Making research matter more
In this paper Ben Levin outlines his view on the nature of the impact of education research, stressing the importance of elaborating a model which could help to understand how it works and how it could be enhanced.
There is no consensus about what counts as research in education, mainly because there are many disagreements over the substance of education policy itself. Most importantly research is only one influence on human action: its impact is always mediated through broader social and political processes with all their attendant limitations. Therefore there cannot be direct transmission between research and subsequent policy and practice. Even when rigorous research exists, solid evidence rarely makes it into the hands of practitioners, policy-makers and others who need it to guide their decisions. Even if this happens it may be impossible or undesirable to act, as practitioners may be deeply enmeshed in practices and beliefs that are highly resistant to change. Organizations that are in the public eye are often sensitive not only to the views of their internal participants but also to larger political currents: in this way what people believe is true becomes more important than what really is true.
Moreover, the very same nature of social science knowledge tends to be tentative and contextual: findings about human behavior will not apply under all conditions, nor is it possible to specify the precise conditions under which a given generalization will hold.

These are real and powerful limitations on the impact of research. Nonetheless impact happens, although it occurs over extended periods of time.
There is rarely direct contact between a researcher and a decision-maker: usually users learn about research through various third party mechanisms. They involve lobbyists and interest groups, who use research to advance their political views, or “policy entrepreneurs” – people who set out to advance a particular cause and use research as part of their crusade. Therefore in most of the cases, these ideas are filtered by users through their own interests and beliefs. People will let research affect their practice only as they become convinced that the ideas or practices suggested will actually improve their work or their lives in some ways.
People, policies and practices change in response to a variety of influences: research is just one of them and with care and over time it can play an important role.

Recognizing the social and political dimension of research impact and the importance of mediating mechanism opens new possibilities, for it suggests that research impact can happen precisely through these same social and political forces. In the long-term this raises the possibilities for building bridges between research (and researchers) and other social processes.
Research impact should be seen as having 3 elements:
1. the context of research production (mainly universities and other organizations);

2. the context of research use, including all the settings that have an interest in the application of research;

3. the connections and interactions between the other two contexts, involving all kinds of direct and mediated, face to face, print, electronic and other vehicles, formal and informal.

In seeking to improve the impact of research, attention is required to all three elements, and each must be understood on its own terms, not treated as deficient based on criteria that apply somewhere else.

	Limitations
	Possibilities for action

	Processes for linking research agendas to the needs and interests of practice and policy are often weak. As the production of research takes place mainly in universities, it is driven by the university culture and reward system, which involves research grants and peer recognition. In other cases, the interests and work of university researchers may be shaped to a considerable extent by the way in which funding is made available and directed towards issues that the funders, typically governments, want to be investigated.
	Researchers play an important role, they should:
· give greater attention to impact in research granting processes (criteria for evaluating grants and inclusion of previous impact work);

· provide supports and resources to researchers to assist research impact (for ex. a checklist of strategies);

· support universities in building the same kind of effort in knowledge mobilization in education as they have in the sciences and engineering (technology transfer offices);
· strengthen the input of potential users in the development and review of research proposals;
· take steps to extract maximum value from existing research and strengthen international research links;

· build networks of researchers and users with common interests as a way of developing larger-scale programs of research with stronger links to use.

	The potential range of people and organizations interested in research in education is enormous: it includes not only governments, teachers, students, schools, colleges, universities and private providers but almost every group in society.
Nonetheless very few organizations have the capacity to be involved actively in research partnerships or to make extensive use of the results. They are often reluctant to get involved in research partnerships because of the demands that may be placed on their resources and the uncertainty of potential benefits. Many user organizations lack any staff with training or skills in research. In less organized sectors, like adult learning, there are simply fewer organizations to be involved.
Educators tend to rely on research results as reported by the media or other third parties of various kinds: one result of multiple voices is that organizations do not know what sources to turn to, what sources to trust, or how to identify quality work.
	It is vital to develop the capacity of users to find, understand and use research. It is necessary to:
· work with major users organizations in education and beyond to learn more about their capacity and limitations;

· create user networks, further analyze internet-based knowledge exchange practices, learn more about what internal communication practices are most effective, employ staff with good background in research;

· develop better means of exchange of information among user organizations;
· support placement of researchers and graduate students in user organizations (internships for graduate students).

	Efforts are being made to connect research with policy and practice, but most are small scale.
Some research funding programs emphasize research impact, supporting dissemination-focused activities and the creation of research networks that involve partners from outside the research community. Some interesting efforts have been made to use the internet more effectively, moving beyond passive web sites to building interaction.

Still, linkages are very weak. Few efforts are based on an articulated theory of how impact occurs with the result that there is too much reliance on a direct transmission model of impact. Insufficient attention has been paid to the capacity of users and to the critical role of third parties, including the media, in creating research impact.
	A number of steps can be taken to broaden and deepen connections between researchers and users:
· employ people who are skilled in “translating” research results into plain language for distribution to non-specialist audiences;
· use media relations experts to build media connections;

· make better use of existing venues and sponsor more opportunities for researchers to participate in user events and for users to attend and participate meaningfully in research events;

· increase the connection between research and professional development in user organizations;
· move beyond passive information provision to more interactive forms of engagement on the web;

· consider new approaches to publication and distribution;

· expand literature reviews, research syntheses, and the drawing of “what works” or “what we know” conclusions. Single studies are rarely powerful impacts on practice, nor, given their limitations, should they be.


