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INTRODUCTION


THE IMPORTANCE OF TEACHERS ENGAGING WITH RESEARCH


Educators and education systems at large face countless decisions every day. Whether focused on meeting the learning needs of a diverse student population, cultivating stakeholder connections, or improving the mental health and well-being of students and school staff, optimal courses of action are rarely clear cut. Grounding educational decisions in research, we and others argue, can improve the likelihood of desirable teaching and learning outcomes and reduce the likelihood of unintended consequences (Brown et al., 2020; Nelson & Campbell, 2019). Empirical support for this claim is still nascent, but examples are emerging in areas such as teacher education and professional development (e.g., Cordingley, 2015; Mincu, 2015), research learning communities (e.g., Brown, 2017; Rose et al., 2017), and school- and district-level decision making (e.g., Penuel et al., 2017). At a more general level, Cain et al. (2019) argue that research evidence—“systematic inquiry made public” (Stenhouse, 1981, 104)—can have broad utility in informing bounded decision-making (i.e., connected to specific outcomes), teachers’ reflection on their professional practice, and organizational learning.


At the same time, recent studies illustrate that acquiring, understanding, and using research evidence is a highly effortful process that takes place in complex social and political contexts (e.g., Farley-Ripple et al., 2018; Malin et al., 2020). Whereas discussions of research-informed teaching once invoked the language of evidence-based policy and practice, evidence-informed language has now become common parlance. This shift acknowledges that research is one among many types of evidence used in educational decision-making. Being “evidence informed” is therefore as much about engaging with research evidence as it is engaging with practice-based evidence (e.g., professional judgment) and data-based evidence (e.g., school performance data). By learning from examples and experts of integrating research with these other types of evidence, we can better understand how research can be embedded within everyday practice.


WHAT THIS BOOK IS ABOUT


Much as we know about the benefits to teachers engaging with research and becoming evidence informed, we also know that such engagement doesn’t always happen. So how might we remedy this situation? Our approach has been to reach out to those who are striving to realize the idea of research-informed practice and to see what they suggest. Specifically, we have brought together the best in the business—leading thinkers and doers in the field—and we’ve asked them to tell us what they have learned about connecting research and practice, as well as give us their general take on the subject. The result is 16 illuminating chapters that provide a wealth of advice and perspectives on the subject.


SO, WHAT WE HAVE LEARNED?


In 2019, two of us (Chris Brown and Jane Flood) wrote a book for school leaders on how to maximize the benefits of engaging with professional learning networks (PLNs). The book was based on a small-scale research project looking at PLNs that were helping to promote teachers’ engagement with research. However, we knew at the time that our conclusions had the potential to stretch beyond the case in hand. What we found with our study is that if school leaders are to lead change in a meaningful way, they needed to focus on three things:




	Formalizing the change—that is, ensuring the change in question remains a key focus across the school and that its importance is recognized by all stakeholders



	Prioritizing the change—ensuring appropriate support is available through the allocation of resources to enable the work associated with the change to be achieved.



	Mobilizing the change—ensuring new knowledge and practice relating to, or emerging from, the change can be accessed and engaged with.






As we noted above, we have been privileged, along with our co-editor Stephen MacGregor, to be able to bring together a really talented group of practitioners, researchers, and other key players to express their views on how to make the research-informed revolution a reality. However, what has really struck us is how the themes from what people have written once again relate to these three core needs. Bringing together insights from across the book, therefore, we feel that a number of key lessons emerge for making research use a reality in schools. In terms of these ideas of formalizing, prioritizing, and mobilizing, these are:


What we have learned about formalization. It is vital that research-informed practice is formally linked to the policies and process of the school. Doing so signals the importance of the work. Also, that engaging in research is not “just another initiative” but something that is key to a school’s culture and way of working. Approaches to formalizing research use encompass the inclusion of such activity in school improvement plans and teachers’ performance management targets (making it clear, as intimated in the chapters by Victoria Parent, and Margaret Goldberg and Lani Mednick, that research use is part of teachers’ roles). At the same time, such signals need to be meaningful. There is no point adding priorities to a school improvement plan if there are already so many that the notion of something being a “priority” no longer has currency. Other learning here includes the use of routines, such as learning sets; having in place the right supporting structures and tools; and showing that taking reasonable risks in the pursuit of innovation is okay.


What we have learned about prioritization. Ask any teacher in any education system around the world how they could best be supported to engage with a new initiative, and “more time” will always feature as part of their response. We know teachers are overburdened. We also know that if we want them to do more of something, we need to ensure that they can do less of something else (an idea nicely encapsulated in chapters by Matt Norris, Jeremy Hannay, and Lindsay Kemeny). This seems to be especially true for schools situated in areas of disadvantage where some of the teachers often admit they are struggling simply to stay afloat. Often, school leaders have the freedom to change structures within their school to free up time—for example, by reallocating meeting or teacher preparation time, or through smart approaches to timetabling. Affording time to teachers will go a long way to helping them engage in research effectively, but time also needs to be allocated to help teachers engage with their colleagues to ensure the mobilization of research can occur. This also means that processes within the school should be used to facilitate research-related collaboration (something nicely touched upon in Kyair Butts’s chapter). For instance, timetables should reflect that the need for collaboration between particular groups of teachers. Under the heading Prioritization we also have suggestions from Kyair Butts and Elizabeth Farley-Ripple for building the capacity of teachers to engage effectively and critically with research.


What we have learned about mobilization. Mobilization is complex and teachers and school leaders still have much to learn in this area. The work here has provided some vital clues as to how mobilization can be improved. In particular, as well as enforcing the notion that passive dissemination is ineffectual (e.g., see the chapters by Sofia Malik, Elizabeth Farley-Ripple, and Jeremey Hannay), it has shown that the most impactful forms of mobilization involve school staff 1) actually engaging with innovations, 2) collaboratively testing out how new practices can be used to improve teaching and learning, and 3) continuing to use and refine new practices in an ongoing way (thus achieving what one of our authors, Eleftherios Soleas, describes as “pedagogic alchemy”). This is because supporting staff to actively engage and experiment with new practices helps them to develop as experts. In turn this means that the use of research-informed innovations and practices will be both refined and sustained over time, allowing students to benefit from their ongoing improvement. In addition, who is doing the mobilizing matters. If teachers are to be the types of change agent envisaged in Kyair Butts’s chapter, they need, as Elizabeth Farley-Ripple notes, to hold prominent enough positions within their school (either in a formal or in an informal capacity) so that they can influence whether and how innovations are adopted by others. Also key is ready access to research, but also to accessible research findings, or tools or proformas, which transform research into something usable (areas that are explored by Joshua Pigeon, Sofia Malik, Heather Braund, Elizabeth Farley-Ripple, and Bill Langley). However, as Andrew Lyman-Butler does well to suggest, you can also share your research-informed practices openly and freely so that others can benefit from them too.


In addition to understanding more about formalizing, prioritizing and mobilizing, as we have read through the chapters in the book, the following key learnings have emerged:


Reflection: In her chapter, Heather Braund reminds us of the powerful importance of reflection (something also discussed by Eleftherios Soleas, and Derek Tangredi and colleagues). Of course, the notion of reflection is not new. Writing almost 90 years ago, John Dewey considered reflection as a key part of any teacher’s toolkit: describing it as a process of “active, persistent and careful consideration of any belief [or knowledge] in the light of the grounds that support it and … the conclusions to which it tends” (1933, 9). However, reflection continues to matter because when done well, it leads to teachers actively and collectively questioning ineffective teaching routines while finding ways to respond to them. We also now know more about how to facilitate the process of reflection; for example, through utilizing approaches such as “reflective dialogue”—conversations about serious practice-related problems that involve the application of new knowledge in a sustained manner; the “deprivatization of practice”—the frequent examining of practice through collaborative observation and joint planning and development; teachers seeking new knowledge; and teachers applying new ideas and information to problem solving and solutions that address the needs of students. So, if we can get it right, ongoing reflection, centered on educational research, should result in a cadre of expert teachers who work to continually ensure their understanding and practice is as effective as possible (see Brown et al., 2021, and Brown & Rogers, 2015, for more).


Networks and collaboration: Chapters by Elizabeth Farley-Ripple, Heather Braund, Joel Knudson, and Michael Fairbrother and Jacqueline Specht also serve to reinforce the importance of utilizing networks and working collaboratively. With humans being an ultra-social species, networks have always mattered because they serve to provide us with access to a multitude of resources: from aid and assistance to knowledge and norms (i.e., knowing how to behave appropriately). In terms of education, networks can be used to foster knowledge sharing and practice development across schools (what Matt Norris refers to in his chapter as “capital”). However, leveraging educational networks requires effective collaboration, which isn’t always easy. In fact, it’s worth thinking about the types of collaboration that are present within your school or institution and how these can be improved. We argue that, when it comes to engaging with research, collaboration must involve the inducement of mutual obligation, foster interdependence, expose the practice of teachers to the scrutiny of others, and encourage initiative in terms of developing new approaches to teaching and learning. Yet, as Judith Warren-Little (1990) posits, many types of collaboration exist, and these differ vastly in terms of the extent to which they trigger these key factors. In Warren-Little’s case, prominent types of collaboration include storytelling and scanning, aid and assistance, sharing, and joint work. Further detail on each is provided in Box 1, below, with joint work emerging as the preferred option. Warren-Little also argues that teachers will also be more motivated to collaborate with one another when the success of their efforts depends on it. Furthermore, as a result of this interdependence, over time schools are likely to establish new norms based on the thoughtful, explicit examination of practices and their consequences. Such new ways of working should ultimately result in the sustained learning of teachers.




BOX 1: FOUR TYPES OF COLLABORATION






	Storytelling represents the occasional and opportunistic forays undertaken by teachers as they seek out specific ideas, information, solutions, or reassurances. At the same time, teachers remain autonomous and free to choose which of these stories they engage with or act upon. Within this mode of collaboration, independent trial and error acts as the principal route to developing competence.



	Aid and assistance reflects the idea that teachers offer help and support when asked, but only when asked. This is because, in schools where this mode of collaboration is prevalent, discussions about teaching practice become associated with judgments on the competence of teachers: both judgments about those seeking support and judgments relating to the competency of those supplying support.



	Sharing spotlights the routine exchange of materials and methods as well as the open interchange of ideas and opinions. Acting in this way provides teachers with an opportunity to learn about others’ practices and to compare this with their own. Even so, sharing can be variable in nature: Different teachers may engage with more or fewer teachers; their engagement may be fully or only partially reciprocated; and teachers may reveal much or little of their thinking, ideas, practice, or materials.



	Finally, the term joint work represents encounters among teachers that are grounded in “shared responsibility for the work of teaching (interdependence), collective conceptions of autonomy, support for teachers’ initiative and leadership with regard to professional practice, and group affiliations grounded in professional work.” This fourth type is generally preferred because of the collegial norms that result.












Trust: Effective collaboration centered on the use of research will also be grounded in trust existing between participants and across hierarchies (e.g., see the chapter by Derek Tangredi and colleagues), where trust relates to our beliefs regarding the competence, the benevolence, and the integrity of others (Ehren, 2018). In particular, high levels of trust are associated with a variety of reciprocal efforts, including where learning, complex information sharing, problem solving, shared decision making, and coordinated action are required. This is because in high-trust situations, individuals feel supported and “safe” to engage in risk taking and the innovative behavior associated with efforts at sharing, developing or trialing new research-informed teaching practices. In particular, a trusting work environment is instrumental to the type of “double-loop” learning that is a prerequisite if teachers are to both 1) openly and collegiately challenge and question their foundational assumptions and 2) engage in ongoing and open disclosure about problems and challenges, with both 1) and 2) occurring as part of a process of seeking to continually improve teaching and learning through an engagement with research (see Argris & Schön, 1996; Brown, 2020).


No doubt there are many more lessons to be learned from engaging with our 16 chapters, and we would love to hear what you think. Also, let us know whether you feel we have not covered a key facilitator of research use that you believe to be vital. Before you can tell us that, however, you need to reflectively engage—either alone or, preferably, with colleagues—with what each of our authors have to say. So, we’ll leave you here to start this process and to begin treading the path of your own research-informed teaching journey. Happy reading and viva la research-informed teaching revolución!


Chris, Jane, and Stephen.


August 2021
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NOT ANOTHER REFLECTION!


LEARNING HOW TO REFLECT DEEPLY AND INTEGRATE RESEARCH










HEATHER BRAUND


Heather Braund recently completed her PhD at Queen’s Faculty of Education focused on assessment and self-regulation in kindergarten classrooms. She has taught a variety of courses at Queen’s Faculty of Education including Self as Professional, Numeracy, and Elementary Mathematics. She also is a guest lecturer in topics including the development of self-regulation and metacognition, research methods, and mobilizing evidence-based practices for teachers, students, researchers, and health professionals.


Close your eyes and think back to teacher’s college. Imagine sitting in one of your classes, likely in a building with few windows (we wouldn’t want to distract your learning!). You are sitting in class and likely wondering how you will apply what you are learning in your teaching training. Now the instructor asks you to complete a reflection detailing what you have learned in the course and how you will apply it in your future teaching practice. You think silently, “Not another reflection!” but you wouldn’t dare say a thing, as reflection is a buzzword in all of your classes. This experience was probably not unique to you and might be something that many of us teachers have in common.


One of the concepts that I have studied tirelessly in my graduate work is that of reflection. I have delivered many guest lectures, workshops, and lessons that incorporated reflective thinking. When I teach, there is always an assignment where my students have to reflect. When I guest lecture, one of my favorite questions is to ask everyone who is tired of hearing the word “reflection” to raise their hand. It likely comes as no surprise that all students raise their hand. Our students are clearly tired of reflecting, yet we continue to bombard them with reflection assignments. With the number of reflections that students are asked to write, do you really think that they are engaging in deep reflection? They might be, but I would argue that the reflection is probably shallow in nature.


I am going to challenge you to think about how you encourage reflective thinking in your teaching. What is working well? What isn’t working well? What can you learn from me? I hope that this chapter will describe some ways in which I have learned from being a student myself and how I have worked to integrate research into my teaching practice.







GOING THROUGH THE MOTIONS IS NOT REFLECTING


Despite having been a pre-service teacher myself, I continued to incorporate reflection assignments in my first few courses that I taught. I remember the first few times I integrated reflection in my teaching, thinking that it was going to result in a deep classroom dialogue, and I would be thrilled to read the reflection responses. Unfortunately, that was not the case. Many of the reflections read the same way and had very similar content. Ironically, I was reflecting myself as to why this activity was a flop. Why didn’t it work? I had studied reflective thinking in great detail and had figured that would result in clear translation into practice. After some deep reflective thinking on my part, I realized that I was just having my students go through the motions. They answered generic reflection prompts and wrote what they thought I wanted to hear. As with many students, mine wanted to achieve high grades and their writing followed the prompts but suggested that they may not have told me what they were really thinking. Hence, their assignments suggested that they were engaging in reflective thinking at a more surface level rather than at a deep level.


I decided that I didn’t want to have students going through the motions of reflective thinking without having them engage in deep reflective thinking. I realized that the focus needed to be on why teachers should reflect and how they can reflect. I found myself guilty of not taking the time to explain the importance of reflective thinking. By not highlighting the importance, students may not understand why reflective thinking is necessary and how it can benefit them in their practice. To be honest, I can relate. I remember doing what felt like hundreds of reflections, but no one actually took the time to explain why we should care about reflective thinking. Teachers may not fully understand the importance of reflective thinking until they are out in independent practice. However, we can help increase buy-in and encourage students to be authentic and deep in their reflective thinking by discussing the importance early on in their educational journeys.


In order to revamp my reflection assignments, I went back to the research on reflective thinking and highlighted the importance as articulated in the literature. Before I could teach my students about the importance of reflective thinking, I had to find accessible and meaningful research to share with them. Once I shared what reflection entailed and why it was important, I had students find their own research related to reflection. This helped them to learn how to access research and how to sift through the hundreds of results that populated when they searched reflection. I was trying to teach them to be critical not only of themselves as educators and learners but also of the available research.


A key component of reflective thinking is to learn from the experience that you are reflecting on. We need to be clear that reflection is not just thinking about what happened. Reflective thinking is far more encompassing and includes the systematic thinking about one’s performance, actions, emotions, and reactions (Boud et al., 1985). However, the act of reflecting also needs to result in learning (Boud et al., 1985) and the development of new understanding (Moon, 2004). Further, reflective thinking should be challenging and used to identify any biases that an individual has within a given context (Jasper & Rolfe, 2011). These were some of the key components of reflective thinking I discuss with my students, guided by evidence. I recognize that I had focused too much on the theoretical literature and not enough on the practical application of reflection. A one-size-fits-all mentality never works with anything in the classroom, and it certainly doesn’t with reflection. I had tried to integrate standardized reflection questions despite research suggesting that it might be more worthwhile for students to identify their own reflection prompts. I decided to make my teaching practices more student centered by encouraging my students to generate their own reflection prompts rather than aiming for standardization across students.







LEARNING FROM OUR SUCCESSES AND FAILURES


I hope the story that I shared above about my experiences highlights the importance of constantly reflecting as a teacher. One of the worst things that we can do as teachers is to let our teaching practices become stagnant. It is more natural to engage in reflective thinking when a lesson flops or something does not go as planned. However, we need to reflect following positive experiences as well. In fact, we can learn just as much reflecting on a positive teaching experience as on a more negative experience. Thus, it is equally important to learn from your successes and your failures. However, remember that you only fail if you don’t reflect and try again!


It is also important that we learn from the successes and failures of our students. It might seem cliché for me to say that I aim to learn as much from my students as they hopefully learn from me. But, it is true. When we reflect as teachers, it is about far more than just the material we were trying to teach or the level of engagement. When you reflect, make sure that you think about the experience from the perspective of your students. Yet again, research can provide you with the opportunity to learn from others and try something new. We likely encourage our students to think outside of the box, but we may be hesitant to do the same with our teaching practices. This is your time to step outside of the box and use research to identify new strategies and practices that you want to try with your students. Delving into the research on a consistent basis will help to ensure that your teaching practices don’t become stagnant, because you will be staying informed with current evidence-based practices.







MOBILIZING RESEARCH INTO PRACTICE


You likely hear the phrase “evidence-based practices” regularly as people encourage you to integrate them into your teaching. What if I were to tell you that it also makes your teaching more efficient by using instructional strategies and activities that are grounded in the research? Why spend time trying different strategies when there are teachers and scholars that recommend the use of certain strategies? This isn’t to say that you can always find the answers in research, but starting with the research can be useful. Having the mindset that research will make your life easier as a teacher and may lead to greater efficiency will help you to prioritize delving into the research rather than thinking of it as an add on and something that you have to do above and beyond your daily work.


Teachers are busy and likely don’t have a lot of extra time to wade through piles of research. There are many resources and a lot of research but not enough time! This is a main barrier impacting the mobilization of research into practice. Another barrier includes being inundated with research from around the world. It can be difficult to identify what is relevant for you and your students. If you are having trouble finding research that is relevant, try different key words, try a different database (e.g., Google Scholar), and befriend a librarian who might be able to direct you to more relevant research. The other challenge with integrating research into practice is that research is typically context specific and it might not fit within your context. However, this is an opportunity for you to modify the empirically based practice to fit within your classroom context as necessary.


There are numerous facilitators that can help you and other teachers to integrate research into practice. One facilitator is sharing resources with others. Remember that there isn’t a need to reinvent the wheel; if you find research that is helpful, share it with your colleagues. This will help you to develop a network of research-oriented teachers. Another avenue that can be helpful is to stay up to date with current research. Find one or two teacher-oriented conferences (e.g., Canadian Society for Studies in Education, Ontario Association of Math Educators, Science Teacher’s Association of Ontario, International Study Association on Teachers and Teaching, American Educational Research Association, Utah Early Childhood Conference, The American Associated for Teaching and Curriculum Conference) that would be high yield for you to attend. Use the opportunity to network and hear about recent research. Shorter versions of research studies can also be found in newsletters (e.g., Canadian Teacher, Research in a Nutshell, Education Week) and practitioner-oriented journals (e.g., Professional Speaking, Journal of Teacher Action Research, Education Forum). Find those sources that are highest yield and check them regularly for new research.







CONCLUSION


The best teachers try new things in order to meet the needs of their students. They may know what works from years of experience and they might have a repertoire of strategies ranging from instructional to classroom management to engagement. They definitely have a repertoire of resources that they consult when they are puzzled or needing to seek additional information. Consider research as one of your resources that provides you with recommendations, strategies, and activities from around the world. I am going to leave you with my top three recommendations for mobilizing research into your practice: 1) Create a research network, share with colleagues, and encourage them to share with you; 2) Stay informed, things change rapidly; and 3) Find accessible content without too much theoretical jargon.
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