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DUCATORS are frequently criti-
cized for not using research to im-
prove schooling. Critics assert that
educators seem “research averse” and
point out that business, the military,
and even such public sector organi-
zations as the Internal Revenue Ser-
vice and the U.S. Postal Service have

applied research-based best practices to improve orga-
nizational performance. The stubborn persistence of
the achievement gap between whites and minorities
and the failure of many education reforms to improve
schooling give the appearance that school leaders are

simply resistant to organizational learning.
Are schools, as currently operated, learning organi-

zations? At first blush, the answer is obvious: of course
they are; that’s what they are supposed to do. Well, yes,
that is at least partially true; students learn, albeit un-
evenly, but it is much less clear whether adults in schools,
particularly teachers and school leaders, also learn (and
whether what they learn are research-based best prac-
tices or survival skills). It is assumed that educational
leaders use research in making decisions about school
improvement and that they don’t reinvent the wheel
every time they make a decision about curricula or pro-
grams. Denis Doyle asserts that this way of operating
is “so obvious and commonsensical it is hard to imag-
ine why it is not the norm. Is there any other way to
make decisions? Unhappily, the answer is yes.”1 For ex-
ample, a scathing report on problems in the Los Ange-
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les Unified School District, the nation’s second-largest
district, sharply criticized school officials for their fail-
ure to implement the recommendations of evaluations
of programs and system performance and their failure
to replicate successful programs throughout the dis-
trict. Unfortunately, Los Angeles may not be atypical.

Surprisingly little research exists as to the extent to
which educators use research in decision making. Un-
doubtedly, some school leaders use research, and many
incorporate it into their professional practice.2 In inter-
views with superintendents, Gary Huang and his col-
leagues found that nearly all of them reported that they
“read reports of research studies and program evalua-
tions at least occasionally.”3 Unfortunately, with some
exceptions, instances of how research has informed de-
cision making or improved schooling are relatively rare.4

This raises the question: Why hasn’t research been used
more often by school leaders to improve educational
practice?

BARRIERS TO USING RESEARCH
IN EDUCATION

Several barriers — some institutional and structural,
others personal — have impeded the use of research in
educational decision making. First, the research com-
munity rarely reaches consensus about which educa-
tion policies work best and rarely conducts research on
the practical problems faced by school leaders.5 School
leaders are thus faced with a confounding mass of of-
ten conflicting research. A veteran superintendent re-
marked, “Honestly, nobody really knows what’s going
on in the area. . . . Today, you read reports about this
and this, next day you read reports about just the op-
posite. There is no consistency. That’s frustrating.”6

This situation makes it difficult for superintendents and
principals to learn and leads to confusion and mistrust
among educators. Learning is difficult, if not impossi-
ble, when the lessons themselves are unclear.

Educational research as advocacy. Many school lead-
ers view educational research with skepticism, particu-
larly when they are constantly lobbied by companies
promising the latest “magic bullet” that will eliminate
the achievement gap (at least according to the com-
pany’s own research). Superintendents and principals
are busy enough without having to sift through research
spin and marketing hype. This leads some school lead-
ers to mistrust statistics, research, and slick marketing
gimmicks, viewing them “as blatant attempts to dis-
tort or manipulate an audience.”7

Others distrust research because it is frequently used
to promote political agendas.8 A superintendent in Texas

questioned the meaning of research-based programs and
observed, “When the [state-approved] list of ‘research
based’ programs came out, companies owned by two

former Commission-
ers of Education for
the State of Texas were
on the list.” The po-
litical nature of the ed-
ucational process can
mean that power, rath-
er than data, rules in de-
cision making. In such
situations, data are easi-
ly distorted and orga-
nizational learning is
diff icult.9

Furthermore, deci-
sion making and program adoption in education are
shaped — and often determined — by ease of use,
good marketing, lack of threat to current practice,
“philosophical commitments, political necessities, and
the attractiveness or popularity of ideas” rather than re-
search-based evidence of program effectiveness.10 One
veteran principal who has led schools in New York and
Connecticut stated that many superintendents and school
boards he has worked for “pick research that meets their
budget needs” rather than that which has the most
credible scientific support.

Ideology and professional culture. The professional cul-
ture of many schools “in which the ‘good’ and the ‘pop-
ular’ [are] valued more than the effective” further miti-
gates the use of research in decision making.11 Some-
times differences exist between the anecdotal profes-
sional experiences of principals and superintendents
and what the research says is most effective. For ex-
ample, in Los Angeles, the district’s chief instructional
official admitted that she did not examine the research
on the Waterford Early Reading Program before rec-
ommending that the district invest nearly $50 million
to purchase the program. When asked why she ignored
the research, she responded, “Every classroom situa-
tion is different. And nothing compares to L.A. I’d rather
listen to my own teachers.”12

The ideological and professional beliefs of school
leaders often hold greater currency than abstract sta-
tistics and often trump findings from meta-analyses
of research. As an award-winning principal in North
Carolina stated, “Anyone can find research to support
what they are doing.” A veteran New York principal
concurred, asserting that “principals try to find Kap-
pan articles that support their views.” This clash be-
tween the professional culture of researchers and that
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of school leaders explains in large part why research is
so often ignored in school decision making.

Personal and professional barriers. In addition, several
personal barriers exist that limit school leaders’ use of
research in decision making. The most common rea-
sons why school leaders do not use research in decision
making are lack of expertise, lack of time, cultural con-
flict, the questionable relevance to users’ needs, and poor
communication between researchers and practitioners.13

Principals are often so busy engaging in crisis manage-
ment, administrivia, and the daily operations of school-
ing that they have little time to devote to thoughtful,
reflective, research-based strategic planning and im-
provement. Principals seldom have time to collaborate,
discuss the data and research, and plan interventions
strategically.14 An award-winning principal comment-
ed that “one of the biggest barriers to effective use of
[research and] data is [not having] time built into the
work day of educators to understand, analyze, and use
data.” A Texas superintendent concurred and called on
researchers to “highlight it for me. If what I read is the
first page of the articles in administrator magazines,
then give me a one-page, readable highlight of the
most current research, and it will stick in my mind. If
you want it read, then put it in the format that I con-
sume.”

DATA-BASED DECISION MAKING

Although school leaders are not frequent users of
traditional academic research, they do use action re-
search and data in making decisions. A growing body
of evidence suggests that school leaders in districts across
the nation are incorporating data-driven practices in-

to their decision making, often producing substantial
improvements in student learning and achievement.15

For example, Connecticut mandated the creation
of data teams in schools to ensure the use of data to
drive instruction. Principals are required to indicate in
their annual school improvement plans how data are
being used to improve student achievement. In schools
and districts that have institutionalized data-based de-
cision making and action research and made them part
of the organizational culture, data graphs and charts
are displayed on classroom walls, in hallways, in prin-

cipals’ and district lead-
ers’ offices, and even
in the rooms where the
school board meets. In
North Carolina and
Connecticut, schools
compete for the most
effective “data walls.”
In Florida, the super-
intendent of the Jack-
sonville school district
created a war room in
which the district’s stra-
tegic progress is con-

tinually reviewed and assessed. In Georgia, schools are
creating data rooms in which officials analyze the per-
formance of student subgroups and target interven-
tions accordingly. Teachers and school leaders meet
regularly throughout the year in various horizontally
and vertically organized teams to disaggregate state and
local performance data and decide what is working and
what is not in their local context and with their stu-
dents.

INCENTIVES TO USE RESEARCH
IN DECISION MAKING

Superintendents must take the lead and create an
environment in which evidence-based practices are im-
plemented and valued. This requires providing release
time for school leaders and teachers (during the school
year and over the summer) to meet regularly to share
and discuss data. Districts dedicated to data-based de-
cision making have created district-level teams and
study groups to review evidence of the effectiveness of
various programs.16

However, research and evaluation are useful only
when school leaders are willing to accept and act on
the results. Evaluating data using building- and district-
level teams is crucial. A former superintendent stated
that using data teams in decision making encourages

Research and
evaluation are useful
only when school
leaders are willing to
accept and act upon
the results. Evaluating
data using building-
and district-level teams
is crucial.
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innovation and engages “the creative power of practi-
tioners.” To work in this way, however, school leaders
must be trained well in principles of applied research,
strategic planning, and evaluation, and they must be
equipped with the technological expertise to collect,
organize, and analyze student performance data. School
leaders, school staffs, and school boards must all be-
come data-literate.17 A veteran New York superintendent
commented that in his experience, it is not always easy
to get school boards to buy into using research and data
as the basis for decision making. Leaders must justify
the expenditure of limited resources, including time
and money, to boards faced with competing demands,
such as “putting up new curtains and fixing the boil-
ers,” which are “more visible and easier to justify.”

To make research-based, data-driven decision mak-
ing a reality in education, school leaders must spend
time educating not only themselves and their staffs, but
the school board and even the community. A school
district in Ohio created a series of data classes for dis-
trict administrators, principals, and teachers to help them
develop competence and confidence in the application
of statistics, the creation and management of data in-
formation systems, and data-based strategic planning.18

In addition, if research is to play a more prominent
role in decision making, we must have greater collab-
oration between researchers, school leaders, and staff
members in conducting research that meets practition-
ers’ needs.19 As one superintendent stated, “Researchers
must take the practitioners’ perspectives and raise ques-
tions from the practitioners’ standpoint” rather than
pursuing “their own interests and their own questions.”20

A principal in North Carolina agreed, stating that re-
searchers need to “ask school systems about their prob-
lems and needs” if they want school leaders to pay at-
tention to and use research in decision making. By con-
ducting collaborative action research projects using data-
based decision making, researchers and school leaders
will be able to discover “what works,” thereby making
research more useful and relevant to practitioners’ needs.

In conclusion, school leaders do use research to in-
form decision making. But they don’t use it in the tra-
ditional way. Instead, they tend to rely more on applied,
data-based, or action research than on traditional aca-
demic research produced by outsiders. Instead of con-
stantly reinventing the wheel, making decisions through
trial and error, or, worse, making decisions in the dark
— an all too common practice — school leaders who
use action research and engage in data-based decision
making are able to promote more coherent and effec-
tive systemic reform.
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