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ABSTRACT
Background: There are growing expectations internationally that 
schools and systems will use research evidence to inform their 
improvement efforts. Such developments raise important questions 
about what it means to use research evidence well in education.
Purpose: To date, there has been wide-ranging debate about what 
counts as quality evidence, but very little dialogue about what 
counts as quality use. In response, this article presents 
a conceptual framework to define and elaborate what quality use 
of research evidence might mean in relation to education.
Method: The framework is informed by a cross-sector systematic 
review and narrative synthesis of 112 relevant publications from 
four sectors: health, social care, education and policy. The review 
explored if, and how, quality of evidence use had been defined and 
described within each of these sectors in order to inform a quality 
use framework for education.
Findings: Based on the cross-sector review, quality use of research 
evidence is framed in terms of two core components: (1) appro
priate research evidence and (2) thoughtful engagement and 
implementation, supported by three individual enabling compo
nents (skillsets, mindsets and relationships) and three organisa
tional enabling components (leadership, culture and 
infrastructure), as well as system-level influences.
Conclusions: There is potential for this framework to inform cur
rent approaches to the use of research in education. There is also an 
important need to test and refine its components through further 
empirical investigation, theoretical inquiry and intervention 
development.
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Introduction

Internationally, there are widespread efforts to improve the use of research evidence 
across many sectors, including health, social care, international development and envir
onment and sustainability (Boaz et al. 2019). Developments connected to these efforts 
‘range from national centres/clearing houses that produce, synthesise and disseminate 
research evidence to local initiatives that encourage researchers and practitioners to work 
together in knowledge co-producing partnerships’ (Boaz and Nutley 2019, 251). 
Education has been no exception to such trends, having seen ‘a global push to bolster 
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the connections between research and practice’ (Malin et al. 2020, 1). Examples of this 
global push include developments such as research-practice partnerships in the US 
(Coburn and Penuel 2016), research-engaged schools in the UK (Godfrey and Brown 
2019), a research-rich teaching profession in Australia (White et al. 2018); research, 
development and innovation in Singapore (Teh, Hogan, and Dimmock 2018) and evi
dence-based school development in Germany (Dormann et al. 2016).

These kinds of developments raise important questions about what it means to 
use research evidence well in education. As Parkhurst (2017, 170) argues in the field 
of policy, ‘To improve the use of evidence in policy requires an explicit engagement 
with the question of what constitutes better use from a political perspective’ [original 
emphasis]. This is about a subtle but important shift from a focus on the quality of 
the evidence towards a focus on the quality of the use. This distinction is important 
because improved evidence use in education requires clarity about not only what 
counts as quality research evidence but also what counts as quality use. To date, 
there has been wide-ranging debate about the former, but very little dialogue about 
the latter. There is a well-developed literature around understanding and appraising 
the quality of different kinds of evidence (e.g. Cook and Gorard 2007; Freeman et al. 
2007; Nutley, Powell, and Davies 2013; Puttick 2018), but little in the way of an 
equivalent for understanding and appraising the quality of different kinds of use.

Purpose

With these issues in mind, this article presents a conceptual framework to define and 
elaborate what quality use of research evidence might mean in relation to education. This 
work was undertaken as part of an ongoing study in Australia, the Monash Q Project, to 
understand and improve research use in Australian schools (see Rickinson et al. 2020b, 
2020a). The framework is based on a cross-sector systematic review and narrative synth
esis of 112 relevant publications from four sectors: health, social care, education and 
policy (which emerged as an additional sector during the process), supported by stake
holder consultation (see Appendix A). The review and synthesis sought to explore if, and 
how, quality of evidence use had been defined and described within each of these sectors 
to inform the development of a quality use framework for education. The following 
questions guided the review: (1) How has quality use of research evidence been described 
and conceptualised across sectors? (2) How can quality use of research evidence be defined 
and conceptualised in education?

This article is presented in four main sections. We begin by describing the 
study’s methodology, which involved cross-sector systematic review, narrative 
synthesis and stakeholder consultation. Next, we outline the findings of the review 
and synthesis in terms of the broad insights into quality of evidence use that 
emerged from across the sectors. Building on these cross-sector insights, we then 
present a way of defining and conceptualising quality use in relation to education 
in the form of the Quality Use of Research Evidence (QURE) framework. We con
clude by reflecting on the current potential uses, and future further developments 
of this framework for understanding and supporting the productive use of research 
evidence in education.

134 M. RICKINSON ET AL.



Method

This section describes and explains the methodology and procedure for how we 
addressed the two research questions through a cross-sector systematic review and 
narrative synthesis, supported by stakeholder consultation. Both research questions 
were about working towards a conceptualisation of quality use of research evidence in 
relation to education. In line with arguments within the evidence use field about the 
value of learning from different policy areas and disciplines (Davies et al. 2019), the 
first question was about looking across practice-oriented sectors to understand how 
this issue of quality use of research evidence had been approached within the health, 
social care and education literature (with policy emerging as an additional sector 
during the process). The second research question was then focused on education 
and was about developing a way to define and frame this concept of quality use of 
research evidence from an educational perspective. This was motivated by our under
standing that quality of evidence use had not been an explicit point of focus within 
the field of education.

Informed by the principles of systematic reviewing, the review followed a transparent 
method with clearly defined and documented searches, inclusion and exclusion pro
cesses, and a quality appraisal process (Gough, Oliver, and Thomas 2017). The design 
included narrative synthesis of the included documents to accommodate the metho
dological diversity common in systematic reviews of social interventions (Gough, Oliver, 
and Thomas 2017; Popay et al. 2006). The process also involved inputs from specialists 
in systematic reviewing, information science, evidence use, health, policy and social care 
and repeated consultations with educational practitioners, policymakers and 
researchers.

Search strategy

The search methods included both database and informal searches (e.g. personal contacts 
and reference checks), with the latter included to ensure inclusion of quality sources that 
are often missed in traditional protocol-driven searches (Greenhalgh and Peacock 2005). 
Based on the advice of sector experts, databases were selected to cover education (ERIC), 
health (Medline) and social care (Social Services Abstracts), along with an interdisciplinary 
database (PsychInfo). Search terms were identified and tested through an initial review of 
the research and in consultation with research librarians and database platform informa
tion scientists. The focus was on work related to evidence use and research use and quality 
of use and included topics around evaluation, development and improvement of evi
dence use, at and across the individual, organisational and system levels. Search strings 
were created for each database using a combination of keywords (see Figure 1).

Relevant publication types included research (conceptual or empirical) and profes
sional (policy or practice) publications. Research publications encompassed journal arti
cles, research reports, research summaries, research syntheses and research books and 
chapters. Professional publications comprised policy documents, practice guides, profes
sional frameworks and quality models/indicators. The focus was on the work published in 
English with an emphasis on Australia, New Zealand, Canada, the USA and the UK. To 
ensure the identification of the largest number of papers in this emerging field, we did not 
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specify date restrictions. Publications were excluded if they focused on topics such as the 
use of data (as opposed to the use of research), awareness of research (as opposed to use 
of research) and the quality of evidence (as opposed to quality of its use).

The search process took place between April and July, 2019, and yielded 10,813 
research and professional publications from the four databases. The titles and abstracts 
were exported from Endnote to Covidence for double screening, resulting in 268 included 
papers that were retrieved as full-text documents (Figure 2). Alongside this, the informal 
searches from the internet, personal contacts and reference checks generated an addi
tional 175 documents. Internet searches involved Google, Google Scholar and targeted 
searches of relevant organisational websites. Personal contacts involved both personal 
and survey-type requests to key international researchers and brokers within education, 
health and social care. Reference list checks were conducted by the research team, based 
on key references identified in the initial set of included papers.

Screening, selection and appraisal

Preliminary analysis involved data extraction and appraisal of the initial set of included 
documents (i.e. the 268 included papers plus the additional 175 documents). The papers 
were organised by sector and validated through a series of moderation processes by the 
four members of the research team – an approach that is considered suitable for studies 
involving diverse implementation and mixed-method approaches (Popay et al. 2006), 
given the challenges in achieving consensus for quality criteria (Dixon-Woods et al. 2005). 
The categories used to organise the data were descriptive (e.g. aim, methodology, 
findings, key quotations and themes) (Gough, Oliver, and Thomas 2017). During this 
process, there were many documents related to policy, resulting in its establishment as 
an additional sector. Given that policy emerged as an additional sector during the process, 
the included papers were not representative of the sector per se, but of the general search 
strategy.

The literature from each of the four sectors (health, social care, education and policy) 
then underwent moderation processes, where papers were ranked according to their 
relevance to understanding quality use of research evidence. The decision to exclude 
papers at this point was based on discussions around their fitness-for-purpose, given that 

Figure 1. Combination of keywords in search strings created for use with each database.
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very little of the identified literature presented an explicit focus on quality of evidence use. 
In other words, because there were few publications that explicitly focused on quality use 
of research evidence, many of our inclusion/exclusion decisions required careful consid
eration about whether a publication addressed issues of quality of use implicitly or 
indirectly. Disagreements among the research team were resolved through consensus. 
This process resulted in the selection of 112 publications across the four sectors for in- 
depth analysis and synthesis, including 30 from health, 29 from social care, 31 from 
education and 22 from policy (see Appendix A).

Narrative synthesis

The included papers were the basis of four narrative syntheses, drafted as text-based 
documents addressing the first research question: How has quality evidence use been 
described and conceptualised across sectors? These narrative syntheses were 6000–12,000 
words in length. The three non-education narratives (health, social care and policy) 

Figure 2. Flow chart summarising findings of the search strategy.
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underwent an additional review by sector experts for their insights and were revised 
accordingly. The feedback was supportive of the general conclusions offered by the 
respective syntheses, and additional seminal papers were suggested for possible inclusion 
and consideration.

Framework construction

To construct the framework, the narratives underwent two main stages of analyses, 
addressing each of the two research questions, to inform the development of the quality 
use of research evidence framework for education. The first stage involved thematic 
analyses to identify cross-cutting insights related to quality use of research evidence across 
the health, social care and policy narratives (see ‘cross-sector insights’). We then compared 
these cross-sector themes with an early framework on quality use, which was developed 
prior to the cross-sector review (Rickinson et al. 2020a). This early framework highlighted 
four components for the quality use of research evidence: skillsets, mindsets, relationships 
and system. Comparing the similarities and differences resulted in an expansion of com
ponents (i.e. core components, leadership, culture and infrastructure), elaborations for all of 
the components and a revised framework. The second stage involved a comparative 
analysis to address the second research question (i.e. How can quality use of research 
evidence be defined and conceptualised in education?). The revised framework was then 
compared with the education literature, along with the stakeholder feedback, to elaborate 
on descriptions and indicators for each of the components. These iterative development 
and refinement processes were the basis of the Quality Use of Research Evidence 
Framework (see the section on Framing quality use of research in education).

Stakeholder consultation

Throughout the development of the framework, the research team shared initial and 
evolving ideas about quality evidence use with project partners and stakeholders via 
meetings, workshops and conferences. Partners and stakeholders volunteered their feed
back, which informed the development and refinement of the framework. This process 
began with the consultation of experts to advise on the design and conduct of the 
systematic review, including experts on systematic reviews, academics and practitioners 
of evidence use in all four sectors and specialists such as librarians and information 
scientists (Gough, Oliver, and Thomas 2017).

Other stakeholders were invited to be involved throughout the development of 
successive versions of the framework. These included education stakeholders from across 
the system (i.e. project partners, researchers, policymakers, evidence brokers and class
room teachers). We also had ongoing consultations with an international evidence-use 
academic, throughout this process. Feedback was shared both formally (i.e. written 
responses to structured questions) and informally (i.e. verbally, by email). Those who 
provided feedback were acknowledged in the report for their contribution (Rickinson 
et al. 2020b). This collaborative process was intended to support the development of 
a practice-based framework, informed by relevant local and international advice and 
reflective of the perspectives and needs of diverse stakeholders across the Australian 
education system.

138 M. RICKINSON ET AL.



Findings

Our findings are presented in two parts – broad insights into quality of evidence use that 
emerged from across the sectors (Research Question 1) and then specific ways of framing 
quality use of research evidence in relation to education (Research Question 2).

Part 1: Cross-sector insights

The relevant literature from each of the four sectors of health, social care, education and 
policy sectors was, of course, rich and nuanced (Rickinson et al. 2021). Our purpose here is 
not to analyse the ideas and debates within each of the sectors in detail, but rather to 
highlight insights related to quality use of research evidence that were evident across the 
sectors. These concern the lack of well-developed conceptualisations of quality use, the 
importance of practitioner expertise in the evidence use process and the complexity of 
evidence use improvement within systems. Details of these findings are presented in the 
paragraphs below.

Limited conceptualisation of quality use: Our analysis found a definite lack of explicit 
definitions or descriptions of quality of evidence use across all sectors. With a few 
important exceptions (e.g. Earl and Timperley 2009; Parkhurst 2017; Rutter and Gold 
2015; Sackett et al. 1996) we did not find well-developed articulations or discussions 
about what using research evidence well means or involves. While the literature of each of 
the sectors contains many different evidence use models and approaches, these have 
usually not explicitly addressed the issue of quality evidence use. The ideas presented in 
this paper are therefore responding to a gap in the evidence use literature not just within 
education but also in health, social care and policy. In highlighting this gap, however, it is 
important to emphasise that there were many concepts and frameworks within all these 
sectors that were significant in the development of our ideas about quality use. There 
were lines of thinking in all four sectors that provided helpful insights into the nature and 
development of evidence use within that sector, which, in turn, had implications for how 
quality of evidence use might be conceptualised in education. Particularly important, as 
elaborated below, were cross-sector ideas about the role of practitioner expertise in using 
evidence and the systems complexity of evidence use improvement.

Importance of practitioner expertise: All four sectors, and in particular, the practice- 
based sectors of health, social care and education, emphasised the importance of practi
tioner expertise in using evidence in context. In health, for example, an early articulation 
of evidence-based medicine made clear that ‘external clinical evidence can inform, but 
can never replace, individual clinical expertise, and it is this expertise that decides whether 
the external evidence applies to the individual patient at all’ (Sackett et al. 1996, 72). This 
recognition for the role of professional expertise and judgment was reflected in many 
other models and frameworks within the health literature (e.g. Greenhalgh et al. 2009; 
Satterfield et al. 2009; Ward, House, and Hamer 2010). In social care, there were also many 
evidence-use frameworks that highlighted the importance of practitioner expertise, con
textual factors and client needs (e.g. Anderson 2011; Morton 2018; Rosen 2003). Indeed, 
there was concern that the social care profession has overemphasised rational practice 
and ignored or minimised contextual factors, such as client data, client values and views, 
clinical judgement and skills, and collaboration (Keenan and Grady 2014).
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In education, the connection between research and data use was strongly linked with 
practical or tacit knowledge (e.g. British Educational Research Association [BERA] 2014; 
Earl 2015; Farley-Ripple et al. 2018; Greany and Maxwell 2017). For example, Nelson and 
Campbell (2019) highlighted the need for practice-based evidence (e.g. professional 
judgment), research-based evidence (e.g. research studies) and data-based evidence 
(e.g. pupil performance) to be used in combination. In policy, the role of judgment and 
expertise was related to the political nature of policy-related decision-making (Boaz and 
Nutley 2019; Nutley et al. 2010). There was a need to balance the policy situation and issue 
(e.g. Parkhurst 2017) with the needs and aims of different stakeholders (e.g. Hawkins and 
Parkhurst 2016) and the types and applicability of different kinds of evidence (e.g. Breckon 
2016; Gluckman 2011).

Overall, these discussions make clear the challenging nature of using evidence in 
practical contexts and the critical role that practitioner expertise and judgment play in 
the process. These points are reflective of a ‘shift to an evidence-informed as opposed to 
evidence-based discourse’ (Boaz et al. 2019, 370). This shift is about professional practice 
being informed by (not based on) research evidence and research evidence complement
ing (rather than replacing) professional knowledge. These lines of thinking were impor
tant in the development of our quality use of research evidence framework, as reflected in 
the core components of thoughtful engagement with, and implementation of, appro
priate research evidence (see section on Core components).

Significance of systems complexity: All four sectors pointed to the multi-level processes 
associated with evidence use improvement within larger systems. A key insight from the 
health sector was that evidence use needs to be conceptualised as a dynamic process, 
challenging notions of deterministic and linear knowledge transfer processes (Adams and 
Titler 2013; Chambers, Glasgow, and Stange 2013; Ward, House, and Hamer 2010). Many 
of the health frameworks highlighted the interactions between the actors, the evidence 
and the context (e.g. Ellen et al. 2011; Kitson, Harvey, and McCormack 1998; Ward, House, 
and Hamer 2010), with some emphasising adaptive change over time (Chambers, 
Glasgow, and Stange 2013; Chambers and Norton 2016). For example, Chambers and 
colleagues (2013, 1) argued that implementation involves ‘continued learning and pro
blem solving, ongoing adaptation of interventions with a primary focus on fit between 
interventions and multi-level contexts, and expectations for ongoing improvement’. 
Along similar lines, the social care literature stressed how evidence use needs to be an 
inherent and continuously evolving practice across the system (Avby, Nilsen, and 
Dahlgren 2014; Ghate and Hood 2019). For example, Ghate and Hood (2019, 4) argued 
that evidence use in social care should be about ‘mobilis[ing] evidence in practice (in 
contrast to simply moving evidence into practice)’ (italics original). This perspective 
suggests that evidence use does not sit outside or alongside social care practice as 
a separate thing to consider or integrate, but must be inherent, as well as continuously 
evolving in all aspects of the profession.

The literature in the education sector emphasised the need to focus on the interactions 
across the system to support evidence use (British Educational Research Association 
[BERA] 2014; Godfrey 2019; Sharples 2013). These included embedding research and 
data literacy training in teacher education (British Educational Research Association 
[BERA] 2014; Coldwell et al. 2017; Tripney et al. 2018), improving how evidence use 
features in teacher certification or licencing (British Educational Research Association 
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[BERA] 2014; Tripney et al. 2018) and prioritising research use at the policy level 
(Education Endowment Foundation [EEF] 2019; Farley-Ripple et al. 2018; Park 2018). The 
policy literature, meanwhile, highlighted the importance of accountability, transparency 
and contestability of processes to improve evidence use. Quality evidence use, then, 
depended on the processes by which decisions are made and implemented (e.g. account
ability), rather than the outcomes produced by a policy-making environment (e.g. effec
tiveness) (Boswell 2014; Parkhurst 2017; Rutter and Gold 2015).

Taken together, these discussions from the health, social care, education and policy 
sectors served to highlight the varying complexities involved in the improvement (and by 
implication, the quality) of evidence use. These ideas were important in shaping the 
nature and detail of the enabling components (both individual and organisational), and 
system-level influences, within our framework (see the section on Enabling components).

Part 2: Framing quality use of research evidence in education: the QURE 
framework

Having considered the ways in which quality use of research evidence had been 
addressed indirectly and implicitly across the different sectors, we now focus on how it 
could be defined and conceptualised in education. Based on our cross-sector analysis and 
synthesis of relevant literature, we came to define quality use of research evidence in 
education as follows: the thoughtful engagement with and implementation of appropriate 
research evidence, supported by a blend of individual and organisational enabling compo
nents within a complex system. Figure 3 presents the components of the Quality Use of 
Research Evidence (QURE) framework that was developed. As shown in the figure, this 
definition sees quality evidence use as comprising two core components: appropriate 
research evidence and thoughtful engagement and implementation. Quality evidence use is 
supported by three individual enabling components: skillsets, mindsets and relationships; 
and three organisational enabling components: leadership, culture and infrastructure – 
which are shaped by wider system-level influences.

While we are aware that practitioners draw from a broad range of evidence to inform 
their practice (Nelson and Campbell 2019), the ideas presented here are concerned with 
the use of a particular type of evidence, namely, research evidence. By research evidence, 
we mean evidence generated through systematic studies undertaken by universities or 
research organisations and reported in books, reports, articles, research summaries, 
training courses or events (Nelson et al. 2017). By use, we mean the process of actively 
engaging with, and drawing on, research evidence to inform, change and improve 
decision-making and practice (Coldwell et al. 2017). In the paragraphs below, we explain 
key aspects of our framework.

Core components: Quality evidence use needs to encompass the nature of the evidence 
and the nature of the use. At its core, therefore, are two inter-connected aspirations: for 
the research evidence to be appropriate and for the engagement and implementation to 
be thoughtful. Appropriate research evidence is about the quality and the context-specific 
nature of research evidence. From a use perspective, quality research evidence needs to 
be not only methodologically rigorous but also appropriate for the educational issues, the 
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context and the intended use. As Nutley and colleagues (2013, 6) argued: ‘Evidence 
quality depends on what we want to know, why we want to know it and how we envisage 
that evidence being used’.

Meanwhile, thoughtful engagement and implementation reflect critical engagement 
with the research evidence, shared deliberation about its meaning and effective integra
tion of aspects of the evidence within practice. According to Coburn et al. (2009, 71), 
research evidence ‘does not speak for itself’ and so educators must actively ‘interpret and 
make meaning of it in order to use it’. Research evidence does not replace professional 
expertise: rather, using evidence well involves integrating ‘professional expertise with the 
best external evidence from research’ (Sharples 2013, 7).

Figure 3. Components of the Quality Use of Research Evidence (QURE) framework. Source: Colour 
version in the following report: Rickinson et al. (2020b) Monash Q Project Report [black-and-white 
version reproduced with permission].
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The interdependent nature of the core components suggests that high-quality 
research evidence use is a sophisticated undertaking. It is therefore important to pay 
attention to factors that can enable (or impede) its achievement. Drawing on a range of 
authors who have highlighted enablers of educational evidence use at multiple levels (e.g. 
Dyssegaard, Egelund, and Bjornoy Sommersel 2017; Godfrey 2019; Tripney et al. 2018), 
our framework depicts quality use of research evidence as the product of an effective 
combination of individual and organisational enabling components, along with system- 
level influences.

Individual enabling components: At an individual level, quality use of research evidence 
requires educators with particular skillsets, mindsets and relationships. Skillsets refer to the 
significant knowledge and capabilities involved in being able to translate, apply and 
sustainably implement evidence-informed decisions and approaches in specific contexts. 
Specifically, this involves being able to access research, assess the quality of research 
evidence and understand research approaches and methods (Brown and Greany 2018; 
Earl 2015; Louise et al. 2018). More broadly, this involves educators’ ability to draw on their 
professional judgment (Coldwell et al. 2017), and combine their understanding of context 
and existing practice with the research (Spencer, Detrich, and Slocum 2012).

Alongside skillsets, mindsets describe the dispositions, attitudes and values around 
evidence and its use. For example, educators with a disposition towards evidence use 
have a questioning mind (Earl 2015), a conscious motivation to engage with research 
(Stoll et al. 2018) and an awareness of their own biases and assumptions (Earl 2015; Evans, 
Waring, and Christodoulou 2017; Spencer, Detrich, and Slocum 2012). Using evidence is 
not simply a technical activity: it is influenced by personal and professional values and 
beliefs (Nelson and Campbell 2019). Furthermore, Earl and Timperley (2009, 5) argue that 
‘the disposition to be open to a range of interpretations’ is probably more important than 
skills in evidence interpretation. Stoll and colleagues (2018, 6) describe ‘an evidence 
mindset’ as one where teachers believe that using evidence can support their own, self- 
directed development and improve their teaching.

In addition to skillsets and mindsets, relationships refer to the interpersonal processes 
and connections with education stakeholders within and beyond the school. Using 
research evidence well is not an isolated, individual activity. Rather, viewing and support
ing evidence use as a social process requires collective learning and responsibility (Earl 
2015) along with genuine and structured collaboration within and across schools (Greany 
and Maxwell 2017; Park 2018). It is important to have ‘trusted colleagues to help dig 
deeper into understanding the [. . .] evidence and considering appropriate instructional, 
structural or policy changes’ (Finnigan and Daly 2014, 182). These interactions also extend 
beyond the school to include other education stakeholders (e.g. practitioners from other 
schools and researchers) through conversations, collaborations, networks and partner
ships (e.g. Bryk, Gomez, and Grunow 2011; Farley-Ripple et al. 2018; Godfrey 2019).

Organisational enabling components: At an organisational level, quality use of research 
evidence also requires organisational contexts with supportive leadership, culture and 
infrastructure. Leadership is about the organisational vision, commitments and role mod
els to demonstrate and promote research use. At the school level, leadership has been 
identified as a key leverage point for developing and maintaining a research-engaged 
school culture (e.g. Dyssegaard, Egelund, and Sommersel 2017; Godfrey 2019; Nelson and 
Campbell 2019). In highly research-engaged schools in the UK, for example, senior leaders 
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were found to ‘play a key role, acting as intermediaries and facilitators of access to, 
engagement with and use of research evidence for staff in their schools’ (Coldwell et al. 
2017). Leadership also involves modelling research engagement through leaders’ own 
outlooks and actions (Brown and Greany 2018; Godfrey 2019; Stoll et al 2018) and 
distributed leadership structures (Cain 2019; Dyssegaard, Egelund, and Sommersel 2017).

Closely entwined with leadership is organisational culture, which is about the organi
sational ethos, values and norms. There is a need for evidence use to be a cultural norm 
that is embedded within an organisation’s ‘outlook, systems and activity’ (Hanscomb and 
MacBeath, 2003, 10). This involves promoting research use within whole-school policy and 
planning documents (Brown and Greany 2018; Stoll et al. 2018; Tripney et al. 2018). 
Critically important is an ethos that encourages staff to reflect regularly on their practice, 
take risks and try different approaches based on evidence (Brown, Schildkamp, and 
Hubers 2017). For example, Brown and Greany (2018, 188) characterise research- 
engaged schools as ones with ‘a deliberate strategic and developmental approach toward 
fostering evidence-informed practices and cultures across all staff’.

Quality evidence use also depends on infrastructure – that is, the organisational 
structures, resources and processes to support research use. There is a need for measures 
such as: the allocation of time, space, facilities and budget; the creation of school-based 
research coordinators or champions; the establishment of links with external research 
partners and networks; and the development of formal and informal processes to support 
staff learning and deliberation about research and practice (Cain 2019). These kinds of 
investments and initiatives are important because educators need ‘access to facilities and 
resources (both on-site and online) that support sustained engagement with and in 
research’ (British Educational Research Association [BERA] 2014, 7).

System influences: While it is helpful to understand the constituent components around 
evidence use, our framework also considers them as interacting within the wider educa
tion system to support quality evidence use. This is based on the notion that teachers, 
schools, evidence and its generation do not exist in isolation, but are part of a broader 
education system with diverse purposes and processes that impact research use in 
different ways. Understanding the nature of these connections and interactions in com
plex systems, such as education, can support effective and sustained change (Meadows 
2014; Senge et al. 2012). To address this complexity, we describe system-level influences 
as the complex interactions and interdependencies across the education sector to sup
port thoughtful engagement with, and implementation of, appropriate research 
evidence.

There is growing support for understanding and improving evidence use through 
system-wide approaches which focus on building connections between evidence gen
eration, synthesis, distribution and use to form effective ‘evidence ecosystems’ (Boaz and 
Nutley 2019, 251; Sharples 2013). As Sharples (2013, 20) argues, ‘If we are to create 
effective evidence ecosystems in social practice it is crucial we consider these elements 
as a whole’. Increasing and improving the use of evidence, therefore, depends on ‘co- 
ordinated efforts from a wide range of stakeholders – researchers, practitioners, policy
makers and intermediaries – working in unison’ (Sharples 2013, 24).

It is also important to consider the ‘wider political and societal systems’ (Gough, 
Maidment, and Sharples 2018, 11). There is, for example, increased recognition of the 
(often limiting) impact that other system influences, such as accountability policies and 
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improvement priorities, can have on evidence use in schools (Godfrey 2019). On the other 
hand, system leaders can enable broad support for evidence use by prioritising research 
use at the board, district or central office level (Education Endowment Foundation [EEF] 
2019; Farley-Ripple et al. 2018) and by providing funding to support the creation of 
evidence-informed cultures and infrastructures (Nelson and Campbell 2019).

To understand and improve evidence use in systems, then, there is a need for ongoing 
evaluation and feedback mechanisms (Bannigan 2007; Meadows 2014; Senge et al. 2012). 
Where traditional measures focus on accountability through outcomes, sustained system- 
wide changes call for the continuous self-monitoring of individual and school engage
ment in research use (e.g. Brown and Rogers 2015; Nutley et al. 2; Stoll et al. 2018). This 
also includes, for example, the evaluation of the processes and structures that link the 
production of evidence and its use (Farley-Ripple et al. 2018).

While there has been an increasing call for systems-level perspectives across all sectors, 
including education, there is much more research needed to understand the purpose and 
processes in each system, their constituent parts and how they relate and interact to 
support quality evidence use. These issues will be addressed through further develop
ment and refinement of the quality use of research evidence framework, as discussed in 
the next section.

Discussion

This article is concerned with the question of what it means to use research evidence well 
in education. We have shown that this is an issue that, overall, has not been explicitly 
examined within the sectors of education, health, social care and policy. The ideas 
presented here are therefore addressing an important cross-sector gap in the evidence 
use field and represent an initial attempt to define and elaborate the concept of quality 
use of research evidence. With this in mind, we see potential for this framework to inform 
current approaches to the use of research in education. At the same time, though, we are 
aware that what we have presented here is an early-stage conceptual framework that has 
limitations and needs further development. It is to these current potential uses and future 
further developments that we now turn.

Current potential uses of the QURE framework

As we see it, the idea of quality use as elaborated in this article has potential implications 
for anyone who is interested in strengthening the role of research within school and 
system improvement. This includes teachers, school leaders, system leaders, teacher 
educators, policymakers, funders, researchers and research brokers. With these audiences 
in mind, we see two ways in which the QURE framework in its present form could be 
helpful: as a stimulus for reflection on current approaches to using evidence and as 
a frame with which to review current efforts to support evidence use.

In terms of reflecting on current approaches to using evidence, the idea of quality use 
highlights the need for system-level developments that not only create access to valid 
and reliable evidence but also support productive use of that evidence. More specifically, 
the QURE framework can be seen as an invitation to reflect honestly on current 
approaches to talking about, enhancing and practising evidence use. These relate to the 
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following questions: How motivated are we to shift our focus from whether we use 
evidence to how well we use evidence? How committed are we to improving not just 
the quality of evidence but also the quality of use? and How curious are we about the 
appropriateness of our evidence and the thoughtfulness of our engagement and imple
mentation of that evidence? These kinds of distinctions are, of course, easy to raise, but 
hard to address. They are not meant as either/or binaries but, rather, as both/and continua 
that can help teachers, school leaders, system leaders and others to become more 
reflective about their current approaches to evidence and its use.

Second, the ideas in this article also make clear that high-quality use of research 
evidence does not happen in a vacuum. It is sophisticated work that requires not only 
professional educators but also supportive organisations and systems. The QURE frame
work, then, can encourage school and system leaders to think carefully about different 
aspects of evidence use. These include how well they are supporting the development of 
education professionals with not only the knowledge and capabilities to understand 
research evidence, but also the dispositions and values to be open to its meaning, and 
the relational sensitivity and capacity to work with others to determine how to use it in 
context. Similarly, it can encourage school and system leaders to reflect on how well they 
are developing education organisations with not only the structures and processes to 
enable staff to access and engage with evidence, but also the ethos and values to make 
this a cultural norm, and the leadership and commitment to demonstrate and promote its 
significance. Finally, the QURE framework can encourage school and system leaders to 
consider how well they are helping to develop education systems to support quality 
evidence use not only within specific individuals, institutions or contexts, but also through 
coordinated interventions across multiple levels and with varied key stakeholders. This 
involves the development of a robust evidence ecosystem of ‘interconnected elements 
that interact in the process of evidence generation, synthesis and use’, including practi
tioners influencing and participating in the generation, as well as the utilisation, of 
research (Boaz and Nutley 2019, 251). In summary, this is about looking carefully at the 
breadth and depth of current efforts to develop and sustain quality use of research 
evidence in education.

Limitations and future development of the QURE framework

As noted earlier, the ideas presented in this article are early stage and conceptual, and so 
have limitations that need further development. We see a need for testing and refining 
the framework through empirical investigation, theoretical inquiry and intervention 
development. Taking empirical investigation first, there is a very clear need to move 
from conceptual concerns (i.e. what does quality use mean?) to empirical questions (i.e. 
what does quality use look like in practice?). There are parallels here with studies seen 
within the cross-sector review. In the health sector, for example, Ward et al. (2010) first 
published their framework for knowledge transfer and then spent a year collecting 
observations and interviews to test and refine their model, proposing a more contextually 
relevant model. There is a need for work that explores teachers’ and school leaders’ 
perspectives on what using research evidence well, and using research evidence poorly, 
looks like and involves in the school context. We also need investigations that probe into 
the processes and practices of research use in different kinds of schools and the ways in 
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which the staff in those schools reflect on the strengths and weaknesses within these 
practices. These kinds of explorations will contribute to a richer picture of quality use of 
research evidence as a school-based practice. They will also enable conceptual ideas such 
as the QURE framework to be tested in relation to educators’ accounts of using research 
evidence well in practice and then refined and elaborated using school-based examples. 
Another potential line of empirical investigation would be to examine quality use of 
research evidence at different system levels (e.g. How do the framework’s core and 
enabling components play out similarly or differently at the individual, organisational 
and system level?) and across different systems (e.g. What core and enabling components 
of quality use feature more or less strongly in the evidence use improvement efforts of 
different systems?).

A second area for future work, though, is related to theoretical inquiry. We are 
conscious that research use in education has been described as ‘undertheorised’ (Cain 
et al. 2019, 1084), and the research use field more generally is reportedly ‘weak in theory’ 
(Gough and Boaz 2015, 489). There is a need, then, to develop a stronger underpinning 
rationale for the framework as a conception of quality use. This would involve examining 
and articulating theoretical and philosophical perspectives on evidence and its use in the 
educational context. This might take inspiration from Parkhurst’s (2017, 9) work in the 
policy sector, which draws on ideas from policy studies, political theory and cognitive 
psychology to propose the ‘good governance of evidence’ as an alternative to the idea of 
‘evidence-based policy’. What is important in this example is how the development of 
new ideas about improving evidence use in policy required in-depth reflection about the 
nature of policy, politics and policymaking. So too, then, ideas about using research 
evidence well in education need to be informed by in-depth deliberation about the 
nature of education, professional knowledge and pedagogical practice.

Third, we see potential to use the framework as the basis for the development of 
interventions to improve the quality of evidence use amongst practitioners. The need for 
robust approaches to evidence use capacity building and professional development was 
a clear theme across the sectors. In social care, Bellamy et al. (2013) developed online 
training modules based on Satterfield et al.'s (2009) transdisciplinary model of evidence- 
based practice, as well as core competencies from the national governing body. In policy, 
Stewart, Langer, and Erasmus (2019) developed research-informed principles to inform 
their approach to evidence use capacity building with decision-makers. These kinds of 
studies suggest that getting clearer about a framework for effective use of evidence can 
help shape the content, nature and evaluation of capacity building and professional 
learning initiatives.

Conclusion

In summary, this article argues that calls for increased use of research in education need to 
be matched by efforts to understand what using research evidence well means and 
involves. To date, there has been wide-ranging debate about what counts as quality 
evidence, but very little dialogue about what counts as quality use. The QURE framework 
outlined in this article is a first attempt to address this gap in relation to education. We see 
the framework as being potentially helpful for reflecting on current approaches to using 
evidence and reviewing current efforts to support evidence use. Importantly, though, we 
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also see an important need for testing and refining the framework through further 
empirical investigation, theoretical inquiry and intervention development.
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