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Introduction
1 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

In recent years a number of high profile public health emergencies have seized the attention of the world and required rapid responses from governments to ensure the health and safety of the public. The spread of avian flu, the 2001 UK foot and mouth crisis, and the emergence of SARS in Asia and Canada highlight the difficulties of decision-making for policy-makers and also the necessity for time-sensitive information on which to base those decisions. In each of the above examples, dramatic action needed to be taken urgently, and as a result the relevant governments made policy decisions to cull stocks (for the animal cases) and radically restrict movement and airplane traffic (for SARS). These decisions resulted in massive economic and societal losses, as well as worldwide reaction to passengers wearing masks while taking public transport, delayed local elections in the UK, restricted movement in cities affected by SARS, and piles of scorched carcasses and birds. The dangers were contained and the emergencies passed, but post factum evaluations revealed that perhaps the policy decisions taken were not, in fact, the most effective or efficient ones available. The UK in fact reorganised responsible government departments as a response to these concerns.
2 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

 Although extreme examples, these real-life instances illustrate the dilemma facing policy-makers in all areas, including education, who must make swift, time-sensitive decisions based on the information they have available. The information that is readily available is all too often not the “state of the art” recent research on the subject.  This could be either because the rigorous research relevant to policy needs has not been conducted; or because there is a disjoint between policy and research communities resulting in relevant research not being widely disseminated and so overlooked by the policy maker; or simply that the research that is available is contradictory and so does not suggest a single course of action that could be reflected in policy.   Yet clearly it is crucial that policy decisions be made with the best available evidence, as the decisions made can have, as the above examples demonstrate, far-reaching impacts on all members of society. Education decisions are usually less dramatic than the above, but have major long-term consequences.
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Interest in and discussion on how educational policy is aided by research, and specifically on what kinds of evidence from research count or should count in policy and practice, has grown dramatically in the last several years.   Discourse on the nature of scientific evidence, challenges for raising awareness of policy makers, and pleas to bring research into classrooms all trigger intense and sometimes heated debate on what constitutes ‘evidence-based policy”, the term which has come to denote this field, and which we define as “the conscientious and explicit use of current best evidence in making decisions and choosing between policy options”.
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Evidence-based policy research (EbPR), then, is the research that is used to produce evidence-based policy. This can be distinguished from purely scientific research in that the former is oriented to informing action while the latter is oriented to developing theory and testing hypotheses (although these are not mutually exclusive categories). The distinction is important, as burdens and standards of proof of causality are very different and in many cases evidence-based policy is obliged to use the best available evidence at a given moment in time.  
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Our concern is with the most appropriate forms of evidence to assist public policy-making, and the effective mechanisms fro developing and utilising that evidence.  In this chapter we do the following:
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- give reasons for the resurgence on interest in the issue
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 - outline the relationships which determine the interactions between policy and research
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- briefly discuss some capacity-building and  methodological issues
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-  identify the role of brokerage agencies as significant.
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The text includes a series of questions which we see as central to the debate, and which could form an agenda for further discussion.
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The (re)emergence of  ‘evidence’
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Despite the recent resurgence of interest in EbPR, the issues underlying the discussion are not new. More than a decade ago, the 1995 CERI report Educational Research and Development: Trends, Issues and Challenges raised the question of why the role of governments in promoting and using educational research had emerged as a prominent issue, and suggested several possible answers. These included:

· A belief that education and knowledge are increasingly important factors in innovation and economic growth in OECD countries.
· A growing concern with accountability in respect of educational expenditures.
· A concern about the quality and effectiveness of current educational research.
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CERI’s work on knowledge management pointed to the key role of knowledge-based innovation in education (OECD 2004).  However the country reviews of educational R&D have confirmed the following features as commonly (though not universally) characterising OECD systems (OECD 2003):
· Low levels of investment in educational research.
· Generally low levels of research capacity, especially in quantitative research.
· Weak links between research, policy and innovation.
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In most if not all countries, therefore, the issues of effective relationships between research and policy-makers, capacity-building within those domains, and importance of allocating scarce resources in the most efficacious manner remain as important as they were ten years ago. So what has changed? Why revisit a discussion which was already well delineated ten years ago?  Key factors underlying this change are a pronounced concern with outcomes, and a related explosion of available evidence due to a greater emphasis on testing and assessment; increased access to information via the internet and other technologies; and resulting changes in policy decision-making.  
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A rising concern with the outcomes of education is one of the most significant overall shifts in educational policy orientation. Much previous work, including the OECD’s, concentrated on inputs (financial or otherwise) and participation rates. Today there is a mounting preoccupation with what happens as a result of these investments and activities. Outcomes are interpreted not only in terms of course completion or qualifications, but also in terms of skills and competences (as with the PISA study), access to and success in the labour market, and wider social outcomes such as health and citizenship attributable to education. In other words, policy-makers are increasingly interested in what education actually delivers – and therefore with what educational research can tell us about that.   A consequence of this has been the explosion of evidence of different kinds resulting from the enormous increase in testing and assessment.
16 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

A significant force behind this orientation to outcomes has been the greater interest shown by treasuries and finance ministries in the effectiveness of educational expenditure, as a major component of public expenditure generally.  Where annual spending rounds have a strong grip on policy, requests from treasuries for evidence of results present challenges to their counterparts in educational ministries and to policy-makers at other levels in the education system.  This is especially the case where the requests is that impacts and effectiveness be given monetary values.
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Increased access to information via the internet and other technologies (including the easily digestible and publicity friendly information arising out of testing and assessment) is potentially the great equaliser, allowing as it does a greater number and wider breadth of individuals with access to all available information. At the same time, however, this process has effectively removed many of the established gate-keepers or quality controls for this information. More information is available, yes, but is it good information? And is it presented accurately and in an understandable fashion? 
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These twin effects (greater access with less quality control) have had great effects on policy-decision making, requiring as they do the policy-maker to weed through immense amounts of information of unclear quality in order to make decisions on behalf of a more informed constituency. At the same time, there has been a shift across most OECD countries to de-centralise decision-making in education (unlike many of the other areas covered by the social sciences), giving more responsibility and mandating to local authorities. Given greater information, less quality control, a more informed public, and a greater diversity of policy-makers, the need for clear, reliable, and easily available evidence on which to base policy-decisions has become more important than ever before, as has the need to find mechanisms to obtain reliable answers to pressing policy questions. The role of evidence-based policy research, then, becomes newly important.
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How do OECD countries understand and engage in EbPR? Our perception of the debate thus far suggests that the approach to this issue can be structured around the following dimensions:
· Who are the players and the quality of communication/interactions between the different sets of agents involved in commissioning, executing and implementing EbPR; and 

· The kinds of methodologies and epistemological paradigms which dominate within policy and research communities.
Naturally, these interact with each other, and need to be related to the structure of governance, notably the levels at which policy goals are set and policies fashioned and implemented, to the availability of the evidence, and to the substantive policy issues which happen to be prominent at any given time.
20 MACROBUTTON NUMBERING .

Further dimensions could certainly be added, but we suggest, as a basic organising framework, that it is the interplay between these dimensions which defines the different approaches to EbPR that are found across OECD member countries (and most likely beyond); and it is this interplay which needs to be explored in order for good practice to be understood and a useful agenda to be set. 
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EbPR is a complex and potentially contentious issue which generates serious political debate. There is unlikely to be a set of conclusions or recommendations which sit comfortably with every OECD policy regime.  However we conclude this introduction with a basic tenet which already seems to us fundamental to the successful development of EbPR, namely, there is no single best method for or type of evidence-based policy research; the key is for the research and policy communities to deploy appropriate combinations of approaches and methodologies which match the characteristics of the policy issue under consideration, and to have the capacity to select, implement and evaluate these combinations.
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We do not aim here to substantiate this proposition extensively, but if it is accepted, a central implication is the need to explore how such combinations are or could be put together. In this chapter we seek to engage in just such an exploration; first, by examining the players and the relationships among them, second, through a discussion of the most useful kinds of capacity building required, and third, by summarising the approaches to brokering of knowledge across country contexts and priorities. 
Policy-research interaction:  
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The following section seeks to develop the discussion of the policy-research interaction by focussing on three main questions: 
· Who are the players and how do they interact?

· What is the quality of the relationships between the primary stakeholders (e.g., policy makers, researchers, practitioners etc) and, how well do they function in terms of information flows, trust levels?

· What could be done to improve the quality in each case?
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As a starting point, Figure 1 summarises the potential lines of communication and interaction between these different agents.  Given the focus of this discussion it privileges policy makers, researchers, and practitioners. Its function is primarily heuristic, i.e., it is designed to prompt reflection and analysis in respect of specific country or other situations.  

Figure 1. Primary Lines of Communication/Interaction 

[image: image1]
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 Ideas for education reform are often perceived to come from within the system of policy makers and, to a lesser extent, researchers working on education.  These are the primary, but not the only, agents in the game.  In the literature on evidence-based policy making there has been a good deal of discussion on how to bridge the gap between the researchers and policy makers, both in terms of communication of needs and priorities and in terms of coming to an understanding of the different timescales required by each community (e.g., the mandate-limited scope of the policy maker versus the length of time it takes to do good research and pilot implementation as part of that research). This discussion implies that there is a unified concept and community both of researcher and policy-makers and that the challenge lies in bridging the gap between these two disparate, but internally homogenous, communities. In real life, of course, nothing is ever that simple.
The researchers
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Educational researchers are to be found in many different locations and roles, from university-based academics to hired contractors working for government or private sector. The latter group in particular has grown dramatically in recent years, particularly in countries such as the United States and Great Britain, as a response to increased need both for answers to particular questions and for researchers capable of conducting sophisticated quantitative analyses. Private sector research firms market themselves as capable of producing relatively swift analyses to focused educational research questions, and demand for their services has grown with increased desire to direct funding towards programs that have proven effectiveness in education. 
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Educational researchers may be educationalists, other social scientists, computer scientists or architects, among other things. While comfortable with this diversity of identification, education researchers are less comfortable with the diversity of perspectives and backgrounds. The EbPR debate has been characterised by differences of opinion on these matters that have turned the discussion into a battleground between groups of researchers that seem incapable of communicating with each other. The current state of affairs could reasonably be described as mutual antipathy between those researchers deemed to favour “quantitative” approaches versus the “qualitative” researchers (although these labels do not satisfactorily capture the differences that exist between the different groups, see Gorard & Taylor 2005). This antipathy is generally evidenced by mutual ignoring, with only occasional periods of interaction between the groups.  The increased attention paid to education in research has resulted in a paradoxical situation where people seem more willing to talk and somewhat less willing to listen than before. For this and other reasons, aspirations to combine multiple methods are more often voiced than achieved (Chatterji 2004).
The policy makers
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Who are the policy makers? In any context and in every country, policy makers can be found at national, state, or local levels. Education, as a central component of citizenship building and cultural expression, can be a hotly contested and jealously guarded jurisdiction. In an international context, countries have dramatically different education systems and ministerial models. These different systems have implications for decision making and locus of control and uniformity of policy across geographic areas. They also have an impact on the amount and uniformity of funding available for various initiatives for change, including the support of research directed at providing evidence-based policy in education. Unified support on policy lines translates into very real capacity-building of research programmes and implementation of reforms in the classroom. In countries that lack that unified support, the process of capacity building both within the various ministries (on every level) as well as within the research community is much more limited, and not just due to the fragmentation of funding. 
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In recent years there has been a shift across most OECD countries to de-centralise decision-making in education, giving more responsibility and mandating to local authorities. Non-centralised leadership of course results in a number of different policy contexts and priorities within each country, and in some countries a concurrent fragmentation of the solicitation and funding of educational research. Nations that do not have strong central planning may see evidence-based policy issues as unaffordable, both financially and conceptually. Regional policy makers might have less incentive to contribute to the EbPR dialogue and less confidence that their knowledge needs might be met. For regions with very specific short-term knowledge needs (e.g., improving student performance on standardised tests and/or working to reduce inequities within the system without damaging the performance of the most privileged), the pooling of resources required to engage the national research community might be perceived as a time-consuming and fruitless procedure. Even if particular regions or individual policy makers were convinced of the importance of evidence-based policy, the lack of generalised agreement on policy priorities coupled with long-standing national rivalries and greater or lesser willingness to share information could very well lead to a situation where policy makers decide the time and energy needed to invest in an evidence-based policy approach make it simply not practical. 
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Of course even in those countries where education policy is centralised, top-down central decision making may not be the prevalent model. In order to implement education reform, a highly centralised system would still have to consult with different jurisdictions and stakeholders, a process that takes time and opens the door for modification and shifts in proposed policy. Local officials and school boards, concerned with diminishing resources and the requirements of their schools, teachers, and students, may not be supportive of large expenditures on research over which they would have very little control. The same could be said of regional, state, or provincial policy makers.
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Even on a national level, education ministries typically would have to at least nominally check with a variety of other ministries (e.g., health, social affairs and family, youth, employment, justice) before implementing policy change in a number of sensitive areas.  As well, different priorities within the ministry itself and existing ownership of project areas can create disagreement on what and how to reform a particular an aspect of education. For example, policy related to minorities and immigrants in the classroom could be perceived as the jurisdiction of the immigration division, the youth division, the division occupied with curriculum (and language arts), among others. 
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All of these realities mean that even a highly centralised system does not unilaterally impose policy from above; and even a highly centralised system can be divided within and between ministries. The prospect of obtaining agreement from policy makers (even limited to one, national level, and even limited to one, central ministry) regarding the importance of evidence-based policy research in education may be perceived as just too difficult by some nations. There is a very real limit to what policy makers (national, regional, and local) can influence in their respective systems, and a very real concern among policy makers with choosing their battles so as to maximise effectiveness. 
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Ideas for education reform that originate from policy makers will be as varied as the system itself. Whether or not those ideas are based on evidence and research will depend, in large part, on the priority given to evidence-based policy research in education in that particular country and/or region, as well as pressures from and connections to the stakeholders (researchers, community members, parents etc). It will also depend on the ability of policy-makers to hear and absorb the information that is being presented to them for use in evidence-based policy, and of course in their ability to understand the fundamentals of evaluation. 
Institutional leaders, practitioners, and the community context
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In addition to professional researchers and policy makers, a number of other players appear who are involved at different stages in educational reform, from producing ideas to gathering evidence to assessing the results. The role of practitioners – teachers, other educational staff and their unions - in the production, and interpretation of research evidence has been attracting increasing attention.  This is a recognition both of the potential contribution which they can make, and of the need to maintain their confidence in the reform process if it is to be successfully implemented.  School and college leaders are a particular group of practitioners who wield considerable power.  They can support a culture which favours the production and the use of research evidence, or inhibit it.
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In fact one could argue that one reason why education is relatively knowledge-free is that the teaching profession by and large do not see themselves as practitioner-researchers, learning on the basis of research into their own activities by their peers.  This is in contrast to doctors, who do have a grip on the medical research agenda. Encouraging the understanding and use of research by school leaders themselves could be particularly important for pedagogical research, both in terms of the validity and generalisability of field-based studies, and also as a way to encourage implementing research-based reform. If the research itself is valued and used (and conducted) by school leaders, the shared ownership will encourage its implementation in a way that something imposed externally by researchers on teachers will not. This requires a great deal of capacity building.   
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Bottom-up campaigning for change on the part of parents, students, and local communities, stemming from observations and effective practices in the classroom and at home, also has the potential to drive educational reform. School boards in particular have been highly active in campaigns aimed at changing educational policy and thus educational practice (e.g., reducing class size, use of formative assessment etc). Many if not all of these ideas are based on personal observation and experience and have not been tested empirically, a fact which does not reduce the the conviction of the observer regarding the efficacy of these ideas.
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Ideas which are generally perceived as “intuitively reasonable” gain power and support of public opinion.  This is especially the case where they are promoted by the media, who often play a major role in shaping, or stunting, the policy agenda. They can then be used as a basis for policy change and educational reform regardless of whether there has been any empirical testing. How then, to go from the power of intuitive knowledge that resonates with established observations and practices towards a strategic attempt to capitalise on the ideas generated in the field, test them, and then, if proven to be effective, implement them in policy? How to encourage practitioners, the community, and media to look for the evidence supporting a reasonable idea (and its corollary: how to encourage researchers to communicate results in a broad and accessible fashion)?. Given the scarce resources for education reform, the high level of public interest in education and the importance it holds for national and regional policy makers and the diversity of opinions within the education research community, the ability to assess what works in education is critical. The rise in the use and priority given to evidence-based policy research is a direct result of this understanding. 
Methodologies and epistemological paradigms: capacity building  
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 The key questions for discussion in this section are:
· Which forms of capacity are most in need of expansion/strengthening?

· How and by whom should this be done?
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There are various practical reasons why countries choose to involve themselves or not in work on evidence-based policy. These include the length of time required to obtain evidence, the funding required to support the research, and the possibility of jurisdictional wrangling. In addition to these practical considerations, the dominant research tradition within education and the social sciences may prevent serious engagement in the debate.  There is little sense in operating with a model which assumes a linear and rational process that translates good evidence into effective policy.  We can even ask whether good research is more likely to be the product of an effective system than vice-versa.
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Practical issues aside, the debate on EbPR opens up some quite basic philosophical issues to do with the nature of knowledge, and how different methodologies are suited to different knowledge claims.   Causation is a particularly problematic concept, but one that demands attention from policy-makers who are responsible for allocating resources and accountable for the effects of these allocations. 
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To countries with research traditions that are less used to empirical and quantitative methodologies in the social sciences, the discussion may seem completely divorced from the national reality. Evaluation as a component to policy (in the form of both pilot trials and ongoing assessment after the implementation of reform) may not seem necessary or helpful.  OECD countries vary in the degree to which they attempt to objectively assess policy effectiveness. Even the idea of objective verification can be seen as unnecessary in the traditional context of a lack of understanding of research but clear intuitive agreement among the population (which of course includes teachers and policy makers). 
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In addition, some countries have a strong and rich tradition of qualitative methodologies such as action research and case studies, and education research has traditionally been thought of as their domain (St. Pierre, 2002). Case studies have been conducted as pilot projects for a variety of initiatives with the intention of scaling up the project if the experience was evaluated as favourable. Experience with the project in some of these cases is evaluated through interviews, questionnaires, and a variety of other qualitative research methodologies, which are then synthesised into a general evaluation of the project, including recommendations for change. Note here that one of the strengths of qualitative research is precisely that it can give the depth of information required for, for example, recommendations for change or possible explanations of why something does or does not work. The evidence-based policy research debate, dominated as it has been by disagreements on methodology and whether qualitative research is permissible at all, might be incomprehensible given national standards of research and education reform. 
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The debate regarding appropriate methodology stems from a very real concern about the overall quality of education research. It is unfortunately not difficult to find low quality education research with poorly derived research questions, inappropriate methodology and analyses, and misleading interpretation of the data. A low threshold for research quality has led to rifts within the community as well as damaging the reputation of education researchers in the eyes of other researchers (for example, social science researchers). This in turn has led to difficulties for funders and confusion on the part of the policy maker.
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 In methodological terms one clearly identified area of weakness is in quantitative skills and the use of large data sets. This applies to assessment and evaluation data as well as experimental research design. Randomised controlled trials (RCTs) have received a great amount of attention and are clearly useful for causal questions and provide the rigour appreciated by funders. However, it seems clear that, as with all other methodologies, RCTs have both strengths and weaknesses and can be proposed as one of a set of appropriate methodologies for education research.  
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The urge to improve the overall quality of education research is one of the fundamental drivers of the EbPR discussion. The need for quality research and the appropriate methodology for questions of a causal nature (e.g., does a programme have the intended effect?) has been thoroughly spelled out (e.g., Angrist, 2004; Boruch et al., 2002; Cook, 2003). Hierarchies have been proposed to help guide evaluation of research aimed at addressing effectiveness issues, with preference being given to robust experimental and quantitative designs (Cook, 2005). For non-causal questions (e.g., how does a programme work and why?), another set of methodologies is required, again with emphasis on the rigour of the investigation. The importance of deciding first on a research question and then choosing the appropriate methodology with which to investigate the question is clear (Shavelson and Towne, 2002), yet often this point is overlooked by researchers and policy-makers alike (Berliner, 2002). All this supports our basic proposition that there is no single best method for or type of evidence-based policy research. A variety of proposals have been advanced regarding how best to combine methodologies in education and other social sciences, with the view to providing concrete proposals and explicit strategies (Gorard and Taylor, 2004). 
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In contrast to the debate on methodologies, there is almost universal agreement on at least one thing. To encourage more participation in the evidence-based policy research discussion, capacity building is required, in a range of different contexts: in national and international discourse but also by educational researchers, policy makers of all levels, and teachers.  Dyson and Desforges (2002, quoted in Sebba, 2004) distinguish between strategies to broaden and deepen capacity.  The former is concerned with doing more of the same, but better; the latter with enabling the system to do new things.  They identify three themes around which capacity can be built:

· Development opportunities for researchers (refresh, retrain, update).
· Infrastructure development (dedicated centres, IT, networks).
· Practitioner and policy-makers’ capacity to use and produce evidence.
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Educational researchers, or the people doing research on education (see Cook, 2003, for a discussion on who is actually doing the research in education), need to be given enough training, financial support, and access to expertise to be able to conduct quality research. Additionally, there needs to be support from within the academic community for research that is policy relevant so that researchers who engage in this kind of research are not penalised in promotion ranking relative to colleagues who are pursuing a more traditional set of topics and publishing options. For those researchers aiming to provide policy-relevant work, specialised training is needed. At the moment, one area of clear weakness is that far too often researchers neglect to assess resource implications – when, for good reasons, this will be the second question the policy-maker asks (after effectiveness). This requires knowledge of a range of techniques in addition to methodologies (e.g., understanding opportunity costs).
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Researchers need to be able to disseminate the results in a manner that can be understood by the general public, including the policy maker.  Research results that remain within the realm of academia will not be able to be understood or accessed when needed, greatly limiting their impact. This is a lesson that has already been learned (at least to some extent) by researchers in other fields such as medicine and agriculture. In the multi-lingual international context, the dissemination of research results in a readily accessible and easily understood manner increases the likelihood that researchers can build off of each other’s work, instead of squandering limited funds repeating the same basic research in various countries (we acknowledge that research must also be sensitive to cultural context to be relevant).  
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Policy makers need to reflect on why evidence-based policy is important and to understand the research process required to produce that evidence, allowing for the creation of realistic projects and deadlines for reporting on the part of the researchers. They also should be encouraged to think carefully about the importance of quality evidence and the need to trust the source of information (i.e., use a “gate-keeper” to filter all available information such that only the best-available evidence is used for decision-making). On regional and national levels, this would facilitate the funding and solicitation of research that seeks to address questions pertinent to policy. It would also allow for more interface between the policy and research communities and (at least theoretically) more reasonable expectations from both sides. On  local levels, support for evidence-based policy research from school boards and teachers is an important step in allowing funding to be allocated towards research with the intention of improving practice. It also allows for the possibility that funding might be made available to build capacity of the providers to help ensure faithful implementation of reforms. Alternatively, without accepting any obligation to fund research, boards might demand to see the external evidence on which a proposed innovation is based before approving a change in policy or practice.
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Teachers need to be supported so that they have the time and energy to implement education reform in the manner it was intended as well as understand the research that fuels such reforms. This requires giving them access to research that is written for the non-scientist, as well as some background in research and how to interpret results, for how realistic is it to implement top-down policy change based on research in a system of professionals without giving them the capacity to understand and evaluate the research for themselves? In every national context and every kind of system, education reform is, ultimately, only as good as what actually takes place in the classrooms. Reforms unpopular with teachers or perceived as unnecessary (or worse, ill-conceived) will be at best half-heartedly implemented, at worst actively resisted. Garnering support from the people on the ground is one of the most strategic approaches to encouraging active implementation of evidence-based policy.
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As mentioned in the Policy-research interaction section, a very good way to achieve this is to expect teachers not only to understand research, but take the lead in initiating it at local level to give them a sense of ownership.  The capacity building required for this (in research methods, in creating networks for experience sharing, in building support from management for the time and energy required, providing in-service training for ongoing development) is extensive and implies a re-thinking of existing structures and expectations.  It also, rather fundamentally, implies a degree of teacher and school autonomy such that teachers could act on the basis of research findings.
The role of brokerage agencies
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 Bridging the gap between internally and externally heterogeneous groups of researchers, policy makers, and educators is no easy task. One of the most common, and possibly most dangerous, ways to do this is to by-pass the communities themselves and turn instead to the internet as a source of “research” on any given policy concern. The problem is, of course, that there is no system of quality control, and, if contradictory information is presented, there is no formalised process for consolidating or challenging evidence presented as research. The ability to assess the quality of evidence available - whether pulled from the internet, presented by researchers, or offered by parents and teachers – is a fundamental prerequisite for informed policy making. 
 One strategy to bridge this gap has been through think tanks and other intermediate agencies. ‘Policy wonks’ (i.e., pressure groups and policy units) are most common in the Anglo-Saxon countries, but are becoming more common in continental Europe. They occupy a particular space in the divide in that they are not quite researchers, but not quite policy-makers either. They have traditionally been quite aware of the power of public opinion and seek to harness it to lobby for particular causes and arguments. They are an important ‘bridging’ institution in that they can be extremely effective and highly professional, but of course are not neutral, instead usually marshalling research evidence that would reinforce their particular policy priority.
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More neutrally, a number of different initiatives aimed at bridging the divide between policy makers and researchers as well as assessing the quality of evidence available  have been developed as general examples of brokering. Brokering can be informal, e.g., the exchange amongst colleagues of research evidence and information related to a policy issue at hand. It can also be more formal, e.g., the creation of ties between national research institutions and their closest policy counterparts. In the past ten years this process has developed to the extent that formal brokerage agencies have been developed to officially facilitate both the process of information sharing and ensuring a certain level of quality control. Brokerage agencies vary in type and can be designed to be in-house and aid a particular Ministry to increase effective communication regarding the research and policy interface, evaluate proposed changes and policy recommendations, and assess the implementation of these programmes (e.g., Norway). However most brokerage agencies have a broader agenda and seek to collaborate with as wide a community of researchers and policy makers as possible, so as to broaden the relevance of their work and findings. This section focuses on these key questions:

· What are the different roles played by brokerage agencies in different countries?

· How effective are they?
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Examples of national and international brokerage agencies include but are not limited to: 
· Evidence for Policy and Practice Information and Co-ordinating (EPPI) Centre (UK) is part of the Institute of Education at the University of London [http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk]. Formed in 1993, it carries out review syntheses of evidence on education and health promotion, as well as hosting databases and providing tools for analyses of these subjects. Since February 2000 the EPPI-Centre has been funded by the UK Department for Education and Skills (DfES) to provide resources for researchers, practitioners, and users who would like to conduct systematic reviews of educational research, as well as those who would like to use such reviews to inform policy and practice. Interested parties apply to become formally registered Review Groups, who then undertake the review and analysis using well-defined and highly structured methodology. This systematicity across reviews and review groups has allowed the Centre to provide an active and constantly updated link to completed and ongoing reviews.
· What Works Clearinghouse (USA) was established in 2002 by the US federal Department of Education’s Institute of Education Sciences [www.whatworks.ed.gov]. It aims to “provide educators, policymakers, researchers, and the public with a central and trusted source of scientific evidence of what works in education”
. In collaboration with a number of other institutes and subcontractors, Whatworks provides information and databases of research syntheses of replicable high-quality interventions. This concentrates on but is not limited to the use of randomised controlled trials. It also conducts consumer surveys and questionnaires in order to ensure that the service it provides is meeting the demands of the users (researchers, practitioners, policy makers, etc). 
· Iterative Best Evidence Synthesis Programme (New Zealand) is part of the Ministry of Education [www.minedu.govt.nz/goto/bestevidencesynthesis]. Designed to bring together available evidence about what works in education in the New Zealand context, the programme provides access to reports on what works, as well as very user-friendly guidelines on how to conduct a report. These guidelines provide support for the identification of a review topic, aid with the process of the review, and add helpful suggestions regarding the dissemination of the review once it is completed.
· Canadian Centre for Knowledge Mobilisation (Canada) was formed in 2005 with the intent of creating tools for information exchange and building capacity through virtual and real-time exchanges [www.cckm.ca]. The centre conducts and funds limited term reviews and research syntheses, as well as providing fact sheets and media information on various selected topics in education, the social sciences, and health.
· Campbell Collaboration, an international non-profit organisation formed in 2000, hosts various registers of research, including C2 SPECTR, a register of randomised controlled trials in education, psychology, and criminology, and C2-RIPE, a register of reviews of interventions and policy evaluations [www.campbellcollaboration.org]. Inspired by the example of the Cochrane Collaboration, which provides reliable and regularly updated information on evidence in healthcare, the Campbell Collaboration aims to maintain a database of research syntheses of investigations using randomised controlled trials to measure change related to education issues. Unfortunately, however, there have been several stumbling blocks to this plan, including but not limited to the lack of randomised controlled trial investigations in this domain. Another serious problem has been the complexity of the process required to obtain permission to do a review and the lack thus far of an agreement that would allow investigators to post their research syntheses on the Campbell Collaboration website as well as publish it in academic journals, something that is a regular occurrence in health and which aids the Cochrane Collaboration in compiling its database.
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All of these centres have the goal of encouraging dialogue between policy makers, researchers and educators with the goal of providing tools and capacity building within these communities to evaluate what works and what doesn’t work in education. An important first step in this process is the creation of a database of quality education research on particular topics that are of interest to policy makers, as well as providing clear goals and criteria for conducting and evaluating educational research. These criteria serve as a baseline for conducting reviews of research, reviews which can then be used to provide systematic evidence as to the effectiveness of particular policy objectives or classroom practices. A key component to these brokerage agencies is the transparent exchange of findings: all reviews are available on the various brokerage agency websites, and all methodologies used by the review process are defined in detail. Many of the centres require reviewers to commit to updating their work on a regular and pre-defined basis, so as to include new evidence and maintain a state-of-the-art synthesis on each particular topic. And all of the centres have a commitment to disseminating research results to as wide an audience as possible, in order to work on affecting top-down and bottom-up change to the system.
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The agencies aim to address one of the key issues identified in the OECD’s 2003 report on New Challenges for Educational Research, and elsewhere (e.g., Raudenbusch 2005): the accumulation of knowledge. Educational research is conspicuously weak in its ability continuously to develop and refine a body of knowledge which is quasi-universally acknowledged as well-founded.  The research community, through its induction and training procedures, has the crucial role in this, but brokerage agencies can also have a major part in designating the most recent authoritative additions to the knowledge pile.
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Such brokerage agencies can and do play a key role in bringing together the disparate communities and bridging the gaps in the EbPR process. They have provided resources and tools for researchers, policy makers, and educators to openly engage in the discussion of what works in education, and allowed for capacity building in each of those domains.  They are potentially a vital mechanism in aligning supply and demand and there are valuable formative lessons to be learnt from their experiences to date. 

Concluding questions
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The previous sections outlined a number of dimensions along which attitudes to and understandings of EbPR will vary across countries and jurisdictions. In conclusion, we revert to the general tenet put forward in the first part of the paper, namely: there is no single best method for or type of evidence-based policy research; the key is for the research and policy communities to deploy appropriate combinations of approaches and methodologies which match the characteristics of the policy issue under consideration, and to have the capacity to select, implement and evaluate these combinations.
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If this is the case, a final pair of questions is:

· What fruitful examples can we find of these combinations, and what lessons can be drawn from them?
· Is there a particular optimal sequence or sequences for the different components (e.g.: where are experimental designs, or formative case studies, best located in the process)?
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