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Purpose of the Dissemination for Impact project

The aim of the project was to add to the existing knowledge base about school leaders’ use of research.  To date this has been an under-researched area.  The NCSL commissioned the project which was undertaken by CUREE – the Centre for the Use of Research and Evidence in Education. It aimed to find out why and how school leaders use research and support their teacher colleagues in doing so.  Outputs from the project included:

· a synthesis of the evidence from an interpretative literature review;

· summaries of the key studies identified in the review; and

· case studies which illustrated some of the findings of the review in practice.

This paper summarises the main findings arising from the overview of relevant studies.

(The full report on which this paper is based can be found at: 

http://www.ncsl.org.uk/index.cfm?pageid=randd-activities-engaged-literature)

Establishing the evidence base
The project team looked at leadership literature and - because much of leaders’ use of research was related to supporting teachers – also literature about teachers’ engagement with research.  

The sourcing process aimed to uncover a good cross-spread of studies from which to synthesise emerging patterns or trends. Over 2500 titles were identified as being relevant and were entered on a bibliographic database.  

The project team judged the suitability or otherwise of these studies through the application of a set of inclusion/exclusion criteria, which were created to ensure as far as possible that the selected studies:

· related to leadership issues;

· were robust;

· were empirically based and/or were based on systematic reviews of the literature; and

· connected leadership with teaching and learning. 

From the titles initially identified, 1850 abstracts were checked using the above criteria.  Subsequently 197 full reports were retrieved and subjected to close inspection.  The whole process was tracked and appropriate entries made in the bibliographic database.

All 197 items, in addition to the teacher research reports, were appraised and short descriptions were recorded in the database.  The review team judged 35 studies to relate closely to the project goals and to be capable of informing practice, including:

· 24 core studies of leaders and research; and

· 11 core studies of teachers and research.

The studies were then synthesised. Four-page summaries of the individual studies were then created. These were designed specifically for a practitioner audience and aimed to increase interest in as well as access to the material. All summaries were cross-checked with the original authors. The project team also developed four fieldwork-validated case studies to test and illustrate the findings.  

Why might school leaders wish to engage in research?

Evidence from the overview suggested that there were several reasons why school leaders became interested in research, including when:

· they recognised a need to respond to a challenge for which they required access to external knowledge;

· they believed that core leadership roles included using new professional knowledge to support specific needs of their school and staff and the building of a learning community; or

· professional development introduced them to research, e.g. by studying for an advanced degree or taking part in extended CPD, such as action research.

Above all, leaders who made use of research believed that improvement was possible, and that research held the potential to help them respond to a rapidly changing environment.

School leaders in the studies were particularly interested in using research to help them tackle problems, including:

· how to implement educational change;

· motivating and managing people in changing employment conditions and cultures;

· the needs of students – their preparation for later life; 

· theories behind new curricula; and

· the learning process, theories about motivation and learning.

How do school leaders get hold of research information?

Few leaders had the time or the inclination to plough through weighty academic tomes, or read long research reports.  On the other hand, evidence from the overview suggested that leaders gained access to research evidence in a number of ways, including:

· personal recommendation – this was especially important in determining what research was actually looked at;

· networks, which played an important role in alerting leaders to research which might be relevant to their needs, and in communicating research findings to them;

· professional development meetings;

· school leadership programmes;

· literature from their professional associations; 

· websites of educational organisations; and

· media coverage of educational issues.
What leaders do to support teachers’ engagement with research

The recent growth of interest in instructional leadership highlights the issue of teaching and learning although many research studies offer theoretical insights rather than empirical findings. The review literature that related leadership to teaching and learning activities in the classroom frequently emphasised the need for supportive infrastructures. 

Such infrastructures included:

· team planning, and sharing of preparation of new materials to incorporate insights from research;

· cross role collaboration (heads, teachers, parents, researchers). Working across professional boundaries  helped to make the familiar strange and the strange familiar and promoted extended dialogue through which new evidence could be interpreted;

· ensuring time was made available for activities which supported reflective practice, e.g. professional dialogue, peer observation and feedback;

· the development of a climate of trust and openness, where it was possible to experiment with innovation, learn from ‘intelligent failures’ and engage in a two-way flow of information; and

· the open recognition that practitioners found change a gradual and difficult process – things often got worse before they got better.

For example, Blase and Blase’s detailed account of the skills and school context necessary for successful conferencing offered helpful insights into the ways in which school leaders could help create a learning community.  They noted that suggestions and feedback should be specific, contextualised, come with the offer of support and be part of a two-way dialogue. 

Several studies e.g. Frost and Durrant, Southworth, noted the importance of differentiation for staff learning: responding to the different needs, working styles and experience of staff and demands from other initiatives.  They found it to be important for head teachers to set aside specific time to devote to their role as instructional leaders and to ensure that the urgent matters did not squeeze out longer term and more reflective approaches.

One common in-school factor in the studies which was linked to effective use of research was the development of approaches to professional development that were sustained over time.  This included the promotion of practitioner research – itself an effective professional development.

Supporting practitioner research

One of the commonest approaches to effective use of research as a means of improving teaching and learning to emerge from the studies was engagement in practitioner action research. Teachers and leaders needed the opportunity to explore the findings and ideas from other researchers and then to ‘transform that knowledge’ to address their own needs.  Strategies to support teacher engagement with research included:

· focusing on practical in-school problems, targeting specific skills and processes;

· encouraging teacher ownership of the research focus and activities by making sure they are relevant to teachers’ own needs and concerns as well as school priorities;

· participation in networks;

· involvement in initial teacher training; 

· promoting a culture open to research through working collaboratively; and

· awareness raising  - keeping teachers informed of relevant research and new initiatives by signposting useful media, internet and journal features.

Effective communication of research

A key feature highlighted by many studies was that teachers and leaders were learners in the process of engaging with research and that there were barriers to their engagement with research.  Suggestions for overcoming these barriers included:

· increasing dialogue between researchers and teaching professionals – teachers and leaders wanted new knowledge from research communicated in a ‘user-friendly’ way;

· providing evidence of what worked for teachers and/or students – teaching professionals valued new approaches that held out the possibility of helping them improve their students’ learning; and

· helping teaching professionals understand the underpinning theory and rationale behind the research – this would make it easier for them to interpret research evidence in their own context and would interest them.

What are the key messages for researchers?

A model for understanding and working with the relationship between research knowledge and professional concerns of teachers and leaders was provided by the work of Figgis et al.  

	Research knowledge


	
	Professional concerns


The model allowed for two way flow with the connecting web or ‘learning space’ linking professional concerns with research knowledge.  Figgis et al explored the issue by considering things from the practitioner end and backtracking to see how the connections with research were made. Of key importance was the entrance to the connecting web from either side.  The linkages were effected by researchers, on one side, and practitioners, on the other.

Characteristics of teaching professionals receptive to research:

Evidence from the overview suggested that:

· teaching professionals were more likely to be receptive to research which related to national or local initiatives which they had to implement;

· teaching professionals likely to be interested in research would have a number of characteristics including:

· a reflective questioning approach to their own practice;

· a sense that part of their professionalism lies in an openness to change;

· an inclination to maximise the impact of efforts to improve teaching and learning;

· a readiness to use problems identified in the school as a trigger to improve practice; 

· an appreciation of the bigger picture;

· a willingness to help identify problems for research; and

· a tendency to continually ask good questions;

· teaching professionals needed to be motivated to use research; and

· teaching professionals were constructivist learners and were willing to engage with researchers to create new knowledge.

What features of written reports are helpful to teachers and leaders?

Research evidence suggested that learning is superficial and fragile at the point at which teaching professionals first meet with written research reports.  Hemsley-Brown et al, (2003) 
 on how LEAs help schools to use research highlighted a number of key features which prevent school leaders from using research:

· lack of time to read and implement new ideas;

· lack of access to research publications;

· academic language and statistical analyses are not fully understandable;

· reports may lack relevance for practice and/or have unclear implications for practice; and

· their own lack of research expertise.

When asked what factors might contribute to their greater use of research, head teachers noted that research should be:

· practical; 

· relevant; 

· resourced; and 

· collaborative.

Head teachers also suggested that the following would help them to use research: 

· legislation; 

· academic study; and 

· communication networks. 

Figgis highlighted similar points and additionally noted that: 

· writing has to be clear, engaging and to meet the needs of the target audience – teachers and leaders value research which is applicable; and

· research has to appeal to more than the intellect – it needs to connect to the moral purposes of teaching. 

Improving the connection between research and practice/policy:

The overview noted that research has to be in public education spaces for teachers and leaders to assess its potential value for addressing their problems.  Some pointers to making dissemination of research more helpful were identified in the synthesis including:

· publication through more targeted and imaginative mechanisms – few schools have access to academic journals;

· networking between researchers, policy makers and teachers in a focused and sustained way - teachers and leaders bring a vast store of knowledge which researchers can harness through working in partnership with them. One-way messages from researchers to schools have to be incredibly powerful to have an impact;

· consultants who could help teachers access and use research – teachers expressed a need to trust the mediator; and

· continued collaboration between researchers and practitioners at all stages of the research process helped increase the impact of the research.

What might teachers and leaders find useful from fields outside education?

The overview found evidence from other fields which reinforced its findings.

For example, Choo’s research in the field of organisational knowledge contained a number of messages which resonated with those from the educational field, including:

· the importance of leaders identifying new knowledge which was relevant to the user’s purpose and which built on existing knowledge; 

· the importance of networks for helping leaders to identify and acquire new knowledge; 

· the importance of sustaining social and information systems support which would help the institution to:

· share information;

· convert tacit knowledge (i.e. knowledge which was collected in the experiences of the members of the organisation) into explicit knowledge (i.e. knowledge which could be expressed in rules for getting specific tasks done;

· experiment and create prototypes; and

· diffuse knowledge to other parts of the organisation; and

· the potential usefulness of research and development to enhance an organisation’s capacity (analogous to teacher use of research including action research). 

Rogers’ work on the rate of adoption of innovations, also contained some reinforcing messages – for example:

· innovation is difficult to implement unless it is consistent with existing values, past experiences and current needs of the potential adopters;
· communicating ideas through internal and external networks;

· allocating time for key participants to discuss and share information; and

· diffusion is a social process – 

· personal communication changes attitudes to new ideas; 

· peer modelling lies at the heart of diffusion.

(Rogers refers to the key actors in the diffusion process as ‘change agents’.)

Endnote

The evidence from the many studies explored in the overview reinforced the idea that the only real point of teachers and leaders using or engaging in research was to improve teaching and learning.  Nor was all research helpful.  Many reports told the story of the research rather than how the findings might help practitioners.  Collectively the studies pointed to ways in which research could enhance leadership, teaching and learning – (using research could be part of working more efficiently.)  The overview report strongly emphasised the importance of networks for:

· developing closer partnerships with higher education;

· helping to relate research more closely to the classroom;

· helping to integrate issues of teaching and learning more closely with leadership; and 

· enabling more effective sharing of professional knowledge and skills between teachers, school leaders and academic researchers.

In a period when CPD resources are to be delegated to individual schools, networks are likely to be a key feature for leaders in gaining access to resources and ideas beyond their own schools and for enabling collaboration and sharing practice between teachers.
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� Subsequently published as Hemsley-Brown, Jane and Sharp, Caroline, 2003: The use of research to improve professional practice: a systematic review of the literature, Oxford Review of Education, Vol.29, No. 4, December 2003 and added to the evidence base.
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