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Introduction  
 

For several decades, policy, practice, and research communities have called for increased 
use of research evidence in educational decision-making. Research evidence is the 
knowledge generated through systematic empirical studies. It may result from qualitative, 
quantitative, or mixed-methods study designs. It may be reported in books, reports, articles, 
research summaries, training courses, expert testimony, or other outlets and formats. Use of 
research evidence refers to the process of actively engaging with and drawing on research 
evidence to inform, change, and improve decision-making or practice. Importantly, research 
evidence is only one type of evidence used by policymakers and practitioners with different 
types of evidence, such as anecdotes, stories, or “best practices” shared by colleagues, used 
strategically, alone or in combination at different points of the policymaking or decision-
making process.1  
 
The implicit idea is that increasing research evidence use in education will point 
policymakers and practitioners toward interventions and practices that are more likely to 
yield positive outcomes, hence improving results. To that end, the federal government and 
some key funders have prioritized building evidence about the impact of education 
interventions to support policymakers and practitioners in implementing “evidence-based” 
programs.  
 
The theory of action for many attempts to increase research evidence use relies on a simple, 
linear model, where researchers produce knowledge and policymakers and practitioners 
simply need to be told what research says to use it well. This theory implicitly assumes that 
high-quality research evidence can be productively and thoughtfully used to improve 
system outcomes and that any challenges or failures in the use of research evidence are 
caused by a disconnect between research and practice/policy. In recent years, however, 
scholars have learned much more about how research is used and by whom, with many 
studies indicating that policymakers draw on evidence in more dynamic and nuanced ways 
than previously understood by the research community. This finding improves on prior 
assertions and assumptions about research evidence use that were oversimplified and not 
empirically grounded. A better understanding of what research evidence use looks like and 
in what contexts it can improve education systems will help us know how policymakers and 
practitioners can incorporate more research and what support they need to do so well. 
Additionally, the broader movement to conduct more transformative and impactful 
research through partnerships between researchers and policymakers/practitioners will 
likely result in new conceptualizations and methodologies that deepen our understanding 
of the complex processes involved and allow us to move beyond the research-centered, 
linear perspective of research evidence use.  
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Key findings 
 

Key finding #1: Practitioners and policymakers often use research evidence instrumentally, 
such as to make a specific decision about starting or ending a program, or strategically, such 
as to sway opinions, confirm ideas, or gain policy buy-in or support.  
 
However, many studies rely on self-reports of research evidence use, although some have 
triangulated this data source through public testimony, official documentation, or 
methodological tools such as social network analysis (SNA). Such studies indicate greater 
connection between research and policy/practice than previously contended but lack 
nuance with regard to what research evidence is being used and the impact of that use. 
 
Key finding #2: Policymakers and practitioners also use research evidence conceptually—to 
bring attention to an issue, expand a person’s understanding of an area of policy or practice, or 
change the way in which someone looks at a problem.  
 
While studies provide empirical support for conceptual use, measuring this type of use is 
more challenging. Most research to date involves self-reports through interviews or surveys. 
Furthermore, it does not examine the ways in which conceptual use may precede or be 
embedded in instrumental or symbolic use of research evidence, for example, when 
research findings are used to justify an argument or to support a preexisting idea. 
 
Key finding #3: Practitioners and policymakers frequently determine the value of research 
evidence and whether they will use it based on whether they trust the person or organization 
providing the evidence.  
 
The importance of trust has been documented in studies with different designs, indicating 
an important and often overlooked relational aspect of use of research evidence. However, 
most of this work has focused on the K-12 level, including practitioners and local leaders or 
policymakers, and has focused on individual connections or relationships with individual 
representatives of organizations. We know less about the role of trust in other educational 
contexts and about the degree of trust that people have in specific agencies or organizations 
as sources of information. 
 
Key finding #4: Use of research evidence by policymakers and practitioners is facilitated by 
people who serve as “research brokers,” for example, central office leaders or university 
professors, as well as intermediary organizations and networks.  
 
Brokers are often undervalued, but they play a critical role in connecting disconnected 
groups to research evidence and sustaining these relationships.2 However, these individuals 
or organizations are not always neutral disseminators of research. They may package 
research in ways that support a particular program or policy, or they may serve in a 
gatekeeping role, sharing only particular types of research evidence. In addition, high levels 
of turnover of staff in broker roles can be disruptive to use of research evidence. 
 
Key finding #5: Effective use of research evidence by organizations requires strong 
communication pathways, embedded routines, a culture that supports risk-taking, and 
leadership that buffers users from political and monetary pressures.  
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Though the importance of infrastructure and culture to use of research evidence has been 
found across studies, context, and methods, our understanding of this area remains 
somewhat superficial. We have limited understanding of the conditions, resources, or 
leadership required to develop the infrastructure and culture that support research 
evidence use or whether having these conditions in place leads to better-quality use of 
research evidence or use of better-quality research evidence. We know more about what 
limits the use of research evidence than about what supports it or how to scale it up. 
 
Key finding #6: The growth of partnerships between researchers and 
policymakers/practitioners, often referred to as research–practice partnerships (RPPs), has 
incorporated a new model for how research evidence use happens, and these partnerships 
often include organizational and systemic supports for use of research evidence in targeted 
ways.  
 
RPPs allow for collaborative work, including the co-construction of meaning from research 
findings, and they involve rituals and structures for meaningful and authentic joint work.3 
While RPPs have the potential to result in higher-quality and more effective use of research 
evidence, this has not yet been systematically studied.  

Understudied topics.  

The initial work in this area helped us to broadly understand whether research evidence was 
being used at all. The next step is to consider the quality of use of research evidence, as we do 
not yet know enough about either the quality of the research evidence that practitioners and 
policymakers are using or the quality of use. Additionally, to date, much research has focused 
on K-12 classrooms, schools, and districts, and we know much less about other points in the 
educational trajectory, such as early childhood, higher education, or adult education. 
Research evidence use by practitioners has also been a more common focus than has 
research evidence use by policymakers. Power and political influence as well as how they 
affect use of research evidence, along with issues of equity in terms of how research is used 
and the conditions that support this use, warrant greater attention. Finally, there is very little 
research on how researchers adjust their own designs and collaborative practices to 
strengthen use of research evidence and whether such adjustments have led to more 
effective research training or changes in researchers’ knowledge and practices. In addition 
to these understudied areas, research on use of research evidence could be strengthened by 
a stronger theoretical grounding and more rigorous measurement tools. Beyond that, what 
we know from the current body of work can inform more complex, large-scale and mixed-
methods longitudinal designs. 

Policy considerations.  

We need to learn much more about how policy mandates for evidence use play out in 
practice. For example, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) requires that states, districts, 
and schools identify and implement policies and practices based on different tiers of 
evidence. However, we do not know whether this requirement has resulted in more effective 
work aligned with the current body of research on specific areas, e.g., instructional 
approaches or multilingual programs. We also need to better understand what training, 
resources, structures, and cultural changes are needed for researchers and 
policymakers/practitioners to promote widespread and effective use of research evidence 
for system improvement. Finally, research evidence use in policy (and practice) depends on 
one’s values regarding and philosophies of education. 
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Background: Historical, financial, and political 
contexts of research evidence/use of research 
evidence in education 
 

Attention to use of research evidence derives from earlier conceptual work in the 1970s and 
1980s by Carol Weiss and Nathan Caplan, among others. This work provided much of the 
theoretical grounding for both the broader focus on connecting research and practice/policy 
and the more specific ways in which use of evidence varies, such as instrumental, 
conceptual, symbolic, or tactical use.4 Design-based approaches that emerged in the 1980s 
in the field of learning sciences as a way to strengthen connections between research and 
practice led to a parallel movement toward RPPs. These two broad areas—use of research 
evidence and RPPs—align and intersect with broader knowledge utilization and knowledge 
mobilization efforts over this same period of time. In essence, the key drivers for the 
resurgence of attention to research evidence use were the parallel scholarly and practical 
efforts regarding the use of research evidence and RPPs that have recently become more 
integrated. 
 
While the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) and the creation of the U.S. 
Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences (IES) ushered in an era of 
evidence-based improvement in the early 2000s, the explosion of research on use of 
research evidence occurred in the last decade as part of the capacity building in the field. The 
funding opportunities for research on use of research evidence grew substantially, with 
more than 80 funding sources supporting research on use of research evidence, including 
governmental and philanthropic entities in the U.S. and internationally.5 At the same time, 
both IES and foundations such as the William T. Grant Foundation and the Spencer 
Foundation supported substantial work on RPPs. In addition, the William T. Grant 
Foundation developed a line of inquiry specifically addressing research on use of research 
evidence in policies and practices that affect young people.6 More recent studies, including 
those focused not only on use but also on ways to improve use of research evidence, as well 
as studies of use of research evidence outside of education have been supported by the 
William T. Grant Foundation and been featured on its website. Finally, the IES invested in two 
knowledge utilization centers, namely, the National Center for Research in Policy and 
Practice and the Center for Research Use in Education, driving substantial research on use 
of research evidence at the school and district levels. Parallel to these investments, ESSA, 
which is the national education law that replaced NCLB, ushered in a new way of thinking 
about research evidence by identifying different levels or “tiers” of evidence based on the 
research design, results, context, and setting.  
 
Both interventions and researchers began to attend to the abilities of users to evaluate and 
discern the difference between quality of evidence and the conditions that supported use of 
research evidence. Scholars documented the growth and influence of nongovernmental 
actors on educational politics and policymaking, and these groups became an important 
component of use of research evidence.7 Some scholars, advocates, and funders began to 
argue for greater attention to the democratization of the research agenda, broadening the 
understanding of the roles of users. In essence, the field began growing in two important 
ways. First, scholarship on use of research evidence began considering the larger ecosystem 
and broadening the understanding of the roles of producers and users. Second, the field 
began to more widely understand use of research evidence not as the linear transmission of 
something, e.g., translating results into a format that would be used by a policymaker, but as 
part of a process, e.g., a process of learning with regard to a particular area of practice or a 
process of policy development and implementation. This new way of understanding use of 
research evidence built on earlier calls for scholars to understand research evidence use in 
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a more complex and iterative way.8 Thus, use of research evidence became better understood 
as a complex web of users (and nonusers) and as a process of use that led to greater attention 
to the structures, relationships, politics, and conditions that facilitate or hinder use in 
practice and policy. 

 
Evidence 

 
This review focuses on the empirical work to date on use of research evidence. Readers are 
also encouraged to read some of the conceptual underpinnings related to this body of work 
and how it has evolved over time.9 

 
Key finding #1: Practitioners and policymakers often use research evidence instrumentally, 
such as to make a specific decision about starting or ending a program, or strategically, such 
as to sway opinions, confirm ideas, or gain policy buy-in or support.  
 
Although several earlier studies found that research evidence plays a limited role in the 
decision-making of central office staff, local school boards, and principals,10 a national study 
of K-12 leaders expanded the knowledge base on instrumental use of research evidence.11 

This descriptive study involved a representative sample of districts across the U.S. and found 
that the majority of leaders reported that they used research evidence frequently in 
instrumental ways, e.g., for choosing curricula, allocating resources, adopting or eliminating 
programs, and designing professional development. Research evidence was reported to 
influence the decisions that school and district leaders make, e.g., decisions about full-day 
kindergarten, teacher professional development, and how to address student tardiness. 
Research evidence also supported decisions at the classroom level, e.g., decisions on student 
groupings and progress monitoring, although research evidence was one of several types of 
evidence that was brought to bear on these decisions.12 
 
However, which leaders had access to or were using research evidence in instrumental ways 
is important. For example, I have conducted research that involved SNA of the underlying 
networks of district leaders (including central office leaders and principals), finding that 
principals of underperforming schools were on the periphery (or outer areas) of advice 
networks in districts compared with principals of higher-performing schools. Additionally, 
principals of low-performing schools became disconnected from research evidence as a 
result of leadership churn.13 Some additional studies found instrumental use at the federal 
and state policy levels. These studies traced federal dollar allocations across different tiers 
of research evidence, identified specific studies and syntheses that were used to develop 
standards, and identified the ways in which state education agencies used research evidence 
to develop frameworks.14 More recently, research conducted by a national center found that 
state curriculum supervisors used research evidence to determine whether to purchase an 
intervention or to design professional development for teachers or administrators.15 These 
studies used a combination of self-reports, document analysis, and budgetary allocations to 
identify instrumental use of research evidence in policy decisions.  
 
Particularly at early points in advocacy for a position at the local, state, or federal level, 
research evidence is used strategically to gain buy-in or support. In essence, even if the 
research evidence is limited or inconclusive, it is used as part of arguments for supporting 
or removing a particular policy or practice. Research evidence has been used in this way to 
gain legitimacy; that is, 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. Research evidence is frequently used in this way to demonstrate 
credibility, to symbolize shared ideals or beliefs, to justify a particular position or prior 
decision, or as a proxy for values. Several studies have found symbolic use of research 
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evidence at the school board, central office, and school levels to convince others of a 
particular perspective on an issue or to support a particular decision.16 The national study of 
district leaders mentioned earlier found that more than two-thirds of leaders reported 
frequent symbolic or strategic use. While research evidence could also be used strategically 
to discredit others or convince others to dismantle a program, such use was much less 
common.17  
 
At the policy level, strategic use of research evidence has been identified as a key approach 
for policymakers to gain support or counter opposing views.18 Sometimes, rather than 
policymakers, policy entrepreneurs, i.e., people who are considered “champions” of a certain 
policy agenda and/or solution and who bring innovative ideas to policy problems, are the 
ones who use research evidence in strategic or symbolic ways throughout different policy 
stages (depending on availability and political context). For example, research on the 
development of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) found that policy entrepreneurs, 
including former governors, advocacy organizations, and groups representing state and 
local officials, used research evidence during the problem definition stage of the policy 
process, primarily to define a set of problems for which they already had a solution (i.e., a 
symbolic use). During policy design, research evidence was used symbolically to persuade 
stakeholders about various aspects of the policy, and during policy enactment, research 
evidence was used strategically to communicate with and persuade specific audiences 
about the usefulness and importance of specific standards by linking the standards to the 
research evidence on which they were based.19 While some studies of symbolic use of 
research evidence have involved self-reports, others have used testimonies and formal 
documents to analyze the discourse of persuasion, including one study that focused on how 
policy actors used research evidence in their amicus briefs to sway the U.S. Supreme Court 
in Fisher v. University of Texas at Austin.20  

 
Key finding #2: Policymakers and practitioners also use research evidence conceptually—to 
bring attention to an issue, expand a person’s understanding of an area of policy or practice, or 
change the way in which someone looks at a problem.  
 
The emerging work on the instrumental and symbolic uses of research evidence provides us 
with a greater understanding of the more strategic or tactical approaches to research 
evidence use in ways that align with rational understandings of decision-making in specific 
moments when research evidence is used to persuade or inform. Scholars who study use of 
research evidence have argued that a great deal of research evidence use is conceptual, 
shaping in slow and diffuse ways how people think about problems and how to solve them.21 

In fact, self-reports of conceptual use indicate high levels of this type of research evidence 
use. For example, 93% of leaders said that research evidence “brought attention to a new 
issue.” Additionally, leaders were most likely to say that they frequently or all of the time 
encountered research that had expanded their understanding of an issue (71%). 
Approximately one-third of leaders reported that research had brought a new issue to their 
attention (36%) or changed the way that they looked at a problem (35%).22 Other empirical 
studies found a similar frequency of conceptual use.23 Whether the findings point to a 
greater incidence of conceptual use than of instrumental use appears to be closely linked to 
the research design, with some qualitative studies that involved observations showing little 
evidence of instrumental use but some quantitative studies suggesting that instrumental 
use was more common than conceptual use.24 Conceptual use of research evidence likely has 
farther-reaching and longer-term consequences than do instrumental, tactical/political, 
and other types of use because conceptual use changes what people attend to or how they 
think about a particular issue, policy, or program. 
 
However, conceptual use of research evidence has proven difficult to measure and track over 
time, and to date, most studies of conceptual use have relied on self-reports. Conceptual use 
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may be embedded in other uses with regard to accessing and interpreting research evidence 
as individuals and collectively in organizations. For example, as educators seek out specific 
evidence on a decision about a program, they may also engage in conceptual use to better 
understand the larger issues involved or to develop a new perspective on the issue at hand. 
However, most research has focused on this as an individual, rather than as a collective, 
learning process. Having structured or formal opportunities to discuss research evidence is 
strongly associated with instrumental and symbolic research evidence use, which suggests 
that conceptual frameworks and methodological approaches need to account for 
differences in the social context for each type of use and how conceptual use may be 
embedded in these other uses.25 In essence, conceptual use of research evidence may be 
more likely in collaborative research environments and places that have structures and 
norms related to research evidence use; however, most studies have not yet accounted for 
these varied contexts.26  

 
Key finding #3: Practitioners and policymakers frequently determine the value of research 
evidence and whether they will use it based on whether they trust the person or organization 
providing the evidence.  
 
Contrary to conventional wisdom, research evidence is not inaccessible or devalued across 
the board. Indeed, educational leaders report that they value research evidence and use it 
quite widely.27 One key finding across contexts is that the use of research evidence occurs in 
a robust network of interconnected relationships. This means that at any particular level, 
including the school, district, state, or federal government, there is a set of interwoven 
relationships and that there is also a set of connections across these units. Several studies 
that involved case studies and network analysis have shown that trust plays a role in use of 
research evidence, finding that 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 the evidence resonates with the person or the person is skeptical toward it. For 
example, one study with my collaborator Alan Daly that involved surveys and network 
analysis of school leaders found that trust was associated with reciprocal relationships 
between urban school leaders around research-based practices.28 We studied longitudinal 
social networks of leaders in several districts and found that leaders who had higher 
perceptions of organizational trust were more likely to share research-based practices and 
that they also shared these practices with people with whom they had close or reciprocal 
relationships. We also examined who were considered high-end research evidence users—
identified by their colleagues as those who regularly brought new ideas from research 
(defined as empirical studies)—to better understand how research evidence was diffused 
throughout the school district. We found that consideration of “high-end research evidence 
users” in the system was more dynamic than expected. In other words, as the networks 
themselves changed, so too did the relationships around research evidence, suggesting an 
understanding of diffusion in this case that was different from that suggested by diffusion 
theories.29 In addition, another team of researchers used a different approach but also found 
the importance of trust for use of research evidence. These researchers’ work examined the 
deliberative practices of school board members and their use of research evidence in these 
public deliberations. The team attended 160 school board and committee meetings and 
coded the meetings in terms of the type of evidence brought forward in discussions and 
whether the evidence was based on research or not. The researchers then interviewed board 
members and school leaders, learning that trust and trustworthiness were important for 
whether and how they used evidence, particularly research evidence.30 While these studies 
indicate that trusting relationships are important for use of research evidence, we do not yet 
have empirical studies that indicate that trust results in better use of research evidence or 
use of better-quality research evidence. Furthermore, trust could just as likely result in the 
use of weak evidence; hence, more work is necessary. 
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Key finding #4: Use of research evidence by policymakers and practitioners is facilitated by 
people who serve as “research brokers,” for example, central office leaders or university 
professors, as well as intermediary organizations and networks.  
 
Prior research suggests that educators turn to people to access research evidence and that 
they prefer evidence curated by colleagues to inform their decisions.31 Brokers play a critical 
role in the flow of ideas and practices because they filter what is known about research 
evidence. Professional associations, advocacy organizations, and philanthropic 
organizations have all been found to be brokers of research evidence for teachers, leaders, 
and others in the education system.32 My own research, which used SNA, found that key 
individuals within school districts served as brokers of research evidence, but we also found 
that high levels of churn in these leadership roles meant that the ties related to research 
evidence were constantly being disrupted.33 In a similar vein, another team of researchers 
used SNA to study the structure of connections that bridged the worlds of practice and of 
research. They found that school staff often played brokering roles, e.g., gatekeeping roles, 
but that these were not always useful in successfully brokering the research–practice gap. 
This means that when educators sought out information, the information chain was often 
quite long, with researchers rarely being involved.34 In my own work, we found that central 
office staff often served as brokers between university researchers and teachers or school 
leaders and that they frequently served as gatekeepers between people who were identified 
as research evidence users in different parts of the system.35 The team of researchers 
mentioned above also found that, separate from people who were internal to the research or 
practice communities that were being connected, county-, state-, or federal-level agencies 
sometimes served as liaisons between these two groups. 
 
The push for greater use of research evidence, combined with an often disjointed 
relationship between research producers and research evidence users, has allowed new 
groups to emerge or position themselves as “interpreters” of evidence.36 For example, one 
group of researchers used qualitative methods to study use of research evidence in several 
different cities, finding that intermediary organizations were active in promoting, 
participating in, or opposing certain more controversial educational policies such as charter 
schools, vouchers, “parent trigger” laws, and merit-pay systems for teachers. These 
intermediary groups also played the role of local distributors of federal funds, hence aligning 
resources with their agendas and the research evidence that they elevated or shared with 
decision makers.37 

 
Key finding #5: Effective use of research evidence by organizations requires strong 
communication pathways, embedded routines, a culture that supports risk-taking, and 
leadership that buffers users from political and monetary pressures.  
 
Several studies have found that use of research evidence requires an infrastructure to 
embed research evidence in routines, norms, and activities.38 The Center for Research Use in 
Education found that professional learning communities, instructional leadership teams, 
and instructional coaches were the most common structures reported by teachers that 
facilitated the connection between research and practice.39 Another study uncovered how 
multiple, interrelated routines were important for understanding use of research evidence 
in school districts. While district leaders did not explicitly discuss use of research evidence 
as part of these routines, it was often embedded in artifacts that were part of these routines; 
hence, it shaped decision-making processes.40 For example, literacy leaders embedded 
research in professional development slide decks, which in turn were used by teachers or 
leaders for curricular or instructional decisions. In addition to structures, a strong culture of 
research evidence use and a climate of trust, learning, and risk-taking support use of 
research evidence.41 However, as discussed in my own work, use of research evidence is often 
limited by pressures to determine improvement strategies based on monetary resources 
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that are available (or not), and political pressures can reduce use of research evidence.42 In 
fact, conducting SNA, we found that leaders needed people who could facilitate access to 
evidence, interpretation of evidence, and development of action steps based on evidence 
and who were not also in positions of power, i.e., people who were not supervising them, 
given the high level of distrust and political vulnerability that such supervision entails. While 
systems and a research-focused culture can increase use of research evidence, whether they 
have resulted in “effective” or “high-quality” use of research evidence has not been 
sufficiently studied and requires a closer examination of the values, norms, and training of 
both researchers and research evidence users. 
 
Key finding #6: The growth of partnerships between researchers and 
policymakers/practitioners, often referred to as RPPs, has incorporated a new model for how 
research evidence use happens, and these partnerships typically include organizational and 
systemic supports for use of research evidence in targeted ways.  

 
RPPs allow for collaborative work, including the co-construction of meaning from research 
findings, and they involve rituals and structures for meaningful and authentic joint work.43 

RPPs are designed to develop longer-term collaborations, hence providing the opportunity 
for greater trust and organizational routines with respect to research evidence. While many 
RPPs likely incorporate use of research evidence by engaging researchers, we have much 
more to learn about how RPPs may enable greater and more effective research evidence 
use.44  

 
Areas for future research 

  
Here, I note important areas for future research, building upon the understudied areas 
noted above. I also suggest some ways to contribute to the field based on particular designs 
and the research focus and context.  

Quality. 

Despite advances in our understanding of use of research evidence, we do not yet know 
enough about the quality of the research evidence that practitioners and policymakers are 
using or the quality of use.45 Published and disseminated research can vary a great deal in 
terms of methodological rigor, the quality of data collection and analysis, and the 
appropriateness of the interpretation of results. The initial work in this area helped us to 
broadly understand whether research evidence was being used at all, but the next step is to 
consider the quality of use of research evidence. Studies on this topic should consider how 
research evidence is being used and the impact of that use, particularly the strength or 
weakness of the research evidence, as it influences decisions or sways stakeholders. Given 
the prominence of symbolic uses and the misuse of research evidence, this is an important 
cautionary note, as various actors strategically use research evidence that may be weak or 
inconclusive to shape educational debates and decisions. 

  
Measurement 

 
Both decision-making processes and cognitive processes are complex and messy. Studies 
have begun to uncover how research evidence is used in these processes, but the reality is 
that we do not have adequate measures. Additional work is necessary to develop measures 
that help us to determine whether practitioners or policymakers have developed a deeper 
understanding of particular issues that is aligned with rigorous research. A tool that 
measures conceptual use (and the related learning processes) could also help us understand 
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whether conceptual use is a necessary precursor to higher-quality use of research evidence, 
whether research evidence is part of an iterative or a cyclical nature of learning, and whether 
conceptual use is part of or takes different forms in the “softening up” of a policy process, as 
well as other important and related questions. Valid and reliable measures of use of research 
evidence will be important for the field, and these measures must take into account both 
individual and collective use. In addition, the open sharing of codebooks and observation 
tools will allow researchers to conduct studies across settings and contexts via similar 
methods to strengthen the work in this area.46 Some work from other related fields such as 
child welfare may help inform this area.47   

Power, politics, and learning 

Few studies of use of research evidence have adopted critical theories to frame research 
questions, methods, and interpretation of findings.48 The use of these theoretical 
frameworks could make use of research evidence more useful for the communities that the 
research itself is trying to impact, help disrupt power or interrupt policies that harm 
marginalized groups, and alter the way in which we think about and measure research 
production, interpretation, and use. Research designs that incorporate critical lenses or 
theories in examining the use of research evidence might build on the literature showing 
how intermediaries (as described above) facilitate relationships between some research 
producers and some research evidence users and not others. Understanding the politics and 
racialized impact of use of research evidence is crucial for advancing our understanding of 
this field of work. The adoption of critical theory leads to important research questions that, 
to date, have not been addressed. Additionally, the use of critical methodological approaches, 
such as critical policy analysis, critical network analysis, and QuantCrit,49 could bring new 
understandings to this body of scholarship. For example, studies of use of research evidence 
could target questions regarding whether the composition of the research team, the lenses 
and methods used by researchers, or the democratization of the research agenda influences 
use of research evidence (especially whether it increases the quality of use of research 
evidence) by practitioners or policymakers. In other words, the use of these lenses and 
methods could expand not only the research that is produced but also our understanding of 
when, how, and why it is used (or not) by practitioners and policymakers. Studies could also 
examine whether use of research evidence might be related to individuals’ own racial/ethnic 
backgrounds or to engagement with and the understanding of different communities that 
are marginalized not only in policy and practice but also in research in terms of how issues 
are framed, questions are developed, and data are interpreted. Such an examination is 
important because the field of research evidence/use of research evidence has overlooked 
key communities, lenses, and perspectives.  
 
We also need to pay greater attention to what it means to use research evidence as part of 
policy and decision-making cycles. Doing so requires theoretical or conceptual frameworks 
that build upon the relational aspects of use of research evidence and the political processes 
involved. Additional theoretical work that accounts for the iterative cycle of learning around 
research evidence is needed, and the research in this area to date can also help develop more 
appropriate theoretical lenses for this complex area of study. For example, one recent project 
of mine found that diffusion theories can be helpful in exploring use of research evidence in 
general. However, these theories do not fully account for the social and political processes in 
schools and school systems or the findings that emphasize the cognitive and relational 
aspects of research evidence use. 

Research designs 

 Over the last decade, our understanding of use of research evidence has grown, with many 
studies reporting self-reported use of research evidence by practitioners and policymakers. 
Some studies have been able to triangulate these self-reports, e.g., by tracing use of research 
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evidence through analysis of documents, testimonies, legislation, observational studies, or 
social networks. The research evidence on use of research evidence has several strengths. 
First, a variety of methods has been used, including rigorous qualitative studies that have 
involved case studies, document analysis, discourse analysis, and interviews. These studies 
have involved rich qualitative data, and their analyses have provided insights into more 
symbolic and conceptual uses. Some of these studies have also involved mixed-methods 
study designs, and others have included longitudinal designs, allowing for both 
triangulation and a deeper understanding in terms of evolution or adaptation over time.  
 
Second, several studies of use of research evidence have included surveys of different groups 
of educators, including school and district leaders and teachers. Some of these works have 
been large-scale studies conducted by national centers, and these works have included 
larger and representative samples. While the surveys were developed specifically for these 
purposes, they went through multiple stages to increase their validity. They have been 
especially useful for exploratory studies of use of research evidence. Third, several use of 
research evidence studies, including my own work, have included SNA, with some of these 
studies including longitudinal network designs. SNA is especially important for this area of 
work because of the relational nature of use.50 The SNA studies discussed above increase the 
reliability of the data because of the way data are gathered from multiple individuals in 
combination, allowing for a triangulation of responses that is not available in more typical 
surveys.  
 
Overall, the evidence to date is stronger in terms of providing rich case studies and 
descriptive results that help uncover the conditions that support or hinder use of research 
evidence and the different types of uses than in terms of predicting use. These studies have 
been particularly useful as the field has emerged and evolved in terms of understanding 
what research evidence is and how it is used. They also serve as a form of triangulation in 
terms of providing stronger evidence of findings across multiple studies via different 
methods (e.g., the findings on the importance of trust for use of research evidence across 
several studies with different designs). Future research would benefit from longitudinal 
quantitative designs that move beyond self-reports, as well as studies that involve stronger 
theoretical grounding.   

Research focus and context 

A few studies have focused on what is being used and the types of use (e.g., through Weiss’ 
lens), particularly at the level of K-12 school systems. As mentioned above, the two national 
centers have also focused directly on schools and districts, hence growing scholarship on use 
of research evidence at this system level. Another gap in research relates to the greater 
attention to use of research evidence in the K-12 arena than in other parts of the system, 
namely, higher education, policy, and coalition groups. The extent to which higher education 
administrators use research evidence in instrumental or conceptual ways has not gained as 
much attention in recent years. Beyond the level or context, more policy analysis research 
related to use of research evidence is needed. While some studies, as mentioned above, have 
focused on how use of research evidence enters the policy process, there is a great deal more 
work that could be done, given the different levels and stages of policy. Furthermore, as a 
field, we must better understand how the political and policy processes work separately and 
together to influence what research evidence is used and how. The final gap pertains to 
understanding how research evidence is diffused in ways that increase the scale of use of 
research evidence or that impact use at both the practitioner and policy levels. However, to 
understand diffusion as part of a learning process, new theoretical lenses are needed. 
Research on coalition groups, networks, professional associations, and other intermediary 
groups continue to be a ripe area of study. Understanding the political economy of 
knowledge uptake in the policy process is important for understanding use of research 
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evidence (or its lack), particularly in national policy debates. Attention to how or whether 
researchers, practitioners, or policymakers facilitate use of research evidence when a policy 
window opens and to the alignment between the kind of “softening up” process that is often 
considered in political studies on policy adoption and conceptual use of research evidence 
could help deepen our understanding of the complex process of learning, persuasion, and 
decision-making involved in research evidence use.51 
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