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During 2020, educators, along with everyone else, have been drawn into 
the maelstrom of a global crisis, as the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic 
reverberate around the world.

The shocks have exposed vulnerabilities in our institutional status quo and 
refocused our minds on how to achieve resilience, security and wellbeing in 
the lives of our communities. Education clearly plays a critical role.

Before the pandemic hit, two educational challenges were already high 
priorities: achieving access to high quality learning for all learners, and 
supporting educators to make the best possible use of knowledge, data and 
evidence in their decision-making at work.  

COVID-19 has intensified these challenges, through a mass ‘digital leap’ 
towards remote learning which further magnifies existing inequalities of 
wealth, access and participation, while unemployment jumps up and 
migration collapses. 

Simultaneously, responses to the crisis are shifting the boundaries of what 
is considered possible. Many teachers, parents and students have adapted 
with radical changes to their practices and organisations, showing ingenuity, 
determination and empathy in response to the emergency.

For the Monash Q Project, two features of the wider crisis stand out.

First, responding to the pandemic involves a global effort to mobilise 
knowledge and evidence effectively: with life and death consequences for 
millions. The front-line effort has focused on health-related research and 
technology, but clearly it crosses into every sector and system.  

The challenge of identifying appropriate knowledge and linking it to 
thoughtful, appropriate action in the right context, by practitioners and 
citizens, is at the heart of the Q Project’s approach. The synthesis and the 
framework outlined in this paper therefore speak to the challenge of how we 
can bring research-based knowledge effectively to bear.  

Second, the systems we are concerned with are increasingly understood as 
complex, network-connected, adaptive sets of relationships and decision-
making, cutting across individual organisations, jurisdictions and sources of 
professional expertise. ‘Ecosystem’ is a good term for these knowledge-
creating, knowledge-sharing activities and the potential to amplify them 
through a supportive infrastructure for collaboration.   

As the circumstances change around us, it is even more critical to understand 
how valuable, appropriate sources of evidence can be aligned with thoughtful, 
focused lines of action by practitioners who are working to serve their 
communities. The Q Project’s ‘Quality Use of Research Evidence’ Framework 
is designed to help.

Tom Bentley
Executive Director, Policy and Impact
RMIT University

FOREWORD

The overarching goal of this Discussion Paper is to stimulate debate about the process of 
working towards high-quality use of research evidence in Australian education. It highlights 
a need for new conversations about how ‘quality use of research evidence’ can contribute 
to teacher professionalism, educational improvement and navigating complexity. It is 
written for anyone who is interested in improving the use of research evidence within and 
across all levels of schools and school systems. This could include teachers, school and 
system leaders, teacher educators, policy-makers, researchers and research brokers.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

INTRODUCTION
• There is growing emphasis on evidence use within and beyond education, but discussions have tended to 

focus on the quality of the evidence rather than the quality of the use.
• The Monash Q Project is a 5-year initiative that is focused specifically on this issue of quality use of research 

evidence within Australian schools and school systems.
• This paper shows how the Q Project’s Quality Use of Research Evidence (QURE) Framework draws on ideas 

from health, social care and policy, and highlights a need for new conversations in education. 

A QUALITY USE OF RESEARCH EVIDENCE FRAMEWORK FOR EDUCATION

• Quality use of research evidence in education is defined as ‘the thoughtful engagement with and 
implementation of appropriate research evidence, supported by a blend of individual and organisational 
enabling components within a complex system’.

• At the centre of the framework are two core components that highlight the need for research evidence to be 
appropriate and for the engagement and implementation to be thoughtful.

• Quality use of research evidence, though, also depends on three individual-level enabling components 
(skillsets, mindsets and relationships), three organisational-level enabling components (leadership, culture and 
infrastructure), and broader system-level influences. 

CONNECTIONS WITH OTHER SECTORS
• The literature in health, social care and policy indicate a lack of well-developed definitions or descriptions of 

quality of evidence use, highlighting the need for conceptual work on this topic.
• Studies across the sectors emphasised the centrality of practitioner expertise in using research in practice, 

which informed the development of the core components within our framework.
• Discussions across the sectors also highlighted the complex multilevel processes involved in evidence use in 

systems, which shaped our framework’s enabling components and system-level influences.

CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS
• The Quality Use of Research Evidence Framework has implications for how evidence users such as 

educators, school leaders and policy-makers reflect on their current approaches to using evidence and how 
they might move forward to support these at individual-, organisational- and systems-levels.

• The development of the framework will continue through school-based investigation across four states in 
Australia, the integration of illustrations of practice, and the development of professional learning resources to 
build educators’ capacity to use research evidence well.

• Readers are encouraged to connect with the Monash Q Project1, and be part of new conversations about how 
‘quality use of research evidence’ can contribute to Australian education (see p. 19).

1monash.edu/education/research/projects/qproject

3 4



BACKGROUND
Internationally there are widespread efforts to improve the use of research 
evidence across many sectors. For example, Boaz, Davies, Fraser and 
Nutley’s (2019) recent edited collection charts developments within the 
fields of health, social care, education, environment and sustainability, 
and international development. There is now “a diverse landscape of 
initiatives to promote evidence use” (Boaz & Nutley, 2019, p. 261). These 
range from efforts to improve research generation and dissemination 
through to activities to build practitioners’ capacity to use research, foster 
collaborations between researchers and research users, and develop 
system-wide approaches to evidence use. 

Within the Australian education sector, there have been similar calls for the 
development of an evidence-informed approach (Australian Productivity 
Commission, 2016), a research-rich profession (White et al., 2018), and a 
national evidence institute (Australia Department of Education and Training, 
2018), with the overarching goal of improving outcomes for students. There 
are also growing expectations here and internationally that schools and 
school systems will use research evidence to underpin and inform their 
improvement efforts (Australian Productivity Commission, 2016; British 
Educational Research Association [BERA], 2014; Cain, 2019; Nelson & 
Campbell, 2019; Tripney et al., 2018). 

These kinds of developments raise important questions about what it 
means to use research evidence well in education. 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 is important because improved evidence 
use in education will require 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 (see, for example, Nutley et al., 
2013), but little dialogue about the latter.

We see this as problematic. Most fundamentally, it fails to challenge 
the tendency for efforts to improve evidence use to focus more on the 
communication and synthesis of research findings and less on supporting 
the uptake and application of such evidence for decision-making and 
implementation (e.g., Gough et al., 2018). This can lead to system-level 
developments focusing heavily on creating access to valid and reliable 
evidence but saying little about how to support intelligent use of that 
evidence. Similarly, it can give rise to evidence use guides that provide 
detailed advice on how to identify the best evidence, but little information 
about how to make the best use of that evidence.

1. INTRODUCTION

The overarching goal of this Discussion Paper is to stimulate debate about the process of 
working towards high-quality use of research evidence in Australian education. It shows 
how the Q Project’s Quality Use of Research Evidence (QURE) Framework (Rickinson et 
al., 2020) connects with evidence use developments within health, social care and policy, 
and highlights a need for new conversations in education about how ‘quality use of 
research evidence’ can contribute to teacher professionalism, educational improvement 
and navigating complexity. This paper is written for anyone who is interested in improving 
the use of research evidence within and across all levels of schools and school systems. 
This could include teachers, school and system leaders, teacher educators, policy-makers, 
researchers and research brokers. We begin by introducing the idea of quality use as 
distinct from quality evidence, then outline the aims and activities of the Monash Q Project, 
and the structure of the paper. 

MONASH Q PROJECT 

•	 Strand 1: Conceptualisation of quality use (2019-2020) – synthesising what is known globally about high-
quality evidence use in health, social care, policy and education to develop a quality research evidence use 
framework for Australian educators.  

•	 Strand 2: School-based investigation of quality use (2020-2021) – examining the evidence use practices 
in 100 schools across four states (New South Wales, Queensland, South Australia and Victoria) to generate 
practical examples of high-quality evidence use in varied settings. 

•	 Strand 3: Development of professional learning (2022-2023) – co-designing and trialling with 100 
educators across four states (New South Wales, Queensland, South Australia and Victoria), a professional 
learning process to support high-quality evidence use in practice. 

•	 Strand 4: Engagement and communication campaign (2019-2023) – bringing together key players  
within Australian education to spark strategic dialogue and drive system-level change around evidence  
use in education.

The Q Project is a 5-year initiative focused specifically on this issue of quality use of research evidence. A partnership 
between Monash University and the Paul Ramsay Foundation, it involves close collaboration with teachers, school 
leaders, policy-makers, researchers, research brokers and other key stakeholders across Australia. The project’s 
overarching goal is to understand and improve high-quality use of research evidence in Australian schools. It involves 
four main strands:

This paper presents ideas coming out of the first year of Strand 1. This strand involved a systematic approach to 
review the literature in health, social care, policy and education, to establish if and how quality of evidence use 
has been defined and described. From the initial search results of almost 11,000 potentially-relevant publications, 
112 papers across the four sectors were selected for inclusion within the review. These included publications were 
the basis of the four narrative syntheses that addressed how quality of evidence use had been defined, described 
and conceptualised within each of the sectors. We then undertook thematic analysis to identify similarities and 
differences between the four narratives as the basis for the development of a quality use framework for education 
(see Appendix for details).

Throughout the framework development process, the team’s initial and evolving ideas were shared with project 
partners and stakeholders at meetings, workshops and conferences. This has enabled the integration of stakeholder 
feedback and suggestions into the development and refinement of the framework. 
 

THE STRUCTURE OF THIS PAPER
Following this introductory section, the rest of 
this paper: outlines the Q Project’s Quality Use 
of Research Evidence Framework and its various 
components (Section 2); elaborates on how the 
Framework connects with ideas within health, 
social care and policy (Section 3); and considers 
emerging implications and further development, 
including an invitation to engage in dialogue 
around research evidence use in Australian 
education (Section 4). 

SUMMARY
• There is growing emphasis on evidence use within 

and beyond education, but discussions have 
tended to focus on the quality of the evidence 
rather than the quality of the use.

• The Monash Q Project is a 5-year initiative that is 
focused specifically on this issue of quality use of 
research evidence within Australian schools and 
school systems. 

• This paper shows how the Q Project’s Quality 
Use of Research Evidence (QURE) Framework 
draws on ideas from health, social care and policy, 
and highlights a need for new conversations in 
education.
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QUALITY USE OF RESEARCH EVIDENCE FRAMEWORK

Quality	research	evidence	use	in	education	is	defined	as:
 the thoughtful engagement with and implementation of appropriate research evidence,    
 supported by a blend of individual and organisational enabling components within a complex system.

CORE COMPONENTS

APPROPRIATE RESEARCH 
EVIDENCE 

The need for research 
evidence to be not only 

methodologically rigorous, 
but also appropriate for 

the educational issue, the 
context and intended use.

THOUGHTFUL ENGAGEMENT 
AND IMPLEMENTATION 
Critical engagement with 
the research evidence, 

shared deliberation about 
its meaning and effective 

integration of aspects of the 
evidence within practice.

ENABLING COMPONENTS - 
INDIVIDUAL LEVEL

SKILLSETS 
The knowledge and 
capabilities that are 

required to thoughtfully 
engage with and implement 

appropriate research 
evidence.

MINDSETS 
The dispositions, attitudes 

and values that are required 
to thoughtfully engage with 
and implement appropriate 

research evidence.

RELATIONSHIPS 
The interpersonal processes 

and connections that are 
required to thoughtfully 

engage with and implement 
appropriate research 

evidence.

ENABLING COMPONENTS - 
ORGANISATIONAL LEVEL

LEADERSHIP 
The organisational vision, 

commitments and role models 
that support thoughtful 
engagement with and 

implementation of appropriate 
research evidence.

CULTURE 
The organisational ethos, 

values and norms that support 
thoughtful engagement 

with and implementation 
of appropriate research 

evidence.

INFRASTRUCTURE 
The organisational structures, 

resources and processes 
that support thoughtful 
engagement with and 

implementation of appropriate 
research evidence.

SYSTEM-LEVEL 
INFLUENCES

The complex interactions 
and inter-dependencies 

across the education 
sector to support 

thoughtful engagement 
with and implementation 
of appropriate research 

evidence.

2. QUALITY USE OF RESEARCH EVIDENCE IN EDUCATION

This definition is represented visually on the facing page, where quality research evidence use:
• is comprised of two core components (appropriate research evidence and thoughtful engagement 

and implementation); 
• is supported by three individual enabling components (skillsets, mindsets, relationships), and 

three organisational enabling components (leadership, culture, infrastructure); and 
• is influenced by the wider complex system. 

This section outlines the Q Project’s 
framework for understanding quality 
use of research evidence in education. 
It	provides	a	definition	and	visualisation,	
followed by an elaboration of the 
different	components.	

What we outline here is a conceptual framework (Rickinson, Sharples and Lovell, 2020; Rickinson et al., 
2020), in the sense that it has not yet been empirically tested or validated. As described later (Section 4), 
the next step for this work will be school-based empirical investigations to better understand what using 
research evidence well looks like and involves in different school contexts, and how the components interact. 
This process will enable further refinement and elaboration of the framework. 
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). 

APPROPRIATE 
RESEARCH EVIDENCE

THOUGHTFUL 
ENGAGEMENT & 

IMPLEMENTATION

SKILLSETSM
IN

DS
ETS

LEADERSHIP

SYSTEM-LEVEL INFLUENCES

RELATIONSHIPS

CULTURE
INFRAST

RU
CT

UR
E

QUALITY USE OF RESEARCH EVIDENCE 
Based on our cross-sector analysis and synthesis of relevant literature, we characterise quality use 
of research evidence in education as:
   
 the thoughtful engagement with and implementation of appropriate research evidence,  
supported by a blend of individual and organisational enabling components within a complex system.
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At the centre of the diagram are two aspirations – for 
the research evidence to be appropriate and for the 
engagement and implementation to be thoughtful. These 
two core components are highly interdependent in the 
sense that deciding on what is appropriate research 
evidence will depend on thoughtful engagement with the 
evidence, and engaging and implementing thoughtfully will 
depend on the research evidence being appropriate. 

CORE COMPONENTS: APPROPRIATE RESEARCH 
EVIDENCE AND THOUGHTFUL ENGAGEMENT AND 
IMPLEMENTATION

ENABLING COMPONENTS 
(INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL): SKILLSETS, 
MINDSETS AND RELATIONSHIPS

Skillsets are about the knowledge and capabilities that are required to 
thoughtfully engage with and implement appropriate research evidence. There 
are significant knowledge and capabilities involved in being able to translate, 
apply and sustainably implement evidence-informed decisions and approaches 
in specific contexts. These involve, for example, educators’ ability to draw 
on their professional judgement (Coldwell, et al., 2017), and combine their 
understanding of context and existing practice with the research (Spencer 
et al., 2012). Earl (2015) emphasised abilities around “generating ideas, 
challenging assumptions, testing hypotheses, formulating plans and routinely 
monitoring progress and making adjustments” (p. 149–150). Brown and Greany 
(2018) meanwhile, suggested that practitioners should be able to understand 
the strengths and limitations of different research approaches to be able to 
determine the robustness of a study and the kinds of inferences that can be 
drawn from it.

Alongside skillsets, mindsets are the dispositions, attitudes and values that 
are required to thoughtfully engage with and implement appropriate research 
evidence. This enabling component reflects the kinds of motivations, values 
and dispositions that are required for more thoughtful engagement and 
implementation of research evidence. For example, educators with a disposition 
toward evidence use have a questioning mind (Earl, 2015), a conscious need to 
engage with research (Stoll et al., 2018a), and an awareness of their own biases 
and assumptions (Earl, 2015; Evans et al., 2017; Spencer et al., 2012). Earl 
and Timperley (2009, p. 5) argue that “the disposition to be open to a range of 
interpretations” is probably more important than skills in evidence interpretation. 
It therefore requires critical reflection when engaging with and using evidence. 
Mindsets also involve the need to be positive towards research use (Tripney et 
al., 2018), and to see it as relevant and applicable (Stoll et al., 2018a). Stoll and 
colleagues (2018a, p. 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, another individual enabling component 
is relationships – that is, the interpersonal processes and connections that 
are required to thoughtfully engage with and implement appropriate research 
evidence. Using research evidence well is not an isolated, individual activity. It 
requires effective input from, and ongoing interactions with, varied others both 
within and beyond the school. It is important, for example, to have “trusted 
colleagues to help dig deeper into understanding the […] evidence and 
considering appropriate instructional, structural or policy changes” (Finnigan & 
Daly, 2014, p. 182). It is also important for such interactions to move “beyond 
superficial talk to exploring deeper meanings” (Timperley & Earl, 2009, p. 124) 
and to “bring to light assumptions and contribute to the development of shared 
understanding that move beyond individual ways of thinking” (Coburn et al., 
2009, p. 83). These interactions also extend beyond to school to include other 
education stakeholders (e.g., practitioners from other schools, researchers) 
through conversations, collaborations, networks and partnerships (e.g., Bryk et 
al., 2011; Farley-Ripple et al., 2018; Nelson & Campbell, 2019), and are closely 
linked to building infrastructure to support quality evidence use.

The first core component, appropriate research evidence, is about the 
need for research evidence to be not only methodologically rigorous, but also 
appropriate for the educational issues, the context and the intended use. From 
a research perspective, evidence quality is about methodological rigour. But 
from a research use perspective, evidence quality also needs to be about 
appropriateness. As such, evidence needs to be: appropriate for the issue 
under consideration; appropriate for the context in which it will be used; and 
appropriate for the use to which it is going to be put. As Nutley and colleagues 
(2013, p. 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”. 

The second core component, thoughtful engagement and implementation 
is about critical engagement with the evidence, shared deliberation about its 
meaning and effective integration of aspects of evidence within practice. This 
component reflects how “using evidence is a thinking process” (Earl, 2015, p. 
149), which demands a depth of engagement between the user, the evidence 
and the way it is used. This is about viewing evidence use as an active 
process of professional learning, rather than “merely bringing new information 
about what works to bear on professional practice” (Cordingley, 2004, p. 80). 

It will be clear from what has been said about the core components 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 et al., 2017; 
Evans et al., 2017; Godfrey, 2019; Tripney et al., 2018), our framework depicts 
quality use of research evidence as the product of an effective combination 
of: three main individual enabling components (skillsets, mindsets and 
relationships); three main organisational enabling components (leadership, 
culture and infrastructure); and system-level influences. We now consider each 
of these levels.

At an individual level, quality use of research evidence requires educators with 
particular skillsets, mindsets and relationships.
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ENABLING COMPONENTS 
(ORGANISATIONAL-LEVEL): 
LEADERSHIP, CULTURE AND 
INFRASTRUCTURE

Leadership is about the organisational vision, commitments and role 
models that support thoughtful engagement with and implementation of 
appropriate research evidence. Leadership is central to effective evidence 
use at all levels of organisations and systems. At the school level, leadership 
was identified as a key leverage point for developing and maintaining a 
research-engaged school culture (e.g., Dyssegaard et al., 2017; Godfrey, 
2019; Nelson & Campbell, 2019;). In highly research-engaged schools in 
the UK, for example, senior leaders 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, p. 7). 
Importantly, though, this influence is not only about the way leaders can 
support others to use evidence, it is also about how they can model research 
engagement through their own outlooks and actions (Godfrey & Hanscomb, 
2019). Senior and middle leaders in schools might be involved in facilitating 
research groups, coaching others through the implementation of strategies, 
or mediating professional learning in the school (Creaby et al., 2017).

Closely entwined with leadership is organisational culture, which is 
about the organisational ethos, values and norms that support thoughtful 
engagement with and implementation of appropriate research evidence. 
As reported some years ago: “The main barriers to knowledge use in the 
public sector are not at the level of individual resistance but originated in 
an institutional culture that does not foster learning” (Hemsley-Brown & 
Sharp, 2003, p. 460). There is a need therefore for evidence use to be a 
cultural norm that is embedded within an organisation’s “outlook, systems 
and activity” (Hanscomb & MacBeath, 2003, p. 10). Critically important is 
an ethos that encourages staff to regularly reflect on their practice and take 
risks and try different approaches based on evidence (Brown et al., 2017). 
Brown and Greany (2018, p. 188), for example, describe 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 that support thoughtful 
engagement with and implementation of appropriate evidence. 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” (BERA, 2014, p. 7).  

SYSTEM-LEVEL INFLUENCES

So far, we have demonstrated that high-quality evidence use is supported and impacted by factors across 
multiple levels. While it is helpful to understand the constituent components around evidence use, our framework 
also considers them as acting simultaneously within the education system to support quality evidence use. This 
is based on the notion that teachers, schools, evidence and its generation do not exist in isolation, they are part 
of a broader education system with diverse purposes and processes that impact research use in different ways. 
Moreover, understanding the connections and interactions among the components across the system improves 
the chance for effective and sustained change (Meadows, 2014; Senge et al., 2012). To address this complexity, 
we see system-level influences as the complex interactions and inter-dependencies across the education sector 
to support thoughtful engagement with and implementation of appropriate research evidence.

Internationally, Boaz and Nutley (2019) report that evidence use is increasingly understood as an “evidence 
ecosystem” of “interconnected elements that interact in the process of evidence generation, synthesis and 
use” (p. 251). Following this, the quality of evidence use is thus contingent on how these elements (e.g., 
evidence, people, processes) are embedded, connected and supported to interact as part of an evidence 
ecosystem (BERA, 2014; Godfrey, 2019; Sharples, 2013). Further, Sharples (2013) stated that “if we are to create 
effective evidence ecosystems in social practice it is crucial we consider these elements as a whole” (p. 20). To 
achieve this requires the “co-ordinated efforts from a wide range of stakeholders – researchers, practitioners, 
policymakers and intermediaries – working in unison” (p. 24). 

It is also important to consider system-level influences beyond the evidence ecosystem, such as the “wider 
political and societal systems” (Gough et al., 2018, p. 11). There is, for example, increased recognition for the 
(often limiting) impact that other system influences such as accountability policies and improvement priorities can 
have on evidence use in schools (Godfrey & Brown, 2019). Conversely, system leaders can enable broad support 
of evidence use by prioritising research use at the board/district/central office level (EEF, 2019; Farley-Ripple 
et al., 2018); or by providing funding and support to create the conditions for a culture and infrastructure for 
evidence-informed policy and practice (Nelson & Campbell, 2019).

In moving towards effective evidence use in systems, then, there is a need to support small- and large-scale 
practices over time through ongoing evaluation and feedback mechanisms (Bannigan, 2007; Meadows, 2014; 
Senge et al., 2012). Where traditional measures focus on accountability through outcomes, system-wide changes 
call for the continuous self-monitoring of individual and school engagement in research use (e.g., Brown & 
Rogers, 2015; Nutley et al., 2007; Stoll et al., 2018a, b), as well as intentional links to whole school improvement 
initiatives (e.g., Sharples et al., 2019; Creaby et al., 2017). 

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 a given system, their 
constituent parts and how they relate and interact to support quality evidence use (Boaz et al., 2019). These 
issues will be addressed through further development and refinement of the quality use of research evidence 
framework, particularly through the empirical insights.

SUMMARY
• Quality use of research evidence in education is defined as ‘the thoughtful engagement with and implementation 

of appropriate research evidence, supported by a blend of individual and organisational enabling components 
within a complex system’.

• At the centre of the framework are two core components that highlight the need for research evidence to be 
appropriate and for the engagement and implementation to be thoughtful.

• Quality use of research evidence, though, also depends on three individual-level enabling components 
(skillsets, mindsets and relationships), three organisational-level enabling components (leadership, culture and 
infrastructure), and broader system-level influences.

As well as educators with particular skillsets, mindsets and relationships, 
quality use of research evidence also requires organisational contexts with 
supportive leadership, culture and infrastructure.  
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3. CONNECTIONS WITH OTHER SECTORS

LACK OF CLEAR CONCEPTUALISATIONS 
Our analysis of relevant literature in health, social care and policy found 
a definite lack of explicit definitions or descriptions of quality of evidence 
use. With a few important exceptions (e.g., Parkhurst, 2017), we did 
not find well-developed articulations or discussions about what using 
research evidence well means or involves. As in the education sector, 
while there has been long-standing debate about quality of evidence in 
these other sectors, there has been limited discussion about quality of 
use. Similarly, while these sectors have many different frameworks for 
evidence use, 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 within these other sectors 
that were significant in the development of our ideas about quality use. 
Particularly important, as elaborated in the next two sections, were cross-
sector ideas about the role of practitioner expertise in using evidence and 
the systemic nature of evidence use improvements. 

PRACTITIONERS’ EXPERTISE WITH EVIDENCE USE

Not surprisingly, the literature from the three sectors described ‘evidence use’ in a variety of ways (e.g., evidence-
based practice, knowledge translation, knowledge mobilisation). One of the first and most enduring definitions 
of evidence use was put forward by Sackett and colleagues (1996). They described evidence-based medicine as 
the “conscientious, explicit and judicious use of current best evidence in making decisions about the care of the 
individual patient” (p. 71). This definition strongly emphasised the role of practitioner expertise: “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 and, if so, how it should be integrated into a clinical 
decision” (p. 72).

This early conceptualisation of evidence use foregrounded the crucial interaction of practitioner expertise or 
judgement with evidence, common to practice-based sectors such as health and social care (see Craik & Rappolt, 
2006; Hogan & Logan, 2004; Keenan & Grady, 2014; Pollio, 2003; Stetler, 2001). The health literature contained 
several models relating practitioner expertise with evidence in context (e.g., Graham et al., 2006; Greenhalgh et 
al., 2004; Ward et al., 2010). For example, Kitson and colleagues (1998) developed a framework where evidence 
was understood in relation to expertise and context – including patient choice, as core elements for successful 
implementation. Similarly, Satterfield and colleagues (2009) put forward a model for evidence-based practice 
in health, accounting for the interaction of practitioner expertise with the best available evidence in context to 
support realistic and high-quality care. Taken further, Chambers and Norton (2016) proposed an Adaptome model, 
accounting for the need for ongoing practitioner adaptation of the evidence to suit changing contexts during the 
implementation process.

The synthesis of research in the social care sector also identified the need to balance practitioner expertise with 
evidence and context. As commentary, Keenan and Grady (2014) noted that the profession has overemphasised 
rational practice and ignored or minimised contextual factors (e.g., client data, client values and views, clinical 
judgment and skills, collaboration). Further, Cunningham and Duffee (2009) noted that there is pressure in the sector 
to adopt evidence in practice, despite a lack of consistency regarding what constitutes effective evidence use, as 
well as what practitioner capabilities are needed. In response, there exists an array of frameworks attempting to 
account for practitioner expertise, contextual factors and client needs (e.g., Anderson, 2011; Annan, 2005; Bridge et 
al., 2008, Morton & Sedatis, 2018; Rosen, 2003). This has caused confusion in the sector regarding evidence use in 
practice (e.g., Thyer & Pignotti, 2011) and has resulted in some clinicians continuing “to do what they believe works 
for them with their clients, without actually testing their assumptions about the effectiveness of their work in any 
systematic way” (Keenan & Grady, 2014, p. 195). 

Similarly, crucial tensions existed in policy-making contexts between using the best evidence available and the 
“need for sufficient citizen engagement in or, at the very least, support for policies” (Smith, 2017, p. 151). Much of 
the literature then discussed these challenges, making references to the political nature of policy-related decision-
making and the need to situate evidence within complex contexts (Boaz & Nutley, 2019; Nutley et al., 2010). It was 
generally recognised that nuanced approaches to understanding and implementing evidence use are needed. In 
particular, ones that balance both the policy situation and issue (e.g., Parkhurst, 2017) with the needs and aims 
of different stakeholders (e.g., Hawkins & Parkhurst, 2016), and the types and applicability of different kinds of 
evidence (e.g., Breckon, 2016; Gluckman, 2011). 

Overall, these discussions point to the complexities inherent in evidence use and the centrality of practitioner ability 
to use evidence in practical contexts. A recurring theme has been the way in which evidence use discussions across 
different sectors have seen a marked “shift to an evidence-informed as opposed to evidence-based discourse” (Boaz 
et al., 2019, p. 370). This shift is about professional practice being informed by (not based on) research evidence, 
and research evidence complementing (rather than replacing) professional knowledge. In response, the Q Project 
Framework focuses in on the nature of practitioners’ ability to negotiate research evidence in context, as reflected in 
the core components of thoughtful engagement with and implementation of appropriate research evidence.

This section considers how our ideas about quality use of research evidence in education 
connect with similar ideas within the health, social care and policy sectors. It provides 
examples of how certain lines of thinking within these other sectors have informed the 
development of the Q Project Framework. It is not intended as a comprehensive overview 
of developments in these other sectors.    

In short, we show how the Q Project’s framing of quality use of research evidence has been 
informed by these other sectors:  
 
(i)	indicating	a	lack	of	well-developed	definitions	or	descriptions	of	quality	of	evidence	use,	
which highlighted the need for conceptual work on this topic; 
(ii) underlining the importance of practitioner expertise in using evidence in practice, which 
informed the development of our core components; and 
(iii) emphasising the complex multi-level processes involved in evidence use within 
systems, which shaped the development of our enabling components.
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SUMMARY
• The literature in health, social care and policy indicate a lack of well-

developed definitions or descriptions of quality of evidence use, 
highlighting the need for conceptual work on this topic.

• Studies across the sectors emphasised the centrality of practitioner 
expertise in using research in practice, which informed the development 
of the core components within our framework.

• Discussions across the sectors also highlighted the complex multilevel 
processes involved in evidence use in systems, which shaped our 
framework’s enabling components and system-level influences.

SYSTEMIC NATURE OF EVIDENCE USE IMPROVEMENT 

All three sectors pointed to the complex processes associated with quality 
evidence use within larger systems. Where the health and social care 
literatures emphasised continuous improvement processes across the 
system, the policy literature offered the need for a broader oversight of 
these processes.

A key insight from the health sector was that evidence use was 
conceptualised as a dynamic process, challenging notions of deterministic 
and linear knowledge transfer processes (Adams & Titler, 2014; Chambers 
et al., 2013; Ward et al., 2010). Many of the health frameworks accounted 
for the interactions of the actors, evidence and context (e.g., Abell et 
al., 2015; Kitson et al., 1998; Ward et al., 2010), with some emphasising 
adaptive change over time (Chambers et al., 2013; Chambers & Norton 
2016). For example, Chambers and colleagues (2013) conceptualised 
implementation as “continued learning and problem solving, ongoing 
adaptation of interventions with a primary focus on fit between 
interventions and multi-level contexts, and expectations for ongoing 
improvement” (p. 1). With many of the frameworks indicating a role for 
planning, evaluating and improving practice, the ongoing assessment of 
smaller stages of the process was thought to more effectively support 
improvement within a complex system (Bannigan, 2007). 

Along similar lines, a key insight from the social care synthesis was that 
evidence use needed to be an inherent and continuously evolving practice 
across the system (Avby et al., 2014; Ghate & Hood, 2019). Ghate and 
Hood’s (2019) inference that quality evidence use in social care is about 
“mobilis[ing] evidence in practice (in contrast to simply moving evidence 
into practice)” (p. 104; italics original) speaks to this point. Their argument 
implies that good or quality evidence use is, or should be, an intrinsic 
aspect of social care policy, industry and organisational cultures, case 
decision-making, and treatment, as well practitioner behaviours, attitudes 
and competence. Evidence use therefore does not sit outside or alongside 
social care practice as a separate thing to consider or integrate, it must be 
inherent, as well as continuously evolving in all aspects of social care.

Given the complexity of policy-making contexts, the policy literature 
highlighted the importance of accountability, transparency and 
contestability of processes. Quality evidence use was thought to 
be determined by the processes by which decisions are made and 
implemented (e.g., accountability), rather than on the outcomes produced 
by a policy-making environment (e.g., effectiveness) (Boswell, 2014; 
Hawkins & Parkhurst, 2016; Parkhurst, 2017; Rutter & Gold, 2015). 
Rutter and Gold’s (2015) evidence assessment model links the degree 
of transparency in decision-making to the likelihood of a given policy 
succeeding: “[I]f it is not clear on what basis decisions have been made, it 
is impossible to judge the robustness of those decisions” (p. 10). Similarly, 
Parkhurst (2017) stated that “the perceived legitimacy of the process 
through which evidence is used to inform policy decisions” is crucially 
important (p. 130). An additional complexity presented in the policy context 
was the issue of timing. Evidence may be used at one point in time, where 
both the quality of the evidence itself and its application may not become 
apparent to different stakeholders, or effect may not be measurable, until 
some time in the future (Levitt, 2013). 

Taken together, these discussions from the health, social care and 
policy sectors served to highlight the varied 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 the Q Project framework.
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4. CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS

REFLECTING ON CURRENT SUPPORT FOR THE USE OF EVIDENCE 

The ideas in this paper also make clear that high-quality use of research evidence does not happen in a vacuum. 
It is sophisticated work that requires professional educators and supportive organisations and systems. 

For all professionals involved in Australian education, then, the quality use of research evidence framework 
outlined in this paper can encourage us to think carefully about how well we are modelling and fostering 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 figure out how to use it in context; 

• education organisations with not only the structures and processes to enable staff to 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; and

• education systems that support quality evidence use not only within specific individuals, institutions or 
contexts but through coordinated interventions across multiple levels and with varied key stakeholders.  

This is about looking carefully at the breadth and depth of our current efforts to develop and sustain quality use of 
research evidence in education. 

NEXT STEPS
It is important to stress that the ideas in this paper represent the early stages of a longer process. Over the next 
few years, the Q Project’s work will evolve in important ways. 

This section draws together the main 
arguments of the paper by highlighting  
some emerging implications and next steps. 

EMERGING IMPLICATIONS
We said at the outset that this paper aims to contribute to the process of 
working towards high-quality use of research evidence in Australian education. 
So what implications might emerge from the ideas outlined above for teachers, 
school and system leaders, teacher educators, policy-makers, researchers 
and research brokers who are interested in using research evidence better? At 
this stage, we see potential implications in relation to two areas: reflecting on 
current approaches to using evidence, and reviewing current efforts to support 
evidence use. 

REFLECTING ON CURRENT APPROACHES TO USING EVIDENCE 

The ideas presented here can be seen as an invitation to reflect honestly 
on our current approaches to using evidence. In the first instance, they can 
encourage us to think carefully about: how much we are willing to move from 
talking about whether we use evidence to talking about how well we use 
evidence; and how much we are interested in improving not just our quality of 
evidence but also our quality of use.

We are well aware that these kinds of distinctions are easy to raise but hard 
to address. They are not meant as either/or binaries but rather as both/
and continua, that can help us to become more reflective about our current 
approaches to evidence and its use. And if we are serious about moving from 
whether to how well and from quality evidence to quality use, then the  
Q Project’s framework suggests that we need to be thinking carefully about: 

• how concerned we are about the appropriateness of our research 
evidence; and 

• how concerned we are about the thoughtfulness of our engagement with 
and implementation of that evidence. 

MOVING FROM THE CONCEPTUAL TO THE PRACTICAL 

While the work so far has been mainly conceptual (i.e., What does quality evidence use mean?), the next phase 
is going to be much more practical (i.e., What does quality evidence use look like in practice?). In 2020 and 2021, 
we will be working with 100 schools in New South Wales, Queensland, South Australia and Victoria to better 
understand what using research evidence well looks like and involves in different school contexts. It will also 
enable further development and refinement of the framework. 

MOVING FROM UNDERSTANDING TO IMPROVING 

The Q Project is committed to not only understanding, but also improving the use of research evidence in 
Australian schools. In 2022 and 2023, we will be co-designing and trialling professional learning to build teachers’ 
and school leaders’ capacity to use research evidence well, and bringing educators, leaders, policy-makers, 
researchers and intermediaries together for strategic dialogue and system-level change around evidence use in 
Australian education. 

BUILDING THE CONVERSATION ABOUT QUALITY USE 

Working towards high-quality use of research evidence in Australian education is a complex system-level 
challenge, that will require the insights, inputs and energies of many different stakeholders. We see a need for 
new and sustained conversation about the idea of ‘quality use of research evidence’, and how it can connect to 
teacher professionalism, and educational improvement, across a complex system (see next page). As a team, we 
look forward to the possibility of engaging with you on these kinds of issues over the coming years. To join the 
conversation, please visit: https://www.monash.edu/education/research/projects/qproject.  

CONTACT US

MonashQProject@Monash.edu
 @MonashQProject

monash.edu/education/research/projects/qproject
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The Monash Q Project aims to improve the use of research evidence in Australian schools. Critical to 
this process is developing a shared understanding about what it means to use research evidence well in 
education. The ideas presented in this paper about ‘quality use of research evidence’ are intended as an 
initial contribution towards such an understanding. Their value, however, will depend on wide-ranging and 
ongoing conversation about how ‘quality use’ can be useful to educators, leaders and policy-makers. In 
particular, we see a need for discussion about: 

  QUALITY USE AND TEACHER PROFESSIONALISM
Using research evidence well is highly professional, and requires educators with particular skillsets, 
mindsets and relationships. As Wiliam (2019) explains, “Evidence is important, but what is more important 
is […] teacher expertise and professionalism [to] make better judgments about when, and how, to use 
research”. With this in mind:

• How can practising ‘thoughtful engagement with and implementation of appropriate research evidence’ 
become part of educational professionalism?

• How can quality use of research be understood and developed as integral to quality teaching and 
leadership, and within the professional standards?

• What does getting better at using research evidence in practice look like for educators at different 
career stages and in different roles and contexts? 

   QUALITY USE AND EDUCATIONAL IMPROVEMENT
Using research evidence well is not an end in itself but a means to an end. As Weiss (1978, p. 78) argued, 
it is not about “how to increase the use of research in decision-making” but rather “how to make wiser 
decisions, and in what ways can research help”. With this in mind:

• How can quality use of research be part of powerful and sustained improvement processes and cultures 
within and across schools?

• How can high-quality use of research be embedded within system improvement across multiple levels, 
stakeholder groups and time-scales?

• What are appropriate measures and indicators with which to understand and track the development and 
impact of quality research use in schools and school systems?  

  QUALITY USE AND NAVIGATING COMPLEXITY 
Using research evidence well is part of building capacity to respond wisely to challenges and change. As 
our recent experiences of the COVID-19 crisis have shown, evidence does not speak for itself but depends 
on careful decisions about whether, when and how to use and act on it in specific contexts. With this in 
mind:

• How can quality use of research help us to understand not only the potential, but also the limitations, of 
research evidence in responding to educational challenges?

• How can quality use of research help us make better evidence-informed decisions to build more 
resilient and adaptive schools and systems?

• How can we improve the use of research evidence in ways that respond to the diverse purposes and 
practices of different organisations and systems?

QUALITY USE OF RESEARCH EVIDENCE IN 
EDUCATION - BUILDING THE CONVERSATION
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The Quality Use of Research Evidence Framework was developed through a year-long systematic and iterative 
process, informed by the research literature and involving multiple consultations and feedback from diverse 
education stakeholders.

Prior to the Q Project commencing, one of the principal investigators developed an early framework for quality 
evidence use based on some emerging literature around this area (Rickinson, Sharples & Lovell, 2020). This initial 
exploration described quality use of evidence as “the thoughtful use of appropriate evidence, supported by a blend 
of enabling skillsets, mindsets, relationships and systems” (p. 218). This early framework was used to elicit feedback 
from teachers, researchers and other education stakeholders in meetings, workshops and conferences throughout 
the first year of the project. 

To further explore quality evidence use, the team undertook a review of the literature informed by the principles 
of systematic reviewing, following a transparent method with clearly defined and documented searches, inclusion 
and exclusion processes, and a quality appraisal process (Gough, Oliver, & Thomas, 2017). The design followed 
a narrative synthesis of the included documents to accommodate the methodological diversity (e.g., methods, 
participants, interventions) common in systematic reviews of social interventions (Popay et al., 2006). This review 
was developed in consultation with experts from a variety of fields (e.g., systematic reviews, information science, 
evidence use, health, policy, social care, education). The following questions guided the review: 

1.     How has quality use of research evidence been described and conceptualised across sectors?
2.     How can it be defined and conceptualised in education?

The search methods focused on research (empirical or conceptual) and professional (policy or practice) publications. 
The search terms included key word related to: i) evidence and research use: evidence use, evidence-based/
informed decision-making/policy/practice/teaching, research use/engagement/literacy/utilisation/implementation; 
and ii) ‘quality of use’: ability, adaptive, aptitude, best practices, capability, competence, deep-shallow, effective, 
expertise, experience, high quality, innovative, intelligent, knowledge level, novice-expert use, professional, skills, 
thoughtful, and wise.

We drew from both database and informal searches to access the most relevant records (Gough et al., 2017; 
Greenhalgh & Peacock, 2005). The searches generated 10,983 research and professional publications from four 
different sector‐relevant databases (i.e., ERIC, Medline, Social Services Abstracts and PsycInfo). These records were 
imported from Endnote into Covidence for double screening, resulting in 268 records proceeding to full text review. In 
addition, 170 further documents were sourced from key informants, internet searches and reference checks. 

Preliminary analysis involved data extraction and appraisal of the initial set of documents (i.e., 268 + 170). The papers 
were organised by sector and appraised through a series of moderation processes within the research team. This 
process followed an approach suited for studies involving diverse implementation and mixed method approaches 
(Popay et al., 2006). The categories used to organise the data were descriptive (e.g., aim, methodology, findings, key 
quotes, themes) (Gough et al., 2017). During this process, there was a large number of documents related to policy, 
resulting in its establishment as a newly emergent sector. 

Through these moderation processes, papers were ranked according to relevance to understanding quality evidence 
use. The decision to exclude papers at this point was based on discussions around their implicit focus on quality 
use, given that none of the identified literature presented an explicit focus on quality evidence use. The combined 
records were thus reduced to a final set of 112 included documents across the four sectors. These included papers 
were the basis of four narrative syntheses addressing the two above research questions. As an additional moderation 
process, the three narratives outside the education sector underwent a review by sector experts.

Thematic analysis of the narratives took place over two stages. First, by comparing the early framework of quality 
use with similarities and differences with ideas from the health, social care and policy literature; then secondly 
by comparing similarities and differences with ideas from the education literature and stakeholder feedback. The 
insights informed the development of the proposed version of the current framework.

Throughout the development of the framework, the Q Project team has shared initial and evolving ideas about quality 
evidence use with project partners and stakeholders through meetings, workshops and conferences. This feedback 
informed the development and refinement of the framework. This collaborative process was intended to support the 
development of a practice-based framework, that is reflective of the perspectives and needs of diverse stakeholders 
across the Australian education system.
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