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Overview: Strengthening the impact of education research 

Across the OECD, enormous effort and investment has aimed to reinforce the quality, production and use 
of education research in policy and practice. Despite this, strengthening the impact of research in education 
policy‑making and practice remains a challenge for many countries and systems.  

The Strengthening the Impact of Education Research project supports countries and systems in 
understanding how to use education research in policy and practice, systematically and at scale. The 
project explores the following questions: 

• What factors – institutions, structures, resources, characteristics, processes and strategies – 
facilitate or hinder the impact and systematic use of education research in policy and practice? 

• How can we assess and safeguard the quality of education research? 
• How can we effectively engage actors in a coordinated production and use of education research? 

Figure 1. Dimensions of strengthening the impact of education research 

 

The use of education research across OECD countries 

In its first phase, the project will map the strategies applied by countries and systems across the OECD to 
strengthen the use of education research in decision making, both in policy and practice. These include 
structures, such as dedicated “research brokerage” or other intermediary organisations, and processes, 
such as funding mechanisms and communication channels. The mapping will set out the types and foci of 
these structures and processes, with a specific look at their effectiveness, including the relationships and 
interactions amongst actors.  

In parallel, the project is conducting a review of international literature with the objective of identifying key 
drivers and facilitators increasing the impact of education research, and laying out the main challenges 
and questions that remain to be addressed. Conceptual work will also include developing a framework that 
captures the relationships and processes in a systemic perspective. 
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Approach and Outputs 

The project examines the research-policy-practice relationship using an innovative, mixed-methods 
approach by combining research and analysis with applied work from countries and systems (Figure 2). 

Figure 2. Approach and outputs 

 
  

Country participation and network building 

Countries are invited to propose themes of interest, engage as “critical friends” in the conceptual and 
methodological design and the analysis, provide names of relevant institutes and experts for the project’s 
databases, and suggest country-specific cases to share.  

The project also intends to build partnerships with key players in the field of research mobilisation, including 
academics and experts, national “what works” centres and other organisations, the European Union’s 
network (former EIPPEE), foundations and other networks and partnerships to share knowledge and 
achieve common objectives and research goals. 

Engagement with countries and key actors will be supported by a series of events, such as webinars and 
expert meetings, as well as other communication platforms.  
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Timeline 

 

Optional Themes 

In addition to the core activities described above, the project is proposing to explore a number of themes 
more in-depth around key dimensions of strengthening the impact of education research. These include 
the quality and relevance of education research, the quality use of evidence in different contexts, the culture 
and mindset, as well as the skills and capacity of actors both at the individual and organisational levels 
(Figure 1). This section outlines a number of questions the project could address within these broad 
dimensions.  

Table 1. Overview of optional themes 

Theme Potential Questions 

1. Quality and relevance 

How can we improve the quality of education research? 

How can we evaluate the impact of education research, and the structures and processes that support research use? 

How can we describe the quality use of research in policy and practice? 

2. Culture and mindset 
How can we raise awareness of and build positive attitudes towards using research systematically in policy and practice? 

How can we redesign systemic incentives to increase the impact of research for policy and practice? 

3. Relationships and 
interactions 

How does leadership and coordination contribute to strengthening the impact of education research? 

How can relationships and interactions strengthen the impact of education research? 

4. Skills and capacity 

What skills and support do policy makers need for using and co-producing research? 

What skills and support do practitioners need for using research and co-producing research? 

What skills and support do researchers need to produce research that is relevant for education policy and practice? 

What skills and support do brokers need to successfully mediate education research towards policy and practice? 
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Theme 1: Quality and Relevance 

Question 1: How can we improve the quality of education research? 

There has been an explosion of available evidence combined with increased access to information via the 
internet, including the easily digestible and publicity friendly data from testing and assessment. Today, a 
broad range of actors are involved in producing education research in addition to academic researchers. 
Practitioners, unions, non-profit organisations and think tanks collect, analyse and use data. Such 
extensive engagement can be a major asset for widespread use. However, the fact that anyone can post 
research online – rigorous or not, interpreted correctly or not – effectively removed many of the established 
gate-keepers or quality controls for this information. While there is consensus on the need to increase the 
use of research in policy and practice, we need to make sure that this research is of high quality and 
relevant.  

Key questions for this theme: How can we evaluate and increase the quality of education research? What 
mechanisms support the production of high quality research and who can act as gate-keepers? 

Question 2: How can we evaluate the impact of education research, and the structures and 
processes that support research use?  

Understanding how we can best strengthen the impact of education research requires monitoring and 
evaluating that impact systematically. While many countries have invested in creating formal institutes 
(such as designated brokerage agencies) and reinforcing processes, evaluations of these efforts are 
scarce. For example, in some countries, practitioners’ engagement with research has increased, but we 
know little about the extent to which this translates into a sustainable change in practice. Possibly even 
less is known about the impact of research use in policy making. Moving forward necessitates a better 
understanding of what research mediation efforts have achieved and what gaps remain.  

Key questions for this theme: How can we systematically monitor and evaluate the impact of education 
research? What incentives, support and methodologies can be applied? How can we create a virtuous 
cycle that feeds back into policy design and practice? 

Question 3: How can we describe the quality use of research in policy and practice?  

Only recently has research started to explore the factors that determine the quality of research use in 
teaching practice, while almost no attention has been given to quality research use in policy. For teachers 
and schools, high-quality use of education research involves a thoughtful engagement with and 
implementation of appropriate research evidence, which should be supported by a combination of 
individual and organisational enablers such as culture, skills and leadership. For policy makers, high quality 
use of research probably involves similar dimensions, but more research is needed to understand the 
unique quality components in this context. In both policy and practice, the various enablers are influenced 
by system-level factors that involve the interactions and inter-dependencies across the education sector.  

Key question for this theme: How can we describe the quality use of education research in practice and 
policy making?  

Theme 2: Culture and mindset 

Question 1: How can we raise awareness of and build positive attitudes towards using 
research systematically in policy and practice? 

Awareness of the relevance and usefulness of research for policy and practice, and positive attitudes 
towards research-informed practice play a critical role in fostering a culture of systematic research use. 
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Understanding levels of awareness and attitudes in the policy and practitioner communities, as well as 
ways in which these can be strengthened is thus fundamental.  

Key questions for this theme: What does raising awareness involve in the different communities: research, 
policy and practice? How can we build positive attitudes towards the systematic use of research in policy 
and practice?  

Question 2: How can we redesign systemic incentives to increase the impact of research for 
policy and practice?  

While changing the culture and mindset takes time, well-designed incentives can facilitate this process. 
Practitioners need resources and recognition for using research systematically to improve their practice. 
Policy makers may be more likely to design policies in a research-informed manner if feedback and 
evaluation mechanisms reinforce this approach. In addition, academic incentives need to align with the 
needs of practitioners and policy makers, which is currently not the case in many countries. For example, 
publishing in high-impact journals is still favoured as opposed to publishing in the grey literature or in 
user-friendly formats. Publishers tend to prioritise certain methodologies and certain results (notably 
positive ones that confirm hypotheses), which inhibits building a comprehensive knowledge base for 
teaching and schooling. Special incentives, such as funding mechanisms, are also necessary for actors 
who mediate between production and use.  

Key questions for this theme: What incentives do the different stakeholders – practitioners, policy makers, 
researchers and knowledge brokers – need to strengthen the impact of education research? 

Theme 3: Relationships and interactions 

Question 1: How does leadership and coordination contribute to strengthening the impact of 
education research?  

To maximise the impact of education research, there is a need to coordinate the activities of the range of 
actors – individuals and organisations – that are involved in the production, mediation and use of research. 
Yet, in many countries, this field is fragmented and lacks coordination. Leadership – both at the system 
and at the local levels – is critical for an effective coordination among actors, as well as for fostering a 
culture of research use. For example, leaders build a shared vision about producing and using research, 
consciously create a culture of learning, embrace uncertainty and change, and encourage risk-taking. 
Importantly, leaders engage in formal networks and build informal relationships to connect education 
research to policy and school practice. This requires not only mapping and reaching out to relevant actors, 
but also managing a great diversity of communities, involving different “languages” and skills. More 
research is needed to understand the conditions that support successful “networked leadership” and 
coordination. 

Key questions for this theme: How can countries effectively coordinate the “middle space” between 
research production and use (knowledge brokerage, mediation, translation)? What are the leadership 
competences specifically relevant to fostering a culture of research use in education? How do leaders build 
effective networks with diverse actors (e.g. researchers, policy makers and practitioners) to foster quality 
research production and use? 

Question 2: How can relationships and interactions strengthen the impact of education 
research?  

Relationships amongst actors are fundamental for the effective flow of knowledge. Network studies have 
provided evidence on the ways in which the structure of a network, the position of actors, their attributes 
and the nature of ties can influence knowledge processes. For example, strong relationships between 



  | 7 

  
  

actors based on trust and mutual understanding facilitates the transmission of complex knowledge. At the 
same time, people and communities are more likely to access novel ideas through weaker ties, which link 
them to different communities. The extent to which a network is centralised influences the effectiveness of 
knowledge diffusion. In addition, the characteristics of central actors, such as their attitudes and expertise, 
are also determining factors.  

Key questions for this theme: What characteristics of the social network of actors facilitate the mediation 
of education research? Which actors and ties are fundamental? How can we foster the formation of those 
relationships and how can we sustain them? 

Theme 4: Skills and Capacity 

Question 1: What skills and support do policy makers need for using and co-producing 
research? 

Policy planning and decisions draw on complex considerations involving values and various sources of 
knowledge. However, using research beyond where it may align with preconceived notions is fundamental 
for improving education policies. Systematically engaging with research involves not only a high awareness 
of the distinction between one’s own beliefs and evidence, but also a deep understanding of what type of 
research can support policy processes at its different stages, and how it can do so. CERI work on 
governance has shown that policy makers in many systems still lack the capability to effectively engage 
with research.  

Key questions for this theme: What research competences do policy makers need and how can these be 
developed? What institutional capacity do countries need to effectively integrate research in policy design, 
implementation and evaluation? 

Question 2: What skills and support do practitioners need for using research and 
co-producing research? 

Using research in teaching and school practice implies that practitioners should be able to understand and 
interpret research, but also to translate it to their context and daily practice. In addition, teachers are 
required to engage in the production of research in increasingly more systems. Co-producing research 
with practitioners is seen as a powerful way to ensure that research addresses real needs, and thereby to 
increase its relevance for practice. However, successful co-production is hardly possible if there is a lack 
of shared language and capacity on both sides – practitioners and researchers – to engage meaningfully 
in the process. While some teacher education models, such as the clinical practice model, facilitate the 
development of certain skills, this complex competence has not yet been well described and systematically 
integrated in teachers’ professional learning. 

Key questions for this theme: How can we describe research competences for teachers? How do 
expectations with regards to research use and co-production manifest in professional standards? How can 
these competences be developed through teachers’ learning, including initial teacher education and 
professional development? 

Question 3: What skills and support do researchers need to produce research that is 
relevant for education policy and practice? 

Producing research that is timely and relevant for users requires research institutions and researchers to 
understand the context of policy and practice, whilst actively seeking to address needs. While some 
countries have been encouraging researchers to co-produce research with users, academics have a lack 
of access to support and training on how to work together with practitioners or policy makers. In addition, 



8 |   

  
  

researchers need to communicate research findings in a way that is easily understandable and applicable 
to practice.  

Key questions for this theme: What competences do researchers need to produce research that is relevant 
for education policy and practice? How can we support researchers to effectively co-produce research with 
policy makers and practitioners?  

Question 4: What skills and support do brokers need to successfully mediate education 
research towards policy and practice? 

In many countries, there is a large number of intermediary organisations and actors that are actively 
connecting the research community to policy makers and practitioners, and mediating research towards 
users in dynamic ways. Being an effective “research broker” requires special skills and competences from 
the individuals and a collective capacity at the organisational level. Such skills involve speaking the 
language of different epistemological communities, being able to assess, interpret and communicate 
research findings, but also to understand the practice-based challenges of policy makers and teachers. In 
addition, brokers need to excel in developing trustful relationships to effectively engage with different 
stakeholders. Effective brokering may involve other professional and personal characteristics such as 
creativity and humility.  

Key questions for this theme: What competences do brokers need, and how can we develop these skills? 
How can we characterise the brokerage capacity of intermediary organisations, and how do they build this 
capacity?  
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