs and particular 
individuals search for or interact around research) and relational properties such as 

1   For this chapter we focus primarily on research and practitioner networks, using examples of 
work and data networks as context or to elaborate points. We were unable to collect the names of 
individuals from whom the respondents sought research or other types of advice and information 
in State A and use offi ce or department names instead. 

   Table 8.1    Number of surveys and interviews by state   

 State A  State B  State C 
 External 
to SEA  Total 

 # of surveys administered  171  245  194  0  610 
 # of completed surveys  111  177  162  450 
 Overall response rate  64.9 %  72.2 %  83.5 %  73.8 % 
 # of respondents self-identifying as 

involved in school improvement work 
 97  127  81  305 

 # of interviews  20  23  17  5  65 
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the strength 2  of network ties. We broadly identifi ed and categorized the sources of 
research as well as the types and forms of practitioner knowledge or research that 
were sought after.

8.3.1.1       Sociograms 

 The socio-matrices in UCINET    served as the base for visualizing the network confi gura-
tions and actors’ positions in them through sociograms or maps of each network cre-
ated by NetDraw. We relied on sociograms and rank ordering of SEA staff mentions 
of external sources to identify infl uential externals (as we did not survey externals). 
The nodes in the sociogram, Fig.  8.2 , are coded by shape and shade to show SEA 
actors’ department or offi ce assignment. Black shapes represent the types of external 
intermediaries involved in the networks. Arrows represent the direction of connections. 
We triangulated accounts of search and use of research across respondents, tools, and 
documents to improve validity.

8.3.1.2        Centrality 

 We also analyzed the relative importance or centrality of individual actors or offi ces 
within the networks to identify broad patterns of infl uence, but also to explore in 
much more depth the “ego networks” for these focal individuals at the level of 
direct, interpersonal, connections. Cognitive interview prompts asked respondents 
to elaborate on their interactions over time with key internal or external sources of 
research or other knowledge they found most useful. This allowed us to understand 
the search and incorporation processes in more depth. 

 To identify these individuals, offi ces, or organizations, we used a rank order of 
standardized centrality measures, along with our sociograms. More specifi cally we 
used Freeman’s degree centrality. In these networks, an individual or offi ce can be 
the originator of a tie (the seeker of research information) or recipient of ties (the 
named source of research or practitioner information). The former is considered an 
“out-tie” while the latter is considered an “in-tie.” Because the direction of the ties 
or connections among SEA staff and internal or external actors is important, we 
used “in-degree” as well as “out-degree,” that is, a node’s actual ties as a proportion 
of all those possible if an actor (or offi ce) were directly connected to every other in 
the network (see, e.g., Scott  2013 ).    

2   The strength of network connections was measured through a combination of the frequency of 
communication about research or other kinds of information, and the infl uence respondents 
perceived the resulting information to have on their work (a range from highly infl uential/daily 
contact (200) to not infl uential/a few times per year contact (0.5)). 
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8.4     Findings 

 SEA staff searched extensively for research and other kinds of information from 
internal and external sources and incorporated this knowledge into their improvement 
strategies. Lateral, informal connections within the SEA showed more cross- agency 
communication than the conventional image of siloed SEAs would suggest and 
allowed the fl ow of research or new ideas across departments. However, formal structures 
also infl uenced the fl ow of information: within offi ce connections were stronger, and 
staff’s location in the hierarchy infl uenced their position in the networks. SEAs turned 
to a broad array of external intermediaries, particularly government sector agencies 
and professional membership associations (PMA) for research and practitioner advice. 
A few of these external organizations were highly infl uential in helping states translate 
research into new or revised school improvement strategies. 

Circle (light gray) = School Improvement Hour glass (light gray) = Curric. & Instr.
Circle (dark gray) = Fed. Prog. Monitoring Hour glass (dark gray) = Research
Circle (white) = Commissioners Office Hour glass (white) = Other SEA Office
Triangle (light gray) = Assessment & Account. Square (light gray) = Career & Tech Ed.
Triangle (dark gray) = Administration Square (dark gray)= Early Childhood
Triangle (white) = Special Ed. Square (white) = Licensure & Prof. Ed.

  Fig. 8.2    State B research network       
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 Several important factors related to the search-incorporation process (including 
the kind of knowledge and expertise staff valued) led a few of the most infl uential 
SEA staff to draw from across different networks and form fl exible, more informal 
working groups or “core networks” with a few external organizations to make sense 
of and adapt research fi ndings to local contexts. Thus, informal fl exible networks—
weak and strong—allowed for a more fl uid search and incorporation process and, in 
the case of core networks, often led to the joint development of concrete solutions 
to specifi c state needs. SEA staff coupled research, particularly research that was 
synthesized or packaged in a form they found usable, with practitioner knowledge 
and data during this decision-making process. 

8.4.1     Information Flow in SEA Knowledge Networks: 
Search and the Sources of Research 

 We found that SEA staff actively searched for and were receptive to research ideas or 
related information from both within and outside their agencies, with a majority 
searching from one or more internal and/or external sources. Respondents reported 
using research knowledge more than any other type of evidence, though most turned 
to colleagues in their own or other offi ces within their agency for it. Specifi cally, about 
75 % of the staff in each agency asked their SEA colleagues for research. A little less 
than one-third turned to external organizations or individuals for similar information. 
The majority of staff turned to their colleagues for practitioner and data advice as well. 
The preponderance of internal search suggests a pattern seen in network studies of 
districts and schools where district offi ces and site leaders tend to favor closed, recip-
rocated relationships within their own group—district or site (Stein and Coburn  2007 ; 
   Finnigan and Daly  2010 ). But we found not only reasonably extensive search patterns 
but also a more varied confi guration of weak to strong, within-group and cross-group, 
professional connections in our three SEA organizations. 

8.4.1.1     The Organization of Internal Search and Information Flow 

 Contrary to the usual image of SEAs as “siloed” organizations, our survey network 
analyses showed considerably more cross-offi ce work and research-related connec-
tions than we anticipated given the literature on SEA structures. The webbed nature 
of the State B research network in Fig.  8.2  illustrates these cross-department con-
nections between staff, especially those that were central in school improvement 
work. These include school improvement (light gray circles), curriculum and 
instruction (light gray hour glass), assessment and accountability (light gray 
triangle), federal program monitoring (dark gray circle), the commissioner’s offi ce 
(white circle), and few members of the research offi ce (dark gray hourglass). 
We found a similar confi guration of departments and cross-department staff connec-
tions in the State C networks although in this state the special education department 
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was also more central. These offi ces in State A were situated in interactive hubs of 
activity, with multiple connections between them, but the research and accountabil-
ity offi ces were more central there. 

 Most respondents reported the lateral connections for knowledge exchange and 
work were relatively new in their organizations and attributable to multiple factors: 
state and federal accountability demands, competition for federal grants, reduced 
SEA staffi ng, and SEA leaders committed to collaboration. For example, the Race 
to the Top grants stimulated the formation of ad hoc cross-offi ce teams and the fl ow 
of research or other knowledge in States B and C. A respondent in State B reported: 
“When we decided to go for Race to the Top, the demands of what they wanted in 
that application required that the department work collectively…. Teams were 
created for each of the core reform areas…. That was the fi rst time I’ve ever seen the 
whole department kind of come together to craft a strategy.” In State C, special 
education staff perceived that NCLB subgroup accountability requirements had 
brought them into the school improvement meetings in an unprecedented way. 
State A established cross-departmental task forces to design its system of tiered 
intervention. Leadership in all three SEAs created cross-agency teams to share 
information, including research or other knowledge or to coordinate tasks. 

 But these cross-department connections were weaker than within-department 
connections, suggesting that colleagues within the same department engaged in more 
frequent research-related discussions and had more infl uence on one another’s work 
than did the cross-department connections. In the State A research network, for 
example, 114 within-department ties have an average strength of 71.04, while the 
305 cross-department ties have an average strength of 28.07. This pattern is similar 
in States B and C.  

 Nevertheless, broad, more informal, and weaker cross- department and external 
connections facilitated the fl ow of research, ideas, or expertise in the SEAs. Some 
directors, for example, searched for research from many departments, were well 
informed, but maintained only weak ties with most of these sources. Moreover, as 
the earlier examples show, we found multiple instances where individuals with 
diverse expertise interacted through less frequent, cross-department task groups or 
through “boundary spanning” staff liaisons providing intermittent expertise to 
groups in departments other than their own. In creating its tiered intervention task 
force on instruction, State A brought together different perspectives and ideas: “We 
never had brought together academic tiered instruction with social- emotional tiered 
instruction. So we wanted to bring those together to make a very strong statement to 
our districts that this is a regular ed responsibility.” State C’s special education staff 
took new information, research, and ideas into school improvement meetings 
through intermittent planning sessions. These fi ndings align with social network 
studies that have shown that weak ties between individuals whose work is less simi-
lar and who are more likely to work in different networks or seek information from 
different sources support a more varied fl ow of knowledge and expertise (see, e.g., 
Scott  2013 ). Weak ties allow an actor to have broader connections to many more 
people as the time and effort invested are limited, while stronger, more frequent 
interaction requires a greater time commitment but allows for more complex, col-
laborative, and interdependent work. 
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 While staff interaction around research was broad, some SEA staff or offi ces in 
the networks had many more direct connections (in-ties and out-ties) to colleagues 
than others and thus are more likely to have access to a wider variety of knowledge 
resources. These staff will also have more infl uence over research in the network, 
because they are frequently important sources of knowledge and expertise. 
Infl uential participants are those who were highly sought after for research informa-
tion (many in-ties). We conceptualized the most central “well-connected” internal 
network actors or offi ces, those who both sought research ideas and information 
from a range of sources (many out-ties) and, at the same time, provided information 
to multiple colleagues (many in-ties) as “knowledge brokers.” The two sets of 
individuals/offi ces overlapped considerably as the two measures can be highly corre-
lated (see, e.g., Song and Miskel  2005 ; Burt and Minor  1983 ). These infl uential or 
well-connected individuals and offi ces tended to be clustered more centrally in the 
core of the network maps (e.g., Fig.  8.2 ). 

 Formal organizational structures also infl uenced lines of communication and the 
makeup of networks. Formal hierarchy stratifi ed many of the internal ties in State B 
and C. 3  In these states, infl uence and knowledge brokering tended to be concen-
trated in formally designated higher-level or coordinating roles. The directors of 
school improvement, for example, were the most infl uential and well-connected 
SEA staff in these states. Note the many arrows directed into and out from the light 
gray circles representing the school improvement director and several of his manag-
ers in Fig.  8.2 . In State B, the director’s standardized in-degree (in-tie) and out- 
degree (out-tie) centralities were both about 4 SDs above the mean. In State C, the 
director’s in-degree centrality was almost 6 SDs above the mean with out-ties to 
others about 3.5 SDs above the mean. Importantly, 12 of the 19 most infl uential 
staff 4  in the State B research network, from across the departments we described 
earlier, were directors or middle managers, and all three of the key research brokers 5  
were directors. Similarly, in State C, 8 out of 11 of the most infl uential staff were 
directors or middle managers 6  as were the two key knowledge brokers from school 
improvement and special education. From the social network perspective, the con-
centration of information brokering in a few higher-level positions could constrain 
the timely distribution of knowledge if brokers are overloaded or make SEAs more 
vulnerable to the loss of critical staff who hold a great deal of knowledge resources 
(Daly  2010 ). From another view, a few brokers who have access to multiple kinds 
of expertise are more likely to coordinate and otherwise productively integrate a 
range of knowledge into key decisions and policies (Wenger et al.  2002 ). We found 
that the turnover of key staff was a challenge in at least two of the states, and 
productive collaborative work by brokers existed in all three states.  

3   We do not include State A here as the unit of analysis; there was offi ce, not individuals. 
4   They were at least one SD above the mean on standardized in-tie scores. 
5   They were at least one SD above the mean on both standardized in-tie and out-tie centrality 
scores. 
6   Four were at least one SD above the mean, and seven more were above the mean, but less than one 
standard deviation above the mean. 
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8.4.1.2    The Organization of External Search and Sources of Research 

 While SEAs turned to fewer external than internal sources, some of these interme-
diaries nevertheless played a key role in providing or collaborating on school 
improvement research, strategies, and tools. Infl uential knowledge brokers—the 
offi ce or department directors located at the core of the networks—engaged directly 
with them (direct ties). In States B and C, the few external intermediaries who were 
in “the thick of network relationships” (Burt and Minor  1983 ) were typically either 
partners with the state in the delivery of school improvement supports or part of the 
federal comprehensive assistance center (CAC) system designed to help states 
implement No Child Left Behind. These intermediaries were involved in the 
improvement work on an ongoing basis. In State B, for example, Fig.  8.2  shows 
three external organizations—a statewide professional membership association 
(black triangle), the state’s regional CAC (black square), and a state university 
(black diamond)—were more centrally located than other externals and had more or 
stronger connections to the key school improvement staff. In addition, the Center on 
Innovation and Improvement (CII), a federal content CAC (a black square in the 
right, upper quadrant of the sociogram), and a national professional membership 
association (black triangle in the right upper quadrant) were also quite infl uential 
sources of research or expertise. State C was similarly confi gured, with similar 
infl uential externals, while the situation was quite different in State A, where named 
external sources were not engaged in a sustained way in the delivery or design of 
school improvement supports. 

 While many infl uential knowledge brokers in these SEAs were mid- to upper- 
level staff, those who conducted external searches came from all ranks of the SEA 
hierarchy. Most had fewer and weaker in- or out-ties 7  and in fact were not directly 
connected to the most infl uential SEA brokers. Thus, many of the external organiza-
tions were located on the periphery of the core networks (see Fig.  8.2 ). 8  So while the 
states had access to a wide array of external sources—between 37 different in State 
A and 42 in State B—a signifi cant share of that external knowledge may not have 
made its way into the core conversations with infl uential staff. Some of that infor-
mation may not be the kind of knowledge needed in the core working groups; for 
example, research on regulations specifi c to the responsibilities of lower-level staff 
may not be necessary there. But the predominance of external resources on the 
periphery could also indicate weaknesses in the fl ow of important external informa-
tion. Other studies suggest that information in social networks is more likely to be 
distorted from its original form as it passes through multiple colleagues or contacts 
rather than through a direct link (Bidwell et al.  1997 ). 

7   Furthermore, a sizable share of the external organizations were named by just one SEA staff 
member on the survey, suggesting that many sources tended to be very particular to individuals. 
In State A, two-thirds of the distinct outside organizations or groups were named by just one SEA 
staff member; in States B and C, about half of the external sources were also identifi ed by only 
one person. 
8   Another reason is that we did not survey externals and thus do not have out-ties from them. 
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 The external organizations that these states brought into their work shared some 
similarities but also some points of difference. SEAs relied heavily on intermediar-
ies in the federal government sector and the professional membership association 
(PMA) sector. Federal government organizations represented 32–42 % of the exter-
nal research mentions in each state. Most often, these were central federal agencies, 
particularly the U.S. Department of Education and its divisions, such as the Institute 
for Education Sciences, and numerous technical assistance and research and devel-
opment centers dispersed throughout the country, including 22 ESEA CACs, 
regional education labs (RELs), and more. The CACs are of particular note in this 
context, because the Congress redesigned them to assist SEAs in adopting research- 
based practices in domains essential to NCLB, including school improvement. 

 PMAs comprised the second largest sector for research. PMAs include specifi c 
subject matter associations or those focused on teaching and learning more gener-
ally, such as ASCD. PMAs represented about one-third of the external mentions in 
States B and C, compared to only one-tenth of the mentions in State A. In the former 
two states, one to two PMAs were more integral to the design and delivery of coach-
ing and other supports. That was not the situation in State A. 

 Whether SEA staff sought outside assistance, and from whom, depended upon a 
confl uence of factors related to perceived policy and organizational needs, past rela-
tionships, and source credibility. These factors also shaped how SEAs engaged with 
external organizations around research. SEAs and state or federal lawmakers made 
decisions about the problems of extant school improvement efforts. Stakeholders in 
State A were generally satisfi ed with the broad direction of their district-focused 
improvement work. In contrast, States B and C were struggling. They had a legacy 
of directing their supports at the school level, and, as more and more K-12 schools 
became the target of federal or state accountability and funding tightened, they 
determined that these strategies needed major overhaul. They also recognized that 
they did not have requisite knowledge or capacity. For example, both had little to no 
staff with curricular expertise at the high school level. For them, federal CAC orga-
nizations became key sources of research and long-term assistance. This was not the 
case in State A, which was more likely to draw upon various RELs for specifi c, 
short-term work. 

 In addition to specifi c expertise, SEAs sought external organizations to provide 
an outside perspective on whether their own efforts were within the bounds of good 
practice—an important metric for SEAs engaged in the often uncertain work of 
school improvement. State A asked a REL to identify any new research related to its 
school improvement standards, “so that people understand they’re being held 
accountable to things the research tells us are important.” Organizations with state 
membership or representation were especially valued: “because they are doing it 
with schools, and state agencies that we are familiar with, we get to talk to the people 
who are actually involved in it. So I think that increases, in your mind, the validity…
[It’s] a trust thing…there is a lot of stuff out there.” State C sought the advice of a 
particular university staff member who had been a respected former superintendent, 
recognizing that his support would lend credibility to the state’s initiatives.   
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8.4.2     The Search and Incorporation Process 

 While broad but relatively weaker, cross-department, and external research 
networks facilitated the search process and the fl ow of diverse ideas in the SEAs, a 
set of the most infl uential SEA knowledge networks brought research and other 
kinds of information from these different sources into stronger, but fl exible, work-
ing groups, we conceptualized as “core networks.” SEA brokers and even a few 
infl uential externals acting as brokers 9  played pivotal roles in forming these groups 
that, unlike more formal structures, could draw from diverse sources, readily substi-
tute members and otherwise adapt to collectively address particular problems of 
school improvement. Core networks generally included infl uential leaders and staff 
in school improvement offi ces, a few external organizations, and occasionally 
 colleagues from other departments. 

 The core networks emerged or were organized in part, because SEAs sought 
research in forms that were practical and provided some specifi ed guidance for 
action. Infl uential SEA staff often sought research that would address quite specifi c 
problems or needs. At the same time practitioner advice or expertise was highly 
prized, and thus, stronger ties developed with a few external organizations that 
could provide or assist states in creating or adapting this mix of relevant information 
to state contexts. 10  We found that SEA staff incorporated research into their school 
improvement strategies through a distinctly social process in which network mem-
bers sought out, grappled with, challenged, and otherwise made sense of research 
over time, in light of other kinds of information (Honig and Coburn  2008 ; Spillane 
et al.  2002 ). One infl uential offi ce director said of the sense-making process: “We 
digest it [research] together. And people challenge each other.” She continued with 
an example of a similar process: “We solve problems…. And people bring in 
research…then we’ll challenge the research.” Another said, “There is no one indi-
vidual that holds all the information, which is why we have a group.” During the 
search and incorporation process that could also include problem identifi cation, 
feedback, and revision, the core network members used local practitioners’ feed-
back, state professionals’ experience, and external partners’ knowledge of relevant 
research to contextualize various research fi ndings based on their states’ school 
improvement needs. 

 Across all three states, school improvement brokers formed strong core network 
connections with a few key external and internal sources that could assist them in 
matching or adapting reliable research and other evidence to specifi c school 
improvement problems. Unlike models of research dissemination in which general-
ized, primarily decontextualized fi ndings are transmitted to users, in these core 

9   We identifi ed infl uential external organizations on sociograms and if or what brokering role they 
assumed using qualitative evidence. 
10   This is not meant to imply staff outside of the core networks did not want these same forms of 
research. 
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networks, users and a few infl uential providers worked collectively to adapt research, 
and in some cases co-construct new useable knowledge concrete enough to guide 
action. This interactive, social process took place over multiple meetings in light of 
practical challenges and other kinds of evidence that either SEA or external brokers 
would bring to bear. For example, one very infl uential member of an SEA broker’s 
core network in State C, a CAC director, described the development process. “It was 
very joint…We fi rst created it [district guidance tool] to solve a problem…[The 
school improvement director] said, ‘our school improvement planning process is 
not working.’ And then with them we devised the solution and developed it….So, 
it has been very co-developed.” Here as in other settings, communities of prac-
tice formed or emerged as “people address recurring sets of problems together” 
(Wenger et al.  2002 , p. 26). 

 Infl uential SEA staff also formed strong ties with external sources who not only 
provided research but also helped school improvement teams make sense of that 
research with practical, how to advice, through improvement models and work with 
colleagues in other states. One such staff member in State B explained his strong 
ties to the CAC system this way: “A [regional CAC], the CII…those folks. That’s 
where you go [for research].” He continued: “And then  for strategies, for how to do 
it , fi rst place I go is to… see if they’ve [other states] fi gured out how to get it done. 
What’s nice about [the CAC] is that they pull the states together on a regular basis 
so you can learn what the states are doing.” Key school improvement staff in States 
B and C who had developed strong ties to liaisons in the federal CAC system were 
able to learn about promising practices or research and how to apply it from devel-
opers of school improvement models and with states who were puzzling over simi-
lar problems. Not only could the SEA staff in these states access research relevant 
to particular school improvement policy needs they faced, but they could then see 
how it might be put into action from early implementers in other SEAs. 

 In contrast, the school improvement director and a few staff in State A formed 
weaker ties with multiple external providers, including the CAC system, as they 
addressed different components of their school improvement delivery system. The 
State A school improvement department developed stronger ties to the agency’s 
own research and accountability offi ces. Both compiled local data on specifi c com-
ponents of state school improvement strategies that could be used to address emerg-
ing problems. One infl uential explained: “Our key partner in getting information 
about districts and using that data… comes from [the research department]…. 
We’ve been spending a lot of time pouring through [data]—trying to fi gure out, 
grapple with how we can best intervene in districts. Looking at our past practices, 
what worked and hasn’t worked according to the data.” This core group emerged, in 
part, as infl uential school improvement staff, and others collectively made sense of 
local research evidence or data that would allow them to fi gure out what works best 
in specifi c contexts. 

 SEA brokers’ core networks in all three states also included strong ties to net-
works of practitioners “on the ground” and in professional associations, as well as 
to the research networks. Practitioner networks provided advice and feedback on 
how research-based improvement strategies were working in the fi eld, what needed 

C.A. Barnes et al.



113

clarifying, or what could be changed. A State C staff member said of a group of 
fi eld-based practitioners with strong ties in his network: “They’re the ones that see 
it in action and they know where our course correction should be. They’re the ones 
that can say, ‘This is working great, this is not working.’” School improvement staff 
in State A described the evolution of collective problem identifi cation in their 
search-incorporation process: “What’s the process for identifying challenges? It’s a 
mix of what we bring and what [district superintendents] see.” Another member 
reported: “You’ll see research embedded in these pieces… but those toolkits helped 
us only to a point.” Districts would say, “Why don’t you come to key meetings and 
when things bubble up, that’s how we’ll all know [what we need].” Therefore: 
“I think we’ve grown to a place where it’s real time need, really fl uid work. And 
that’s the best of our work.” These kinds of network connections allowed for a social 
sense-making process that kept SEAs more fl exible and state school improvement 
strategies responsive to changing contexts or emerging problems, as opposed to top- 
down and static. 

 As the examples of incorporation suggest, SEA staff often coupled research with 
practitioner knowledge or in other ways adapted it to their own context. More 
broadly, SEA staff gravitated to research that they perceived as relevant to their 
context, such as studies conducted in similar settings (e.g., small states, states with 
diverse student populations) or studies that addressed a current problem. They pre-
ferred research that was actionable and feasible for them to do under current staffi ng 
or other conditions. They wanted research-based guidance for very specifi c and 
concrete steps or tools that they could use in their work, sometimes called “research 
designed for use.” State C worked with the CII and their regional CAC to develop 
“change maps,” a process for the SEA to use to tailor their assistance to the different 
needs of sites. It built on research from Banathy ( 1996 ), among others. Similarly, 
SEAs wanted research or evidence with rich, descriptive details of practice to pass 
on to educators or support providers. State B staff, for example, read and encour-
aged their school improvement providers to use  Instructional Rounds in Education  
(City et al.  2009 ), a book that offers research-based guidance on a method of observ-
ing and supporting teacher improvement tied to student learning and academic con-
tent. State A sought research on how to create and maintain effective professional 
learning communities and adapted it into guidance with the help of local educators 
and the National Institute for School Leadership.   

8.5     Conclusion and Implications 

 SEA staff in our three study states were receptive to research and actively sought it 
from multiple external sources as well as through internal lateral connections to 
design and elaborate their school improvement strategies. Federal and state incen-
tives played a role in creating states’ demand for the advice and products of external 
intermediaries and, importantly, in forming relatively new knowledge networks 
that crossed external and internal department boundaries. Not only did network 
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connections in these cases bring different perspectives into the search, incorpora-
tion, and implementation process, but they created what Lusi ( 1997 ) and other 
researchers suggest are much more fl exible structures for generating or managing 
knowledge such that it can be responsive to pressing school improvement problems. 
All of this may be a surprise to critics who view SEAs as more siloed, compliance-
oriented bureaucrats uninterested in research or innovation. Nevertheless, both for-
mal organizational structures and more informal fl exible networks affected how 
research was diffused or constrained and how SEAs sought, acquired, and used it 
with other evidence. 

 While external organizations were key in providing access to a diverse array of 
research, a few of them, primarily federal agencies and PMAs, became infl uential in 
the core networks of key SEA actors and thus in the development of states’ school 
improvement strategies. This was so in part, because they offered synthesized, 
packaged research and “research designed for use” that provided concrete guidance 
for program development. Importantly, they also assisted states in generating or 
adapting this mix of relevant information to particular state problems through a 
collective sense-making process. 

 Contrary to a unidimensional model of knowledge utilization, where research 
users are viewed as passive recipients of published research, search-incorporation 
was a multidimensional, social process that allows for the joint creation of work-
able, research-based, state strategies. A few infl uential intermediaries and SEA bro-
kers, primarily higher-level staff, formed core networks that drew from and engaged 
with diverse kinds of expertise over time, thus helping them manage two classic 
problems frequently limiting research use: matching research to specifi c contextual 
needs and translating research knowledge into less abstract, more concrete forms 
for guiding program development and implementation (Weiss et al.  2008 ; Argyris 
and Schön  1974 ). 

 Although the fi ndings reported here come from an exploratory study of only 
three SEAs in one policy area, they shed light on ways to strengthen research use in 
these organizations. Policy incentives should expand methods that move beyond 
simply transmitting research or disseminating best practices to SEAs or other state 
agencies. Instead these incentives and provider networks should assist in cultivating 
more of the varied groups of expertise we found, including SEA brokers, key 
research sources, and practitioners, to adapt generalized fi ndings into more useable 
information, thus managing prominent obstacles to research use. SEAs can help 
external intermediaries become more effective knowledge partners if they identify 
and connect them not only to the infl uential internal brokers but also to staff who 
may be essential to the task but are currently more peripheral to the core working 
groups. This would make SEAs less vulnerable to turnover or staff overload. Finally, 
policymakers should encourage and support SEA evaluations of their own school 
improvement programs. These can provide critical feedback to agency staff, but 
SEAs often lack the human resources to design these studies and the fi scal resources 
to conduct them. 

 This study also has several implications for further research. First, because this 
was an exploratory study of knowledge use in school improvement policy by a 
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small, purposive sample of SEAs, researchers should study SEAs or other state 
agencies to see if our fi ndings generalize to other settings. Second, future research 
should track how the integrity of research is maintained during the interactive social 
processes that appear to be productive in fostering research use, to understand the 
trade-offs between fi delity to research principles and adaptation to contextual con-
tingencies. Third, there is a need to assess the quality of research acquired by SEA 
staff and underlying “research designed for use” products. While many of these 
products were written by or cited national experts, sometimes research was added in 
a fairly superfi cial manner, and some of the underlying studies were weak. The 
implications of our study for improving the quality of school improvement policies 
are also indirect. Our fi ndings are not derived from an analysis of the effects of these 
policies on schools. Thus, further research should investigate the interaction effects 
of state and local networks and research-based policies on schools and districts.     
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9.1            The Context 

    One of the most striking characteristics of US public education, a trait that sets it 
apart from other countries, has been the absence of national academic standards. 
Each state has had its own standards specifying the content and skills students are 
expected to master. However, this element of American exceptionalism began to dis-
appear in 2010, as 45 states adopted common standards in mathematics and English 
language arts (ELA), setting in motion a fundamental policy change. The process by 
which these Common Core State Standards (CCSS) were promoted, developed, 
adopted, and are now being implemented is also notable. CCSS advocates and devel-
opers promised that the standards would be “research and evidence based.” With that 
assurance, a group of policy entrepreneurs, standards writers, policymakers, and edu-
cators were expected to use education research as they crafted the CCSS. By high-
lighting research as the basis for the standards, CCSS proponents were distinguishing 
the basis of the Common Core from that of traditional state standards. In testimony 
before the House Committee on Education and Labor, the executive director of the 
Council of Chief State School Offi cers (CCSSO) noted that the CCSS

  …is being driven by evidence and research. In the past, standards were largely based on 
personal judgment to determine what concepts are in or out of standards, the process often 
becomes a negotiation, rather than a refl ection on what the evidence and research tells [sic] 
us about the connection between K-12 experiences and success in higher education and 
promising careers. (Wilhoit  2009 ) 

   However, the reference to research and evidence suggested that the CCSS would 
be based on more than just fi ndings from formal research studies. Several decades 
of policy analysis have documented that validated research is not the sole, or often 
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even the most important, basis for policy choices (Stone  2012 ; Majone  1989 ). 
Therefore, in examining the CCSS, we have sought to think broadly about the pro-
cess of policymaking. A key contribution of our research is to elaborate a typology 
of different kinds of evidence, ranging from the results of formal research studies to 
statistical data, judgments based on professional expertise, the personal experience 
of practitioners, existing policies and practice, and appeals to values articulated 
through stories and symbols. 

 The CCSS represent “an idea in motion,” moving over the short span of 5 years 
from its initial conception to the policy agenda and on through the design, adoption, 
and now implementation process. This process has allowed us to trace the use of 
research in this major policy initiative in real time, where previous studies of research 
use have typically relied on the recollections of participants whose views of the pro-
cess are often shaded by knowing the outcome. Its potential for addressing widely 
agreed shortfalls in US public education, moreover, meant that the Common Core 
has engaged a diverse array of actors and drawn on research to inform a variety of 
tasks. More than 25 organizations have been actively involved in the Common Core: 
most are interest groups representing specifi c constituencies, although some are 
advocates for particular policy agendas. Prominent among them are the National 
Governors Association (NGA) and the CCSSO that represent elected offi cials; these 
organizations acted as policy entrepreneurs in developing the CCSS. Other groups 
include teacher unions, civil rights organizations, foundations, private providers, and 
parent groups. Additionally, among the users of research and evidence are the profes-
sionals who drafted and reviewed the standards as well as the hundreds of thousands 
of educators who must now translate the Common Core into classroom instruction. 

 Over the course of this process, and especially at the stage when the new stan-
dards were developed and articulated with current state standards, new communication 
channels were opened and old ones reinvigorated. The resulting networks linked 
researchers with curriculum and testing experts in states and school districts, with 
teachers and teacher organizations, and with public and private entities that supply 
textbooks, tests, and teacher professional development.  

9.2     Frameworks 

 Because the CCSS initiative is essentially an education reform policy, our concep-
tual lens is grounded in the policy analytic and political science research literature. 
Three strands are especially relevant. The fi rst focuses on the policy process and 
specifi es how research and other evidence use vary over phases of the policy cycle. 
For example, because the solutions or policy options that are considered typically 
depend on how a policy problem is defi ned, research-based evidence may be 
interwoven with normative arguments that appeal to elected offi cials’ and their 
constituents’ core values. In this phase, evidence use typically consists of research 
and statistics that defi ne the nature, distribution, and likely causes of a problem 
combined with the strategic use of a variety of evidences linking a problem defi nition 
to a particular policy option (Stone  2012 ; Kingdon  1995 ). In contrast, once policy 
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options reach the agendas of decision-making institutions, evidence use again 
combines research and other information, but the focus is on informing the details 
of policy design – e.g., the effects of different funding mechanisms and administrative 
arrangements – while also maintaining support and minimizing opposition to the 
proposed policy. Similarly, other phases, such as policy enactment and implementation, 
evoke the use of evidence in different combinations. 

 A second strand of our conceptual framework focuses on explaining a defi ning 
characteristic of the CCSS and also exploring a more general dimension of evidence 
use in policymaking. The question specifi c to the CCSS is: why was this initiative 
successful after previous attempts to move the United States toward national stan-
dards had failed? One likely reason is that Common Core proponents had learned 
from earlier efforts to draft voluntary national standards that had become enmeshed in 
controversies over curricular values and fears of federal encroachment (Rothman  2011 ). 
Political and policy conditions had changed over the ensuring decades, but CCSS 
advocates had to discern what those changes were and their implications for the design 
and advancement of a new approach to national standards. The broader issue is how 
policy entrepreneurs use evidence – including research knowledge – about past policy 
successes and failures in shaping their substantive and strategic agendas. 

 Organizational learning requires that institutional actors identify and understand 
the factors contributing to past successes and failures. In doing so, they need to draw 
inferences from their experience and that of others and then use those inferences to 
shape and guide future behavior (Levitt and March  1988 ). That process requires 
collecting and analyzing information to identify problems and their causes, searching 
for solutions, and applying them to improve performance (Mahler  2009 ). In a policy 
context, organizational learning may take two different forms: political learning that 
results in more sophisticated advocacy of a policy and policy learning that leads to 
changes in a policy’s scope or its implementation plan. May ( 1992 ) notes that the 
evidence for political learning often involves a shift in advocates’ tactics, while 
policy learning is typically associated with more fundamental changes, including 
redefi ned objectives. Although policy learning may lead to altered goals, it can also 
result in a reaffi rmation of the proposed policy’s original goals, but with a shift in its 
scope or targets. 

 Because of our interest in evidence use, we elaborated our focus on learning by 
drawing on theories of information processing. Jones and Baumgartner ( 2005 ) defi ne 
information processing as “collecting and assembling, interpreting, and prioritizing 
signals from the environment” (p. 7). These signals are characterized by uncertainty 
and ambiguity because it is often not clear if the external environment has actually 
changed or in what way, thus complicating learning by policy entrepreneurs. 
Nevertheless, to the extent that they can collect, distill, and validly interpret informa-
tion about the external environment, they gain a valuable resource not only to aid in 
their own learning, but also one that can be used as part of their advocacy strategies. 

 We utilize a third and fi nal body of theory to analyze the interplay between 
researchers and policymakers. We interpret the process through which research (and 
other types of systematic evidence) is integrated into policy or practice as analogous 
with attitude change and persuasion and uses the theoretical approach pioneered in 
cognitive psychology (   Petty and Cacioppo  1986 ; Bohner et al.  2008 ). As with the 
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process of coming to a new opinion about an issue, the use of research in an ongoing 
activity involves more than simply learning new information; the recipient must see 
the new information as relevant and credible and also understand how its use could 
improve the ongoing activity (Bohner and Dickel  2011 ; Holyoak and Chang  2011 ; 
cf. Spillane et al.  2002 ). Thus, this perspective distinguishes two stages in the 
process of taking up new information: the communication of new ideas and their 
supporting evidence, and the comprehension and integration of that new information 
in the context of previously established behaviors and organizational routines 
(cf. Kennedy  1983 ; Davies and Nutley  2008 ).  

9.3     Methods 

 This analysis draws on three data sources. 1  The fi rst is interviews with leaders of the 
Common Core movement, interest groups supporting the CCSS, members of the 
work groups and committees charged with writing and validating the CCSS, national 
and state education policymakers, groups critical of the CCSS, and private providers 
of curricular and professional development materials. Between May 2011 and June 
2013, 116 interviews were conducted at the national level and in California, Indiana, 
Massachusetts, and Tennessee. 2  These structured interviews focused on the politics 
and process of Common Core promotion, development, and adoption; why partici-
pants chose to use certain types of evidence and what other types were either 
unavailable or not used; and what they see as major implementation challenges and 
the types of information and evidence that would be most useful in addressing them. 
These interviews are the primary basis for the fi ndings presented in this chapter. 3  

1   The study on which this chapter is based was supported by a grant from the W. T. Grant Foundation 
as part of its Uses of Research Evidence Program. We were assisted in our data collection by Lisa 
Argyle, Alex Cortez, Marika Fain, Cecilia Farfan-Mendez, Jeanette Yih Harvie, Natalie Miller, 
Arlene Perez, Mabel Perez, Kristoffer Smemo, Chelsy Thompson, and Kimberly Zilles at UC 
Santa Barbara and by Stephanie E. Dean, Ashley Clark Perry, and Lindsay Shouldis at the Hunt 
Institute. 
2   These four states were selected to provide regional variation and to include representation from 
states receiving Race to the Top funding and ones not receiving it. Half the interviews were con-
ducted with national-level actors; the balance was divided among respondents in the four states. 
National-level respondents ranged from congressional staff to executive directors of national orga-
nizations (including teachers, school boards, and civil rights groups as well as groups focused on 
general education policy advocacy), in addition to participants in the CCSS process (including the 
drafters and members of work groups and validating committees). State-level respondents included 
state education agency leadership, legislators, university researchers, teachers, and representatives 
of education policy advocacy groups. 
3   About 10 % of the interviews were conducted over the telephone, the remainder in person. The 
average duration of the interviews was between 45 and 60 min. Interviewees were assured that 
their responses would be confi dential and not attributed to them or their organization, so only their 
role positions are noted in citing interview data. 
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 A second data source are research reports, policy briefs, speeches, blog posts, 
press releases, media accounts, and Congressional testimony related to the CCSS 
that were produced between 2006 and the end of 2011. Approximately 1,500 
artifacts were archived and a sample of 30 %, stratifi ed by stage of the policy process 
and type of organization producing the artifact, were coded. 4  The coding captures 
the type of evidence cited, the intended audience, the policy issues discussed, 
how they have been framed in the CCSS process, and their links to other artifacts 
and organizations. 

 The fi nal data source is participant observer notes from weekly conference calls 
between September 2010 and January 2011 among groups engaged in implementing 
the CCSS. Initiated and moderated by the Hunt Institute, the confi dential calls 
typically involved 7–14 “advocacy partners,” including organizations representing 
elected offi cials, teachers and administrators, higher education, parents, and non-
profi t private providers, most linked by common sources of funding for their work 
on the CCSS. The participants discuss their individual and shared activities, political 
developments that advance or threaten the Common Core, and their upcoming 
information needs. The notes chronicle the continuing role of organizations that serve 
as research and information intermediaries for various policymaker, professional, 
and public audiences.  

9.4     Findings 

 The story of the CCSS – its implementation, effects, and the role of research in 
shaping it – will not be fully known for a decade or more. Yet its early history suggests 
three major conclusions about the use of research and other types of evidence in 
promoting the fundamental policy shift that the Common Core represents. The fi rst 
is that, consistent with the literature on policy analysis, research use differed over 
stages of the Common Core’s development and that variation served both substantive 
and strategic purposes. Second, advocates learned from the experience of prior 
standards-based reform attempts, and this political and policy learning enriched the 
CCSS process in several ways, including fostering a more discerning assessment of 
the political conditions for change; a more robust appreciation for the federal 
structure of American education governance, resulting in a state-led (rather than 
a federal) initiative; and a sharpened sensitivity to the danger that ideology and 
partisan competition could derail reform if the initiative did not maintain a clear 
problem focus. Third, throughout the process policy advocates, researchers, and 

4   In addition to those produced by organizations active in the Common Core movement, news 
articles, op-eds, editorials, and blog posts on the CCSS which have been published by  Education 
Week , the  New York Times , and the  Washington Post  are among the artifacts that have been archived 
and coded. Similar artifacts were also archived from the largest circulation newspapers in each of 
the four states ( Los Angeles Times, Indianapolis Star Tribune, Boston Globe , and the  Memphis 
Commercial Appeal ). 
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policymakers combined formal, peer-reviewed research fi ndings with other types 
of evidence – particularly statistical data, expert judgment, and practitioner 
knowledge – in a  process of collaborative problem-solving that successfully spanned 
the oft- lamented gap between the “cultures” of research and practice. 

9.4.1     Research Use over the Stages of the Policy 
Development Process 

 In promoting the idea of standards common across multiple states, advocates used 
research-based evidence in making two arguments in support of the policy. Drawing 
on data from the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and the 
Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), they argued that 
the achievement of US students is low as compared with the nation’s economic 
competitors and that unlike the United States, countries with high-achieving 
students have focused, rigorous, and coherent national standards. For groups with 
an equity agenda, even more compelling were arguments based on data showing 
persistent patterns of differential achievement among students depending on their 
race/ethnicity, social class, and place of residence; students’ lack of preparation for 
postsecondary education or employment; and signifi cant variation among states in 
the rigor of their standards. 5  

 These arguments were substantive in their reliance on international data docu-
menting variations in student performance and suggesting a relationship between 
test scores and differential learning opportunities. Decades of research highlighted 
the shortcomings of the United States’ fragmented approach to specifying what 
students should know as compared with other countries’ more coherent and focused 
approach to academic standards. At the same time, research was used strategically 
in defi ning the problem of US students’ low and variable achievement as one that 
could be addressed by adopting national standards. Although the achievement of 
US students as compared with peers in other countries and the generally low quality 
of state standards were generally accepted, there was less agreement about the rela-
tionship between standards and achievement or the causes of the differing levels of 
achievement by US students. Diagnosing the reason for the relationship, in short, 
required interpretation, and CCSS proponents identifi ed the cause of US students’ 
low achievement as due to states’ low and variable quality standards. That strategic 
framing pointed to common standards as the primary solution (National Governors 
Association  2008 ). In contrast, and as we might expect from the literature on strategic 
framing (Stone  2012 ; Majone  1989 ), some researchers drew a different conclusion 
and emphasized the lack of system capacity, especially supports for teachers and 
students (Cohen and Moffi tt  2009 ). 

5   We discuss the use of evidence during this early phase of the CCSS in McDonnell and Weatherford 
( 2013 ). 
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 This same combination of substantive and strategic purposes extended into the 
development and adoption of the standards. At one level, the CCSS development 
process was a technical task characterized by the systematic use of research and 
other types of evidence. 6  Consistent with its promised reliance on research-based 
evidence, a variety of sources were used, including peer-reviewed journal articles, 
research syntheses prepared by expert panels convened by federal agencies and 
professional associations, surveys of postsecondary faculty, and reviews of interna-
tional test data and the standards of high-performing countries. So, for example, 
among the works consulted in drafting the mathematics standards were scholarly 
studies related to teaching mathematics to young children, the fi nal report of the 
National Mathematics Advisory Panel, National Research Council reports synthe-
sizing research on how people learn, analyses of PISA and TIMSS, the NAEP 
mathematics frameworks, and standards from about a dozen countries and fi ve US 
states that had what were considered rigorous mathematics standards (Common Core 
State Standards Initiative  2010 ). 

 However, in addition to producing the mathematics and ELA standards, CCSSO, 
NGA, and their allies had to concentrate on several other tasks. They needed to 
ensure that those who would be responsible for adopting and implementing the 
CCSS, especially state offi cials and classroom teachers, were invested in the 
endeavor. Consequently, groups representing those constituencies were regularly 
consulted, given draft standards to review, and their input seriously considered. 
In obtaining input from state offi cials through continued consultation with state 
departments of education and from interactions with teachers convened by the two 
national teacher unions, the standards writers were acting strategically. They were 
also using a different kind of evidence than the results of formal research, viz., the 
judgments of expert state administrators and experienced classroom teachers about 
the content of the standards and about how to smooth the process of implementing 
them. The process of collecting that evidence was strategic in that it helped build 
trust and acceptance of the standards among key constituencies. 

 However, the evidence itself played a critical substantive role because it was based 
on the expert judgments of practitioners familiar with how standards operate once 
they are translated into classroom instruction. Although past research could provide 
some information about the school and classroom implementation of standards, input 
from practitioners not only lent greater credibility to the development process, but it 
also provided the writers with more fi nely grained information about the linkages 
between standards and classroom practice. Classroom teachers were especially atten-
tive to the instructional logic inherent in the order of standards across grade levels 
and to the language used in communicating the intent of each standard. Members of 
the American Federation of Teachers (AFT) who were among the teacher reviewers 
talked about focusing on the Common Core’s utility in the classroom and its ability 

6   For more details on the different types of research and other evidence used in the standards devel-
opment process, see Weatherford and McDonnell ( 2013 ). 
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to guide instruction. So, for example, mathematics teachers wanted to see a balance 
between an emphasis on deep conceptual understanding of mathematical concepts 
and students’ mastery of mathematical procedures (Personal interviews, AFT  2010 ). 
During the adoption process, research and other evidence were used strategically to 
convince state boards of education to substitute the CCSS for their current state-
specifi c standards. The same research fi ndings that had been used to build the initial 
case for moving toward common standards were repeated in state venues through 
vehicles such as presentations to the state board of education and in media outlets 
through letters to the editor and op-ed articles. To assist state- level CCSS supporters, 
CCSSO and NGA provided a “messaging toolkit” with talking points and sample 
content for letters to the editor and op-ed articles. In California, for example, then-
president of the State Board of Education (SBE), Ted Mitchell, published an op-ed 
article just prior to the SBE’s vote on the CCSS. He echoed points outlined in national 
discussions and the toolkit: that the Common Core “has been informed by the best 
available evidence,” that it refl ects “the realities of the classroom” and “includes 
rigorous content and skills,” and that “the standards are benchmarked to those of other 
top-performing countries” (Mitchell  2010 ). At the same time, he raised a controversial 
issue specifi c to California about teaching algebra in the eighth grade and argued that 
the mathematics CCSS better prepare students for algebra and provide another option 
for students not ready for algebra in the eighth grade. 

 These generic sources were augmented with analyses comparing the CCSS in 
detail with current state standards as a basis for demonstrating that the Common 
Core is at least as rigorous in the topics and skills covered as the state standards and 
in most cases more coherent and focused. One of the states where such an analysis 
was critical to support for adoption of the CCSS was Massachusetts because it had 
both high standards and relatively high student achievement as compared with other 
US states. With funding from the Gates Foundation, the Massachusetts Business 
Alliance for Education (MBAE) commissioned WestEd to analyze the extent to 
which the revised Massachusetts state standards corresponded with the CCSS. In a 
500-page report, WestEd presented a crosswalk analysis of the two sets of standards 
and assessed their degree of alignment on content skills and knowledge, depth of 
knowledge, and the clarity and measurability of each standard by grade and content 
area. Because WestEd concluded that both the Massachusetts standards and the 
CCSS overlapped in content coverage and were comparable in clarity and measur-
ability, the MBAE board decided that Massachusetts “couldn’t go wrong either 
way” in adopting either its own recently revised standards or the CCSS. However, it 
supported adoption of the CCSS and urged the SBE to incorporate where appropriate 
Massachusetts standards not refl ected in the Common Core (Personal interviews, 
MBAE  2010 ; WestEd  2010 ). 7   

7   In collaboration with the Massachusetts Department of Education, Achieve also conducted a 
comparative content analysis of the revised Massachusetts standards and the CCSS and found a 
90 % alignment overall. However, MBAE commissioned the WestEd analysis because it perceived 
Achieve as biased, stemming from its support of the Common Core. The Massachusetts SBE 
unanimously adopted the CCSS on July 21, 2010. At the same time, one of the major groups 
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9.4.2     Research Use and Political and Policy Learning 

 The explanation for the combined use of research for substantive and strategic 
purposes lies in a second fi nding about research as a resource in political and policy 
learning. Because of the highly visible and divisive failure of earlier attempts to 
promote national standards, the success of the Common Core depended on both 
political learning, yielding more sophisticated advocacy of the idea, and policy 
learning, leading to reshaping the institutional arrangements by which standards 
were developed and would operate. The fi rst challenge for those promoting national 
standards was to discern, given signals from the policy environment, whether condi-
tions had changed so that national standards were now more politically feasible. 
Based on several different indicators, the Common Core leaders decided that conditions 
were now more favorable than in the 1990s. These signals included the participation 
of 16 states in the American Diploma Project with its common college- and career-
ready high school graduation requirements; public opinion polls indicating support 
for national standards; and state policymakers beginning to see the potential cost 
advantages of common standards, especially given the requirements of No Child 
Left Behind (Rothman  2011 ; Personal interviews). One of the leaders of the CCSS 
initiative explained how he and his colleagues interpreted these indicators and used 
them in their advocacy with state policymakers:

  …we had very disparate standards across the country. That was particularly revealed with 
No Child Left Behind because it required states to defi ne “profi ciency” based on their stan-
dards, and then to defi ne cut scores. So you had states demonstrating widely different ideas 
of what they expected kids to know to be ready for the 21st century. That just seemed to me 
to drive us toward a common core that more truly refl ected where we wanted to go… 

 …to legislators, I would often use a cost-effective argument: Do you really want to be 
in this business 50 times and try to come up with the best standards, or do you want to pool 
your efforts at the state-level – not the federal – to collaborate. And I would point to some 
early examples of collaboration – New England [NECAP], Achieve was already underway 
with their Algebra II standards. It was important to have some examples of where this was 
already happening and producing good results. 

   However, even with greater support than in the past, the resulting policy proposal 
had to avoid two pitfalls of past attempts: it could not appear to be a federal or even 
a national incursion into state authority, and it could not become entangled in ideo-
logical disputes over curricular values. The fi rst obstacle was avoided when CCSSO 
and NGA took the lead in organizing the development of the initiative. Constituency 
organizations representing state offi cials, CCSSO and NGA outlined an adoption 
process that would proceed on a state-by-state basis, according to the policy enact-
ment rules of each state. In corresponding fashion, the organizers’ insistence that 
the development process be research and evidence based helped to avoid the second 
pitfall. Policy learning helps explain much about how this effort was organized. 

opposing the CCSS, the Pioneer Institute, is located in Boston and continues to argue that the 
state’s adoption of the Common Core is weakening the quality of academic content in the state’s 
classrooms (personal interviews). 
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Lessons were drawn from the failure of the G. H. W. Bush and Clinton administrations’ 
proposals for national standards and from the “curriculum wars” of the 1990s that 
had threatened standards policies in some states. 

 Relying on research and evidence as a primary foundation for the CCSS had the 
substantive benefi t of grounding them in available knowledge about developmental 
processes, teaching and learning, the structure and logic of disciplines such as math-
ematics, and the skills needed for students to be prepared for college or for entry- 
level careers. At the same time, this approach was also strategic. CCSS leaders 
acknowledged that their commitment to ground the effort in research and evidence 
was a strategy to avoid past ideological debates that had plagued standards and 
assessment policies in a number of states during the 1990s (Personal interviews; 
McDonnell and Weatherford  2013 ). 

 The success of the CCSS will ultimately depend on how much policy learning 
has occurred about the necessary conditions for successful classroom implementa-
tion of top-down policies. Although the enabling resources necessary for the CCSS 
to produce their intended effects – such as instructional materials and provisions for 
professional development to prepare teachers to work with the new content – were 
not stressed as the idea of Common Core standards was promoted and developed, 
its advocates understood that its promise depends on effective implementation. 
Some 20 years of standards-based reform had taught that lesson. 

 We do not yet know the extent to which research will be used during the CCSS 
implementation process. Our interviews with those responsible for implementation 
in four states and with a number of private providers suggest that use is likely to 
vary across states and local districts depending on the resources available to support 
educators, including the strength and quality of existing professional development 
networks, and whether states and districts have additional funding from sources 
such as foundations and the federal Race to the Top program. The ambitious aims 
of the Common Core State Standards, along with the fact that state education 
budgets have been cut all across the country, mean that implementing the Common 
Core will also depend much more than with past curriculum reforms on the resources 
available from hundreds of nonprofi t and for-profi t providers of instructional mate-
rials and professional development. These materials, widely advertised as aligned 
with the CCSS, will doubtless vary in their effectiveness, because no central body is 
assessing the quality of the materials being produced by an increasingly dense 
network of private providers, or the degree of their alignment with the CCSS. Even 
if the quality of materials and their alignment with the Common Core can be 
assessed by state agencies and local districts, using tools such as the publishers’ 
criteria for mathematics and ELA developed by the standards writers (Coleman and 
Pimentel  2012 ; National Governors Association et al.  2012 ,  2013 ), there is still the 
challenge of how new materials can be incorporated into ongoing instruction. As a 
researcher working closely with districts in California noted:

  I do think that there is currently a dearth of really strong aligned materials, so availability 
right now is an issue, but what I see is going to be a bigger issue is there’s going to be a ton 
of stuff out there…The issue is knowing how to use it, knowing how to incorporate  materials 
into your instructional program, into your curriculum, how do you actually build curricu-
lum that refl ects the Common Core? 
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   Private providers are playing a critical role in that process and in doing so, they 
are drawing on a range of evidences. Some market their materials as designed “by 
teachers for teachers” and draw on surveys of teachers and the developers’ experi-
ence in working with teachers. Other providers are relying on the former teachers 
and teacher educators who prepare the instructional materials and professional 
development programs they sell to revise and adapt existing products for the CCSS. 
In contrast, some major providers, with funding from sources such as the Gates 
Foundation, draw directly on research to create templates that teachers can then 
adapt to their local contexts. One example is the Mathematics Design Collaborative 
(MDC) whose work on formative assessments is based on research conducted by 
the Shell Centre at the University of Nottingham and at UC Berkeley. In these cases, 
research-based evidence is used in such a way that it can be integrated with 
“the wisdom of practice” (Personal interviews, Phillips and Wong  2012 ).  

9.4.3     Combining Research with Other Types of Evidence 

 That approach leads to our third and fi nal fi nding: throughout the CCSS process, 
research has been resourcefully combined with other types of evidence. The political 
nature of the adoption phase made it appropriate to invoke the sort of strategic rea-
soning that called on evidence such as teachers’ and state offi cials’ judgments, public 
opinion data, and past policies. However, the integration of research with other types 
of evidence was an equally prominent part of the process when the purposes were 
more substantive and technical, as during the formulation and writing of the standards. 
Certainly the experience of educators, working with different types of students in 
different institutional contexts, can augment research knowledge. However, there are 
also aspects of the standards where the relevant research is incomplete or its fi ndings 
mixed. In those instances, CCSS proponents had to draw on multiple sources of 
evidence if standards development was to be completed in a timely manner. 

 For example, research on learning trajectories in mathematics is quite robust at 
the K-2 level, but not at higher grade levels. 8  Trajectories are better developed in the 
early grades because developmental psychologists have compiled a rich research 
base about children’s early learning and because concepts and skills at the early 
childhood level are simpler than the more complex topics and sequencing in 
advanced mathematics (Clements  2011 , p. 20). But the notion of learning progres-
sions was a crucial idea in organizing the standards beyond the research-rich early 
grades, to ensure that the sequence of topics taught in successive grades would be 

8   Learning trajectories or progressions are defi ned as “empirically supported hypotheses about the 
levels or waypoints of thinking, knowledge, skill in using knowledge, that students are likely to go 
through as they learn mathematics and one hopes, reach or exceed the common goals set for learn-
ing. Trajectories involve hypotheses both about the order and nature of the steps toward the goals 
of school mathematics” (Daro et al.  2011 , p. 12). Researchers acknowledge the probabilistic nature 
of learning progressions and that existing ones require additional examination (Sztajin et al.  2012 ). 
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logical and avoid redundancy. Consequently, the standards writers had to look to 
expert judgments as a substitute for knowledge gained from research studies. They 
asked multiple researchers, including mathematicians who drew on their knowledge 
of the logic of mathematics as a discipline and the foundations for higher-level 
study to offer their best judgment of the appropriate progression of standards, and 
scholars who study math education, who drew on the research literature on how 
students learn to assemble their best judgment about what trajectories might look 
like in higher grades. They then used those inferences in placing topic and skill 
standards at appropriate grade levels (Personal interviews).   

9.5     Conclusion and Implications 

 The Common Core State Standards initiative involved innovation in both politics 
and policy. The politics of formulating the CCSS, as much as the process of per-
suading 45 states to adopt the standards, has been distinguished by an appreciation 
of the operation of the US federal system at a moment of unusual partisan polariza-
tion. Although the idea of strengthening content standards in K-12 education and 
making standards more uniform across the country was widely seen to comprise an 
attractive response to the poor showing US students’ achievement in international 
comparisons, previous attempts to move forward with the most obvious version of 
this reform – national standards disseminated from Washington, D.C. – had gener-
ated intense opposition. It took the entrepreneurial insights, and the confi dence born 
of experience in elected offi ce, of a few state-level leaders and organizations to 
imagine how two risky gambles could cut through the stalemate. Could the states 
collaborate, where the tradition had been distinctiveness? The leaders of NGA and 
CCSSO succeeded in organizing a reform process led from the states and yet capa-
ble of producing standards that were clearer, higher, and more coherent than what 
most states had produced alone. But the process would have foundered, if it had 
become mired in the polarized politics that typify Washington and many state capitals. 
Could the conventional competition among organized stakeholders over educational 
standards be set aside in the interests of formulating and adopting better, common 
standards? The fi rm admonition that the reform would be “research and evidence 
based” was intended to transform the historical pattern of standard-setting in the 
states, but it was unclear at the time whether relying on the stature and legitimacy of 
scholarly research could succeed in parrying interest groups’ drive to capture the 
process. In the end – although neither the process nor the product is perfect and the 
implementation of CCSS remains a fragile work in progress – seasoned observers 
from across the spectrum agree that the accomplishment is quite remarkable. 
This historic process is clearly one from which useful lessons can be drawn. 

 Our research, including close observation of the process, document analysis, and 
interviews with key participants, allows us to contribute to knowledge about the use 
of research in policy in three ways. First, the challenge of tracing the evolution of a 
policy initiative in real time forced us to develop techniques that previous scholars, 
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typically observing research use well after the fact, could not utilize. We were able 
to collect an unprecedented range of documentary information, including formal 
reports but also press releases, blogs, and advocacy publications – many of which 
are naturally ephemeral, living out their short life-spans in service to one stage of 
the policy process. In addition, our interviews with advocates, standards writers, 
researchers involved in reviewing draft standards, state and district administrators, 
and teachers took place while they were participating in the process, thus ensuring 
that their knowledge of events was fresh rather than recollected after a long inter-
lude and often allowing us to check their interpretations and refl ections against 
subsequent public statements and actions. 

 Second, tracing the process through which the standards documents were 
produced, and the more overtly political process that brought the standards forward 
for adoption by the states, pushed us to develop a more thoroughly elaborated concept 
of “evidence.” The CCSS process was distinguished by a rich set of exchanges 
involving researchers, practitioners, and policymakers, and the currency for these 
exchanges was “research and evidence” relevant to improving educational standards. 
One of the strengths of the process, of course, was to invite active engagement by 
participants from a range of vocational communities and knowledge cultures, but 
their collaboration hinged on the willingness and capability to move out of their 
disciplinary niches to appreciate the different ways the evidence helped push the 
search for solutions forward. The willingness to consult evidence other than 
peer-reviewed research was especially important in areas where the cumulation of 
formal research has not yet obtained closure on some question of educational 
practice or policy, but where progress on formulating standards required setting out 
a provisional statement. Observing this process led us to reconceptualize the notion 
of “evidence,” developing a typology anchored by the paradigm of peer-reviewed 
research but also including statistical data, the expert judgments of professionals, 
the experience-based refl ections of practitioners, and even values-based advocacy in 
some situations. In this conception, the properties of formal research set a standard 
for validity, but other forms of evidence can carry warrants that are not qualitatively 
disjoint but differ along a common continuum. 

 Third, the empirical results of our research encourage us to underline the impor-
tance of two aspects of the process of research use in the Common Core State 
Standards movement: policy learning and networks of communication and informa-
tion exchange. Neither of these concepts is new, but when we trace the development 
of CCSS, it is possible to map out their role with a degree of detail and concreteness 
unavailable in most studies of research use. Specifi cally, we have been able to 
observe each of the stages of policy learning, as we traced the way different partici-
pants engaged in collecting information about recent events, processing the informa-
tion and interpreting it in light of previous political and policy choices, refl ecting on 
their experience and drawing inferences, and then considering and deciding to 
change strategy or to continue on the same course. It is a truism that networks of 
communication are important for the transmission of new information, such as the 
results of recent research. But the CCSS process revealed changes – some serendipi-
tous, some intentional – in the crucial network variables of size, density, and age. 
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The magnitude of the proposed reform created an incentive for actors to join the 
debate from various corners of the system, from organizations representing occupa-
tional groupings such as teachers, to corporations that supply textbooks and tests, to 
civil rights groups, to representatives of political units such as school districts and 
state governments. The potential was high for combat among interest groups to dom-
inate the process. Some organizers, however, sought to structure communication to 
foster cooperation and defl ect competition, and they were able to secure foundation 
funding to deepen ties among established organizations and in a few cases to create 
new networks of groups advocating standards-based reform. By increasing the den-
sity of network ties – creating new links among groups who may share interests in 
CCSS but had not previously worked together and strengthening existing ties by 
multiplying the topics on which networked groups communicate – entrepreneurial 
organizers and funders were able to craft the architecture for cooperative advocacy. 

 Finally, it is worth noting three implications that we believe our research holds for 
policy and practice. First, the organizers were successful early on in framing the way 
people thought about the problem and in shaping the message. The process was 
centered on a concrete, relatively delimited problem (rather than a large, ideological 
goal or the ill-fi tting summation of the separate demands of coalition partners), and 
the norm was established that the process would be research and evidence based. 
This was essential, not only to focusing the work and giving it a clear trajectory but 
also to circumscribing the role of narrow interests and side-payments that would 
have undermined the push for strengthening standards and dissipated their coher-
ence. Second, the attention to communication, particularly by creating new networks 
and revivifying established ties, served two critical functions. As communication 
channels, the networks kept major players in touch with the progress of the writing 
group, as well as creating a culture of accountability by transmitting feedback from 
stakeholders to those working directly on the standards. And as foci for cooperative 
advocacy work, the networks made it possible to craft well- planned communications 
when campaigning for the standards with state offi cials and the public, and to respond 
to critics with an informed, univocal message. Third, the inclusive nature of the 
process, undergirded by the implicit acceptance of an image of legitimate evidence that 
honored different types and sources of evidence but held all claims to comparable 
standards, made it possible to build and maintain an exceptionally broad-based 
coalition, spanning not only a wide range of intellectual disciplines but also engaging 
players whose political views would usually have put them at odds.     
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        In his fi rst inaugural address on January 20, 2009, President Obama said that he was 
not concerned with whether government is too big or too small, “but whether it 
works … Where the answer is yes, we intend to move forward. Where the answer is 
no, programs will end.” 

 Rhetoric like this is standard fare for inaugural addresses. As it turned out, how-
ever, Obama was serious about his intent to fi nd out if programs work and to expand 
them if they do. Within the fi rst year of the administration, the Obama team in the 
White House, at the Offi ce of Management and Budget (OMB), and in several 
 executive agencies had initiated work on six social policy initiatives in which fund-
ing was to be based on evidence of success. After a brief review of these six initia-
tives, we examine one of them in detail, explaining how the administration developed 
the initiative; how it obtained congressional approval and funding for the initiative; 
how the money was offered on a competitive basis to states, local government agen-
cies, or private organizations; and how applicants for the grant funds had to use 
evidence to win the money and to generate additional evidence of performance as 
the program was being implemented. 

 The emphasis on evidence of program success from rigorous studies and the 
requirement to produce evidence of program performance during implementation 
may have the potential to increase the effectiveness of federal grant programs. 
The purposes of this chapter are both to document how the initiatives were created 
and implemented and to analyze issues that arose as the administration tried to bring 
evidence to the center of policymaking in the nation’s capital. Most of the analysis 
in this chapter is dedicated to the Investing in Innovation (i3) initiative, which was 
designed to improve education policy and programs through the use of evidence. 

    Chapter 10   
 Obama’s Promise: Using Evidence 
to Fight the Nation’s Social Problems 

                Ron     Haskins      and     Greg     Margolis   

        R.   Haskins      (*)  •     G.   Margolis    
  Center on Children and Families in the Economic Studies Department 
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 Why would anyone try to document and analyze a policy initiative that has not 
yet demonstrated its value? We admit that we are optimistic that the Obama strat-
egy of spending federal funds on social intervention programs that have been 
shown to produce impacts and then carefully evaluating the programs as they are 
implemented is a better strategy than the current practice of giving states and 
other organizations money on a formula basis and allowing them great fl exibility 
in spending the federal dollars. We are not arguing that all federal funds should 
be distributed only to programs with strong evidence of impacts. The total cost of the 
six evidence- based Obama initiatives is around $5 billion. For this investment, 
the federal government is getting scores of intervention programs, most with a 
strong record of having impacts in reducing social problems, as well as scores of 
evaluations, many of them based on gold standard designs. But even more important, 
the fi eld of policy analysis will have the opportunity to assess the overall strategy 
of awarding funds based on evidence of success and employing quality evaluations 
to measure the degree of impact of the various programs. In the event that this 
strategy produces some notable successes, our goal is to have explained in detail 
how the strategy was implemented and how subsequent programs that  follow 
the Obama path of creating evidence-based policy could replicate the Obama 
evidence-based programs should subsequent administrations or Congresses elect to 
do so. Our approach in this chapter is to provide some general information about 
all six initiatives and then to provide a more detailed and nuanced portrait of the 
Obama administration’s i3 initiative. 

10.1     Context 

    As background for the analysis that follows, Table  10.1  provides an overview of the 
major characteristics of the six Obama evidence-based initiatives. The six initiatives 
were Teen Pregnancy Prevention (TPP), Home Visiting, Investing in Innovation 
(i3), the Social Innovation Fund (SIF), the Workforce Innovation Fund (WIF), and 
the Trade Adjustment Assistance Community College and Career Training Grant 
Program (Community College). All the initiatives involved collaborative work 
between an executive branch agency and the Offi ce of Management and Budget 
(OMB), with some involvement by the White House. The executive branch agencies 
involved were the Departments of Health and Human Services (for the TPP and 
Home Visiting initiatives), Education (i3), and Labor (WIF and Community 
College). The Corporation for National and Community Service, an independent 
government agency that is nonetheless under the administrative oversight of OMB, 
was responsible for the SIF initiative. 

 OMB announced both publicly (Orszag  2009 ) and within the administration, as 
only OMB can do, that a major goal of the Obama presidency was to put evidence 
at the center of its decisions on funding both new and existing grant programs. 
OMB was the quarterback for all the initiatives, working directly with senior 
offi cials in the executive agencies to develop the initiatives and with staff and 
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Members of Congress to formulate the legislation necessary to authorize and fund the 
six initiatives. As the legislation was being drafted, OMB worked with the agencies 
to develop the funding notices by which the administration would tell potential 
applicants (states, local governments, universities, research fi rms, community-based 
organizations, and others) what they had to do to qualify for funding. Between the 
statutory language, which had to be worked out with the committees of jurisdiction 
in the House and Senate and therefore was not under direct control of the Obama 
administration, and the funding notices, which the administration could and did 
control, what it means to be “evidence based” was embodied in both statutory lan-
guage and the language of the funding notices. 

 The six Obama initiatives are unique in many respects, not least in the way they 
bring evidence to the center of the policymaking process. Consider the standards of 
using research to infl uence policy proposed by Knott and Wildavsky ( 1980 ). This 
classic set of standards proposes a sequential set of seven stages of research impact, 
extending from transmitting the research results to potential users such as policy-
makers and their staffs; understanding of the research by policymakers or their 
staffs; infl uencing the way policymakers think about a problem or its solution; using 
the research to shape a policy or program; adopting the implications of the research 
by enacting a new policy that was shaped, at least in part, by the research; imple-
menting the research by translating the new policy into practice; and having impact 
if the new policy or program delivers some benefi t to citizens. 

 Notwithstanding the fact that most research does not even make it to the sec-
ond stage of the Knott/Wildavsky model, a key point in understanding the 
uniqueness of the Obama initiatives is that they have already achieved the fi rst 
six stages of the model. Research is built into the DNA of the initiatives because 
each of them requires states, school systems, community-based organizations, 
and others who implement programs to use model programs that have been 
shown by research of varying degrees of rigor to have signifi cant impacts on 
social problems. There is something like an assumption chain that explains why 
the administration expended so much energy, political capital, and money on its 
evidence-based initiatives:

•    Random-assignment program evaluations can accurately identify social inter-
vention programs that work and those that don’t (Orr  1998 ).  

•   A substantial number of social programs have already been developed that sig-
nifi cantly reduce social problems.  

•   If federal grant funds are spent primarily to expand (or in administration par-
lance, to “scale up”) programs that have rigorous evidence of success, the nation 
will make more progress in reducing its social problems.  

•   Continuous high-quality evaluations of social programs as they are being imple-
mented will increase the likelihood that they can continue to be effective and to 
reduce the level of the nation’s social problems.  

•   By allocating some funds to develop promising intervention programs that are 
not (yet) supported by rigorous research, more and more effective model pro-
grams can be developed and progress against social problems will be enhanced.   
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One or more of these assumptions may turn out to be incorrect, but the least that can 
be said about the initiatives is that within the next few years, a massive amount of 
research evidence on the success of scores of social programs will begin to pour in. 
But already at this stage, when the implementing legislation has been enacted, 
around $5 billion in funds has been appropriated, all six initiatives are in various 
stages of implementation, and evaluations are in place, it seems safe to say that there 
has seldom if ever been such a broad use of social science evidence to formulate 
social policy and implement and evaluate social programs. Typically, social scien-
tists and others who believe in trying to infl uence policy formulation through the 
use of evidence are fi ghting to get their evidence considered in the public square. 
In Knott/Wildavsky terms, as we will see, the Obama initiatives meet the defi nitions 
of transmitting research, understanding the implications of research, using research to 
guide policy development, using research to shape the policy debate, using research 
to shape the policy itself, and using research to shape the implementation of the 
policy. Once the six initiatives had been adopted and the funding allocated to scores 
of new programs, all but the fi nal stage of the Knott/Wildavsky standards – showing 
the policy based on the research has a positive impact on the social problems 
addressed – have been met. 

 Moreover, the initiatives forced the use of research by a broad array of actors 
involved in the processes of policy proposing, policy debate, policy enactment, prep-
aration for policy implementation by federal agencies and their reviewers who 
decided which specifi c programs to fund, program operators who are implementing 
the programs, and the individuals (usually research specialists at universities) and 
research fi rms that are planning and conducting the many evaluations required by the 
initiatives. Again, the scope of actors in the policy process who are being required to 
adopt the administration’s emphasis on rigorous evidence is remarkable. Still, we are 
writing this chapter with the understanding that no one can claim that the initiatives 
are successful in Knott/Wildavsky terms because it is not yet known whether they are 
having positive impacts. We also write with the understanding that, as appears almost 
always to be the case with federal and state programs, subsequent administrations 
and Congresses might elect to repeal one or more of the initiatives or simply let them 
die a natural death by not renewing their funding. Already, the House of Representatives 
has eliminated funding for several of the initiatives during the annual appropriations 
process, although funding was restored by the Senate and eventually accepted by the 
House. On a similar but more positive note, subsequent administrations or Congresses 
may want to continue the initiatives but modify them based on how they are turning 
out after 5 or 6 years of implementation. We return to this issue below.  

10.2     Evidence Framework 

    A hallmark of the Obama evidence-based initiatives is the emphasis on funding 
model programs that have rigorous evidence of impacts on social problems. As our 
interviews (for details, see below) with many administration offi cials showed, 
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senior offi cials at OMB and in the agencies believed that the most reliable form of 
evidence on program effectiveness is provided by randomized control trials (RCTs). 
The six statutes underlying the administration’s six initiatives and the corresponding 
funding announcements drafted by agency staff, with lots of input from OMB and 
the White House, contain language on the administration’s evidence requirements. 
An analysis of this language is necessary to understand what the administration 
means by “evidence-based” policy. Table  10.2  shows that the defi nitions of evidence 
that appear in the statutes and the funding announcements (or evidence reviews; 
see below for details) are quite complex. Policies are spelled out in more or less 
detail in the statutes enacted by    Congress and then the funding announcements or 
evidence reviews spell out the policy in more detail but in a way that is supposed to 
be consistent with the statute. Sometimes the funding announcement is a straight-
forward expansion of the language in the statute, but not always. It is not unheard of 
for presidential administrations to take liberties with statutory language and impose 
their own interpretation on what the language means. The resolution of these cases 
can wind up in court, which then rules on whether the administration’s interpreta-
tion is permissible. So far, none of the six evidence-based initiatives have been taken 

       Table 10.2    Type of evidence required in six Obama evidence-based initiatives   

 Evidence-based 
initiative  Statute 

 Agency evidence review or funding 
opportunity announcement 

 Teen Pregnancy 
Prevention 

 “Proven effective through rigorous 
evaluation” 

 Studies were rated by the 
administration, and highest-
rated ranking was reserved for 
randomized controlled trials 

 Home Visiting  “Signifi cant” “positive outcomes” 
from “randomized controlled 
research designs” or from 
“quasi- experimental research 
designs” 

 At least one high- or moderate- 
quality impact evaluation 
(by implication, an RCT or 
quasi-experimental study that 
met certain requirements) 

 Investing in 
Innovation (i3) 

 Language about effects that programs 
must have demonstrated in order 
to be considered eligible, but no 
language on the type of study 
designs that produced the evidence 

 Evidence from RCTs or 
quasi- experimental 
designs (strong, moderate); 
preliminary includes 
“reasonable hypothesis” 

 Social Innovation 
Fund (SIF) 

 Evidence from “rigorous evaluations 
of program effectiveness” 
including, where available, RCTs 

 Must have evidence of impact; 
defi nitions of evidence are 
consistent with the i3 regulations 

 Workforce 
Innovation 
Fund (WIF) 

 “Evidence-based strategies” by type 
of study not defi ned 

 Three tiers of grants; “strong 
evidence” (but not defi ned by 
type of study) for top tier 

 Trade Adjustment 
Assistance 
Community 
College and 
Career Training 
(TAACCCT) 

 No language on evidence  Strong evidence defi ned as a “study 
or multiple studies whose designs 
can support strong, causal 
conclusions” and “statistically 
signifi cant, substantial, and 
important impact” 
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to court, but there does appear to be some light between the use of  evidence required by 
some of the statutes that established the six initiatives and the funding announcements 
or evidence reviews that stipulate the defi nition of evidence required of entities that 
want to qualify for funding. At the very least, funding announcements and evidence 
reviews are more detailed. 

 It seems likely that the top offi cials at OMB would have preferred to have the 
statutes for all six initiatives require that most of their grant funds be spent on pro-
grams that had been shown to have lasting impacts on important outcomes by RCTs. 
But there are two barriers to such a requirement. First, administrations are often not 
in position to dictate to Congress exactly how a legislative provision will be drafted. 
Drafting is the prerogative of the majority on congressional committees, and they 
can easily resent high-handed stipulations from any administration, even one con-
trolled by their own party. The Obama administration was mindful that its primary 
goal was to get the money to fund each of its initiatives, which was much more 
important than specifi c legislative language on evidence. Thus, as we will see and as 
Table  10.2  makes clear, the administration used the funding announcements and 
evidence reviews to complete the defi nitions of evidence. 

 Second, in the case of some of the social problems the administration wanted to 
attack, there is little evidence available from RCTs. As Jim Shelton, a senior offi cial 
at the Department of Education, put it to us in an interview about the i3 initiative, 
the administration tried to walk a fi ne line between setting too high a bar for 
evidence, in which case the administration would run the risk of having very few 
proposals submitted because relatively few education intervention programs are 
supported by RCTs, and setting the bar too low, in which case programs based on 
mediocre or worse evidence would be approved. The fi eld of education research and 
evaluation appears to be moving in the direction of emphasizing large-scale, 
random- assignment studies of intervention programs, some of which are showing 
impacts (Tuttle et al.  2013 ; Mosteller  1995 ; Goodson et al.  2010 ). Knowledge about 
successful educational interventions is growing, and the Obama i3 initiative can be 
expected to add more tested interventions, including several implemented on a 
broad scale, to the list. As we will see, especially in the case of the i3 initiative, 
senior offi cials at OMB and in the agencies tempered their desire to insist on pro-
grams that were backed by RCT evidence of effectiveness when such evidence was 
either nonexistent or in limited supply. All of the initiatives, including i3, allowed 
funding of intervention programs supported by evidence from quasi-experimental 
designs and the expenditure of some funds on programs that were merely promising 
and not backed by solid evidence of impacts. 

 Another important point about the administration’s use of evidence that is not 
obvious from Table  10.2  is that four of the initiatives – all but TPP and Home 
Visiting – were similar to traditional grant programs in the sense that the administra-
tion was given funds by Congress to award grants to various entities to mount inter-
vention programs addressed to specifi c social problems. The administering agencies 
then wrote rules that stipulated the standards of evidence and other conditions 
applicants had to meet in order to qualify for funding. In these four cases, applicants 
were able to select model intervention programs of their own choosing, as long as 
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the programs met the evidence standards for that initiative. The selection of 
intervention programs by the applicants and the strength of the evidence supporting 
the claim that the programs had impacts became an important criterion in the agency 
decision about whether to fund the applicants. By contrast, the TPP and Home Visiting 
initiatives employed work groups of senior staffers at HHS to conduct elaborate 
“evidence reviews” to identify model programs that were judged, according to 
carefully defi ned criteria (see Table  10.2 ), to qualify as “evidence based.” In the end, 
working with the research fi rms Mathematica and Child Trends, the administration 
identifi ed 28 model TPP programs (Mathematica Policy Research and Child Trends 
 2010 ) and seven model home visiting programs (Paulsell et al.  2010 ) that their 
evidence reviews determined to be evidence based. Thus, for these two initiatives, 
the administration itself decided whether program models were evidence based and 
then directed most (but not all) of the funding for these two initiatives to these programs 
per the legislative stipulation. 

 Returning to Table  10.2 , it may seem somewhat surprising that only two of the 
underlying statutes (for Home Visiting and SIF) required or prominently mentioned 
evidence from RCTs in order for programs to qualify for funding. However, in addi-
tion to these two, the statute for the TPP initiative required evidence from “rigorous 
evaluation” but without a statutory defi nition of what this term meant. Undeterred, 
the administration used the funding announcement for the TPP to require that to 
qualify for funding, most programs would have to be supported by evidence from 
the “high”- or “moderate”-rated designs which were then defi ned as RCTs in the 
former case and less rigorous RCTs or quasi-experimental designs in the latter case. 
Similarly, the funding notice for the i3 initiative required most programs that qualifi ed 
for funding to be supported by evidence from RCTs or quasi- experimental designs. 
Thus, three of the six initiatives (TPP, Home Visiting, and i3) had a requirement that 
applicants meet some level of evidence to receive funding. In the case of i3, each tier 
of funding had a required degree of evidence that the applicants were required to 
meet. In the cases of TPP and Home Visiting, the statute stipulated that 75 % of the 
funds were to be spent on programs supported by rigorous evidence. 

 This leaves only the WIF and Community College initiatives that had no require-
ment that most money be spent on programs supported by evidence from RCTs or 
quasi-experimental designs. In both cases, as we mentioned above, what might be 
called the King Canute exception applies to the requirement for evidence. King 
Canute could not hold back the tides with his commandment just as the administra-
tion cannot command evidence from random-assignment evaluations to suddenly 
appear. Rather, the administration had determined that helping workers qualify for 
jobs with good wages was an important goal, especially for a Democratic adminis-
tration. A widespread complaint among many Democrats and some Republicans is 
that too many workers either can’t fi nd employment or fi nd themselves stuck in 
low-skill and therefore low-wage jobs. But after lots of discussion between OMB, 
the White House, and the Department of Labor (DOL), the administration deter-
mined that there was not much evidence from RCTs for training programs that 
could successfully upgrade the skills of low-income workers and young workers 
with little education who were preparing to enter the labor market and there was 

R. Haskins and G. Margolis



141

even less rigorous evidence about the role of community colleges in preparing 
workers for good jobs. So the Department of Labor is not requiring RCT evidence 
or even evidence from quasi-experimental designs to qualify for funding in these 
two initiatives. However, the funding announcements emphasize the importance of 
applicants using programs that have strong evidence and award additional points for 
programs that are supported by strong evidence. In our interviews with both senior 
offi cials at the Department of Labor and at OMB, it was clear that the administration 
wanted to require rigorous evaluations by grantees, some with random- assignment 
designs, in order to thereby begin to build rigorous evidence about both types of 
labor market programs.  

10.3     Methods 

 The information for our study was based on interviews, documents from congres-
sional and administrative agencies, and newspaper and magazine accounts of the 
events we trace. Our interviews included congressional staffers, administration 
staffers, and staffers from interest groups based in the nation’s capital. We began by 
interviewing people we had worked with in the past whom we knew to have played 
a role in one or more of the six initiatives. Then during each interview, we asked if 
there were other people who had played a role in the initiative we should interview. 
Following this technique for identifying people to interview, often called the snow-
ball technique (Biernacki and Waldorf  1981 ; Tansey  2007 ), we identifi ed 179 poten-
tial interviewees. Of these, we interviewed 133; most of the information we report 
here is taken from these interviews. We interviewed three people about two of the 
initiatives, bringing the total number of interviews to 136. Of the 46 people we tried 
to contact but did not interview, we could not locate 2 people; 34 people agreed to 
the interview but repeated attempts to schedule the interview failed; and 10 people 
refused to participate, most of them because they said their role in the Obama initia-
tives had been tangential. The interviews were conducted between August 2011 and 
July 2013. We focused each interview on the particular Obama initiative on which 
the interviewee had worked (teen pregnancy, Home Visiting, i3, etc.). Broken down 
by initiative, 15 interviews were addressed to i3, 44 to Home Visiting, 27 to TPP, 22 
to SIF, 11 to WIF, 10 to the Community College initiative, and 7 that were devoted 
either primarily to IES or to more than one initiative. 

 Each interview followed a standard protocol of about 40 questions. The protocol 
differed slightly depending on whether the interviewee worked for the administra-
tion, Congress, or an advocacy group. We queried interviewees about how often and 
under what circumstances their organization used social science evidence, what 
individuals or organizations they consulted with when they had a question about 
evidence, whether they were familiar with the research literature on the social prob-
lem addressed by the specifi c initiative, who they talked with as they pursued their 
work on the initiative, the most persuasive arguments in favor of or against passage 
and implementation of the initiative, and similar issues related to evidence and their 
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role in the initiative. On nine occasions, we developed special questions for people 
we knew had played an especially important role in the formulation, enactment, or 
administration of an initiative. 

 In addition to interviews, we examined documents about the initiatives produced 
by the House, the Senate, congressional agencies (especially the Congressional 
Research Service), and the administration. There were surprisingly few House and 
Senate documents that provided information about the legislation that produced the 
initiatives. Upon refl ection, however, the reason for the lack of abundant informa-
tion from House and Senate documents is that most of the initiatives were passed as 
part of huge legislative provisions and as a result received little public attention, a 
fact that might have helped the initiatives and    their vehicles get through Congress. 
As shown in Table  10.1 , the TPP passed as part of an omnibus appropriations bill 
( Library of Congress b ), Home Visiting as part of the Affordable Care Act ( Library 
of Congress e ), i3 as part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) 
( Library of Congress a ), SIF as part of the reauthorization of the Corporation for 
National and Community Service ( Library of Congress f ), WIF as part of an omni-
bus appropriations bill ( Library of Congress c ), and the Community College initia-
tive as part of the bill that amended the ACA ( Library of Congress d ). Thus, none of 
the initiatives passed as stand-alone bills, and most were part of huge and very 
controversial bills such as the ARRA or the ACA. 

 By contrast with the sparseness of congressional documents, the respective 
administration departments had abundant information on their websites about their 
role in developing the evidence standards, formulating and publishing the funding 
announcements, providing information about organizations that received funding, 
and providing information about the evaluations that were an important part of each 
initiative.  

10.4     Findings 

10.4.1     Overview 

 We turn now to a detailed discussion of the i3 initiative. We have three purposes in 
conducting this review, based primarily on our interviews and on documents made 
publicly available by the Department of Education (DE). First, we want to review 
how the administration managed to get the i3 initiative enacted into law. Although 
there are important differences in the legislative pathways of the six initiatives, there 
is considerable overlap in the legislative strategy and tactics followed by the admin-
istration. Our thinking, and indeed our reason for conducting our entire project, is 
that it is possible that some future administration may decide to continue the type of 
evidence-based initiatives that the Obama administration has undertaken. If so, 
they will need to enact legislation to secure funding for whatever initiatives they 
decide to undertake. Knowledge about the Obama experience in passing legislation, 
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for better and for worse, can provide insights about legislative strategy. Second, the 
procedures followed by the DE to defi ne what it meant to be evidence based, to 
solicit both proposals that were based on the strongest possible evidence and propos-
als to fund promising programs with potential for being effective, can also provide 
useful examples for future administrations. In addition, the specifi c decisions made by 
the Obama administration about how to defi ne evidence and the tiers of evidence 
approach that allowed them to distinguish gradients in the quality of evidence are 
important in their own right to the social science community that must constantly 
wrestle with whether evidence and evaluation can lead to program improvement. 
Third, it seems doubtful that the Obama administration has made all the right choices 
in either its legislative strategy or its decisions on defi ning and using evidence to 
ensure that grant funds are being spent on programs that have the best chance of suc-
cessfully attacking the nation’s social problems. Should some future administration 
or Member of Congress decide to amend the Obama laws and administrative proce-
dures in ways that might improve the respective evidence-based initiatives, a history 
of how one of the initiatives originated and was implemented could prove useful.  

10.4.2     Origins of the i3 Initiative 

 On June 8, 2009, OMB director Peter Orszag published a much-discussed blog on 
the administration’s use of evidence. He wrote that the administration would “design 
new initiatives to build rigorous data about what works and then act on evidence that 
emerges.” He went on to write that the administration would create social initiatives 
that had “evaluation standards built into their DNA” (Orszag  2009 ). 

 Nor was there much doubt that Orszag and his colleagues at OMB and the White 
House had the ability, will, and technical know-how to implement what both the 
president and Director Orszag said would result in the federal government spending its 
money on more effective social programs. The Obama administration was full of 
scholars and researchers, many with previous government experience, who believed 
that RCTs were the most reliable design for determining whether social programs 
work. In addition, career staff at OMB, one of Washington’s most powerful and infl u-
ential organizations and the main driver for designing and implementing policy in 
most administrations, included a host of advocates for RCTs who had extensive expe-
rience in supporting and conducting them. Finally, the Institute of Education Sciences 
(IES), the relatively new government agency that had revolutionized the fi eld of edu-
cational research by funding RCTs on education practices (see   ies.ed.gov    ), brought a 
wealth of experience and expertise on research designs to the Obama enterprise. As the 
administration’s i3 initiative began to take shape, IES would play an important role. 

 Turning specifi cally to the i3 initiative, as shown by our interviews with presi-
dential advisor Jon Schnur and others, as well as a published account of the early 
days of the administration’s efforts on education by Steven Brill ( 2011 ): Even before 
he was inaugurated, President-elect Obama had a team working on what grew into 
one of the biggest education initiatives in federal history. During one meeting in the 
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transition period, the President-elect met in the transition offi ce on 6th Street, ten 
blocks from the White House, with Schnur and a group of incoming administration 
offi cials including future Secretary of Education Arne Duncan, future White House 
Chief of Staff Rahm Emanuel, future White House Domestic Policy Chief Melody 
Barnes, and Heather Higginbottom a senior White House advisor on education and 
other issues. Their purpose was to discuss the new administration’s education 
agenda. With the country mired in the depths of the worst recession since the Great 
Depression of the 1930s, the administration, along with virtually all Capitol Hill 
Democrats, now in the third year of their majority in both the House and Senate, 
planned to follow the Keynesian course and enact a huge spending bill, which even-
tually weighed in at over $800 billion. The ARRA was designed to stimulate the 
economy by spending billions of federal dollars. But that was not its only purpose. 
Emanuel, the president’s Chief of Staff, set the tone for the bill with the famous – or 
infamous, depending on your politics – declaration that “You never want a serious 
crisis to go to waste” (Seib  2008 ), meaning that Democrats should, for example, use 
the stimulus bill to expand domestic social programs, which they saw as vital to 
fi xing the country’s long-term social problems. 

 Which brings us back to the president’s meeting in the transition offi ce. According 
to Schnur, the president said that he wanted his education strategy to be driven by 
three principles: developing policies and practices that would produce better educa-
tional outcomes for children, especially poor children; featuring policies and prac-
tices that had the potential to attract support from Members of Congress and others; 
and developing and defending their proposals in a way that avoids “poking anyone 
in the eye.” Obama’s principles set the tone for Duncan, Schnur, and others at the 
Department of Education and OMB to develop the i3 legislation. 

 The president and his advisors knew they had to move fast to get their education 
provisions in the ARRA because the administration and the Democratic leadership 
on Capitol Hill intended to push the bill through Congress at the speed of light. 
In the end, after lots of negotiation among themselves, the administration decided to 
pursue two major and innovative education initiatives, which became Race to the 
Top (RTT) and Investing in Innovation (i3). Again based on our interview with 
Schnur and confi rmed by several interviews with congressional staffers, the latter 
was to be a version of an idea Schnur had originally developed with George Miller, 
Chairman of the House Committee on Education and Labor, and Miller’s staff. 
Restored to the chairmanship of that committee after Democrats took control of the 
House in the elections of 2006, the powerful and widely respected Miller was deter-
mined to have a substantive bill to reauthorize NCLB, which was on the congres-
sional calendar for the 2007–2008 session. The essence of the proposal Schnur and 
Miller developed was to establish, as part of the NCLB legislation, what Schnur 
called a “grow what works” fund in which the federal government would give 
money to education agencies that could show that they were conducting a program 
that had impacts on student performance, especially in closing the achievement gap 
between racial and ethnic groups. This provision was a major step toward creating 
evidence-based policy because the LEAs had to have at least achievement data 
showing improvements to qualify for funding. However, the “grow what works fund” 
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did not have a defi nition of the kind of evidence that had to be collected to show that 
achievement gaps were being closed. 

 Miller worked with Buck McKeon from California, the senior Republican on the 
Committee, to develop a bipartisan bill that contained many of their ideas for reau-
thorization, including the “grow what works fund” (see Section 1117). A discussion 
draft of the bill was released to the public on August 28, 2007, and a hearing was 
conducted on the bill on September 10, 2007. But that was as far as NCLB reautho-
rization got during the 2007–2008 Congress. As it turned out, Section 1117 had a 
longer lifespan than the NCLB reauthorization, primarily because Barack Obama 
was swept into offi ce with huge fanfare in the presidential election of 2008 – and his 
administration was focused on educational innovation and expanding what works. 

 A second important meeting to plan the new president’s education initiatives was 
held in the Oval Offi ce on January 29, a little more than a week after his inauguration. 
Schnur, Emanuel, Duncan, and other presidential advisors, including top political 
strategist David Axelrod, were present. As the group discussed the president’s 
education initiatives, Axelrod questioned the political wisdom of tying funding to 
evidence rather than following the usual practice of using formula grants to make 
sure every state got at least some money (   Brill  2011 , p. 5). Axelrod was referring 
primarily to the RTT funds, but the same point applies to i3. Funding only programs 
that were innovative and that had evidence of success had been a major focus of the 
Miller/Schnur initiative since that 2007 bill that Miller introduced with McKeon. 
Now that President Obama was hearing questions in the Oval Offi ce about the 
political viability of the administration’s plan to establish a fi rm link between evidence 
that programs work and funding, an important moment had arrived. If the president 
had agreed to back off the evidence-funding link at the beginning of the administration, 
i3 might have been a very different initiative, which could in turn have had impacts 
on the other evidence-based initiatives, all of which depended on competitive grants 
as an essential part of their structure. But the president immediately nixed the criticism. 
According to Schnur, the president was very clear that he wanted to pursue the 
initiatives while maintaining a strong link between funding and good evidence 
that programs produce impacts on student learning. The president told the group that 
funding based on performance was the central idea of both RTT and i3.  

10.4.3     Enacting the i3 Initiative 

 Given the speed at which the administration had to move to get their RTT and i3 
provisions in the ARRA, administration offi cials began to communicate with Hill 
staffers as soon as they had met with the president to decide on the broad outlines of 
the i3 initiative. The administration was intent on completing the drafting in time to 
include both RTT and i3 in the stimulus bill because doing so would greatly increase 
the chances that both provisions would pass Congress, enveloped as they would 
be by the huge size and hundreds of provisions in the ARRA. Major action on the 
stimulus legislation was controlled by the Appropriations Committees in the House 
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and Senate. The chairman of the House Appropriations Committee, David Obey of 
Wisconsin, always made it a practice to draw a sharp line between authorizing leg-
islation, which was the job of the various authorizing committees, and appropriation 
legislation to fund already authorized programs, which was the job of the 
Appropriations Committee and its 12 powerful subcommittees. But the stimulus bill 
was in danger of including several provisions that had never been authorized by the 
committees of jurisdiction, including Obama’s far-reaching provisions on educa-
tion. Congress and the president were moving so fast, pushed ahead by the eco-
nomic crisis, that Congress did not have time to fool around with regular and 
time-consuming congressional procedure. Obey, like other Democratic leaders, 
wanted to enact the ARRA as speedily as possible to get the money out to states and 
to local government where it would do the most good and perhaps contribute to an 
economic revival. 

 Despite his concern about speed, Obey was nonetheless reluctant to enact such 
important legislation in an appropriations bill. As Alice Johnson Cain, Miller’s 
senior education policy advisor, told us, the administration relied on George Miller, 
chairman of the committee with responsibility for education, who was close with 
Obey, to encourage him to include non-authorized provisions in the stimulus legis-
lation. Miller assured Obey that his majority on the Committee on Education and 
Labor would gladly support RTT and i3 and would have passed them out of com-
mittee if they had had time. Our interview with Jon Schnur also showed that Rahm 
Emanuel, the president’s Chief of Staff, weighed in with Obey, assuring him that 
RTT and i3 were major parts of the president’s agenda and that Democrats in 
Congress should support their new president. In the end, Obey relented and both the 
RTT and i3 were included in the stimulus bill. 

 The entire text of the i3 provision in ARRA was less than one page. Based on our 
interview with Schnur, and consistent with interviews with several congressional 
staffers, drafting the fi nal language was a collaborative process. A senior Obey 
staffer wrote an initial draft and passed it around the appropriate channels for dis-
cussion and comment. There were conversations with offi cials at the Department of 
Education, as well as with Senator Kennedy’s staff (Kennedy’s Health, Education, 
Labor, and Pensions Committee had jurisdiction over the RTT and i3 provisions in 
the Senate) and with Alice Johnson Cain of Chairman Miller’s staff. In fairly short 
order, everyone agreed on the language. Miller strongly supported the provision 
because he had previously endorsed the innovation fund concept after working with 
Schnur on the discussion draft of NCLB. 

 Under the heading “Innovation Fund,” found in Section 14007 of the bill, the 
provision simply specifi ed the types of entities that could apply for funds, stated that 
agencies had to have a record of reducing the achievement gap between students 
from different backgrounds, and specifi ed that eligible organizations had to partner 
with a nonprofi t organization (including foundations). Another provision clarifi ed 
that the purpose of the fund was to allow these LEAs with evidence of closing 
achievement gaps to “expand their work and serve as models for best practices” and 
“to identify and document best practices that can be shared, and taken to scale based 
on demonstrated success” (United States Congress  2009 ). 
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 This language does not establish strong evidence standards. But the administration 
welcomed the opportunity to defi ne them later and avoid worrying about how to get 
the exact language they wanted in legislative text. Besides, it was simply not clear in 
January of 2009, at the very beginning of the Obama administration, that even the 
most experienced people at OMB knew exactly what language on evidence they 
wanted. Far better to get general language in the statute, fi gure out the exact language 
they wanted later, and then put the fi nal language in the announcement that i3 funds 
were available. In fact, with the perspective provided by tracing the history of all six 
evidence-based initiatives, we came to believe that a strength of the initiatives was 
that the administration was able to create teams of senior offi cials, competent program 
specialists in the agencies, and offi cials throughout the administration with a know-
ledge of social science research and sometimes in-depth knowledge of certain areas 
of research to create defi nitions of evidence that seem solid, durable, and perhaps a 
model for future initiatives. It is doubtful that anyone, even the infl uential and sophis-
ticated senior staffers at OMB, could have created such defi nitions in January 2009. 
At the very least, the defi nition of evidence had to be vetted by senior people at OMB 
and the executive agencies to ensure that everyone bought into the defi nitions. Our inter-
views on all the initiatives, but especially our interview with Jim Shelton, a senior DE 
offi cial put in charge of the i3 initiative by Secretary Duncan, showed that working out 
the evidence defi nition and other details of the i3 funding announcements involved 
long hours and lots of discussion both within and between DE and OMB. 

 The ARRA passed the House on January 28, 2009, by a vote of 244–188 with no 
Republicans supporting the bill (Calmes  2009 ). Action then moved to the Senate, 
which passed its own version of the stimulus on February 10 by a 61–37 vote 
(Herszenhorn  2009 ). A compromise version then passed both Houses on nearly 
party line votes and was signed into law by President Obama on February 17, 2009, 
less than a month after his inauguration (Stolberg  2009 ). The i3 initiative had cleared 
its fi rst hurdle.   

10.5     Transforming the i3 Initiative 

10.5.1     More Money for More Evidence 

 To begin the process of making i3 into an evidence-based program, in March 2009 
OMB called a meeting that included the administration offi cials who would create 
and implement i3. Robert Gordon, one of the top political offi cials at OMB; Kathy 
Stack, a senior career offi cial at OMB; and Allison Cole, also a career offi cial at 
OMB, were there. Joining them were Jim Shelton and others from the Department 
of Education. Shelton, who had been appointed by Secretary Duncan to head the i3 
initiative, became, along with Robert Gordon, the most important infl uence in giving 
shape to i3. Our understanding of the administration’s decisions on i3 reviewed in 
this section is based on interviews with nine administration offi cials    who worked 
directly on the initiative, but especially Cole, Gordon, and Shelton. 
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 An important theme that received extensive attention during the initial meeting 
was the tiers concept – that different sizes of grants could be given out based on 
distinct criteria. As Shelton discussed i3 and the concept of tiers, the idea seemed to 
apply primarily to the size and scope of the grants. But Shelton also said that evi-
dence would be an important component of the tiers, at which point Cole suggested 
that the tiers of evidence could be tied to the standards for measuring the rigor of 
research evidence developed by IES for its What Works Clearinghouse. Further 
discussion led to the idea that the amount of money given to applicant programs 
could refl ect the strength of evidence showing that the program produced its 
intended results. To put the matter succinctly: More money for more evidence. Cole, 
a top OMB authority on education, had served a stint at the Institute of Education 
Sciences (IES), arguably the single unit of the federal government with the most 
substantial commitment to generating rigorous evidence and the best procedures for 
doing so (Institute for Education Sciences  2011 ). The group in attendance, espe-
cially Shelton, who had already been thinking about how to incorporate evidence 
into the selection criteria for the grants, decided that the IES standards provided a 
good template for i3.

In the end, i3 included three tiers of evidence: strong evidence based on one 
well-designed and well-implemented study at several sites or more than one well-
designed and well-implemented study implemented at a single site. The studies can 
be RCTs or well-conducted quasi-experimentals (called the “scale-up” tier by the 
administration); a second tier of programs that were supported by good but not top 
tier evidence based on random-assignment designs with fl aws or quasi- experimental 
designs (called “validation”); and a third tier that included programs that seemed 
promising based at least on a reasonable hypothesis (called “development”). In this 
and subsequent meetings and discussions, the precise defi nition of the standards of 
evidence that would apply to each tier of funding became a major focus of the 
administration’s goal of developing a way to ensure that most of the grant funds 
went to programs that had evidence of success from rigorous evaluations but that 
nonetheless allocated some money for innovative programs without strong evidence 
of success.

   After receiving nearly 350 comments from the public on the proposed rule for i3 
grants, which was released on October 9, 2009, the administration prepared the fi nal 
version of the i3 rule, which was announced publicly on March 12, 2010 in the 
 Federal Register  (Offi ce of the Federal Register  2010 ). A table from the fi nal rule 
gives the administration’s descriptions of the evidence requirements for three tiers 
of funding. A slimmed-down version of this table is provided in Table  10.3 . To 
qualify for each of the three levels, applicants had to propose conducting programs 
that were based on evidence of varying degrees of quality that the program would 
have an impact on students, with the highest level of evidence required for the scale-
 up tier, the next highest for the validation tier, and the lowest level for the develop-
ment tier. Although it could be argued that the distinctions between the three tiers of 
evidence are somewhat arbitrary, they are nonetheless about as clear as the current 
status of social science research will permit. The scale-up tier requires either more 
than one randomized study or quasi-experimental study showing positive impacts or 
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one randomized study or quasi-experimental study implemented in multiple sites 
showing positive impacts. The validation tier requires at least one randomized or 
quasi-experimental study but allows certain fl aws in design or execution that prevent 
it from reaching the scale-up tier. Examples of fl aws include small sample sizes or a 
lack of equivalence between the experimental and control groups at the beginning of 
the study. The development tier applied to interventions that have yielded promising 
results. Development grants can be based on a practice, strategy, or program that has 
a rationale grounded in research fi ndings or even in reasonable theories. The point 
is to get innovative and promising interventions on the production line for eventual 
scale up if rigorous evidence begins to show signifi cant impacts. Applicants for the 
scale-up tier could receive up to $50 million, applicants for the validation tier up to 
$30 million, and applicants for the development tier up to $5 million (Offi ce of the 
Federal Register  2010 ). In the end, the administration was so serious about funding 
programs that met the respective tier of evidence that they conducted a separate 
review by IES researchers to make sure the evidence provided by the applicants met 
the evidence standard of the tier for which they had applied. 

    Table 10.3    Evidence required for three types of i3 grants   

 Type of grant 

 Research 
characteristics  Scale-up  Validation  Development 

 Strength of 
research 

 Strong  Moderate  Preliminary 

 Internal and 
external 
validities 

 High internal validity 
and high external 
validity 

 High internal validity 
and moderate external 
validity or moderate 
internal validity and 
high external validity 

 Theory and practice 
suggest the potential 
for effi cacy for 
some participants 
and settings 

 Strength of 
evidence 
from 
research 

 (1) More than one 
well-designed and 
well- implemented 
experimental study 
or quasi- 
experimental study 
or (2) one large, 
well- designed and 
well-implemented 
randomized 
controlled, 
multisite trial 

 (1) One well-designed 
and well-implemented 
experimental or 
quasi- experimental 
study, with small sample 
sizes or other conditions 
that limit generalizability; 
(2) one well-designed 
and well-implemented 
experimental or quasi- 
experimental study with 
lack of equivalence 
between intervention 
and comparison groups 
but no other fl aws related 
to internal validity; or 
(3) correlational research 
with strong statistical 
controls for selection bias 

 (1) Evidence that the 
proposed practice, 
strategy, or program 
has been attempted 
previously, albeit on 
a limited scale, and 
yielded promising 
results and (2) a 
rationale for the 
proposed practice, 
strategy, or program 
based on research 
fi ndings or 
reasonable 
hypotheses 

  Source: Based on Table 3 in  Federal Register  75, no. 48, March 12, 2010, p. 12069  

10 Obama’s Promise: Using Evidence to Fight the Nation’s Social Problems



150

 In refl ecting on these tiers, it is useful to recall the administration’s goal in 
making evidence of effectiveness a primary determinant of whether grant programs 
are funded and at what level. The administration believed that the impacts of 
programs – and there are already hundreds of federally funded programs on 
education, delinquency, teen pregnancy prevention, nutrition, medical care, child 
protection, employment and training, and many more – can be substantially 
increased if program operators are using program models that have been tested and 
found to produce positive impacts by rigorous evidence. The vision of senior offi cials 
in the Obama administration is that more effective programs will reduce the magnitude 
of the many social problems affl icting the nation and that developing programs 
supported by rigorous evidence is the way to get there. 

 In addition to defi ning levels of evidence, another diffi cult issue also fi nds at 
least a partial solution in the tiers of evidence approach. The administration was 
well aware that education is not exactly the queen of the evidence-based sciences. 
In fact, as recently as 1999, the National Academies declared that knowledge from 
educational research was surprisingly thin. “In no other fi eld is the research base 
so inadequate,” the Academies wrote in an offi cial report (National Research 
Council  1999 ). Since 1999 the fi eld of educational research has undergone some 
catching up, due in large part to the creation of the Institute of Education Sciences 
(IES) by legislation enacted in 2002 and aggressively implemented by the Bush 
administration, in particular by Grover J. “Russ” Whitehurst, the fi rst Director of 
IES (Institute of Education Sciences  2008 ). Under Whitehurst’s leadership from 
2002 to 2008, IES funded at least 70 studies that used some elements of random 
assignment in their designs, so knowledge based on reliable evidence in the fi eld 
of education is growing. However, given the time it takes to plan and execute a 
large-scale, random-assignment study, our knowledge of effective educational 
practices and programs is building at a moderate pace. The point is that if the 
designers of i3 had insisted on spending all the money on programs that have 
strong evidence of success from gold standard studies, not many LEAs and 
nonprofi ts would have been able to apply for the grants, and those that did would 
have been severely restricted in the programs or educational practices for which 
they could seek support. The tiers allow both programs with decent but not gold 
standard evidence and programs or educational practices based on some evidence 
or even reasonable hypotheses to have hopes that they could be funded. 

 Still, as our interview with Jim Shelton showed, the administration was con-
fl icted about how strong the evidence standards should be, especially for the scale-
 up tier, which had the highest level of funding. Senior offi cials, especially Shelton 
from DE and Robert Gordon from OMB, were concerned that strong evidence stan-
dards would give an advantage in the competition for i3 funding to organizations 
that had had the resources to pay for high-quality evaluations of their program. 
On the other hand, a major goal of all the evidence-based initiatives, including i3, 
was to build the capacity to conduct RCTs and to send a strong signal to organizations 
conducting educational interventions that RCTs were the expected evaluation 
standard. In the end, Shelton, Gordon, and others came to believe that having the 
tiers of evidence would allow organizations that had not been able to evaluate their 
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programs with expensive RCTs to qualify for the validation and development tiers, 
allowing the scale-up tier to require very strong evidence. 

 To further emphasize the importance of evidence, applicants were required to 
have an evaluation plan. The “evidence” in “evidence based” has two distinct mean-
ings for the Obama administration. Not only is the quality of evidence a major 
criterion for getting programs funded, but the administration also insists on using 
evidence to evaluate the program as it is begin implemented, both to see if it had its 
intended impacts and to provide what the rule called “performance feedback” 
that would permit “periodic assessment of progress toward achieving intended 
outcomes” (Offi ce of Federal Register  2010 , p. 12081). Thus, applicants had to 
include a detailed plan for evaluating their program using a high-quality design. 
In addition, according to Shelton, after the initial round of funding, the administration 
awarded a 5-year grant to Abt Associates ( 2013 ), a research fi rm skilled in program 
evaluation and rigorous designs, to help i3 evaluators (each i3 program must have 
an independent evaluator) plan and conduct their evaluations. A total of 117 i3 
evaluations are currently taking place, of which at least 40 are RCTs. In addition, 
many of the remaining evaluations are employing quasi-experimental designs. If this 
is a sign of how i3 will infl uence the evaluation of major education programs in the 
future, it seems reasonable to think that evaluation will play a more important role 
in future decision making by LEAs and perhaps even become a standard part of 
their way of doing business. 

 In addition to the rules of evidence and the evaluation plan, the announcement in 
the Federal Register stipulated the educational issues that applicants must pursue to 
qualify for funding. An overarching goal was that all proposals had to focus on high-
needs students. In addition, all proposals had to show that the applicant had a record 
of closing the achievement gap between students of diverse backgrounds or of increas-
ing student achievement or graduation rates. Applications also had to address at least 
one of what the administration called the “absolute priorities” of the i3 program.  

10.5.2     Reviewing the Applications 

 The administration made a strong effort to help potential applicants understand and 
successfully complete the application process, which was bound to be a diffi cult and 
complex undertaking for LEAs and nonprofi ts. The magnitude of money at stake – 
around $650 million – was enormous, meaning that there would probably be many 
applications to process. As it turned out, there were 1,698 applications: 19 for scale-
 up grants, 355 for validation grants, and 1,324 for development grants. In addition, 
it was a challenge to explain the guidelines on the types of evidence (see Table  10.3  
above) so that applicants could understand the grant tiers for which the evidence 
supporting the program they proposed to conduct made them eligible. The grant 
reviewers from IES who focused on the evidence (see below) likewise had to be able 
to distinguish the types of evidence needed for each tier and had to make sure the 
applicants met the requirements. Developing the best evidence guidelines in the world 
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would be futile unless the reviewers understood them and applied them accurately 
to incoming grants.

   In the face of these challenges, the administration designed a grant application 
process that had fi ve phases. In the fi rst phase, the Department of Education selected 
and assigned more than 330 “highly qualifi ed” offi cial peer reviewers and provided 
them with training on how the reviews were to be conducted. The department then 
began the review process by classifying the nearly 1,700 applications according to 
the type of grant and the absolute priority pursued by the applicant and then assign-
ing them to reviewers. In the second phase, the peer reviewers assessed the propos-
als assigned to them in accordance with guidelines supplied by the department. 
Table  10.4  provides a summary of the seven criteria by which reviewers judged the 
proposals and the points that could be awarded for each of the three types of grants 
for each of the seven criteria. Five of the criteria (A, C, E, F, and G) were considered 
by reviewers who were subject matter experts; the remaining two criteria were 
reviewed by evaluation and evidence experts. Reviewers submitted their scores and 
comments to the department’s computer system. The computer adjusted for the 
effect of any reviewer or panel bias as measured by scores that were consistently 
higher or lower than the other reviewers or panels. In the third phase, department 
staffers confi rmed several aspects of the applications of the highest-scoring propos-
als before they were made public. Among other items, staffers affi rmed that the 
winning applicants were LEAs or partnerships between LEAs and nonprofi ts; that 
the practices, strategies, or programs proposed by the applicant would benefi t high-
need students; and that the evidence met the level required by the funding tier for 
which they applied. It is worth emphasizing that the staff review of whether the 
proposal met the evidence requirement for the requested level of funding, performed 
by IES staffers who had been trained in What Works Clearinghouse Standards, was 
an important step to be sure that all the winning applicants did in fact meet the level 
of evidence required for the type of grant for which they applied. Getting LEAs and 
their private-sector partners to use evidence to obtain federal dollars is what the 
administration hoped would begin changing the nature of federal grant making in 
education and, equally important, would cause LEAs and their partners to realize 
that the federal government was now making more decisions about who gets grant 

   Table 10.4    Selection criteria and points for i3 reviewers   

 Grant type 

 Selection criteria  Development  Validation  Scale-up 

 A. Need for project and quality of project design  25  20  15 
 B. Strength of research; signifi cance and magnitude of effects  10  15  20 
 C. Applicant experience  25  20  15 
 D. Quality of evaluation  15  15  15 
 E. Strategy and capacity to bring to scale  5  10  15 
 F. Sustainability  10  10  10 
 G. Quality of management plan and personnel  10  10  10 

  Source: Department of Education,  Overview of the i3 Review Process , July 26, 2010  
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funds based on rigorous evidence and high- quality evaluations. If you want 
fundamental changes in the way organizations do business, you’ve got to use 
strong incentives – and few incentives are stronger than $650 million in payoffs for 
good evidence. The route to federal funding in i3 – and the other fi ve Obama 
evidence-based initiatives – was through rigorous evidence.

   The fourth phase of the review process was to announce the applicants with the 
highest scores, which was done on August 5, 2010. The projects with highest scores 
were assured of getting grants if they could obtain the 20 % match from the private 
sector. The administration awarded 4 scale-up grants (21 % of the proposals in this 
evidence category), 15 validation grants (4 % of the proposals), and 30 development 
grants (2 % of the proposals). All the programs selected for funding in all three 
evidence tiers attracted the matching funds they needed to qualify for the federal 
dollars. The fi fth and fi nal phase was for the department to announce the grantees 
and then, subsequently, to monitor implementation of the grantees’ proposals. 
To provide a concrete idea of the types of proposals that were funded, Table  10.5  
gives a summary of two winning proposals from each of the three tiers of grants.  

10.5.3     Why the i3 Initiative Is Important 

 In retrospect, the i3 initiative is remarkable in at least four respects. First, at $650 
million, i3 was a major education initiative by any standard. Second, as we have 
seen, the i3 initiative awarded funds to local education agencies (LEAs) and non-
profi t organizations as competitive grants. Making all the money competitive rather 
than distributing it on a formula basis was roughly equivalent to the administration 
sticking its fi nger in the eyes of LEAs and their private-sector partners, many of 
which were not funded, in large part because they did not meet the evidence 
standards. In addition, some LEAs that normally would have received funds under 
formula grants probably did not even apply. Now both LEAs and their partners had 
to compete for the money by showing that they were using evidence-based pro-
grams and that they had the capacity to evaluate their program if it should be funded. 

 Third, the administration was intent on involving the nonprofi t sector in educa-
tion reform. Many new administration offi cials, including two of the top offi cials in 
the Department of Education (Anthony Miller and Jim Shelton), had backgrounds 
in the private sector. They, along with Secretary Duncan, also considered the non-
profi t sector – especially foundations – a vital ally in the fi ght to reform public 
school programs based on rigorous evidence. In the spring of 2009, several presidents 
of major foundations requested a meeting with Secretary Duncan to discuss the new 
administration’s emerging education priorities and education goals. They also wanted 
to discuss the proposed 20 % matching requirement for i3 grantees. The Secretary 
used the occasion to fully explain the administration’s goals for the i3 initiative to 
the foundation leaders and to urge them to play an important role in the initiative. 
According to our interviews with Shelton, Miller, and other senior offi cials who 
worked for Duncan, his hope was that foundations would become infected by the 
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evidence-based virus and begin to demand high-quality evaluations of the intervention 
programs they funded with their own money. The broader vision of the Secretary 
and his leadership team was the need for high-quality evaluations of the wide range 
of social programs supported by foundations. In this regard, foundations, with their 
billions of dollars of spending on social programs, could play a decisive role in 
promoting evidence-based programs. 

 Again according to our interview with Jim Shelton, an important idea to facilitate 
foundation involvement in i3 emerged from the meeting. As mentioned above, the 
administration planned to require projects that won the i3 competition to 
secure matching funds equal to 20 % of their grant amount. Most of this money 
would have to come from foundations. The foundations decided on an effi cient way 
to get information from the organizations that planned to apply for i3 funds about 
the nature of the program they were proposing, namely, to post this information in 
a central location online. The foundations, which would control the website, could 
then review specifi c proposals, simultaneously get information about the sponsoring 
organizations, and then use this information to decide if they wanted to explore the 
possibility of providing matching funds for programs in which they were interested. 
The foundations subsequently created a website (FoundationRegistryi3.org) to 
facilitate their learning about the i3 proposals and the organizations making the 
proposals. The website eventually had nearly 700 i3 proposals that the foundations 
could review (of a total of nearly 1,700 applicants; Smith and Peterson  2011 ). 
The CEO of the Gates Foundation said that the registry “pave[d] the way for a new 
approach to leverage technology for philanthropic collaboration – increasing access, 
effi ciency and effectiveness to drive greater impact in the fi eld.” In the end, twelve of 
the nation’s biggest foundations committed $500 million to match the $650 million 
in i3 funds made available by the Department of Education (Bill and Melinda Gates 
Foundation  2010 ). The foundations included Gates, Annie E. Casey, Carnegie, 
Ford, Mott, MacArthur, Lumina, Walton, Kellogg, and others. 

 A fi nal reason the i3 initiative is so important is that it set a pattern for the Obama 
administration’s series of initiatives on evidence-based policy. Without i3, the 
administration’s goal of placing evidence at the heart of its policymaking would 
have been a much different and less robust enterprise. In many ways – including the 
defi nition of evidence, the cooperative relationship between the administering 
agency and OMB, the tiers concept, and the methods of reviewing grants – the i3 
initiative set the mold for subsequent evidence-based initiatives in the Obama 
administration.   

10.6     Conclusion and Implications 

 Leaving aside for a moment whether future administrations will want to continue 
the approach to evidence-based policy developed by the Obama administration and 
reviewed here, the fi rst thing we can learn from the history of the i3 initiative is that 
it features the major elements around which future evidence-based initiatives could 
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be built. These elements include the focus on a serious national social problem; 
competitive rather than formula grants to induce competition and require the use of 
evidence; the tiered defi nition of evidence that achieves a compromise between 
rigorous evidence, moderate evidence, and innovation even when there is little 
evidence; and the requirement that programs conduct high-quality evaluations and 
follow-up with midcourse adjustments if the evaluation reveals poor outcomes. 
These, albeit with important variations in some of the initiatives, are the hallmarks 
of the Obama strategy for improving the quality and impact of social intervention 
programs and for elevating the odds that government spending on social programs 
will begin to actually reduce the magnitude of social problems on a national scale. 
We think the Obama approach to using federal dollars to leverage the use of social 
intervention programs supported by rigorous evidence and to evaluate the programs 
as they are being conducted may turn out to be a successful strategy for attacking 
national social problems, but there should be no claim at this point that we know the 
strategy will be effective or even an improvement over current policy. Before we 
conclude that the Obama evidence-based approach is superior, we need to see that 
the social problems now being addressed by the initiatives – child rearing by poor 
mothers; teen pregnancy; several preschool and K-12 education issues; a host of 
community- level social problems; and employment, training, and employment 
issues – are actually impacted by the six initiatives. 

 Even if a future administration agreed with the Obama emphasis on trying to 
advance evidence-based policymaking, there is much to learn from some of the 
problems the Obama team encountered along the way. The fi rst problem, which we 
have come to understand based on our interview with offi cials at MDRC, on years of 
experience working with program operators, and on extensive experience with 
members of the United States Congress, will be an issue for all evidence-based 
initiatives. The problem is the inevitable tension between a researcher’s vision of 
rigorous evidence and a program operator’s view of what constitutes good evidence. 
Some program operators, as well as their board members and the politicians who 
support them, seem to be satisfi ed with heartwarming anecdotes about children who 
have done well in their program. Other program operators think that simply col-
lecting evidence of good outcomes such as high test scores, high rates of school 
completion, or lower arrest rates is enough to show that their program works. But 
compared to what? Data on outcomes without a good control group to compare 
outcomes to receive low priority in the Obama evidence-based initiatives. The RCT 
is the gold standard in the Obama evidence- based world. There are other types of 
evidence that could qualify for funding under the Obama initiatives, but the Obama 
gold standard is very similar to that of the National Academies, IES, and other orga-
nizations that set standards for good evidence (Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy 
 2013 ). Indeed, an implicit goal of the Obama initiatives is to infl uence foundations, 
LEAs, community-based programs, and other actors in the world of social interven-
tion programs to learn more about rigorous evidence and to use experimental 
designs to evaluate programs as often as possible. 

 On this point, our discussions with both program operators and child advocates 
suggest that there is now something like a cultural struggle taking place between 
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program operators and their supporters on the one side and researchers, program 
evaluators, prominent evaluation fi rms, and senior offi cials in the Obama administra-
tion on the other. The primary issues are what constitutes good evidence of program 
impacts, who is responsible for collecting the evidence, who will pay for it, and – an 
especially touchy issue – what happens to programs that fail to produce impacts? The 
vision of offi cials in the Obama administration is that with each passing year more 
and more federal dollars for social programs will go to programs that are backed by 
solid, preferably RCT, evidence and that funded programs will undergo continuous 
assessment, also as often as possible by RCTs, to determine their ongoing effects. 

 As much as the Obama administration favored RCTs, all of the initiatives recog-
nized that acceptable evidence comes from other types of designs as well. None of 
the initiatives funded only programs that already had evidence of impacts from 
RCTs. In fact, even the highest tier of i3 funding allowed evidence from quasi- 
experimental designs such as regression discontinuity and interrupted time series. In 
addition, several of the initiatives had a bottom tier of funding that required only 
“promising” evidence, thereby allowing funding for programs that had no rigorous 
evidence at all. Neither the WIF nor the Community College initiatives required 
evidence from RCTs, because, as our interviews with both OMB and Labor 
Department offi cials showed, the administration recognized that there was little 
RCT evidence available in these areas. 

 Program operators cite a host of good reasons why they are hard-pressed to use 
RCTs to evaluate their programs. Perhaps the most important is that they’re so busy 
trying to run their operation and make sure they’re running a quality program that 
they have neither the time nor the resources to conduct expensive and time- 
consuming random-assignment evaluations. This is a worthy criticism, and it is easy 
to be sympathetic to the many problems faced by program operators just to keep 
their programs going. Our interviews with both MDRC program evaluators involved 
with several SIF programs and with offi cials from the Corporation for National and 
Community Service (CNCS), who had extensive experience meeting with program 
operators, revealed that many program operators lacked knowledge about program 
evaluation and had never been involved in conducting a rigorous evaluation. We 
suspect, based on our interviews about the i3 initiative, that the same may be true of 
many LEAs and their consultants and organizations they work with. The CNCS 
solution as they administered the SIF initiative was to sponsor conferences with 
program operators for the specifi c purpose of teaching them about program evalua-
tion and the use of rigorous designs. As part of this education process, CNCS devel-
oped an impressive manual aimed at helping programs develop their evaluation 
plans (Center for National and Community Service  2013 ). We did not interview 
program operators, but senior offi cials at CNCS told us that program operators 
understood the importance of evaluation and worked hard to create good evaluation 
plans for their own programs. 

 Another problem with the evidence-based initiatives is that good evaluations, 
and there are many now taking place in both i3 and the other initiatives, are virtually 
certain to show that many of the programs do not produce impacts (Manzi  2012a ). 
The administration has hired Abt Associates to help the network of 117 i3 programs 
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design and conduct their evaluations, which will almost certainly have the effect of 
improving the quality of the evaluations. The better the evaluations, the more likely 
they are to show that some programs do not produce signifi cant impacts. As Jon 
Baron of the Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy has pointed out, of 90 interven-
tions evaluated by randomized control trials (RCTs) paid for by IES since 2002, 
88 % were found to have weak or no positive effects. Similar results are produced 
by RCTs of clinical interventions in medicine (Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy 
 2013 ). Even in business studies, Jim Manzi reports that between 80 and 90 % of 
studies of new products or strategies conducted by Google and Microsoft found no 
signifi cant effects (Manzi  2012a ,  b ). 

 Our interviews with administration offi cials, including those working on the i3 
initiative, suggest that the local programs are going along with the Obama emphasis 
on evaluation. Similarly, our discussions with Abt offi cials working on the i3 evalu-
ation team and with MDRC offi cials working on the SIF evaluation team suggest 
that local programs are cooperating with the evaluations and playing an active role 
in their design and conduct. But what will be the response of program directors and 
their staffs when the evaluations show their program is not producing signifi cant 
impacts? In our view, this is a crucial issue that will play an important role in the 
success and lasting power of all the Obama evidence-based initiatives. If evaluation 
is to help programs improve, it must provide continuous information to program 
personnel so they can make improvements in their program in response to fi ndings 
that show modest or no impacts. This issue is now being played out in hundreds of 
local programs being supported by the Obama initiatives, 117 of which are part of 
i3. As preliminary evaluation results begin to emerge, one hopes that both the admin-
istration and the various evaluation experts the administration has hired to work with 
local programs will help program operators accept the results as an indication that 
they need to improve their programs and that the administration will help them do 
so. One of the most important outcomes of the i3 initiative will be lessons in how to 
help local operators, including LEAs, learn to use rigorous evaluations as a major 
component in their efforts to improve their programs. In our view, an important part 
of a comprehensive, evidence-based strategy will be continuing the funding of 
programs with initially discouraging evaluations. Part of the federal evidence-based 
culture should be that federal agencies will work with programs, and continue their 
funding, as long as they are using evidence to improve their outcomes and are 
showing some progress. 

 It is useful to close on a cautionary note. What the Obama administration is 
attempting to do is breathtaking. By building funding for social programs based on 
high- quality evidence, the administration is aiming to reorder the factors that nor-
mally dominate the politics of decision making in the nation’s capital. Normal poli-
tics, both in authorizing programs and in appropriating money, is dominated by the 
views of the president and powerful Members of Congress, by lobbying groups 
outside Congress, by governors and other state offi cials, and perhaps most of all by 
the philosophical assumptions of the two political parties. Now the Obama admin-
istration would insert a powerful new consideration into the allocation of funds. The 
driving force would be reliable evidence of whether a program is having its intended 
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effects. It would be naïve to think that evidence will ever be the only or perhaps even 
the most important factor in allocating money for social programs, but it is possible 
to believe that the scope for evidence of program effectiveness could be greatly 
expanded if i3 and the other evidence-based initiatives produce impacts on the 
nation’s social problems. The evidence on the success of the Obama evidence-based 
initiatives is not yet in. A lot is riding on the impacts of this new way of doing busi-
ness. Impressively, the administration has allocated funds for the evaluation of the 
i3 programs and for their other fi ve evidence-based initiatives. At the very least, the 
Obama administration has the courage of its convictions, thereby guaranteeing that 
the nation will soon know if the evidence-based initiatives are having their intended 
impacts and whether taxpayers are at last getting their money’s worth.     
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        We often hear calls to increase the rigor and relevance of education research in the 
United States. Many would agree that rigor has increased considerably over the past 
decade (National Research Council  2012 ; Institute of Education Sciences & 
National Science Foundation  2013 ). Improving the relevance of research has been 
more challenging. In part, this is because the criteria for judging relevance have not 
been clearly defi ned— relevant to whom and for what?  

 As we write this chapter, Congress has begun hearings to reauthorize the 
Education Sciences Reform Act of  2002 . Research relevance is a top concern 
(Sparks  2013 ). What is unclear is to whom research should be relevant. Education—
and education research by extension—has many stakeholders. The Act includes a 
long list of would-be research users: teachers, administrators, librarians, other prac-
titioners, parents, policymakers, voluntary organizations, professional associations, 
the media, the general public, and of course the researchers themselves. Tailoring 
education research to the needs of so many different actors is a big lift given their 
wide variety of information needs. We need a clear focus on key research users and 
the functions research serves for their work. 

 Each chapter in this book presents an exciting case that builds understanding of 
the uses of research in education decision-making in the United States. Collectively, 
they cover the ways research has infl uenced some of the key issues of this era—the 
Common Core State Standards, charter schools, school vouchers, teacher merit pay, 
the Investing in Innovation (i3) Fund, and the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. 
These authors represent a new generation of scholars working, with support 
from the William T. Grant Foundation, to understand the uses of research in policy 
and practice. 
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 Early knowledge utilization work generated broad principles. Carol Weiss ( 1977 ) 
argued that research more frequently plays an “enlightenment function” infl uencing 
how policymakers orient themselves to issues rather than determining their decisions. 
Nathan Caplan’s ( 1979 ) “two communities” theory attributed the lack of research 
use to the separation of research and policy by different values, reward systems, and 
languages. Building on these ideas, contemporary scholars more closely examine 
when and how research is used. They reveal the contingent nature of research use, 
gleaning how research informs problem formulation in some instances, decision-
making in others, and more subtle learning in still others. 

 In this synthesis chapter, we draw out themes from this rich body of work. We 
begin with a discussion of the research users and their uses of research. Then we 
consider what these studies suggest for building a stronger infrastructure for con-
necting research with policy and practice. Next, we consider what the United States 
might learn from some other countries about developing a more research-informed 
education system. We close on a hopeful note: Progress is being made. And so long 
as we continue to learn as we go—from this body of work and others—we may just 
close the notorious gaps between education research, policy, and practice. 

11.1     The Research Users 

    This book focuses on a key subset of research users—the decision-makers in 
Congress; state and local school boards; and federal, state, and local education 
agencies. Focusing on these policymakers and administrators makes a great deal of 
sense. Over the past decade, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, Race to the 
Top, state accountability policies, and the Common Core State Standards pressed 
for greater use of research evidence in decisions about curricula, turning around 
low-performing schools, teacher evaluation, and improving student test scores. 
They sought to cultivate a diverse cadre of research users. Asen and Gurke’s chapter 
examines local school boards’ use of research within the context of NCLB. Daly, 
Finnigan, Moolenaar, and Che look at district administrators’, principals’, and 
teachers’ defi nitions and uses of evidence to improve low-performing schools, while 
Barnes, Goertz, and Massell focus on state education agencies. Federal actors in the 
Offi ce of Management and Budget, the Department of Education, and Congress 
are the focus of Haskins and Margolis’ study of the use of evaluation fi ndings in 
program funding decisions. By focusing on this diverse group of research users, 
we can better understand the various functions research serves in different decision-
making contexts. 

 The intermediaries that sit betwixt and between research and policy are another 
important set of research users to consider. They are not the legislators, appointees, 
or agency staff who hold formal policymaking roles. Nor are they part of the 
traditional research community consisting of higher education and policy research 
organizations. Some intermediaries seek to be neutral brokers, bringing research to 
bear on the concerns of key decision-makers. Others are more advocacy oriented, 
strategically drawing on research to advance their reform agendas. Scott and her 
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colleagues examine the ways advocacy groups, think tanks, and foundations use 
research to promote charter schools, vouchers, teacher merit pay, and student pay 
for performance. McDonnell and Weatherford describe the ways the National 
Governors Association and the Council of Chief State School Offi cers mobilized 
support for the Common Core State Standards by promoting them as “research- and 
evidence-based.” Honig and Venkateswaran describe yet another type of intermediary, 
which focuses less on disseminating research and more on assisting administrators 
in applying it to their day-to-day work. 

 Federal research agencies and their contracted organizations are not intermediaries 
per se, but they play mediating roles in bringing research to policy (Barnes et al. 
 2014 , Chap.   8    ). Although the Institute of Education Sciences is primarily a research 
funder, its charge includes disseminating research to state and local decision- 
makers. For example, the Institute’s What Works Clearinghouse and Regional 
Education Labs and the Department of Education’s Comprehensive Assistance 
Centers package research for state and local decision-makers.  

11.2     The Uses of Research 

 With such a diverse range of research users, it is not surprising that research is used 
in different ways by stakeholders with varying goals, interests, and roles. The authors 
complicate the common conception of research users as merely rational actors who 
have questions, go in search of research to answer them, and then apply it to their 
decisions (Nutley et al.  2007 ). In none of their cases does research use easily boil 
down to a single moment or an isolated decision. It is not a simple process whereby 
research “facts” are passed from researchers to research users and then applied in a 
linear decision-making process. Instead, research use is contingent, interactive, and 
iterative. It involves people individually and collectively engaging with research over 
time, bringing their own and their organization’s goals, motivations, routines, and 
political contexts with them. Research also enters the policy process at various 
times—as problems are defi ned (and redefi ned); ideas are generated; solutions are 
identifi ed; and policies are adopted, implemented, and sometimes stalled. 

 The depictions of research use across the chapters vary depending on the differ-
ent users and their decision-making contexts; nevertheless, certain themes emerge 
about the functions research serves, what research use looks like, and the ways 
research uptake has been encouraged and enabled. 

11.2.1     Using Research to Frame Problems and Solutions 

 Asen and Gurke make the cogent point that “research evidence does not speak for 
itself, and even if it could speak, research evidence would not speak with one voice” 
(Chap.   5    , pp. 53–68). Instead, political actors frame research in order to substantiate 
their positions and to persuade others to support them. McDonnell and Weatherford 
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show that advocates of the Common Core State Standards promoted research show-
ing that U.S. students rank surprisingly low in international comparisons of achieve-
ment. These advocates coupled those fi ndings with information about national 
standards in higher-achieving countries to strategically frame the case for common 
standards across states. Scott and colleagues illustrate how advocates and think 
tanks on both sides of the charter school debate emphasized certain studies and not 
others in order to bolster their positions. When they discussed the same studies, they 
often argued for competing interpretations of the fi ndings (see Jeffrey Henig’s  Spin 
Cycle,   2009 ). In all these cases, research truths are not simply applied to a decision 
to pursue one course of action over another. Instead, these cases involve policy 
actors operating in a political system.  

11.2.2     Using Research as Individual and Organizational 
Learning 

 Research use is also a learning process that involves gaining and applying knowl-
edge over time (Nutley et al.  2007 ). Just as classroom learning is not simply a matter 
of transferring information from a teacher to a student, using research is not merely 
about transmitting fi ndings from research producer to user. Instead, using research—
like learning in general—is a process by which individuals revise their internal 
representations of the world in light of new information. It is an active and dynamic 
process, shaped by experience and mediated socially and cognitively. 

 In their chapter, Honig and Venkateswaran propose a linear progression from 
understanding research fi ndings to their use in driving changes in district central 
offi ces. They are particularly interested in higher-order levels of learning—or 
research use—that go beyond incremental shifts and result in more profound 
changes in administrators’ work. While learning processes are likely to be more 
iterative and cyclical than a linear model might suggest, there is considerable merit 
in exploring these processes. This is especially important at an organizational level 
given that most decisions are made by groups, not by individuals. Organizational 
learning is more than the sum of changes in individuals’ knowledge and practices. 
Organizations are more complex entities with varying degrees of analytic capacity 
and with routines and cultures that can facilitate or obstruct learning (Fazekas and 
Burns  2012 ; Finnigan et al.  2012 ; Honig and Venkateswaran  2014 , Chap.   4    ; Coburn 
et al.  2008 ). By conceptualizing research use as learning over time rather than a 
static event, a more complete picture of the process emerges.  

11.2.3     Converting Research into Usable Applications 

 Several chapters highlight efforts to improve research uptake by converting research- 
based knowledge into usable applications. In some instances, research fi ndings 
are embedded in tools for practice such as curricula, practice guides, observation 
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protocols, and assessments (Coburn and Stein  2010 ). Barnes and her colleagues 
describe state education agencies’ conversion of research fi ndings into school 
improvement frameworks and tools to support districts and schools. Measures of 
teaching consist of items and scales for assessing the instructional practices that are 
predictive of student outcomes. Evidence-based programs incorporate prior theory 
and research on strategies that improve practice. Adopting these tools for teacher 
evaluation, professional development, and school improvement is one way to embed 
research in the educational system. 

 McDonnell and Weatherford describe the research bases for the Common Core 
State Standards. Although research was not the only form of evidence used, various 
studies and syntheses were signifi cant in developing the standards for what students 
are expected to learn in different grades. A particularly infl uential body of research 
had examined children’s learning progressions in math and English Language Arts. 
Other research came from faculty surveys and analyses of the relationship between 
student performance on admissions tests and grades in lower division coursework. 
The fi ndings came from diverse sources (academic journals, books, and reports) and 
were published by various actors (the National Research Council, federal agencies, 
professional associations, Achieve, ACT, and the College Board). 

 At their best, these tools and other applications are not only informed by prior 
research; they are subject to refi nement based on further research and development 
to improve them. Moreover, studying the choices districts, schools, and teachers 
make in implementing the tools can generate crucial knowledge of how to enhance 
the tools and to align resources and supports to ensure that they are used to 
maximum effect.  

11.2.4     Tying Research to Funding Decisions 

 Programs, practices, and tools that are based on research can be promoted by tying 
incentives to their adoption. Haskins and Margolis focus on the use of evaluation 
fi ndings to allocate federal dollars through the Investing in Innovation (i3) Fund. 
In this case, research consists of evaluation evidence aimed at determining whether 
intervention programs produce their desired impacts. The i3 program emphasized the 
application of rigorous research designs to determine “what works.” Intervention 
programs are arranged hierarchically according to the degree of confi dence people 
should have in them based on the study designs used to test their impacts. In the fi rst 
i3 announcement, the top-tier programs were defi ned as having multiple randomized 
controlled or quasi-experimental trials, or one randomized controlled trial in multiple 
sites, showing positive impacts. The second tier consisted of programs where evalua-
tion studies were said to be less robust (e.g., quasi-experimental designs), and the 
bottom tier consisted of programs where evaluation studies drew only on weaker 
designs (e.g., pre- and post-tests   ). The strength of the research evidence was then 
used to decide on funding levels. Top-tier programs were eligible for grants of up to 
$50 million, the second tier for $30 million, and the third tier for $5 million.   
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11.3     Building the Infrastructure to Connect Research 
with Policy and Practice 

 In addition to illustrating the various ways research is used and promoted, the chap-
ters point the fi eld toward ways of better connecting research with policy and prac-
tice. Drawing on these cases and concurrent efforts in the fi eld, we suggest four 
ways to shore up the infrastructure for those connections: build relationships and 
trust, shore up capacity, create conditions for evidence integration, and develop 
partnerships. 

11.3.1     Build Relationships and Trust 

 All the chapters implicate personal and organizational relationships as key path-
ways by which policymakers and practitioners acquire research and evaluate its 
trustworthiness. Despite the importance of relationships, the fi eld too infrequently 
leverages the power of networks as a way to enhance research dissemination and 
use. Barnes, Goertz, and Massell suggest that state education agencies have a cadre 
of people and organizations that they turn to for research. These sources include 
regional education boards and professional membership associations who have a 
history of working with the agencies, are familiar with their local context and staff, 
and are seen as credible. Identifying these key information brokers is a good start. 
The next step is forging strong ties between them and researchers to ensure that 
high-quality research informs the advice and technical assistance provided to agencies. 
Engaging with these brokers has the added benefi t of exposing researchers to 
 policymakers’ information needs—knowledge that can help them improve the 
 relevance of their work. 

 Daly et al. ( 2014 ) hone in on information brokers as key leverage points. They 
use social network analyses to map the relationships within a school district, evalu-
ate the strength of the various social ties, and identify where the ties are particularly 
weak. They fi nd, for example, that principals of low-performing schools are the 
most isolated—from each other, from colleagues in higher- performing schools, and 
from district administrators. The educators with the greatest need for assistance, 
ideas, and information to support reform efforts have the least access to them. These 
types of analyses can help district administrators and researchers visualize the social 
systems they are trying to impact and target resources to the people and places 
where research brokerage is weakest. 

 A focus on relationships brings trust to the foreground and indicates a need to 
build greater trust to support research use. A growing body of work reveals the mis-
trust practitioners and local policymakers have of research and research purveyors. 
Decision-makers judge not only the trustworthiness of research evidence but of the 
people presenting it (Granger et al.  2013 ). Finnigan, Daly, Molenaar, and Che fi nd 
a pervasive distrust of research among educators in their study. For example, 
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practitioners believe that “research” and “evidence” are often manipulated. As one 
educator put it:

  You can fi nd research to support anything… People are now using research to say that all 
the problems are the teacher, and if you can correct the teacher, all our problems go away, 
which is ridiculous…. The point is research can be slanted to support many different 
viewpoints. It doesn’t mean it’s correct. (Daly and Finnigan  2011 ) 

   Asen and Gurke show that in high-confl ict, low-trust settings, decision-makers 
tend to distrust any rationale other parties offer for their positions, and that includes 
research. In one district, for example, school board members’ distrust of the admin-
istration contaminated their perceptions of information as “spoon-fed for us from 
the district.” Distrust of the district administrators transferred to the researchers they 
cited, with the assumption that both operated with a political agenda. On the fl ip 
side, Asen and Gurke argue that higher levels of trust among decision-makers can 
facilitate better understanding of research and more informed uses of it. Trust is 
malleable, and it can be built over time with deliberate effort.  

11.3.2     Shore Up Capacity 

 Using research well at school, district, state, or federal levels requires adequate 
time, knowledge, and skills. It takes organizational leadership as well as the cul-
tures, structures, and resources that are conducive to research use (Coburn and Turner 
 2012 ). The evidence-based initiatives launched under the Obama administration 
were possible because staff in the Offi ce of Management and Budget had expertise 
in research design as well as the motivation and leadership skills to make things 
happen. The i3 initiative could draw on the standards of evidence already developed 
through the What Works Clearinghouse of the Institute for Education Sciences 
(Haskins and Margolis  2014 ). Policymakers also need the political savvy to per-
suade others (Asen and Gurke  2014 ; McDonnell and Weatherford  2014 ). As the 
National Research Council report on using social science comments:

  Success at promoting science depends on grasping the complexity of the policy world, and 
on understanding the assumptions underlying divergent policy framings, expert judgments, 
and consensus-building techniques, as well as standard analytic methods and approaches… 
[There is a need to] recognize the limits of the persuasive power of scientifi c reasoning, the 
substantial institutional barriers and cultural resistance to new scientifi c knowledge, and the 
role of moral and ethical beliefs. (National Research Council  2012 , p. 6) 

   Capacity-building is also needed on the research side of the equation. Scott and 
her coauthors ( 2014 ) point to the irony that intermediaries and legislative staff view 
university- based research as more credible than research produced by think tanks 
and advocacy groups. But they also see it as too expensive to produce, not timely, and 
too narrow to be useful. As much as policymakers and practitioners need the capacity 
to interpret and use research, researchers need the knowledge, skills, and time to 
produce more useful work and to interact fruitfully with would-be research users. 
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 They also require institutional and professional supports to conduct research that 
addresses persistent problems of policy and practice. The current academic system 
rewards researchers for publishing in academic journals. While the peer review 
process helps to ensure the scientifi c quality of research, it does little to address the 
usefulness of research to policymakers and administrators. Incentive systems could 
reward researchers for the impact of their work in those arenas. Moreover, if future 
generations of scholars are to be more apt than their predecessors at conducting 
relevant research and communicating it clearly, they will need better training than is 
currently available. They will require skills for collaborating with policymakers and 
practitioners in designing relevant research, writing for them, and helping them 
understand what existing research suggests for improving their work.  

11.3.3     Create Conditions for Productive Evidence Integration 

 As the preceding chapters show, bringing the best available research evidence to 
the table is only the beginning. It is relatively rare for research fi ndings to provide 
clear- cut solutions that can simply be adopted and implemented across a range of 
contexts. More often, research fi ndings suggest a direction of travel, but specifi c 
actions are negotiated locally (see also Finnigan et al.  2013 ; Honig and Coburn  2008 ; 
Nelson et al.  2009 ). In this process, research knowledge interacts with other sources 
of knowledge including that from local data analyses, organizational history, 
and practice experience (   Asen et al.  2012 ). Conditions must be in place so that 
decision- makers can weigh and integrate different types of evidence and discern 
their implications for the specifi c problems at hand. 

 The Common Core State Standards movement suggests ways policymakers can 
foster productive integration of research and other types of evidence, according to 
McDonnell and Weatherford. Advocates wanted the Standards to be based on 
research but knew that research was not suffi cient in and of itself to inform the 
development of the Standards nor their adoption and implementation by states. 
They developed a process that allowed for “grafting” together research and other 
types of evidence (T. Lindhorst, Personal communication, July 12, 2013). For 
example, research on learning progressions was useful for drafting the math stan-
dards for K–2 but was not available for the upper grades. In order to develop K–12 
math standards, the writers pulled in other types of evidence. They relied on 
researchers to provide their professional judgment on what learning progressions 
would look like in the upper grades—judgment that was extrapolated from their 
knowledge of existing studies. The Standards writers also incorporated the judg-
ment of teachers and state education agency staff—a process that strengthened the 
Standards and fostered broader stakeholder support for their adoption and imple-
mentation. The American Federation of Teachers and National Education 
Association provided feedback on the wording of the Standards, identifying areas 
that would be confusing to teachers and suggesting ways to clarify them. In this case, 
a collaborative approach across professional specialties and interests facilitated the 
productive integration of research with other types of evidence.  
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11.3.4     Develop Long-Term Partnerships 

 Partnerships between researchers and state or local education agencies are another 
promising way to strengthen the production and use of research. Researchers, policy-
makers, and practitioners work in separate spheres with differing incentives, goals, 
language, demands, and time frames (Caplan  1979 ). They have few opportunities for 
sustained engagement across these worlds. Researchers and policymakers might 
interact after studies are completed and fi ndings are ready for distribution. Lack of 
signifi cant interaction at the outset, however, obstructs researchers’ ability to adapt 
study designs, measurement plans, and sampling choices so that they will address 
decision-makers’ information needs. Even collaborative research projects are typically 
quite delimited, taking the form of one-off studies or circumscribed consultations. 

 Coburn et al. ( 2013 ) make the case for long-term partnerships that strive for sus-
tained, joint commitments and enable partners to tackle larger questions and explore 
issues in greater depth. The collaboration is maintained via frequent and regular 
interactions. These exchanges provide researchers with a better understanding of 
the problems districts face, the evolution of their system goals and work, and the 
constraints and opportunities for making change. For practitioners, the interactions 
foster greater trust that researchers will share their fi ndings in a timely and useful 
fashion and help them apply the research to their work. 

 It is an exciting time for these education partnerships, as support grows at the 
federal level and organizations experiment with various approaches and strategies 
for fostering useful work. At the federal level, the Institute for Education Sciences 
has issued a Request for Applications to support research-practice partnerships, and 
their contracts for Regional Education Labs require working through regional 
research alliances. The National Science Foundation is focused on partnerships in 
which researchers and practitioners codesign educational innovations. A crucial 
need is connecting the lessons learned across these partnerships. Successful partner-
ships—like marriages—are not made overnight. They confront the challenges of 
developing research agendas that meet multiple stakeholders’ needs, navigating the 
different time frames between research and practice, maintaining trust even when 
research fi ndings can damage districts’ public images, and preserving collaboration 
during frequent changes in district leadership. Some partnerships are developing 
smart strategies to address these challenges, but mechanisms are needed to aggre-
gate and share these strategies broadly.   

11.4     The United States in Comparative Perspective 

 While various vantage points are represented in this book, the focus is on domestic 
education policy. In this section, we take a look at the use of research in select 
nations to seek insight into factors that may otherwise be overlooked or taken for 
granted within the U.S. context. Understanding differences across countries can 
also provide fresh ideas for facilitating stronger links between research, policy, and 
practice. 
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 Around the world, the United States is best known for its “what works” approach 
to evidence-based policy and practice and is regarded as having taken a more top- 
down approach to research use than have many other countries (OECD/CERI  2007 ; 
Fazekas and Burns  2012 ; Nutley  2013 ). The following is a common characterization 
of the United States:

  The clearest and most wide-sweeping attempt to mandate the use of rational learning modes 
is provided by the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 in the United States… By mandating 
the use of rational learning modes, the producers of such knowledge gained power and prom-
inence and overshadowed other forms of learning. (Fazekas and Burns  2012 , pp. 22 and 27) 

   Mason ( 2013 ) also underscores the U.S. federal government’s role in setting the 
course of education policy over the last decade. She describes how decisions made 
at the federal level have profoundly affected the demand for particular types of 
education research and the ways this research is supplied. In Canada, by contrast, 
there have been no signifi cant federal initiatives for education, and the approach 
within Canadian provinces has been primarily bottom-up and facilitative rather than 
top- down and orchestrated (Qi and Levin  2013 ). 

 The approach in the United Kingdom has tended to fall somewhere between the 
United States and Canada. The United Kingdom has centrally funded many initia-
tives to improve the supply of education research and its use in policy and practice, 
but these initiatives have not always been well planned or coordinated (Gough 
 2013 ). There are signs that the United Kingdom may be traveling further in the 
direction of the United States in its approach to research use. In 2013, the U.K. 
government announced four new “what works” evidence centers on local economic 
growth, aging, crime, and early intervention. These centers have come together with 
the existing National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) and the 
recently formed Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) to create a “what works” 
network. The aim of the network is to improve the use of high-quality evidence in 
decision-making at national and local levels. 

 This effort to link what works centers in different policy areas is an interesting 
approach. The United States has a myriad of what works initiatives in education, 
crime, mental health, child welfare, violence prevention, and other areas, but they 
are not well connected. A “network” infrastructure to coordinate what is learned 
across different efforts is a promising idea. In addition, the U.K. what works centers 
also aim to go beyond acting as clearinghouses for evidence by helping decision- 
makers invest in services that can deliver the best outcomes for citizens and value 
for money for taxpayers. They are tasked with identifying research and capability 
gaps and are expected to work with partners to fi ll these gaps. Each center is to 
produce and apply a common set of standards for comparing the effectiveness of 
interventions. The early signs are that these standards may refl ect U.S.-style hierar-
chies of evidence, but there is recognition that matrices of evidence might be useful 
given the need to answer more than just “what works” questions in order to facilitate 
decision-making (   Nutley  2013 ; Nutley et al.  2013 ). This includes assessing the 
quality of evidence for addressing questions about what is important for whom and 
who needs to be involved in the decision-making process. 
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 The use of a top-down versus bottom-up approach to improving research use 
seems to be related to the extent to which knowledge (research) mobilization is 
viewed as primarily about the dissemination and implementation of research or 
about the coproduction of knowledge at a local level. In the United States and 
United Kingdom, what works initiatives are mainly focused on the former. Canada 
and Singapore, meanwhile, seem to be more attentive to the latter (Qi and Levin 
 2013 ; Teh et al.  2013 ). Singapore, for example, has shifted the locus of knowledge 
production to schools so that they are collaborating with university researchers to 
coproduce their research agenda, conduct the research, and learn from it (Teh et al. 
 2013 ). In this scenario, the mobilization challenge is less concerned with the verti-
cal dissemination of research knowledge from a central hub to peripheral locations 
and more intent on ensuring horizontal knowledge exchange and learning between 
schools and districts. This Singaporean initiative seems more consistent with recent 
interest in research-practice partnerships in the United States. Research and school 
district partners jointly determine the research agenda based on local problems of 
practice, and the challenge is aggregating lessons learned across localities. Further 
understanding these various efforts around the world is useful as nations and 
 localities seek to  balance bottom-up and top-down approaches—providing the 
scope to focus on local needs, synthesize lessons centrally, and share learning across 
communities.  

11.5     Conclusion 

 As we write this chapter, the U.S. policy context that put research evidence front and 
center in education reform is shifting. The No Child Left Behind Act is retreating 
into the past. Investing in Innovation funding is being debated and it is unclear how 
the approach of tying program funding to evaluations will evolve. The Common 
Core State Standards movement is also shifting; attention is now focused on main-
taining political support and ensuring strong implementation. As these political and 
policy contexts change, opportunities emerge for greater maturity in our efforts to 
improve research and uses of it by various decision-makers in the policy process. 

 The chapters in this book suggest some promising strategies and a few cautions 
as we move forward. We should avoid viewing research use in overly simplifi ed 
ways. Research is not the next silver bullet for education reform, and simply man-
dating its use will not get us to our ultimate goals of better teaching and learning. 
Instead, research helps us understand problems and think about potential solutions. 
Research must be integrated with different types of evidence and adjudicated 
alongside values, interests, and local circumstances. The chapters also caution us 
against stereotyping the approach to research use in the United States as completely 
top-down and based on rational learning models. But, in so far as this stereotype has 
some merit, they warn us about the limitations of such an approach. 

 If we are committed to using research to enrich problem framing, decision- making, 
and individual and organization learning in education, the next decade should focus 
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on building trust, capacity, strong relationships, and the conditions for productive 
evidence integration.     
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       Decision-making based upon evidence has been promoted at all levels of the 
educational system, yet we have little current research that helps us understand 
evidence use at any of these levels. In fact, scholars have argued that we lack a 
solid empirical base in understanding what is meant by “evidence” and how that 
“evidence” is acquired and used for reform (Honig and Coburn  2008 ; Nelson et al. 
 2009 ; Nutley and Davies  2008 ; Tseng  2012 ). The chapters in this book provide both 
substantive and methodological contributions to this area. Despite the different levels, 
theoretical lenses, research targets, and methodological approaches, these chapters 
converge on a few important ideas. While in Chap.   11     Tseng and Nutley synthesized 
the prior chapters by linking specifi cally to the important points in each, in this fi nal 
chapter we consider the overall meta-themes from the set of studies in terms of 
converging ideas and important directions. We outline these themes as a way to 
push collective understanding on importance and use of research evidence at all 
levels of the educational system. 
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12.1     Limited Access to Evidence 

 While educators are swimming in data compared with only a decade ago, these 
chapters indicate that data is only one type of evidence that helps to frame a problem 
and uncover solutions. It was not that long ago when schools and teachers would 
complain that they did not have access to data that could inform their instructional 
practice and that all too often they never had the opportunity to see the data from 
their students until they had moved on to the next grade. Recently, educated teachers 
and administrators would be shocked to know that classes like “data-based decision- 
making” did not exist a decade ago given the widespread and frequent discussions 
about data in our educational system. 

 Student performance data, however, is only one type of evidence, and, as these 
chapters indicate, other types of evidence are valued, but perhaps not as widespread 
and used for decision-making. Educators hold a variety of defi nitions of what counts 
as evidence as they consider educational issues or problems, ranging from empirical 
studies, to local evaluation reports, and to expert opinion to popular press (Coburn 
et al.  2009 ; Finnigan et al.  2013 ; Nutley and Davies  2008 ). This is not only true at 
the school level but out to the district, to states, and even to the federal government. 
This fact just underscores the notion that while all levels of system can agree that 
research is important and needed, these levels vary widely on whether they value 
and use this research or other types of evidence in decision-making. Documenting 
the complicated nature of evidence use, as has been done in the chapters, is the fi rst 
step to moving toward greater coherence. 

 The limited access to evidence found in the chapters was in part due to the nature 
of the structure of educational organizations, often being siloed and disconnected, 
as well as cultures that did not support evidence use in a systematic and distributed 
manner. For example, principals of underperforming schools were disconnected 
from the data advice network in their larger school district, and those in formal posi-
tions to “broker” access to evidence were not always serving these roles. This may 
help to explain why districts and schools facing sanction under NCLB continue to 
draw on existing approaches that may or may not be rooted in an empirical base 
(Finnigan et al.  2012 ; Mintrop and Sunderman  2009 ). Moreover, it suggests the 
importance of the social side of the research evidence equation. 

 Traditional academic research and more rigorous evaluations are ironically 
viewed as both the most credible form of evidence and at the same time being 
viewed with skepticism because of the amount of time and resources involved, as 
well as who produces this work. These types of evidence are often viewed as being 
too “ivory tower,” meaning disconnected from the work of practice due to academic 
language and publication venues. This is a fundamental paradox in that research 
intended to impact policy and practice often rarely enters the hands of the policy-
maker or practitioner. 

 As federal and state policy requires the use of “research-based evidence,” research-
ers presumably produce high-quality research evidence that would be of great use to 
educators, who also want to use best practices grounded in research evidence, and yet 
at each step along the way there seems to be defi nitional, translational, and usability 
issues. In fact, while researchers usually hope that their work will impact the fi eld, 
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those on the ground, e.g., practitioners and policymakers, have limited time, training, 
and capacity for interpreting and translating the results into actionable steps. 
Moreover, the research that is produced is often framed from the researcher perspec-
tive rather than from educator/policymaker vantage point, and as such there is a large 
supply of research, but often the supply is at best tangentially related to the strong 
demand from the fi eld (Nutley et al.  2007 ; Porter  2007 ; Tseng  2012 ). With better 
connections between the demand and supply side, research evidence could have a 
greater potential to support the important work of improving educational systems. 

 For years, scholars and educators have argued for the need to bridge these gaps 
between research, policy, and practice. Many have called for academic researchers 
to do more “translational” research to make sure their work gets into the hands of 
practitioners and policymakers and more recently for research partnerships to 
jointly shape research. However, both of these potentially high-leverage strategies 
require changing long held beliefs about roles as well as substantial reallocation of 
resources. Some academics do get their work into the mainstream media through 
blogposts, social media, or other mechanisms, but even then that work may not be 
valued from a university perspective and thus may actually inhibit researchers from 
making their work more widely accessible to diverse audiences. As larger systems 
continue to focus on “impact factors” that measure infl uence on other scientist and 
not “practice impact,” it will be diffi cult to move further into translational work. 
Hence, as we consider the next steps forward in the study of research evidence, we 
must also consider the larger “incentive” structures in educational systems, such as 
universities, that do not necessarily reward translational activity or other more 
accessible venues for moving work out into the fi eld. 

 Despite the fact that universities do not typically value more “alternative” diffusion 
venues, these dissemination tactics, which are likely more nimble and responsive to 
research demands, are central to the work of many intermediary organizations. 
However, the research in this text indicates such organizations may have other 
agendas beyond dissemination. Beyond the translation and partnership approaches, 
governmental and foundation funders of research may benefi t from facilitating the 
process of dissemination through a variety of mechanisms from websites to policy 
forums, as the WT Grant Foundation has done with much of the work funded under 
their Use of Research Evidence initiative (which supports the work in this volume). 
Universities and think tanks could also facilitate the research dissemination process 
by taking it upon themselves to institutionally build resources, supports, and incen-
tives into communicating results from their scholars and analysts using the same 
technologically driven approaches as the intermediary organizations as a form of 
outreach to practice and policy communities.  

12.2     Strategic Use 

 Although prior scholars have identifi ed a variety of uses of evidence from instru-
mental to conceptual approaches (see, e.g., Nutley et al.  2007 ; Weiss  1977 ), 
the chapters in this book suggest that most of the use of evidence at all levels of 
the educational system is strategic or symbolic – to sway opinions or confi rm ideas. 
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In many cases, “the research says….” was a common refrain even though individuals 
couldn’t point to specifi c studies or data. Particularly at early points in advocating a 
position at the local, state, or federal level, evidence is more often used strategically 
to gain buy-in or support, rather than instrumentally as part of a learning process to 
diagnose problems and uncover solutions. 

 Perhaps this narrow use of evidence is not surprising for two reasons. The fi rst is 
that evidence is promoted as the answer. As Peter Orszag, director of Offi ce of 
Management and Budget at the time, pointed out in 2009:

  Rigorous ways to evaluate whether programs are working exist. But too often such evalua-
tions don’t happen. They are typically an afterthought when programs are designed – and 
once programs have been in place for awhile, evaluating them rigorously becomes diffi cult 
from a political economy perspective. 

 This has to change, and I am trying to put much more emphasis on evidence-based 
policy decisions here at OMB. Wherever possible, we should design new initiatives to build 
rigorous data about what works and then act on evidence that emerges – expanding the 
approaches that work best, fi ne-tuning the ones that get mixed results, and shutting down 
those that are failing. 

 In that way even if the evidence is limited or inconclusive, it becomes used as 
part of arguments for supporting or removing a particular policy or practice because 
of the high level of importance placed upon evidence-based decision-making. 
A second and related reason is of legitimacy – if one can offer evidence, particularly 
a compelling anecdote or a rigorously designed study, then one may be more likely 
to be able to persuade others of the importance of a particular approach because it 
has been sanctioned or legitimized by this external “expert” source. At both the 
district and national level, this allowed individuals to support their proposed course 
of action and move beyond an ideological debate.  

12.3     Evidence as Learning 

 The chapters also point to a major challenge in moving beyond strategic or symbolic 
uses of evidence – that individuals need prior knowledge and experience that they 
can build upon as well as a “readiness” to engage in a learning process around evi-
dence. The idea of “learning” around evidence is one of the most compelling notions 
in this book. We have typically thought of “evidence” as an input, but an input to 
what? As the chapters in this text either directly state or hint at, evidence is an input 
to a learning process that is infl uenced by individual experiences, the context in 
which one resides, and the social interactions around the evidence. In this way evi-
dence is just part of a process that both acts with and on the evidence. Hence, while 
at the outset evidence may be a research report or expert opinion, or even student 
data, thought of from a learning orientation, it is just one element, albeit important, 
to a larger process that involves learning. This of course implies the leadership and 
conditions necessary to be in place to support this approach, and as the authors in 
the text point out, this is best achieved through a combination of both internal and 
external partnerships. 
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 In order for learning to be realized, we have to pay better attention to the 
interconnected and interdependent system in which evidence is used. Developing the 
types of learning communities at all levels of the educational system to strengthen 
the capacity of educators and policymakers to make judgments about the various 
types of evidence seems critical. Individuals bring different expertise to situations, 
and it would be useful to develop collaborative processes to facilitate what Marsh 
( 2007 ) refers to as “joint work” to enable the co-interpretation and co-construction 
of different types of evidence into actionable steps for policy or practice. This implies 
that the necessary social conditions also be in place for the work to occur. While 
much of the literature attends to training and fi delity, one main theme across these 
chapters has to do with the collegiality necessary for knowledge development and 
transfer (Lazega  2001 ). 

 While calls for professional learning communities have become common in edu-
cation circles, these are rarely discussed beyond teachers, yet administrators in local 
or state departments of education or policymakers at all levels of the system would 
benefi t from the same collaborative thinking to jointly use and interpret multiple 
types of evidence to tackle complex problems. However, these professional learning 
communities – or what we refer to as “knowledge communities” – would need to 
be authentic partnerships that understand that evidence is not just the purview of 
the university but actually is a much broader and nuanced idea. This broadened 
understanding of what counts as evidence, along with allocated time to grapple with 
and interpret different types of evidence, through a learning process, not 
only requires a paradigm shift but also leads us to our next theme – trust – which is 
critical to evidence use.  

12.4     Building (or Rebuilding) Trust 

 Trust and relationships are central to many of these chapters, as strong relationships, 
including both vertical and horizontal ties, facilitate the fl ow of ideas and practices 
throughout the educational system. The role of networks has been implicated as 
both supports and constraints in the process of organizational change, learning, and 
improvement. This literature suggests that the structure of social networks can 
support organizational goals by facilitating the fl ow of information among individuals 
and overcoming problems of coordination, as scholars such as Lazega and Pattison 
( 2001 ) and Tsai and Ghoshal ( 1998 ) have pointed out. Research further suggests 
that strong reciprocated relationships within and across a network have been associ-
ated with initiating and sustaining change (McGrath and Krackhardt  2003 ; Tenkasi 
and Chesmore  2003 ). 

 Trust plays a role in several aspects of evidence use. First, people make determi-
nations about the evidence based upon the person providing the evidence. In other 
words, the same type of evidence brought by a trustworthy or untrustworthy source 
will have a different result in a person’s response to that evidence, i.e., whether it 
resonates or they are skeptical of it, for example. This is particularly interesting, as 
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it suggests that the emotional connection to an individual, as exemplifi ed by trust, 
can actually override the rational evaluation of a piece of evidence. As such we must 
be mindful of not only the fact that individuals have social relationships but the 
quality of the relationship between those individuals matters as it may be conse-
quential for the use of evidence. For symbolic evidence use, therefore, a trusting 
source is key to convincing people of a particular approach or strategy. 

 Second, trust is important to evidence use because of the politics of data use. 
In fact, our work suggests that there is a degree of vulnerability that exists when 
educators or policymakers actually fi nd out “what the data says.” Because of our 
political context, it is diffi cult to have a nuanced conversation of the evidence, if, for 
example, the results are not all positive. At that point, having a trusted colleague to 
help dig deeper into understanding the various types of evidence and considering 
appropriate instructional, structural, or policy changes depending upon the issue 
at hand is important. What the work in this book indicates is that institutional 
support around evidence use is critical and those who serve in supporting roles by 
facilitating access to evidence and facilitating interpretation and action steps should 
not necessarily be those who serve in supervisory roles or, if they are, then attention 
must be paid to underlying relationships given a high level of distrust across our 
educational systems (Daly and Finnigan  2012 ). 

 So how do you rebuild trust given the current climate of accountability and 
systems of compliance at the local and state level? The lessons in this book would 
suggest leadership is critical. First, as much literature regarding the rebuilding of 
trust suggests (e.g., Tschannen-Moran  2004 ), it is incumbent upon leaders to set the 
stage for a trusting environment. Leaders who are able to model being vulnerable, 
open, and respectful and operate with high integrity are more likely to engender 
those characteristics in their context. As to evidence specifi cally, leaders who work to 
rebuild trust must fi rst consider what evidence they consider valuable and whether 
this is similar to the types of evidence that others consider useful. As the work in 
this book suggests, a leader has to bridge and connect to others not just to provide 
access to evidence but in the co-interpretation of this evidence. Leaders who can 
successfully acknowledge and validate various types of evidence, including experi-
ence and observation, are better able to honor expertise and knowledge production 
at all levels of the system. This process of acknowledgement and valuing sends clear 
messages about one’s importance in an organization and, as the work in the book 
suggests, supports the rebuilding of trust and creating buy-in at all levels. 

 Trust can also be rebuilt by facilitating the exchange of research and other types 
of evidence through the types of “knowledge communities” discussed above. 
Through this rebuilding of trust, access to evidence can be increased and use of 
evidence can be strengthened. Furthermore, by shifting to an orientation of systems 
of support in the building of capacity around evidence use (away from compliance 
and monitoring), trust can be rebuilt. Building on this point, one of the main lessons 
from this work is that evidence use occurs in a robust network of interconnected 
relationships, whether one focuses on the school, district, state, or federal govern-
ment, as we discuss more below. This interconnected system of relationships is 
critical to the use of evidence, and as such, greater attention should be paid to both 
the quantity and quality of relationships between and among research users.  
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12.5     Importance of “Research Mediators” 
and Policy Coalitions 

 As several chapters suggest, the prominence of evidence use across the educational 
system has resulted from several forces including bully pulpit statements and fund-
ing allocations from the federal government, new sources of funding from both 
governmental and foundation sources, and state accountability systems. This push, 
combined with an often disjointed relationship between the research producers and 
the research users, has allowed for new groups to emerge or position themselves as 
the “interpreters” of evidence. As mentioned above, academic research may lack 
visibility and accessibility as a result of both what is rewarded in the system, but 
also the result of funding cycles and institutional priorities. Not only do researchers 
tend not to be involved in the active promotion and dissemination of their work, but 
their institutions also do not necessarily allocate resources toward these activities, 
despite the benefi t of moving the work into the policy or practice sphere. In essence, 
much of the talk of moving research into policy and practice relies on individual 
researchers to either rework their fi nal products or reach out directly to groups, but, 
in reality, institutional resources on both the researcher and user end could be more 
productively reallocated toward more “translational” activities. 

 Better using institutional resources in a coherent and focused manner for moving 
research into practice and policy appears a high-leverage strategy that takes into 
account the systemic nature of the work. However, this will require a retooling on 
the part of institutions. For universities recognizing the importance of translational 
work through incentivizing that type of work and using communication systems to 
move the work outward and on the research user side, providing the capacity building 
to be able to incorporate and evaluate evidence as it moves into the system. In both 
instances different skill sets and capacities must be built, but as it stands now the 
pressure is generally on individuals to fi gure out how to move their work into the 
practice or policy communities with limited institutional support. 

 In many ways intermediary organizations have quickly moved to fi ll this gap 
between producers and users in the broader system. In particular, foundations have 
become centrally involved in evidence production. External groups not only provide 
research but make sense of it and offer practical advice, fi lling a much needed niche. 
Intermediaries have taken on important roles in the packaging of research and the 
management of perceptions to “sell” policymakers or practitioners on a set of fi nd-
ings, as well as to validate whether evidence is credible. Of course while fi lling a 
larger “need” of the system to bridge researcher to user, another “need” was being 
fi lled as many of these organizations spent considerable resources moving their own 
agendas forward, many unchecked. In perhaps a similar but different capacity, district 
staff have fi lled gaps between producers and users of evidence. These brokers also 
serve in intermediary positions, but they are internal to the organization vs. external 
to the organization. 

 This emergence of intermediary organizations in both the production and inter-
pretation and evidence illustrates the shifting roles of these groups, as well as the 
importance of further research into their roles. In essence, these interpreters or 
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brokers – or what we call “research mediators” – have come to play a critical role in 
the fl ow of ideas and practices because they fi lter what is known about research and 
can also facilitate integrating evidence into the practice of others if they are well 
trusted as discussed previously. In examining these groups, it will be important to 
consider their role as policy advocates, for example, by considering which types 
of evidence they promote about particular issues and the degree to which they 
advocate for policies or practices solely along ideological lines. 

 Beyond the individuals and groups that serve as “research mediators,” connecting 
producers and users of evidence, policy coalitions, which included foundations, 
think tanks, and advocacy groups, emerged in the chapters as important in both 
symbolic and instrumental uses of evidence. To capitalize on the diverse networks 
of individuals that these policy coalitions connect, it may be worthwhile to consider 
either creating these or building upon groups that already exist to make meaning of 
and disseminate evidence around a particular topic, like mathematics reform, or a 
particular challenge in our educational system, like how to improve the lowest 
performing 5 % of schools. Extending these policy coalitions to include researchers 
and practitioners, i.e., academics and teachers or administrators, rather than just 
connecting these two groups, would be an important next step. Another next step 
from an institutional perspective is to convene consortia of producers and consumers 
of evidence – along with these policy coalitions – to create common dialogue and 
recognition that the production of knowledge does not reside in one part of the 
 system but across the system in various sectors and levels. As we see from the work 
in this book, perhaps a positive result of the accountability pressures is that it has 
resulted in new connections or stronger connections given the stakes are so high. 
The interconnectedness of the system leads us to our fi nal theme – the importance of 
a systemic approach to educational issues and improvement.  

12.6     Education: An Interconnected System 

 As United States Secretary of Education Arne Duncan said a few years ago now in 
his testimony to Congress, NCLB “has created a thousand ways for schools to fail 
and very few ways to help them succeed” (   Duncan  2011 ). Our interest in evidence 
stems from our commitment to a more equitable educational system, and as we 
began to conduct our own research on the lowest performing schools, we saw fi rst-
hand the interconnectedness of the various parts, for example, in the movement of 
principals into and out of these schools as a result of accountability policies as we 
discuss in our recent work (Daly and Finnigan  2014 ; Daly et al.  2014 ; Finnigan and 
Daly  2012 ,  2014 ; Finnigan et al.  2012 ). In bringing together the chapters of this 
book that focus from the schoolhouse to Capitol Hill, we were interested in moving 
our understanding of educational issues forward by joining these disconnected parts. 

 The contributors of this book each provide unique lenses on the issue of evidence 
use in education, and in combination these provide us with an important reminder 
that is becoming ever so clear in this moment in history: the interdependence of all 
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of the moving parts of the US educational system. The implementation of the 
Common Core across the country may be the fi rst time that we have explicit  evidence 
of the consequences of an occurrence at any particular level of the system, e.g., as 
parents “opt out” of assessments, or a state department of education provides 
 curricular units that are implemented locally, or a foundation grant ends there is a 
sort of ripple effect that is felt in other parts of the system and the system, as a result, 
makes adjustments and self corrects (or doesn’t). 

 We are not the fi rst to argue the utility of using complex adaptive systems (CAS) 
theory to understand the  entire  system of education (see, e.g., Maroulis, et al.  2010 ; 
Sabelli et al.  2012 ). This body of research, however, demonstrates quite clearly that 
it is important to look beyond the more traditional governmental layers involved in 
K-12 education such as local and state educational agencies and the federal govern-
ment, extending to “outside” groups from higher education, to foundations, think 
tanks, advocacy groups, and municipal governments. Given that a central premise 
of this book was to examine whether, how, and under what conditions evidence is 
used by practitioners and policymakers, CAS can help us to understand the linkages 
between the macro- and micro-systems for not only the types of evidence that are 
produced but also to increase access and allow for co-interpretation across the system. 
These dynamic linkages among the various subsystems and levels are critically 
important to take into account and frequently overlooked in trying to bring about 
educational change (Lemke and Sabelli  2008 ). Absent an understanding that this 
work is about an interdependent system in which the success of one part of the 
system is dependent on the other, we are not likely to see the type of transformations 
necessary to be responsive to the needs of the twenty-fi rst century. 

 It strikes us then that part of the reason that we have created a thousand way 
for schools to fail is because we continue to think about these issues as a school 
problem – with our policies based in underlying assumptions that relate to what 
individual teachers or administrators or students in those schools are not doing 
rather than considering what the system is not doing to improve performance in 
these schools. In the end, then, to some degree we are all implicated in the failure, 
as Gloria Ladson-Billings ( 2006 ) suggested when she argued that we need to consider 
the “educational debt” that we owe to students of color and living in poverty. If we 
have systems that are interconnected but do not use these connections wisely to 
provide support, co-construct new knowledge around various types of evidence, and 
allow for the fl ow of ideas and practices based upon this new knowledge to move 
into and out of schools serving these students, then it seems like misplaced blame to 
argue for a “death penalty” for failing schools as New York Governor Cuomo 
recently did. In essence, all of the groups in the larger system have allowed the 
inequities (that happen to align closely along racial and socioeconomic lines) to 
exist and even thrive so it is unclear why the educators within these schools are 
blamed for the failure of the larger system. 

 In conclusion, although in education we have spent a lot of time talking about the 
importance of evidence, we have not spent as much time considering how evidence 
will be interpreted to develop new knowledge that can then serve to improving 
opportunities and outcomes for children. In essence, we have done a good job of 

12 Conclusion: Using Research Evidence from the Schoolhouse Door to Capitol Hill



186

creating a lot of hippos but haven’t spent time helping the hippos to dance. Hippos 
in this sense refer to big important ideas from research. In and of themselves these 
ideas are important but are often so weighty they do not “dance” easily into practice 
or policy. We rarely take the time to collectively teach hippos to dance; rather, we 
wait and hope that somehow they will don dancing slippers and fi nd their way into 
the ball of educational practice and policy. Sometimes this happens, but more often 
than not hippos do what hippos do, that is to fl oat, eat, and only move when neces-
sary or provoked. As we face continued and unprecedented challenges in improving 
educational outcomes and reducing the inequities in our educational system, 
developing better ways for research evidence to be interpreted and taken up into 
practice – or helping the hippos to dance – will be critical.     
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