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1. INTRODUCTION

In both developed and developing countries in the Asia-Pacific region governments and administrators involved with educational decision making are exploring innovative solutions, including the re-engineering of their educational systems, to address various key concerns. These include:

· the most cost effective ways to expand access to education;

· ways of improving equity, especially for women;

· increasing the relevance of education;

· upgrading the quality of education while at the same time maintaining the quantitative expansion of education systems to cope with an increasing demand for their services; and,

· ways to enhance both the internal efficiency of education systems to ensure that limited resources are put to best use and external efficiencies to ensure that the products generated by the content and processes of an education system best satisfy economic and social requirements.

In addressing these key concerns, it is widely held that educational research has the potential to play an important role in policy formulation and decision making aimed at improving education and schooling, since it “is the tool which enables policy makers to determine national educational needs, to assess new approaches to resolving issues, and to evaluate the effectiveness of policies and strategies” (ADB, 1996, p. 1.). Yet decision makers do not use research as much as they could and do not actively seek it out, thereby largely neglecting or overlooking the opportunity for better policy or decisions that research findings provide.


Despite the potential of educational research to making an important, some would say essential, contribution to decision making in education, many researchers complain that education decision makers pay insufficient attention to research findings. Policy makers and implementers, on the other hand, argue that much of the available educational research is unintelligible and lacking in relevance for educational decision making purposes. Examples where educational research could usefully inform decision makers include monitoring the health of education systems, investigating options for reform and change, evaluating intended and unintended outcomes of interventions and the provision of assessment strategies which focus on student learning rather than on rank ordering which ignores the quality of learning.


Much has been written (e.g., Husen and Kogan, 1984; Brown, 1994; Hallinan, 1996; McGaw, 1996) which analyses the relationship between education decision making, research and educational information. Some of this writing presents the views of researchers and others who express a concern about the marginal attention given to research in policy formulation and educational decision making. Many (e.g., Shavelson, 1988; Harlen, 1996; Biddle & Saha, 2002) provide suggestions as to what needs to be done to increase the impact of research in this area.


Agencies such as the Asian Development Bank (e.g., 1996), OECD (e.g., 1994; 1995; 1996) and UNESCO (e.g., ACER/ACEID, 1995; IBE/NIER, 1996) have also contributed to the debate on this topic, vigorously seeking pathways to improve the flow or information between the producers and consumers of educational research, and providing case studies to illustrate where this communication has been successful.


It is also clear from the literature that due to radical and widespread changes occurring in the use of information technologies, much more information is now more readily available for policy makers to use as an input to the decision making process. In some ways this makes the decision making process more difficult than it was when information inputs were more restricted.


The debate and discussions on this topic have been largely confined within the halls and journals of the academic community. This article presents the perspective of decision makers, who are the consumers of research, regarding the impact of educational research on the decision making process, to add balance to the debate. This article presents, in the form of a case study, the views of a small group of senior educational decision makers from countries in the Asia-Pacific region on the possible link between educational research and improved educational practice, and on what they believe can realistically be done to improve the usefulness and influence of educational research on decision making in education. The extent to which the views expressed here are generalisable more widely to other decision makers in Asia-Pacific region remains to be tested. 


As governments are the main providers of school education in the region, in this article the emphasis is on decision makers working in or for government, rather than those in private enterprise.

2. DIFFERENT TYPES OF RESEARCH: DIFFERENT LEVELS OF DECISION MAKING

When considering the relationship between research and decision making in education, it is important to recognize that there is not one, but many different types, of educational research. These range from reviews of the research literature which present an overview of the research done by other on a particular matter (such as on the influence of socio-economic status or gender on educational outcomes) to sophistidated and detailed research studies which examine a particular question in great depth (such as the impact of particular teaching methods on the development of convergent contrasted with divergent thinking in a group of students).


Sometimes a particular body of research (such as that linking socio-economic background to education outcomes) has had a profound and far-reaching influence on public opinion and decision makers alike, so that the findings become part of the taken for granted reality as to how education and schooling systems function. In such a case it is not generally possible to say that a particular research study influences a particular policy, but the influence of research on policy and practice in a more general sense is there for all to see.


Educational research may serve many different functions, besides informing those who make educational decisions. Some academic research in universities, for example, may be undertaken for no other reason that that is reflects the particular interests and inquisitiveness of the researcher or researchers involved. In our view, there is perhaps too much of this type of research being generated in universities, and not enough of the type of research which policy makers need.


In addition, educational researchers work in every different types of work settings, such as universities, research units in government departments and in independent or semi-independent research units. With the growing popularity of action research, and the notion of the teacher as researcher, educational practitioners in schools and teacher training institutions are also undertaking research, as an input to help improve their educational practice. When this occurs the producers and consumers or research may in fact be one and the same entity.


The motivations of these different groups of researchers can vary considerably. For instance, independent researchers in universities tend to be much more critical in their approach to their research than are those working as part of government research units. 


Just as there are many different types of research and researchers, so there are many different types, and levels of decision makers. Decision makers include both Ministers of Education and other politicians who make policy decisions that may influence a whole education system, as well as high ranking civil servants who themselves assert a great deal of decision making influence when implementing the policy decisions of their political masters. In addition, moves towards a greater decentralization of education, the forging of home-school links and the development of genuine partnerships in education has had important implications for the decision making process, with an increasing proportion of decisions now being made at the level of the community, school and classroom where, for example, the decisions of classroom teachers on matters such as teaching methods can have a profound influence on the educational outcomes of a particular group of children in a particular setting.

3. OPINIONS OF DECISION MAKERS ON EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH

The data presented below was drawn from two main sources: first, the opinions of high ranking education decision makers and administrators from 19 countries in the Asia-Pacific region whose views were recently surveyed, through open ended questions, by the authors, when these officials attended meetings in Bangkok organized by UNESCO PROAP and, second, the views of the authors of this article, both of whom have had experience to varying degrees as education decision makers and researchers.


The decision makers were surveyed as a group, and also interviewed individually, respondents being invited to present their views on a range of matters. These are discussed under five main headings: (a) the influence of educational research on establishing priorities for the education sector in their country; (b) expectations regarding research and decision making in education; (c) evidence regarding the overall impact of educational research on the decision making process in their country; (d) views on who should determine the research questions to be answered and who should do the research; and, (e) specific suggestions on how the relationship between researchers and decision makers can be improved.


Despite the diverse nature of the countries surveyed with regard to such matters as their level of economic development, the features of their education systems, socio-cultural characteristics and the like, there was a surprisingly high level of agreement among them regarding the views expressed. Respondents wre assured that their responses would be treated anonymously, with no individual respondent or their country being identified in the write up of the material collected without their prior approval.

3.1. Research and Education Priorities 

The chasm between academic research and the need by administrators for information upon which to base policy and priority setting has been discussed in many places. However, partly because the academic community seems satisfied with the discovery of its own knowledge, and is more comfortable talking with their peers than with the rough and tumble world of government and politics, they have never developed the skills and aggressiveness needed to capture the attention of the bureaucrats and meaningfully channel their attention and priorities. As a result, the combination of media blasts and politicians’ inquiries and outbursts channel the administrators’ attention to issues that are most spoken about, whether they are in fact the most fundamental or not.


Decision makers expressed their concern that many education decisions are made without enough attention being given to research. This occurs because politicians often make decisions on the basis of prior experience and hunches, not on the basis of research. One of the big weaknesses in the system is that there is no culture among politicians of basing decision making on research, which is a big weakness in most education systems. Research is important to help achieve some continuity over time between successive governments, but this often does not happen, one difficulty being that many political parties and ministers want to push their pet theories and ideas, generally based on political ideology rather than hard data, unless the data accord with the ideology.


There are other reasons why researchers and academic institutions often do not play that significant a role in influencing policy changes and day to day decisions in the Ministry. When looking at how priorities are set and how energy is focused, there are many other players on the scene, competing more effectively that research, for their share of attention. These include: the legislators, the national and local government leaders, the media, the parents and teachers’ associations, and the decision makers at lower levels within the bureaucracy itself.


In order to explain the context of this reality, it must be remembered that senior administrators are more than merely armchair thinkers analyzing situations and evolving policy. More often than not, especially in developing countries, the time for policy analysis and reformulation is the last luxury to be enjoyed, as the time and energy of administrators is more than taken up by a perpetual series of crises and urgent problems to be solved, for example, teacher or student strikes, budget deficiencies, requests from politicians, or conflicts within the bureaucracy. When not tackling crises, administrators spend the rest of the available time seeing to it that the system does not break down but keeps running reasonably well. This means endless meetings with curriculum developers, with superintendents, with textbook publishers, and with public works officials. 


If researchers are to be influential in changing this situation they need to identify and address those matters which would help in or facilitate the use of their research by decision makers. Only in this way are they likely to become more influential in the education decision making process. In those areas where the views of decision makers are justified, researchers will need to change their approaches, while in other areas it may be a matter of researchers better communicating with the decision makers to convince them that it is in their own interests to take greater account of research in the decision making process. However, the core of the matter is that researchers need to produce research findings on relevant and useful topics.

3.2. Expectations of Research

The role of research as a tool for administrators is twofold. More commonly is used to investigate a particular issue, for example, school dropouts, to analyse the seriousness of the problem, and possibly its underlying causes, and the second, to test the validity of alternative policy measures to address the issue. Most of the project related research is of this type.


However, in a more fundamental sense, there is a priority role for research that the administrators more desperately need. It is the role of scanning the entire sector and providing a calibrated topography of the range of issues and suggesting means according to which they can be prioritized. This type of research does not point to better ways of doing things already being done, but better things that ought to be done in the first place. In working with several Ministries of Education in the Asia-Pacific region, UNESCO has found this to be true. All too often a Minister or senior official is fired by a single cause of major idea, often an opportunity to make a visible impact, and then develop most of his or her effort to this. Often it is the right priority, but other priorities often vital, are overlooked, and if it is not the right priority in the first place then the entire system suffers.


While administrators must therefore make special efforts to ensure that these two types of research are available and utilizable by them, there is an equivalent responsibility on the part of the research community to base its agenda more closely on the expressed concerns of the policy makers, which are in turn reflective of media, legislators, and society at large. To the extent that its research is at least implicitly mandated by the decision makers, it will be guaranteed a fair hearing and used for actual policy making.


Making decisions often requires speed, and research often takes too long to give an adequate answer. In addition, the decision maker is in a more complex situation regarding the wide range of variables to consider and accommodate while the researcher is generally more autonomous. These are but two of many differences between the culture of the researcher and that of the decision maker.


It was widely felt by those surveyed that if education research is to be taken more seriously by decision makers it is necessary for them to be convinced that available research will make their job easier and that it will provide guidance of a type that makes the decision making easier and more reliable. In other words, the yardstick by which research will be judged is highly practical in nature. 


Some respondents felt it not unreasonable that academic researchers accept some academic, political and practical constraints when engaged in policy orientated projects. They must also be able to adopt a policy minded mode of thought over the customary research minded approach. In accepting policy orientated research projects, researchers can shape policy rather than merely comment on it after the fact. 


The view was expressed by the interviewees that researchers need to present their findings in a form that is most likely to be used by decision makers. It was felt that the most important dictate in this regard is to present decision makers with the bare minimum of information necessary for the task: the material should be simple, short and succinct. The key is to provide findings that can be understood by someone who is very busy. At the same time, more detailed information should also be available in order that the assistants to the decision maker can check the accuracy of what is being presented, whether it is a proposal or an evaluation.

3.3. Impact of Research

Respondents felt that there is, in fact, a greater impact or research on decision making than is commonly recognized because this impact is often not identifiable in a cause-effect sense. An example was given of the work on the impact of restricted and elaborated language codes in classrooms, and on the definition and distribution of success and failure in schools in ways that favour middle to upper socio-economic groups in society. Such research has had a profound impact on public opinion and on the views of decision makers regarding education and schooling but in ways that are not readily apparent or easily indentifiable.


There was a consensus that the extent to which research is used depends on the level of decision making involved, since research is used differently at various levels of decision making. Many decisions are made on a political basis, so research is not used. However, with regard to specific policies in areas such as assessment research this is more likely to be used as an input to the decision making process. So whether or not research is used by decision makers depends in part on the type of decision to be made.


However, although decision makers driven by political considerations will look for research to support their ideologies or pet projects, this interdependence can also work the other way. If compelling and persuasive research is properly presented, the research agenda could generate a politically powerful agenda or cause that the decision makers could adopt, use and capitalize upon. 


Although research has little direct impact on policy decisions taken at the political level, it was felt that it does have an important impact with decision makers at the lower levels, such as with regard to evaluation at the school level. As education systems become more decentralized, educational research becomes increasingly important in many countries since there was general agreement that the lower the level in the decision making hierarchy, the greater appears to be the likely impact of educational research on the decision making process. 

A respondent moted that although decision makers in the civil service generally realize the importance of research to the decision making process, a problem occurs when their political masters want action to be taken which flies in the face of available evidence. Although this puts the civil service decision maker in an uncomfortable position, the bottom line is that they must do what the politician wants, regardless of what the research evidence may say. Another difficulty is that educational reforms are often introduced but not given time to take root and be evaluated, further change from politicians occurring before adequate evaluation and research on the outcomes has taken place. There is thus a need to convince politicians, decision makers and the general public that education decisions should be based on research, not just political ideology or intuition, and, indeed, that it is in their interests to do this, since if this approach is adopted, decisions are more likely to meet with success. However, even when policies are developed according to political ideology, the researcher can still be of assistance in finding those decision making pathways that are likely to succeed and be effective.


It was noted that in some countries with centralized bureaucracies the relationship between educational research and decision making is close. Decision makers themselves help to determine and identify the research questions examined, and so have a clear stake in the process and outcomes. In addition, educational researchers provide advice to decision makers on how to gain information on various topics examined. It was also felt that all countries could benefit by encouraging such a dialogue.

3. Determining Research Questions

The fact many Ministries of Education establish their own research branches to undertake policy-oriented research and to monitor education outcomes was quoted as indicating that government decision makers recognize the value of research, but that they find most of the research generated by outside bodies does not meet their needs in terms of policy orientation and is not generally presented in a form that is readily usable. One way in which Ministries of Education seek to determine the research agenda is by funding particular studies in areas of special interest.


It was also noted that members of the research community and decision makers respond to different pressures in their educational endeavors, which results in a serious communications gap. It was argued that one of the big differences in perspective between researchers and decision makers is that while researchers value neutrality in their research, many decision makers have a clear orientation which they want to have justified or reinforced by researchers. Thus there are quite different expectations between the two groups. The challenge is to find an effective solution to this problem.


In practice, many decision makers find that the only times when they are pushed into a more systematic analysis is when they have to initiate or evaluate a sector study or sub-sector study as a prerequisite to a major capital investment, often connected to a loan or a grant from an external source. Because the funding sources in their turn have to justify the projects to their principals in a coherent and defensible fashion, they feel the need to urge the national decision makers to generate the needed research information and analysis to justify major interventions. In reality, therefore, the only research that some top level decision makers consistently look at are those mandated by and associated with externally supported, large-scale projects. It seems ironic that this occurs in countries where there are many colleges, universities and centres or research.


Reference was also made to scanning or watchtower type researchfor innovations or to identify so-called 'research tragedies'. Most research has a predetermined focus, such as to examine dropout rates, the extent of textbook distribution or factors affecting learning achievement. This type of research, which is sometimes undertaken by Ministries of Education or teacher training institutions, scans the sector but not for the purpose of a sector study or analysis but to identify innovation from the field that might flower or can be institutionalized and so become widespread.


There was much discussion about the merits and demerits of an in-house research arm within the bureaucracy of an Education Ministry itself, whether the planning office of the Minister houses it, or whether it is a quasi-autonomous Educational Research Institute with its own governance mechanism. In either case, such a body becomes effective to the extent that it co-opts other academic institutions to participate in its task, rather than to try to do everything in-house and thus be suspected of producing findings that legitimate decisions that have already been made at higher levels.


It was also felt that too much research is being conducted by too many institutions, with there being a need for more focus and concentration. Governments in many countries are becoming more actively involved in the allocation of funds for research and so, through controlling the purse strings, they have an important impact on setting the research agenda and priorities.

3.5. Improving the Research and Decision Making Relationship

The decision makers spoken to felt that too few researchers in academic institutions are concerned with the linkage between their research and the real world. One of the ways in which governments try to overcome this difficulty is to provide funding for research projects, which they regard as being particularly important or relevant. Another, perhaps cheaper way of improving this linkage is for decision and policy makers to give some thought to producing and then disseminating a list of priority research topics that can guide university and other researchers looking for relevant areas and issues to focus upon.

The view was expressed that a lack of resources makes it difficult to conduct research on all issues that are deemed to be important. In addition, outside research is often not in a form that is readily accessible and usable by the decision maker, and too much research is not sufficiently focused. There needs to be a closer dialogue between decision makers and researchers to try and ensure they are thinking along the same lines.


There is also a need to develop closer partnerships between both decision maker and researchers, involving such groups as the teaching profession, and the local community.


It was also felt that in order to inform policy the research conducted must be useful, accessible, or high quality, relevant and timely. The decision makers complained that researchers do not give them the answers they need, when they need them. Political agendas have their own time frame and the need for advice may not be able to wait for properly collected evidence.


Respondents agreed with the views of some (e.g., Shaeffer & Nkinyangi, 1983; Bray in ADB, 1996), who argue that since research is at least in part a cultural phenomenon tied to ideology and communication patterns, there are some important ways in which the environments for research and policy making are different in Asia from those in other parts of the world. They agreed that, in Asia, critical enquiry and challenges to basic assumptions are likely to be regarded as generally unacceptable and offensive by senior policy makers, particularly if such research leads to social disharmony and a loss of face by the decision maker involved.


This is generally very different to the situation in the West, where criticism is generally encouraged and officials are not expected to take such views personally. In addition, respondents noted that male decision makers in Asia find it particularly difficult to be challenged by researchers, who are female, and by those who are younger or of lower rank than themselves. To the extent this applies, there is a need to address this question, if research is to contribute to decision making. It would appear that the debates on research and policy point to a need to locate more explicitly, the proper niche or researcher and policy maker dialogues in the context of the larger picture of managing a large bureaucracy in the Asia-Pacific region.
4.  SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
There is no doubt that educational research has the potential to make an important contribution to policy formulation and analysis. However, there appears to be at the current time a strong feeling amongst many educational decision makers and administrators in the Asia-Pacific region that educational research has a long way to go before it reaches its potential in the region. In order to improve the current situation, there is a need for all parties concerned to examine critically the current relationship between research and policy-making with a view to identifying constructive and realistic ways in which policy makers and education researchers can work together most effectively in this regard.

Participants at the UNESCO meetings referred to above were in agreement as to what can best be done by researchers to improve their relationship with policy makers, and to increase the likelihood that their research findings would be taken into account by educational authorities. In their view it is essential that research do more to ensure that:

· their research is conducted on topics that are of interest to decision makers;

· researchers clearly specify the policy implications of their findings;

· research is of high quality, with rigorous methods of inquiry;

· claims made in the research are realistic, in terms of data collected and methods adopted;

· research findings are expressed precisely, concisely and in concrete form; and 

· decision makers take the trouble to articulate more explicitly their research needs to researchers. 

They also felt that decision makers be more open-minded with regard to the contribution of research to improving educational practice, rather than being quick to dismiss it as largely irrelevant, which currently and frequently happens. Although it is not easy to resolve the current long standing differences that exist between researchers and decision makers in the areas referred to in this article, there was a common agreement among those surveyed that all parties needed to work together more constructively to ensure that available research and decision making resources were harnessed most effectively to help improve the quality and relevance of education in the Asia-Pacific region.

