

[image: image1]
Knowledge brokering pivotal in professional learning: quality use of research contributes to teacher-leaders’ confidence









 


	
	
ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 02 August 2024
doi: 10.3389/feduc.2024.1430357








[image: image2]

Knowledge brokering pivotal in professional learning: quality use of research contributes to teacher-leaders’ confidence

Sharon Friesen* and Barbara Brown


Werklund School of Education, University of Calgary, Calgary, AB, Canada

Edited by
 Elizabeth Farley-Ripple, University of Delaware, United States

Reviewed by
 Simon N. Leonard, University of South Australia, Australia
 Joel Malin, Miami University, United States
 Anita Caduff, University of California, San Diego, United States

*Correspondence
 Sharon Friesen, sfriesen@ucalgary.ca 

Received 09 May 2024
 Accepted 03 July 2024
 Published 02 August 2024

Citation
 Friesen S and Brown B (2024) Knowledge brokering pivotal in professional learning: quality use of research contributes to teacher-leaders’ confidence. Front. Educ. 9:1430357. doi: 10.3389/feduc.2024.1430357
 

Educational networks and knowledge brokering play a critical function in supporting educators to keep abreast of scholarly literature and contemporary research that inform practice and policy in schools and districts. In this article, we leverage a quality use of research-evidence framework within a design-based study to elucidate the pivotal role of knowledge brokering in how teacher leaders utilized research during their participation in a professional learning series. In a survey administered to K-9 teacher leaders in Western Canada at the end of a year-long professional learning series, participants (n = 374/500) provided their reflections about how the series supported their learning. The analysis revealed developments across individual, organizational, and system-level components. A significant contribution of this study is that meaningfully integrated research evidence in professional learning can support teacher leaders’ individual confidence in practice, confidence in collaboration at the school level, confidence in leading professional conversations at the organizational level, and confidence in staying updated with educational research at the system level fostering a culture of support and continuous improvement. Knowledge brokering is a pivotal function of relational professional learning networks and when embedded in design-based professional learning for teacher leaders, this powerful combination can contribute to quality research use and can serve to strengthen the theory-to-practice connections in educational contexts.
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1 Introduction

Within the field of education, the mobilization of research insights into practical applications has been a subject of ongoing debate. While some scholars advocate for the potential of educational research to enhance teaching practices (Moss, 2013; Adler and Sfard, 2018; Godfrey and Brown, 2019), criticisms persist regarding the perceived disconnect between research and practice (Burkhardt and Schoenfeld, 2003; McKenney and Reeves, 2019). Others (Coburn et al., 2009) have argued that underpinning this perceived disconnect is an assumption that there is a relatively straight line, a linear pathway, between the research evidence and its intended use. This assumption presupposes that the evidence is clear and available for use in an instrumental manner without the need for interpretation and adaptation needed to assess its suitability for practical application by practitioners.

The processes for locating the appropriate evidence to address the problem-of-practice practitioners may be seeking to address and interpreting that evidence once it has been located are not straightforward (Coburn et al., 2009). To assist educational practitioners to navigate the perceived research-practice gap, requires those who have knowledge of how to mobilize research evidence making it useful for practice. Knowledge brokering stands out as an approach to support practitioners in their desire to create an evidence-based practice. Knowledge brokering is a term often used interchangeably with knowledge mobilization, as Rodway et al. (2021) and Gough et al. (2022) note. Both concepts encapsulate endeavours to disseminate research evidence in such a way that it will impact user’s practice.

Central to this imperative are educational professional learning networks (PLNs). These networks serve as vital conduits for knowledge exchange and collaboration within the educational community. In a participatory culture, where collaboration and shared learning are paramount, PLNs play an integral role in fostering continuous growth and development. According to Brown and Poortman (2018), PLNs encompass any group engaged in collaborative learning beyond their immediate community of practice, with a shared goal of enhancing outcomes for children. These networks offer educators, school leaders, and district leaders with valuable opportunities to interact, collaborate, and learn from peers (Jacobsen, 2006, 2010; Friesen, 2009). Crucially, PLNs also serve as platforms for knowledge brokering, facilitating access to scholarly literature and research insights to inform practice and shape educational policies. In the complex and rapidly evolving landscape of education, characterized by constant advancements and evolving pedagogical paradigms, robust PLNs are indispensable for navigating change and promoting professional growth in teachers and school and district leaders.

An exemplary embodiment of knowledge brokering within a PLN is the Galileo Educational Network Association (GENA). Founded in 1999 as an independent charitable organization, GENA, as a PLN, has emerged as a driving force for innovation and transformation within K-12 education (Paniagua and Istance, 2018). Housed within the Werklund School of Education at the University of Calgary, GENA has amassed over two decades of expertise as a knowledge brokering organization, spearheading initiatives aimed at improving and enhancing teaching and leadership practices, fostering evidence-informed practices, and facilitating collaborative engagement among teachers, school leaders, and district administrators. Described by Jacobsen (2010) as a “participatory learning ecosystem” and an exemplar of “research and images of practice for 21st-century learning, teaching, and leading” (p. 16), GENA operates as a relational PLN that has cultivated successful partnerships with a diverse array of educational organizations.

GENA’s impact transcends institutional boundaries, as evidenced by its collaborations with a diverse array of educational organizations both locally and internationally. Through its commitment to advancing leadership and learning, GENA has engaged in collaborative efforts with partners and embraced participatory forms of research and professional learning (Friesen and Brown, 2023). As researchers working with GENA, we have studied the ways GENA empowers district and school leaders, new teachers, teacher-leaders, and classroom educators, to cultivate a culture of innovation and improvement (Brown et al., 2020; Friesen and Brown, 2022b, 2023). This dedication to innovation garnered international recognition in 2018 when the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) acknowledged GENA as one of four comprehensive and complex learning networks dedicated to designing and promoting innovative pedagogies for powerful learning through professional learning and research (Paniagua and Istance, 2018).

At the heart of GENA’s approach to knowledge brokering lies design-based professional learning (DBPL). This educational network is known for pioneering a specialized method of DBPL, a process which is a research-informed and inquiry-focused with an iterative learning process encompassing design, enactment, evaluation, and redesign. DPBL initiatives provide a platform for educators to innovate, improve, share, test, and build on each other’s insights (Brown et al., 2020, 2021; Brown and Friesen, 2023, in press; Friesen and Brown, 2021, 2022a,b, 2023) through knowledge creation/building cycles (Scardamalia and Bereiter, 2022), design (Dorst, 2019), and collaborative inquiry (Timperley, 2011; Katz and Dack, 2013). Beginning and ending with teachers’ and leaders’ problems of practice, this innovative, collaborative design process supported by GENA researchers and professional learning consultants encourages the continual improvement of practice.

In this article, we delve into a collaborative partnership between a school district and GENA, examining how participants in DBPL sessions leverage research to enhance their learning and practice. Our investigation sheds light on how GENA’s leadership during the DBPL sessions empowers teacher-leaders to embrace evidence-based practices. Drawing upon empirical evidence from research involving teacher-leaders in K-9 schools, we underscore the crucial role of relational PLNs in facilitating knowledge exchange through DBPL. Furthermore, we explore the potential implications of these findings for driving policy and systemic changes in education.

Embedded within our inquiry is the application of a research-evidence framework developed by Rickinson et al. (2022), situated within a design-based study (McKenney and Reeves, 2019). This framework serves as a guiding lens through which we examine the dynamic interplay of knowledge brokering during iterative cycles of DBPL for teacher leaders. These teachers were selected to assume a leadership role in supporting instructional leadership by instructional improvement through leading professional learning and providing support to individual teachers in their respective schools. Within the school district, teachers in this role were called teacher leaders. They remained teachers with their own classrooms and were provided with time to carry out the work of mentoring and leading colleagues. These cycles, facilitated collaboratively by researchers and professional learning consultants from GENA and the school district, prioritize the integration of various forms of evidence, including insights from practice and research findings. Notably, we emphasize the pivotal role of knowledge brokering—a multifaceted process encompassing mediation, boundary-spanning, and bridging efforts—in disseminating and applying research insights within educational contexts, as observed in organizations like GENA (Rycroft-Smith, 2022).

Our purpose is to shed light on the effectiveness and implications of DBPL interventions in enriching teacher-leaders’ professional learning and practice. Guiding our inquiry in this paper is the following research question: How do teacher leaders utilize research within DBPL, supported by knowledge brokering initiatives according to Rickinson et al.’s (2022) Quality of Research Evidence Framework, to enhance their professional learning and practice?



2 Literature

The following literature helped inform our study about how advancing knowledge brokering as part of a professional learning model can support educational communities with the quality use of research. In the literature review we discuss the role of knowledge brokering and relational networks in professional learning.


2.1 Knowledge brokering

Knowledge brokering is a phrase that is not well defined and often used interchangeably with terms, such as knowledge mobilisation, knowledge translation, evidence-informed practice (Cooper, 2014; Malin and Brown, 2020; Gough et al., 2022; Rycroft-Smith, 2022). These terms are used inconsistently in the literature (Rodway et al., 2021) and some argue the terms should be reconciled under knowledge brokering (Rycroft-Smith, 2022). Sharples and Sheard (2015) contend that knowledge brokering transcends the simple dissemination of research findings; it involves a profound transformation of knowledge itself. Mosher et al. (2014) delve into this aspect, conceptualizing knowledge brokering as a dynamic process of collaborative entanglement. They highlight the intentional collision and interplay of diverse expertise and perspectives, challenging the traditional hierarchies of knowledge and knowers within educational contexts. This is consistent with Rycroft-Smith’s (2022) review of the literature, which noted that knowledge brokering in education can be characterized as “a process of transforming knowledge from research into practice by crossing or spanning boundaries” (p. 20).

Despite this terminological ambiguity, a common thread emerges; knowledge brokering involves the transformation of research knowledge into actionable practices by transcending boundaries (MacKillop et al., 2020; Rycroft-Smith, 2022). MacKillop et al. (2020) provided the following definition of knowledge brokering illustrating the important relationship between researchers and practitioners for action and change:


All activity that links decision makers with researcher, facilitating their interaction so that they are able to better understand each other’s goals and professional cultures, influence each other’s work, forge new partnerships, and promote the use of research-based evidence in decision-making. (p. 339).
 

There appears to be agreement that knowledge brokering in education entails not only the dissemination and transformation of research knowledge but also the cultivation of collaborative relationships and the empowerment of stakeholders to enact meaningful change. Through this holistic understanding, the true potential of knowledge brokering as a catalyst for educational improvement and innovation can be realized.

Cooper et al. (2020) highlight the ongoing discourse surrounding the roles and competencies essential for effective knowledge brokering, a discussion intricately tied to delineating its scope and devising evaluative methodologies. We argue that successful knowledge brokers necessitate a profound grasp of the educational landscape, encompassing both research and practical dimensions [as illuminated in Friesen’s (2022) discourse on pracademics] alongside insights into policy frameworks as articulated by Rycroft-Smith (2022).

Five fundamental traits characterize effective knowledge brokers: a nuanced understanding of research methodologies, a comprehensive grasp of the scholarly literature, a proven track record spanning academia and practice, adept interpersonal skills, and the capacity to distill complex information into accessible materials for end-users (Cooper, 2012). However, it is crucial to recognize that knowledge brokering is more than simply providing a research synopsis to practitioners (Sharples and Sheard, 2015). For instance, Gorard et al. (2020) found limited evidence supporting the effectiveness of teachers functioning as knowledge brokers (research leads) concerning student achievement. Interpersonal dynamics and social contexts play pivotal roles in educational knowledge brokering, often manifesting through mediation, boundary-spanning, and bridging efforts (Rycroft-Smith, 2022). As Rycroft-Smith (2022) elucidates, “one undeniable aspect is that knowledge brokering entails design across various levels” (p. 40). This burgeoning field demands further exploration, particularly regarding the evaluation of knowledge brokering initiatives in educational settings. Recognizing this imperative, Paniagua and Istance (2018) identified promising networks like GENA that effectively facilitate knowledge brokering and research dissemination within teacher and leader professional learning contexts in ways that support teachers and leaders to utilize research within their learning and practice.



2.2 Relational professional learning networks

Professional learning networks engage in networked learning activity and play a central role in fostering innovative pedagogies supported by research evidence (Paniagua and Istance, 2018). Networked learning can emerge from the relational work in professional learning contexts referred to by various terms, such as research-practice partnerships (Coburn et al., 2013; Penuel and Gallagher, 2017; Friesen and Brown, 2023), communities of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998, 2000), professional learning communities (Stoll et al., 2006), professional learning networks (Brown and Poortman, 2018), networked communities (Bryk et al., 2011), knowledge building communities with international partnerships (Chan et al., 2020), and tripartite partnerships between schools, universities, governments (Laferrière et al., 2010; Brown et al., 2021), to name a few. Regardless of the specific name associated with the networked learning activity, a common feature is that it is a relational activity (Rycroft-Smith, 2022). The NLEC (2021) provided the following description of networked learning that emphasizes the importance of human relationships and connections:


Networked learning involves processes of collaborative, co-operative and collective inquiry, knowledge creation and knowledgeable action, underpinned by trusting relationship, motivated by a sense of shared challenge and enabled by convivial technologies. Networked learning promotes connections: between people, between sites of learning and action, between ideas, resources and solutions, across time, space and media. (p. 319)
 

For example, communities of practice are relational and learning occurs through interactions and knowledge sharing among members of the community (Lave and Wenger, 1991). In research-practice partnerships with schools, literature-informed pedagogical approaches are shared with teachers and interactions are driven by collaboratively designed research projects and shared goals (Friesen and Brown, 2023). As noted by Paniagua and Istance (2018) in the OECD report, Teachers as Designers of Learning Environments, “Strategic partnerships with universities and rigorous continuous professional development programmes provide teachers with opportunities to learn and reflect with their colleagues, and also to coordinate and improve their innovative practices” (p. 30). Relational work in professional learning networks and interpersonal processes and connections are necessary for educators to meaningfully engage with research evidence (Rickinson et al., 2022).

Professional learning networks of schools are found world-wide with an aim to provide professional development for educators (Paniagua and Istance, 2018). For example, GENA is a professional learning network that has created and used DBPL in its commitment to knowledge brokering through continuous professional learning (Brown et al., 2020, 2021; Friesen and Brown, 2022a,b, 2023). Common characteristics are used to describe professional learning networks, such as mutual engagement, joint enterprise, shared repertoire (Wenger, 2000), trust (Stoll et al., 2006), knowledge building (Laferrière et al., 2010; Chan et al., 2020; Brown et al., 2021), and using networked digital technologies to foster collaboration and knowledge building (Brown et al., 2021). Despite the positive characteristics and benefits in establishing professional learning networks, there are also factors that can limit growth and sustainability such as, funding, time, insufficient dynamism, commitment, and buy-in (Paniagua and Istance, 2018).

There is a growing call to understand the implications of networked learning activities (Corbett, 2023). One such implication is that a professional learning network can help broker knowledge and bridge research evidence with practice in education to support teaching and learning in schools. Cooper (2014) described eight major functions of research brokering organizations in Canada (p. 47):

• Linkage and partnerships – facilitate connections among diverse stakeholders and supporting collaboration.

• Awareness – increasing awareness of empirical evidence on a topic.

• Accessibility – increasing accessibility to research by tailoring products to particular audiences.

• Engagement – increasing engagement with research content through making it appeal to more of our senses.

• Capacity building – facilitating professional learning and skill development around KMb

• Implementation support – consulting to provide assistance to implement KMb initiatives.

• Organizational development – assisting to build strategic KMb plans and processes or evaluating existing programs and practices.

• Policy influence – using research to galvanize policy priorities or change.

Implementing the functions of research brokering organizations and advancing knowledge creation through research partnerships and relational networks can support educational communities with quality use of research (Brown et al., 2021). However, more research is needed to understand knowledge brokering initiatives (Cooper, 2014). Our study helps fill this gap and serves to contribute to understanding about how knowledge brokering initiatives in a relational professional learning network enriches teacher professional learning and practice.



2.3 The role of relational professional learning networks in building teachers’ self-confidence

Currently, there is a paucity of educational literature explaining what confidence entails or how it can be fostered (MacLellan, 2014). The literature on teacher confidence within relational professional learning networks is just emerging. However, Trust et al. (2016), Prenger et al. (2021), and Friesen and Brown (2022b) have reported on the positive impacts of these networks on teacher confidence. Additionally, Timperley and Twyford (2022) discusses the role of relational professional learning networks in fostering adaptive expertise among teachers.

Relational professional learning networks are vital in fostering teacher self-confidence. These networks provide emotional support, enhance domain knowledge, and offer a platform for reflective practice (Trust et al., 2016; Prenger et al., 2021; Friesen and Brown, 2022a,b). Through collaboration and shared experiences, educators can engage more deeply with their professional learning, enabling them to apply their learning to improve educational outcomes (Campbell et al., 2016; Prenger et al., 2021; Friesen and Brown, 2022a,b, 2023).

Le Fevre et al. (2020) emphasizes that effective professional learning should change both leader and teacher practices in ways that positively impact student achievement, engagement, and well-being. This approach, termed continuing professional learning, shifts the focus from an adult-centered to a student-centered evaluation of professional learning. Within these forms of professional learning, teachers collaboratively examine evidence of student needs, design instructional strategies, and enact these interventions to address students’ learning needs. Relevant evidence is found in the practices of teachers, the responses of their students, and the artifacts they produce (Le Fevre et al., 2020). Design-based professional learning created by GENA addresses the key features of continuing professional learning noted by Le Fevre et al. (2020), Brown et al. (2020), and Friesen and Brown (2022a,b, 2023).

Research is emerging highlighting the important role relational professional learning networks play in fostering teacher confidence. They provide the necessary support structures for emotional wellbeing, domain knowledge enhancement, and reflective practice. This comprehensive support enables teachers to engage more fully with effective professional learning such as DBPL and apply their learning to enhance educational outcomes.



2.4 Quality use of research evidence framework

Research evidence is generally described as quality research products that follow standards and are considered reliable or trustworthy. For example, the Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA) (2023) developed in 2012, and now a worldwide initiative for improving understanding and evaluation of scholarly outputs, supports using a variety of outputs and criteria for evaluating the research evidence. Rickinson et al. (2022) contend that “while there is well-developed literature around understanding and appraising the quality of research” (p. 134), the process of utilizing and integrating quality research in practice is less understood.

The Quality Use of Research Evidence (QURE) framework provides a valuable conceptualization of what quality use of research evidence means in relation to education and can be used to understand approaches for quality use of research evidence in education (Rickinson et al., 2022). The QURE framework was informed by a cross-sector systematic review and narrative synthesis of 112 publications across four disciplines: health, social care, education, and policy. The authors define quality use of research evidence in education as follows: “the thoughtful engagement with and implementation of appropriate research evidence, supported by a blend of individual and organizational enabling components within a complex system” (Rickinson et al., 2022, p. 141).

At the heart of the QURE framework lie two core components: the selection of quality research evidence and the thoughtful engagement and implementation of this evidence as shown in Figure 1. This conceptualization underscores the importance of not only accessing high-quality research but also actively engaging with it in practice. Furthermore, QURE identifies enabling components at both individual and organizational levels that facilitate quality use of research evidence. Enabling components of quality evidence at an individual level include skillsets, mindsets, and relationships. Enabling components at the organizational level are shaped by system-level influences and include leadership, culture, and infrastructure.

[image: Figure 1]

FIGURE 1
 Quality use of research evidence framework visual (Rickinson et al., 2022). Note: Version reproduced with permission.


QURE recognizes the need for flexibility and adaptability in the utilization of research evidence. Education contexts vary widely, and what constitutes “appropriate” evidence to bring forward for use may differ based on factors such as student demographics, curriculum goals, and available resources. The framework encourages practitioners to critically assess research evidence in relation to their specific context and needs. Moreover, QURE promotes a culture of continuous improvement in evidence-based practice. It acknowledges that effective use of research evidence requires ongoing reflection, learning, and refinement of approaches. Practitioners are encouraged to engage in continuing professional learning, collaborate with colleagues, and stay abreast of emerging research findings to enhance their use of evidence over time.

In addition to its focus on individual and organizational enabling components, QURE emphasizes the importance of equity and inclusion in the utilization of research evidence. It encourages practitioners to consider how research findings may impact diverse student populations and to actively address issues of access, representation, and cultural relevance in their evidence-based practices. By promoting an inclusive approach to evidence use, QURE aims to enhance educational outcomes for all learners. Furthermore, the QURE framework highlights the value of collaboration and knowledge sharing among stakeholders within the education ecosystem. It encourages partnerships between researchers, educators, policymakers, and other relevant stakeholders to foster a collective understanding of research evidence and its implications for practice. By facilitating collaboration and knowledge exchange, QURE seeks to bridge the gap between research and practice and promote evidence-informed decision-making at all levels of the education system.




3 Materials and methods

In this article, we employ a research-evidence framework (Rickinson et al., 2022) within a design-based study (McKenney and Reeves, 2019) to delve into the dynamic interplay of knowledge brokering during iterative cycles of DBPL for teacher leaders. These cycles were facilitated by a collaborative effort involving researchers and consultants from GENA alongside consultants from the school district. DBPL, renowned for its potential as a professional learning intervention, underscores the importance of integrating diverse forms of evidence, including practice-based insights and research findings (McKenney and Reeves, 2019). Of particular interest in our investigation is the pivotal role of knowledge brokering—a multifaceted process that encompasses mediation, boundary-spanning, and bridging efforts in disseminating and applying research insights within educational contexts (Rycroft-Smith, 2022). We asked the teacher leaders to respond to two open-ended questions: 1. In what ways has the professional learning series supported your learning? 2. In what ways has attending these sessions prepared you for leadership?

Neither of these questions asked the teacher leaders to respond explicitly to the research evidence that was used in the professional learning sessions. In designing the questions we were interested in determining the effectiveness of the professional learning is supporting the teacher leaders’ efforts to improve their own practice and of their colleagues. In reading through their comments, we were amazed at how many of the participants referred to the ways they used the research that was used in the sessions. Those that did not mention the research that was used, also did not make any comments about the research.

There were no comments made that the research that was used did not support their practice. Rather, participants spoke about other aspects of the learning series. The absence of negative comments might be attributed to the specific focus of our questions, which did not prompt participants to critique the research evidence directly. Upon an initial review of the comments, we decided to conduct a thorough analysis of the questionnaire comments using Rickinson et al. (2022) QURE framework to understand how teacher leaders in informal roles within a large urban school district interacted with research within the DBPL series. This interaction, bolstered by knowledge brokering initiatives, helped illuminate the effectiveness and implications of such interventions in enriching teacher professional learning and practice.

Research ethics approval was granted for this study by the research team through the University research ethics board and through the school district approval process. In a survey that also included an open-ended questionnaire administered to teacher leaders at the end of a year-long professional learning series. All 500 teacher leaders were invited to complete the survey during their final DBPL session. Of these 374 agreed to participate and complete the survey for purposes of this study. The teacher leader participants in the professional learning sessions (n = 374/500) provided their reflections about how the cycles of DBPL supported their learning. The results from the survey have been published (Chu et al., 2022; Friesen and Brown, 2023) and are not included. In this article, we subjected the open-ended questionnaire data to content analysis to determine how teacher leaders utilized research within DBPL, supported by knowledge brokering initiatives and guided by Rickinson et al.’s (2022) QURE framework (see Figure 1), to enhance their professional learning and practice. We used content analysis to analyze and interpret the teacher leaders’ reflections recorded in the open-ended questionnaire. Codes were developed a priori using Rickinson et al.’s (2022) QURE framework. While there are numerous forms of analysis that can be used to accomplish this, what sets content analysis apart from other forms of analysis is its unique focus on “making replicable and valid inferences from texts (or other meaningful matter) to the contexts of their use” (Krippendorff, 2019, p. 24). In our study, we utilized content analysis to analyze the content of 374 open-ended reflective responses in the questionnaires.

All 374 participant responses were imported into NVivo for analysis. The responses were coded according to the QURE framework outlined by Rickinson et al. (2022) (see Figure 1). We combined the first two core components, the selection of quality research evidence and the thoughtful engagement and implementation of this evidence, into a single code, recognizing their interconnected nature and mutual reinforcement. For the enabling components at the individual level, we utilized codes representing skillsets, mindsets, and relationships. Similarly, organizational components were coded based on leadership, culture, and infrastructure. Additionally, we analyzed the data considering system-level influences. Subsequently, we grouped and organized the coded data to identify relationships and patterns.



4 Results

While 374 participants completed the survey, 285 participant open-ended reflective responses directly addressed one or more of the core or enabling components of QURE. We found this quite remarkable as this was an open-ended response to the professional learning series. Participants were not asked about the QURE framework; however, our analysis indicates that many participant comments aligned with the components of quality use of research evidence in education (QURE). Table 1 provides the frequency of the number of participants who discussed research in relationship to the components in QURE.



TABLE 1 Frequency of survey responses aligning to QURE framework.
[image: Table1]

In the following section, we address the central inquiry of this study: How do teacher leaders utilize research within DBPL, supported by knowledge brokering initiatives according to Rickinson et al.’s (2022) Quality of Research Evidence Framework, to enhance their professional learning and practice? To illuminate each facet of this inquiry, we present carefully chosen excerpts from participant open-ended reflective responses, each offering detailed insights into specific components. Participants’ responses are identified by an “S” (survey respondent) followed by a unique numerical identifier.


4.1 Core components

Data analysis uncovered a dedication among participants to integrate quality research evidence into their professional practice within the context of DBPL. Participants consistently emphasized the importance of incorporating “current research-based practices” and “research evidence” to enhance their instructional coaching work and teaching practice. This highlights their recognition of the value of methodologically rigorous evidence that directly addresses educational challenges. Moreover, participants demonstrated a keen understanding of the need for evidence to be contextually relevant and aligned with their intended use, as evidenced by their emphasis on integrating current research and research-based design frameworks into their practice.

Their commitment to integrating research evidence for practical application was further evident in their acknowledgment of the research’s suitability for DBPL sessions and its relevance for dissemination with colleagues. For instance, participant S15 highlighted the role of GENA’s consultants in providing a “curated bibliography of exemplary research to bring back to my colleagues.” This sentiment was echoed by others who found the research both theoretically informative and pragmatically useful, as S182 articulated, the sessions “provided theory and background to work and practical tools to use to work with colleagues in improving teaching and learning.” The timeliness of the research evidence was also noted as critical, with participant S248 appreciating, “the professional learning around the most current research” and the practical application through “homework” assignments that enhanced learning within their PLC. Additionally, participants recognized the pedagogical robustness of the selected research literature, with S281 valuing the integration of current research literature with pedagogically sound practices which enriched their professional learning repository.

The professional learning series not only enhanced participants’ confidence in leading discussions and teams but also underscored their active engagement with research evidence and its implementation in their roles as learning leaders. Overall, the findings illustrate participants’ commitment to the judicious use of evidence within the educational context, emphasizing the importance of thoughtful engagement and implementation. These findings underscore the necessity for DBPL knowledge brokers to align with the QURE framework’s dual core components, emphasizing the provision of relevant research evidence and its meaningful integration into practice.



4.2 Individual-level enabling components

The analysis of the DBPL series at the individual level revealed significant developments in skillsets, mindsets, and relationships among participants, aligning with Rickinson et al.’s (2022) framework. Participants reported notable enhancements in their application of research to improve and strengthen their teacher leadership practices, emphasizing skill development, mindset evolution, and relationship building. For instance, S21 expressed that their practice improved through exposure to new ideas and previously unknown research: “I improved my practice with new ideas and learning about authors/books/research I was not aware of before the sessions.” Similarly, S32 noted the expansion of their professional skill set: “I further developed my own repertoire of skills to help build teacher capacity related to the design-based research, the teaching effectiveness framework, rich task design, and assessment.” These testimonials highlight tangible improvements resulting from the DBPL sessions, particularly in participants’ application of research to their teaching practices.

Furthermore, the introduction of research by GENA served as a catalyst for challenging assumptions and fostering critical reflection. S24 shared: “I was introduced to current research around formative assessment, leading learning, and best practices. It’s made me challenge some assumptions about my own teaching skills and reflect critically on areas for improvement” (S24). These quotes underscore the impact of research integration within DBPL, prompting participants to engage in critical reflection and adopt evidence-based practices.

The improvement in instructional leadership was underscored by S248, who felt more equipped to guide with research-based strategies, enhancing student engagement and achievement: “I feel that I am better able to provide instructional leadership with research-based strategies. Helping teachers analyze their own practice and take steps toward designing rich, engaging and worthwhile tasks for students will ultimately help improve student achievement.” It was evident that the introduction of research by GENA within the DBPL series not only prompted participants to challenge assumptions and engage in critical reflection but also empowered teacher leaders as instructional leaders with research-based strategies to enhance student engagement and achievement.

A notable shift in mindset was evident as participants re-evaluated their approaches and embraced a designer and collaborator view of instructional leadership. For example, S183 revealed a holistic re-evaluation of their approach:


[DBPL] has encouraged me to re-evaluate my practice, adapt my practice, change my mindset, rethink what I do every day, share new found knowledge with colleagues, communicate the way I plan, work more collaboratively with colleagues and interact with my students and their families in new ways.
 

Similarly, S338 highlighted the professional learning series’ role in fostering a designer and collaborator view of instructional leaders was also highlighted as shown in the following excerpt:


This series has helped me become more aware of the research behind professional learning and the authors that are influencing the work. I have become a more capable designer of effective tasks, a better collaborator with colleagues and a more skilled facilitator of professional learning. (S338)
 

These excerpts illustrate participants’ transformation toward a more collaborative and reflective approach to leadership.

Additionally, DBPL presented opportunities for participants to learn and excel in leadership roles such as lead teacher and peer coach, and to network across the district. Participant S51 discussed the development of relationships with colleagues within the district through the DBPL experience, stating:


Through collaboration and conversations with colleagues outside my building, I have developed a stronger system perspective. I have also developed a clearer understanding of effective leadership competencies that would support my work with my colleagues in moving their practice forward. It has also pointed me to educational authors that could provide further professional development for me. (S51)
 

This highlights the role of DBPL in fostering professional networking and enhancing leadership capacities among participants.

Moreover, participants conveyed an increased confidence in their skills, mindset, and relationships as educators and leaders, stemming from the research-oriented DBPL experience. This sentiment is encapsulated by S4’s reflection: “I feel like I am effectively able to lead a PLC discussion and that I am more knowledgeable about current educational research.” These participant reflections underscore the importance of attitudes and values conducive to engaging with research evidence, as well as the significance of interpersonal processes and connections in educational leadership and teaching practice at the individual level.

Overall, the findings strongly affirm the enabling components of skillsets, mindsets, and relationships, emphasizing the acquisition of knowledge, effective communication, self-reflection, collaboration, and adaptability to research findings. Participant responses underscore the importance of attitudes and values conducive to engaging with research evidence, as well as the significance of interpersonal processes and connections in educational leadership and teaching practice at the individual level.



4.3 Organizational level enabling components

The DBPL series not only facilitated significant individual-level developments in skillsets, mindsets, and relationships among participants but also fostered enabling components at the organizational level within the schools and school district, particularly in leadership. Through the integration of research-based strategies and collaborative learning experiences, participants reported heightened confidence in their roles as educators and leaders. This structured approach to leadership within schools was underscored by participant S26, who remarked, “…provided intentional learning opportunities focused on best practices based on current research. The homework created a guided process in leading evidence-based conversations in my own school” (S26). Moreover, leadership effectiveness was further bolstered by the alignment of research with school and district goals, as articulated by S78:


This series has supported me in planning for teacher learning at my school. I am better able to link research to the work we are taking up at school and to invite teachers to consider their work differently than they have before. This has increased my capacity to help plan school goals and how we can organize to help bring teachers to their next step.
 

These insights from participants highlight not only the nurturing of leadership capabilities but also the fostering of a supportive cultural ethos and the provision of necessary infrastructure for meaningful engagement with research evidence within the organizational context.

The DBPL series played a pivotal role in cultivating a culture of continuous improvement, placing research at the center of educational practice, and nudging it toward becoming a norm within the school district. One participant noted the impact of this focus: “This [DBPL] keeps concepts and new research at the forefront and encourages trying new things until the following meeting” (S70). The emphasis on research was also seen as enhancing educational practice, with S58 observing:


Through deeper investigation of the principles of the TEF [Teaching Effectiveness Framework], strategies to support my coaching practice, PLC protocols, and the most current research and literature in these areas, I have a much stronger understanding backed up by practical experience to impact teacher practice.
 

From the participants’ perspective, the DBPL series served as a catalyst for advancing a culture of continuous improvement and elevating the role of research in educational practice, ultimately reshaping norms within the school district.

Infrastructure was mentioned as a vital support in this continuous improvement process, providing time and space for critical engagement with research as S71 detailed: “I have been given time to think and converse about sound research and how it applies to my teaching. It has encouraged me to think critically about my practice and to continuously improve.” Furthermore, this infrastructure was seen as instrumental in developing a system wide culture of continuous improvement. S150 expressed appreciation for how research underpins educational values and practices:


Research is key to the WHY of what we implement and what we value. I appreciate having current research brought forward to support the work I do and to push the work forward. These learning series are also helping to create a system wide culture of continuous improvement whereby there is a common language developing. As I create PD for participating teachers, I can build upon the shared experience that is being brought back to many schools. It also helps me to articulate with stakeholders outside of [district], the values we hold.
 

The recognition of infrastructure as a crucial support in fostering continuous improvement underscores its pivotal role in providing the necessary time and space for engaging with research and promoting critical reflection on teacher leaders’ practices. Moreover, participants indicated this infrastructure contributes significantly to the development of a system-wide culture of continuous improvement, as evidenced by its ability to align educational values and practices with current research findings, ultimately shaping a shared language and fostering collaboration across schools.

Leadership, a cultural shift toward continual improvement, and supportive infrastructure were integral to the DBPL’s success. The components collectively fostered an environment where continuous improvement was not only valued but became expected practice as S165 and S78 articulate: “Has given me a clearer idea of how to support the continuous improvement of teachers in my school. Has shown me the importance of creating a culture where continuous improvement is the norm” (S165) and “the sessions have positively highlighted that the [district] values continuous improvement in its teachers and current research in education. I am very grateful to have participated in this learning series” (S78). The integration of leadership, cultural transformation toward continual improvement, and supportive infrastructure proved instrumental to the success of the DBPL initiatives, establishing an environment where continuous improvement was not only valued but also expected practice, as affirmed by the participants.

The DBPL series played a pivotal role in cultivating a culture of continuous improvement within the school district, embodying the essence of research-driven educational practice. Participants attested to the series’ impact on advancing leadership capabilities, fostering a supportive cultural ethos, and providing the essential infrastructure for engaging with research evidence meaningfully. Notably, the emphasis on leadership, cultural transformation toward continual improvement, and supportive infrastructure collectively established an environment where continuous growth was not only valued but also expected. This integration of components proved instrumental to the success of the DBPL initiatives, instilling a shared commitment to ongoing improvement and driving positive change in educational practices. Through these efforts, the series not only elevated the role of research within the district but also reshaped norms, ultimately contributing to the enhancement of teaching and leading experiences for teacher-leaders.



4.4 System-level influences

The DBPL’s alignment with overarching system goals was readily acknowledged by participants who identified clear interconnections between DBPL activities and system-wide initiatives. The integrative nature of DBPL within the broader system goals, was succinctly captured by S112, who remarked:


The collaborative nature of the sessions and hearing about current research supporting practice helps me see that as a system we are leading this work. It helps me see the overall picture of what is working in the system and beyond our school.
 

Similarly, S300 highlighted the sessions’ role in providing clarity regarding system priorities: “The sessions have provided me with a clear perspective of the system’s goals for the board.”

Furthermore, participants recognized knowledge brokering within DBPL as a conduit for comprehending the intricacies of the system. S35 likened the sessions to staying attuned to the pulse of academic research on teaching and learning, stating: “These sessions are akin to keeping one’s finger on the pulse of academic research on teaching and learning. Further, knowing what goes on in these sessions provides me with insight into what goes on in system leadership meetings.” The sessions also illuminated the connection between research and strategic decision-making within the district, as articulated by S250: “These sessions have given excellent insight into the research and the researcher names behind many of the decisions made in the [district]. I love knowing and learning.” Overall, the DBPL sessions provided a networked learning opportunity grounded in knowledge brokering and proved instrumental in fostering an understanding of system-level priorities and the research underpinning decision-making processes, thereby supporting the enabling components at both the organizational and individual levels.




5 Discussion

The results of our study resonate with and extend the existing literature on knowledge brokering, relational professional learning networks, and the QURE framework, shedding light on the intricate interplay between these concepts within the context of DBPL.

In examining the results from our research, several key ideas and findings emerge concerning relational professional learning networks, knowledge brokering, and the application of the Quality Use of Research Evidence (QURE) framework within the context of Design-Based Professional Learning (DBPL). The results indicated that using research embedded in the DBPL series contributed to teacher-leaders’ confidence, underscoring the significance of attending to the QURE framework in professional learning. The following statements outline the different levels of confidence experienced by teachers as a result of attending to research evidence for use embedded in the DBPL series. These levels include individual confidence in practice, confidence in collaboration at the school level, confidence in leading professional conversations at the organizational level, and confidence in staying updated with educational research at the system level.

1. (Individual level) Confidence that their practice was research-informed and how this confidence helped with their own teaching practice;

2. (School level) Confidence when working as a collaborator with fellow teacher leaders at the sessions and how this confidence helped develop an expanded professional network of colleagues;

3. (Organizational level) Confidence when returning to their schools following the sessions and leading professional conversations with colleagues and how this confidence helped teacher leaders provide leadership at their respective schools;

4. (System level) Confidence in keeping abreast of educational research and how this became a professional expectation in the district and part of a culture of support and continuous improvement.

Our results also suggest there appears to be overlap of some components in the Rickinson et al. (2022) framework. In particular, participants’ reflections on infrastructure at the organizational level make reference to both the organizational and system levels. There also appears to be an overlap between individual level enabling components and the organizational level enabling components. These overlaps may be because our participants were teacher leaders responsible for leading instructional improvements in their schools. Our observation of the overlaps in Rickinson et al.’s (2022) framework suggests that further research is needed for individuals with teaching and leading responsibilities.

The relational nature of professional learning networks emerged as central in our study, consistent with the principles of communities of practice and networked learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Bryk et al., 2011). The central role of the professional learning network should not be underestimated in fostering teachers’ confidence and facilitating collaboration within a broader network, contributing to the development of a culture of support and continuous improvement. Participants described how collaborative interactions within Design-Based Professional Learning (DBPL) sessions facilitated the exchange of knowledge and expertise, fostering a sense of mutual engagement and shared learning. This aligns with the literature highlighting the importance of trust, shared enterprise, and distributed leadership within relational networks (Stoll et al., 2006; Corbett, 2023). Furthermore, our findings suggest that professional learning needs to be purposefully designed by knowledge brokers who not only span and bridge efforts—in disseminating and applying research insights within educational contexts but also have a profound grasp of the educational landscape, encompassing both research and practical dimensions (as illuminated in Friesen’s 2022 discourse on pracademics). Additionally, insights into policy frameworks are crucial for effective knowledge brokerage (Rycroft-Smith, 2022) and identified as one of the functions of research brokering organizations (Cooper, 2014).

The importance of knowledge brokering is underscored by its role in facilitating the integration of research use within practice (Mosher et al., 2014; Rycroft-Smith, 2022). Participants’ recognition of the role of knowledge brokers in providing curated bibliographies of research underscores the significance of intermediary support and initiatives (Cooper, 2014; Gough et al., 2022). This finding resonates with Sharples and Sheard’s (2015) notion that knowledge brokering involves a profound transformation of knowledge itself, emphasizing the collaborative and dynamic nature of the process. Within the context of DBPL, participants demonstrated a significant commitment to integrating quality research evidence into their professional practices (Rickinson et al., 2022). They emphasized the importance of incorporating current research-based practices to enhance instructional coaching work and teaching practices. This commitment was evident in participants’ recognition of the value of methodologically rigorous evidence that directly addresses educational challenges, as well as their understanding of the need for evidence to be contextually relevant and aligned with their intended use. These results align with Rickinson et al. (2022), who indicate that the QURE framework can be seen as an invitation to reflect honestly on current approaches to talking about, enhancing, and practicing evidence use” [italics in original] (p. 145).

At the individual level, participants reported significant developments in skillsets, mindsets, and relationships as a result of participating in the DBPL series. They noted enhancements in their application of research to improve and strengthen their teacher leadership practices, including skill development, mindset evolution, and relationship building. These results align with the principles of networked learning and communities of practice, emphasizing the collaborative nature of professional learning and the importance of shared knowledge and expertise (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Bryk et al., 2011). Furthermore, the role of knowledge brokering in facilitating critical reflection and challenging assumptions among participants highlights the dynamic nature of the learning process, as emphasized by Sharples and Sheard (2015). The introduction of research by knowledge brokers served as a catalyst for challenging assumptions and fostering critical reflection among participants. Participants also reported increased confidence in their skills, mindset, and relationships as educators and leaders, stemming from the research-oriented DBPL experience.

The organizational-level effects of DBPL were also evident, particularly in leadership development and cultural transformation within schools. Through the integration of research-based strategies and collaborative learning experiences, participants reported heightened confidence in their roles as educators and leaders. Participants’ heightened confidence in their roles as educators and leaders underscores the significance of system-level influences in shaping the quality use of research evidence (Rickinson et al., 2022). The professional learning series also played a pivotal role in cultivating a culture of continuous improvement within the school district, placing research at the center of educational practice and reshaping norms within the district. Leadership, cultural transformation toward continual improvement, and supportive infrastructure were integral to the success of the DBPL initiatives, establishing an environment where continuous growth was valued and expected. This result is consistent with Rickinson et al. (2022), who indicate, “high quality of use of research evidence does not happen in a vacuum. It is sophisticated work that requires not only professional educators but also supportive organisations and systems” (p. 146). The integration of leadership, cultural transformation, and supportive infrastructure within DBPL initiatives emphasizes the importance of organizational contexts in fostering evidence-informed practice and continuous improvement (Rickinson et al., 2022).

Further, our findings provide empirical support for the components of the QURE framework proposed by Rickinson et al. (2022). The framework offers a comprehensive lens through which to understand the multifaceted nature of the integration of research evidence in educational contexts, encompassing individual, school, organizational, and leadership dimensions. By aligning with the QURE framework, professional learning initiatives can effectively promote the thoughtful engagement and implementation of research evidence, ultimately enhancing educational outcomes.

In summary, our study contributes to a deeper understanding of the complex dynamics at play in DBPL initiatives and their implications for evidence-informed practice in education. At the individual level, participants’ increased confidence in research-informed practice reflects the enabling components of skillsets, mindsets, and relationships. Moreover, the organizational-level effects of DBPL, such as leadership development and cultural transformation, underscore the significance of system-level influences in shaping the quality use of research evidence. Highlighting the importance of relational professional learning networks, knowledge brokering, and the QURE framework, offers a comprehensive lens through which to understand the multifaceted nature of research integration in educational contexts, encompassing the individual, school, organizational, and leadership dimensions. Our results offer valuable insights for practitioners, research brokering organizations, policymakers, and researchers seeking to promote effective professional learning and continuous improvement in educational settings.



6 Conclusion

The results of this study underscore the impact of DBPL in fostering a culture of continuous improvement and the quality use of research evidence in educational settings. Through the lens of the QURE framework, our analysis revealed significant developments across individual, organizational, and system-level components.

At the individual level, participants exhibited enhanced confidence in research-informed practice, reflecting advancements in skillsets, mindsets, and relationships. The DBPL series served as a catalyst for professional growth, empowering educators to integrate current research evidence into their teaching practices and leadership roles. Notably, participants reported expanded professional networks and a shift toward a collaborative and reflective approach to instructional leadership.

Organizational-level effects highlighted the critical role of leadership, cultural ethos, and infrastructure in facilitating the integration of research evidence into educational practice. DBPL initiatives nurtured leadership capabilities fostered a culture of continuous improvement and provided essential support structures for meaningful engagement with research. Leadership emerged as a key driver in aligning research with school objectives and promoting a systemic approach to evidence-based decision-making.

Furthermore, the DBPL series demonstrated alignment with broader system goals, emphasizing the interconnectedness between DBPL activities and district-wide initiatives. Knowledge brokering emerged as a pivotal component, facilitating the dissemination and application of research insights within the educational landscape. By fostering an understanding of system-level priorities and promoting collaborative learning networks, DBPL contributed to a culture of support and continuous improvement across the district.

Overall, the findings highlight the importance of purposefully designed professional learning experiences that prioritize the integration of research evidence and the cultivation of collaborative networks. Moving forward, continued investment in DBPL initiatives and the QURE framework can further advance the quality use of research evidence in education, ultimately enhancing teaching practices, leadership effectiveness, and student outcomes. As educational landscapes evolve, DBPL remains a promising approach to engage in research brokering functions, empower educators and drive positive change within educational systems.



7 Future directions

Moving forward, further research is needed to explore the long-term impacts of DBPL and knowledge brokering initiatives on teacher leaders’ practice and student outcomes. Additionally, refining evaluative methodologies for assessing the quality use of research evidence in education remains a crucial area of investigation. Theoretical implications of our findings warrant deeper exploration, particularly regarding their alignment with existing theories in the field of education. Practically, our results have implications for the design and implementation of professional learning initiatives and policy decisions in educational settings. Overall, this study advances the dialogue on knowledge brokering, relational professional learning networks, and the QURE framework, offering practical insights into how these concepts can be effectively leveraged to enhance teacher leader professional learning and ultimately improve educational outcomes.



8 Limitations

This study primarily focuses on the perspectives and experiences of teacher leader participants directly involved in DBPL in one Canadian school district. While this provides valuable insights into the impact of DBPL on research integration in education, it overlooks the perspectives of other stakeholders such as students and administrators. A more comprehensive assessment involving diverse stakeholders could offer a more nuanced understanding of the program’s effects and its broader implications within the educational ecosystem.
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thoughtful engagement
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education sector to support
thoughtful engagement

with and implementation of
‘appropriate research evidence.
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Appropriate Research Evidence - the need for rescarch evidence to be not only methodologically rigorous, but also appropriate for the 163
educational issue, the context and intended use.
Thoughtfil Engagement and Implementation - critical engagement with the rescarch evidence, shared deliberation about ts meaning and

effective integration of aspects of the evidence within practice.

Enabling components - individual level

Skillets - the knowledge and capabilites that are required to thoughtfully engage with and implement appropriate research evidence. 162
Mindsets - the dispositions, attitudes and values that are required to thoughtfully engage and implement appropriate research evidence. 119
Relationships - the interpersonal processes and connections that are required to thoughtfully engage with and implement appropriate research 150

evidence.
Enabling components - organizational level

Leadership - the organizational vision, commitments and role models that support thoughtful engagement with and implementation of n2

appropriate research evidence.

Culture - the organizational ethos, values and norms that support thoughtful engagement with and implementation of appropriate research 7
evidence.
Infrastructure - the organizational structures, resources and processes that support thoughtful engagement with and implementation of 2

appropriate research evidence.
System-level influences

‘The complex interactions and inter-dependencies across the education sector to support thoughtful engagement with and implementation of 2%

appropriate research evidence.
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