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Current Research

• Research Supporting Practice in 
Education (RSPE)

• www.oise.utoronto.ca/rspe
• Empirical studies

– Schools, universities, third parties
• Analysis of literature
• Creation of networks and resources
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Central Questions

• What evidence should influence policy and 
practice in education?

• What role should school systems play in 
promoting evidence-based practice in 
education?
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In theory, there is no difference 
between theory and practice. 

In practice, there is.



Where We Are in Education

• Strong focus on practitioner knowledge as 
craft

• Growing knowledge base, though still 
limited

• Growing interest in empirical evidence
• Weak systems for connecting these
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Professions are distinguished 
by the acceptance by members 

of a common body of 
knowledge and practice

Does this describe 
teaching?
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Questions:

• Currently, how much of education policy 
and school practice is well grounded in 
evidence?
– Amounts
– Examples and counter-examples

• What proportion of policy and practice 
could be well grounded in evidence (i.e. 
there is good evidence to guide it)?
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What Are the Barriers?

• Availability of evidence
– Knowledge
– Format/accessibility

• Take-up capacity
– Skills
– Systems
– Attitudes
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Practitioner Knowledge

• Every school/teacher can (should?) have 
his/her own way

• Context is so powerful that knowledge 
must be local

• Much research seen as too theoretical

• Are these reasonable views?
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What Do We Know?

• Research can and does have impact
– But only loosely related to strength of the evidence

• Impact is usually indirect, gradual
• Mediated through larger social and political 

processes
– Key role of ‘knowledge brokers’

• Depends on effort, both by researchers and 
others
– Relationships more important than products
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Research and Politics

• Research can and does matter
• Influences public thinking
• Can be an important element in the 

public debate
• Researchers and practitioners have a 

role in supporting more use
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Importance of Social Relations

• Practice in every field is social
• Evidence from medicine on take-up of 

clinical guidelines
• Gawande- “Better” – handwashing 

example
• Have to deal with practices, not just ideas
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System Take-up Capacity

• Generally, education sector organizations 
have little or no organized capacity to find, 
share and use relevant research
– Not part of professional preparation 
– Lack skills to understand research
– Not an assigned role
– Few organized processes
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Professional Preparation

• Understanding research process
– Graduate programs also lacking

• Being able to judge quality
• Knowing main sources for good evidence
• Having synthesis skills
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Assigned Role

• Whose job is it in schools or school 
systems to locate and share research?

• Whose job is it to support the use of 
research-informed practice?



21

Organized Processes

• Is research:
– On agendas of meetings?
– Regularly distributed to staff?
– Shared with stakeholders?

• Are staff expected to:
– Attend research-related events?
– Read research reports?

• Conduct their own research?
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Research Partnerships

• Can be very valuable
• Many different kinds

– Do not have to be around conducting 
research

– May be better to focus on application
• Better use of grad studies to build these
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Researchers and Their Institutions

• Poor basic access to research
• Poor translation for use
• Little or no use of graduate students
• Lack of outreach generally
• Weak relationships with third parties
• Too much focus on products, not enough 

on relationships
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Next Steps

• Build better capacity in the system to find, 
share and apply research

• Build more partnerships with researchers
• Re-think approach to grad studies

– Cohorts or teams
– Pre-determined topics and processes

• Small things can make a difference
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Comments Welcome

For More Information
www.oise.utoronto.ca/rspe


