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 Abstract 
 

The Association of Educational Researchers of Ontario (AERO), established in 1971, has a long 
history of supporting research staff based in school districts, through professional learning and 
networking opportunities.  This has resulted in a strong collegial body that has representation 
from most jurisdictions throughout the province.  As such, AERO is in a good position to 
observe and report on research practices in school districts across the province.   
 
Recently, AERO has been pleased to note a strong and sustained commitment by the Ministry 
of Education to build research and evaluation capacity throughout Ontario, through initiatives 
such as Managing Information for Student Achievement (MiSA) and the Provincial Research 
and Evaluation Strategy.  Many Ontario school boards have used this momentum and support 
to increase their technical capacity for collecting and reporting on a variety of data. 
Nevertheless, the full potential to engage in research-related activities in school districts that will 
lead to sustainability has yet to be realized. 
 
AERO believes strongly that the time is right to capitalize upon the positive movement towards 
evidence-informed1 decision-making and collaborative research and evaluation activities in 
schools and districts. This paper is designed to stimulate discussion about the challenges and 
opportunities that have emerged as a result of this evolution towards, and focus on, building 
research capacity in Ontario school districts.    
 

                                                            
1 Evidence-informed and evidence-based are terms used interchangeably throughout this report.   
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The changing face of research in Ontario 
school districts:  Context, challenges, and 
opportunities 
Introduction 
 
Ministry of Education Support for Evidence-Informed Decision-Making 
 
Demand for evidence-informed decision-making in Ontario school boards has increased 
dramatically in recent years, particularly with respect to the Ministry’s strategic goals of 
increased achievement, equity of outcomes and increased confidence in public education 
Heightened emphasis on the use of research to inform policy and practice is apparent in many 
Ministry initiatives, such as the Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat, Student Success / Learning 
to 18, the School Effectiveness Framework, the Ontario Leadership Strategy, and Managing 
Information for Student Achievement. To date, significant investments have been made in 
developing monitoring systems, improving the accessibility and quality of indicator data, 
focusing on interventions to improve instructional practices, and developing research and 
evaluation capacity within the Ministry, as noted by senior policy officials: 

 
“The commitment to ongoing, research, evaluation, and monitoring of student 
success indicators promises to be an increasingly valued component of the 
Ministry’s work, and that of educators across the province, in future years” 
(Zegarac & Franz, 2007). 

 
 
The Ontario Ministry of Education’s Provincial Research and Evaluation Strategy is the 
cornerstone of efforts to support the use of evidence and data in education decision-making.  It 
was designed to build research and evaluation capacity within the Ministry, as well as to 
develop strategic partnerships with the wider research community. Key elements of the strategy 
include:  
 

• applying research and evaluation to support evidence-based policy and practice; 
• building individual and organizational capacity to access, use and conduct research; 
• fostering research collaboration through networking and partnerships between and 

among ministry staff, researchers and educators across Ontario;  
• communicating information about existing and new research activities and findings; and, 
• contributing to the growing body of research knowledge about educational policies, 

programs and practices.  
 

As part of this strategy, the Ontario Education Research Panel (OERP) was formed to lead 
efforts to promote research partnerships and collaboration models, as well as to mobilize 
knowledge in support of improved student outcomes.   
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From its inception, the OERP has included AERO members as panel participants, ensuring that 
the voice of applied researchers is included in the discussion of provincial directions.  Both 
AERO and the OERP continue to benefit from this opportunity to network and further the 
OERP’s mission to: 
 

• harness, encourage, promote and disseminate the many good examples of research-to-
practice already being developed in boards, schools and classrooms 

• build capacity for education research by creating and strengthening relationships among 
existing organizations and individuals to address priority research needs 

 
Over the past few years, these strategic initiatives have given rise to a culture shift at the 
provincial, district, school, and classroom levels, as described in the following quote: 
 

“Perhaps most significant and promising, … has been the dramatic shift toward a 
culture of evidence-based policy and practice, not only at the Ministry, but 
extending to the school board, school and classroom, in a relatively short time. 
Research, evaluation and use of indicator data have given rise to a shared 
‘language’ that crosses all barriers within the system, provides a basis for 
informed discussion and decision-making, and encourages leadership and 
shared ownership of student outcomes by policy makers, administrators, 
educators, parents and communities. This culture shift, and the increased 
reliance on, use of, and demand for sound research data, has established 
research as an essential foundation for system-wide improvement, and 
enhanced outcomes for every Ontario student.” (Zegarac & Franz, 2007) 

 
In an effort to further understand the influence of these Ministry initiatives on research capacity 
within Ontario school boards, the Ontario Ministry of Education sought support from AERO to 
conduct an environmental scan of the province’s educational research landscape. Claymar 
International, in partnership with AERO, undertook this task in the fall of 2007.  The 
environmental scan consisted of a web-based survey (of which 76% of Ontario school boards 
responded to), an interactive bulletin board focus group and discussion groups held at the 2007 
AERO Research Symposium.  While a summary of the findings can be found in the Research 
Capacity Final report (Claymar & AERO, 2007) highlights included: 
  

• research is mostly perceived as a service (number crunching) industry 
• there is a need to clarify the definition and meaning of research 
• there is a need to 'demystify' the meanings, methodologies and dissemination of 

research at all levels of policy and practice. 
• MiSA (Managing Information for Student Achievement), in particular, is deemed a 

valuable initiative that supports evidence-informed practice and policy 
• research capacity, skills and resources are improving within school boards 
• exemplary practices exist in a number of boards 
• key challenges include: dedicated time, funding, and the press of changing and multiple 

priorities 
• a sense that this is a good time to move research higher on the agenda 

 
This study suggests that while there is great demand for data and evidence in Ontario school 
boards, many districts have not yet developed sustainable research capacity.  In order to do 
this, greater awareness of the roles of school board research staff, and their specific data 
management, research and evaluation activities, is required.  
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This AERO Discussion Paper 
 
The Claymar / AERO Environmental Scan was a useful starting place for understanding the 
research landscape in Ontario school districts.  Building on this foundation, this paper is meant 
to stimulate discussion about strategies for building research capacity in school districts in 
Ontario, with particular emphasis on strengthening applied research, program evaluation and 
knowledge mobilization activities.   
 
By way of context, the paper will begin by distinguishing between data/information 
management, program evaluation, research, and knowledge mobilization, and describing the 
role of educational researchers with respect to each of these. Next, current enablers, challenges 
and opportunities for building research and evaluation capacity to improve outcomes for all 
students will be outlined.  Finally, a number of recommendations are offered as next steps 
toward enhancing the use of research in Ontario school districts, to the benefit of student 
achievement. 
 
The Context for School District Research in Ontario 
 
Defining Terms: Distinctions between data / information management, program 
evaluation, research, and knowledge mobilization 
 
It is important to note that data/information management, program evaluation, research, and 
knowledge mobilization are not synonymous. Nevertheless, these terms are often used 
interchangeably by educators, which can lead to confusion. The following definitions are 
provided, therefore, as a means of distinguishing between these activities.  
 
Data and information management involves the collection, administration, organization, 
presentation and use of information. School districts throughout Ontario have made 
considerable progress in developing a culture of data quality, collecting and reporting student 
achievement indicators, and engaging staff at all levels in using evidence to inform decision-
making. Examples include: OnSIS reporting, Student Success indicator reporting, report card 
indicators, formative assessment data collection and reporting, GIS mapping, and the creation 
of school profiles. Given that research requires the skills associated with data and information 
management, applied researchers are traditionally well equipped to lend support to these 
activities. As the demand for data and evidence increases in education, the role of the applied 
researcher at the district level is often dominated by data management tasks.   
 
Program evaluation is defined as “the systematic collection of information about the activities, 
characteristics, and outcomes of program to make judgments about the program, improve 
program effectiveness, and/or inform decisions about future programming” (Patton, 1997). The 
environmental scan of Ontario school districts showed that school districts are engaged in 
program review and evaluation activities to varying degrees. Some boards have internal 
research expertise to conduct program evaluations routinely.  In many other boards, however, 
systematic development of program evaluation capacity is still needed and could be addressed 
through: 
 

• building program evaluation capacity within school boards, particularly among district 
and school administrators and central office staff; 
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• establishing contractual relationships with external program evaluation consultants and 
university researchers; and/or 

• providing central support for program evaluation activities in schools. 
 
In times of fiscal constraint, the capacity to meaningfully evaluate programs and provide timely 
information to guide policy and resource allocation becomes increasingly valuable and 
important.  Nevertheless, while many applied researchers in Ontario possess the skills and have 
demonstrated expertise in program evaluation, their capacities remain under-utilized.  This is 
particularly true if evaluation is not deemed to be a priority within a school board or there are 
competing demands, such as data management tasks. 
 
Research is “any investigation towards increasing the sum of knowledge based on planned and 
systematic enquiry. This includes any systematic process of critical investigation and evaluation, 
theory building, data collection, analysis and codification relevant to the social world” (Court et 
al, 2005).  While it might be expected that this would be the primary activity of the applied 
researcher, much of what takes place in districts would be better termed "data and information 
management".  Note that some boards in Ontario are working alongside university partners to 
conduct original qualitative and quantitative research and to contribute to the academic 
literature.  This type of activity is indeed possible in boards, and there are efforts to support and 
encourage research collaborations more widely (e.g., via the Ontario Education Research 
Panel, MiSA Professional Network Centres). 
 
Knowledge mobilization is a term used to describe the broad range of activities related to 
bridging research and practice.  There are many models for understanding the flow of 
knowledge from development through uptake (summarized in Levin, 2009; Mitton, Adair, 
McKenzie, Patten, & Perry, 2007; Sudsawad, 2007).  Several elements are typically highlighted 
within these broad frameworks, such as knowledge development, synthesis, dissemination, and 
adoption / uptake (cf. B.C. Mental Health and Addictions Services framework).  Providing the 
bridge between research and practice is an emerging role for research staff within school 
districts.  With expertise in research methods, and an understanding of school board audiences, 
these professionals can summarize and disseminate relevant research using methods and 
formats that attend to educator needs and are aligned with successful school board professional 
development activities.  These intermediaries can also facilitate research exchange between 
educators and researchers, providing opportunities for practitioners to shape education 
research agendas.  Very few boards have created the infrastructure to effectively embed 
knowledge mobilization into the fabric of district activity, but there is a clear need for this if 
evidence-based practice is to become a sustainable reality. 
 
Who is the Applied Educational Researcher? 
  
Applied educational researchers in Ontario school boards have a variety of professional 
backgrounds (i.e., Psychology, Sociology, Education, and Epidemiology).  Most have Masters 
and Doctoral-level educational background, with training related to quantitative and qualitative 
methods, measurement, research ethics, and statistics.  For many, their formal education 
included content knowledge related to child development, population health, and/or education.  
Many educational researchers in Ontario have published their work in academic and/or 
professional journals.   
 
In some boards, research staff are teachers who have been seconded to this role with little 
formal training in research methodology or statistics.  Some of these individuals have a 
background in Information Technology, which can assist with the data management aspects of 
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the role.  Some take additional coursework in order to learn about applied research methods.  
Regardless of background, educational researchers seek out opportunities to enhance their 
skills through varied training and knowledge sharing opportunities (e.g., GIS training, HLM 
workshops, professional conferences, informal consultations, and the use of social media to 
enhance knowledge mobilization). 
 
 
The Many Roles of School Board Researchers 
 
The daily roles of educational researchers are equally as diverse as are their educational 
backgrounds, with differential emphasis on "research", "evaluation", "accountability", 
"information management", "data", “knowledge mobilization” or any combination of these.  
Services provided by research staff typically include longitudinal tracking and analysis, survey 
design and implementation, and data analysis and reporting.  In a few boards, knowledge 
mobilization and program evaluation are core services. In an attempt to offset the impact of this 
variability in focus, numbers and training across boards, AERO has established a number of 
research networks, provided professional development offerings, and created opportunities for 
collaboration.  While this appears to be helpful, alone it is not enough to stimulate enhanced 
capacity for school board research in the province. 
 
While the variety of applied research roles and reporting relationships broadens and enriches 
research discussions in networks such as AERO, there is limited understanding within many 
school districts as to the range of activities that could be undertaken by applied researchers.   
Although data management has typically been the primary function of school board researchers, 
a much broader range of activities could be undertaken, including: 
 

• conducting literature reviews as the foundation of program and policy development  
• supporting teacher inquiry and action research at the school and classroom level  
• identifying research priorities for investigation 
• conducting applied research on priority issues 
• supporting research partnerships and collaboration with universities, professional and 

community organizations 
• developing and implementing guidelines for internal and external research 
• providing professional development opportunities to non-research staff in the areas of 

research methodologies and data collection strategies, analysis and interpretation of 
data and information, statistical literacy, and research ethics 

• mobilizing knowledge to support access, use and implementation of research and 
evaluation knowledge in policy and practice 

 
Unfortunately many boards do not have access to the necessary resources to support the 
activities outlined above; nor, in many cases, would these activities be considered priorities.  
The link between research and enhanced student achievement, via the use of evidence-based 
practices, must be communicated more clearly with school district leaders. 



 

 
 

7

Enablers to School District Research Capacity 

There are several school boards in Ontario that have found ways to build a culture of inquiry 
and to help to fulfill the vision of evidence-informed education in their schools.  A number of key 
enablers appear to have contributed to the success of these efforts.  These include: 
 
Securing the support of senior administration.  In boards that have created a visible 
research presence, there has been top-down recognition of the importance of empirical 
knowledge and local data in informing school and board practices.  In these boards, the link 
between research and student achievement is clear and the support of senior administration 
provides the impetus for engaging in research as a value-added priority. 
 
Dedicated Staff.  Boards that value research have dedicated positions for this work.  In best 
cases, these staff members spend 100% of their time promoting and conducting research in the 
board, rather than being split between research and some other related activity (like Information 
Technology).  Larger research-oriented boards have teams that include staff members who 
carry out distinct functions.  
 
Grassroots Activities.  In order to inspire a culture of inquiry at all levels of the board, some 
boards have found it helpful to offer direct consultation and support services to schools and 
departments.  This can take the form of a workshop series, office hours support, or consultation 
to a committee or program.  By supporting and engaging teachers and administrators in 
grassroots activities the capacity across levels of the system broadens, and lends credibility and 
relevance to, research activities. 
 
Alignment with System Initiatives.  Boards that are successful in integrating research into the 
fabric of the organization often do so by piggybacking research and evaluation onto mandated 
system initiatives (e.g. Student Success, boys literacy, Teacher Leadership and Learning 
Projects, aboriginal education, special education).   
 
Research Resources.  Educational researchers need tools in order to provide services related 
to data management, program evaluation, research, and evaluation.  MiSA has been very 
helpful in ensuring that all boards have the basic technological infrastructure to house and 
manipulate large student databases.  These funds have also allowed boards to purchase 
needed software (e.g., statistical software), research tools (e.g., tape recorders) and capacity-
building tools (e.g., books and videos).  Some boards have created Research Lending Libraries 
so that they can easily share these materials with school board colleagues.   
 
External Research.  When boards conduct original research, often they require more than 
these basic resources.  At times, for example, they need to hire project coordinators and 
assistants in order to carry out research protocols with integrity.  Several Ontario school boards 
have been successful in securing scientific grants to fund their research. 
 
Collaboration with University Researchers.  Several boards in Ontario have been able to 
extend their research capacity through strategic partnerships with university researchers.  
These collaborative efforts can take the form of joint research projects, knowledge exchange 
opportunities, and/or training opportunities.  Regarding the latter, some boards have negotiated 
arrangements with local universities to provide coursework for undergraduate students, in return 
receiving assistance with data and evaluations. 
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Collaborations across Boards.  The MiSA Professional Network Centres have allowed for 
more frequent, and deeper, collaboration across boards.  Education researchers from across 
boards now meet routinely to discuss challenges and protocols.  Boards with resources in this 
area are able to provide support to those that have fewer tools and supports. 
 

Challenges to School District Research Capacity 

  
Building research capacity within school districts is a difficult endeavor.  The following 
challenges need to be considered, and addressed: 
 
Competing Priorities.  The demands on schools and school districts are varied and persistent.  
Education professionals have many competing mandates, and research is often viewed as an 
“extra”, as opposed to an integral part of the work of school boards.  This means that even 
boards that have funding to support research sometimes cannot find the time to integrate 
findings into decision-making and practices. 
 
Lack of Dedicated Funding.  Research is a discretionary item in school board budgets – if 
research is funded, some thing else is not.  Without dedicated funding, rigorous and relevant 
research services cannot be provided.  There is much variability across boards with respect to 
funding for research activities. 
 
Positioning of Research Services.  There does not appear to be one consistent position 
within school districts for research services.  As a result, the focus and breadth of research 
activities is often dictated by the portfolio under which it falls.  For example, research offices that 
are housed within Information Technology/Computer Services have a greater emphasis on data 
and information management; whereas those that fall under Program / Curriculum Services are 
linked more directly with assessment and evaluation.  Research departments that report to the 
Director’s Office may have broad organizational reach and a great deal of latitude in scope and 
focus. Regardless of the positioning of research services, knowledge and support from senior 
leadership is critical to success. 
 
Research-to-Practice Issues.  There is a knowing and doing gap in education.  Even when the 
empirical literature and local evaluations are clear about the value of a particular program or 
strategy, educator practice does not uniformly follow suit.  It is difficult to change behavior, 
particularly within a profession that is both an art and a science. In some cases, ‘flavor of the 
day’ educational approaches are adopted by educators eager to enhance student learning. 
While these strategies are often said to be ‘research-based’ this is frequently not the case. This 
results in confusion on the part of teachers about what research really does say and makes it 
more difficult for school board researchers to convince others of an evidence-based approach. 
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A Vision for School District Research in Ontario 

 
Interest in gathering evidence and applying new knowledge is increasing, and the demand for 
evidence to inform policy and practice to improve student outcomes is expected to remain high. 
This creates opportunities for research staff to contribute to the dialogue about the process and 
impact of research in education. As a result, AERO has identified the following vision for 
research activities in Ontario school districts: 
 

• Ready access to research-based knowledge and resources at the classroom, school 
and district levels.  

• Engagement in knowledge mobilization to support the implementation of evidence-based 
instructional and assessment practices in classrooms and schools to improve outcomes 
for students.  

• Ongoing professional learning about data use and ethics to promote critical thinking and 
a deeper understanding of issues.  

• Promoting a culture of inquiry in schools where meaningful questions about teaching and 
learning guide the research process 

• Understanding of research methodology, including the opportunities and limitations of 
research findings determined through varying methodological practices. 

• School districts would have the resources and will to attract and maintain people who 
can promote and provide research excellence. Applied researchers in school districts 
would act as brokers between academics and practitioners, universities and boards.  

• Widespread implementation of evidence based practice in classrooms and schools to 
improve outcomes for students 

• Applied research activities characterized by intellectual rigor, excellence and ethical 
processes. 

• Effective relationships between research and other departments within the system. 
 
As school boards continue to invest and engage in central data collection, it is becoming 
increasingly important for boards to have dedicated staff with research and evaluation skills to 
provide meaningful analysis and feedback to the board systems.  Without an increased profile, 
research and evaluation will continue to be overshadowed by data management and viewed as 
a supplemental, rather than critical, activity.  The Research and Evaluation Strategy has begun 
to draw attention to the importance of research and evaluation but there remains more to be 
done.   

Strategies for Building School Board Research Capacity  

Following are a variety of strategies to advance capacity in both the use of, and engagement in, 
research and evaluation activities in Ontario school districts.  
 

1) Increase Access to Research and Evaluation Staff.  As highlighted in the Claymar 
study, there are inconsistent staffing practices across the province.  If research and 
evaluation is a provincial priority, then dedicated research staff must be seen as an 
important role in local school boards.  Until all school boards have local access to 
dedicated research staff, it is difficult to argue that research and evaluation are truly a 
priority.  The value of provincial coverage has been recognized by ministry initiatives 
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such as Student Success and the School Effectiveness Framework for which boards are 
expected to have dedicated staff in school boards to help facilitate and coordinate the 
initiative, both locally and provincially.  Approaches to increasing access to research and 
evaluation staff across all school boards in Ontario could include: 

a. Direct funding:  Negotiating and providing funding for school boards that 
currently do not have dedicated research and evaluation staff. 

b. Coordinated funding: Assigning a proportion of funds from existing budgets of 
strategic initiatives (e.g., Student Success/Learning to 18, LNS, MiSA) for school 
boards to hire dedicated research staff.    

c. Shared Resources: Exploring incentives or expectations for school boards with 
dedicated research staff to make their staff available to other MiSA PNC boards 
and/or creating research partnerships between school boards and universities on 
a regional basis.  

 
d. Provincial/Regional Research Teams or Researcher in Residence Teams: 

Establishing a provincial research position, or research team, that would be 
available for consultation with board staff for research and evaluation activities. 

In addition to providing technical skills and capacity, dedicated research staff also act as 
advocates for research and evaluation and provide internal points of contact for ministry 
research staff.  Perhaps just as important as providing skills and advocacy, the presence 
of research staff in every board would serve as a research network that could be 
accessed for inter-board and provincial initiatives.   

2) Expand Research and Evaluation Activities.  Facilitating access to applied education 
researchers across the province can only be successful and productive if the roles and 
responsibilities of the research staff are clearly defined and promoted. If the board’s 
culture truly values research and evaluation, efforts will be made to include applied 
researchers in discussions related to data management, but not to the exclusion of 
broader research and evaluation activities.  In some cases, this may require shifts in 
board culture and perspectives which could be facilitated in the following ways:  

a. Increase visibility of applied research: Researchers and school boards that 
engage in research and evaluation activities could be highlighted and promoted.  
In addition to the work already being done to disseminate research findings, a 
process could be established that makes it possible for applied researchers to 
publish and/or share their work. For example, school boards, universities, 
professional organizations and the Ministry of Education could profile the work of 
applied researchers. Currently, knowledge mobilization beyond internal 
stakeholders is not a priority for many education research partners. The visibility 
of board researchers would also be increased if researchers were included in 
ministry communications for initiatives such as Student Success and MiSA.  
Being included in the delivery of ministry messages would legitimize and 
reinforce the ministry’s research and evaluation priorities.  

b. Increase engagement:  Valuing and leveraging the skills of applied researchers 
would also help to establish research informed board cultures. For example, 
applied researchers in school districts could be included in Privacy and 
Information Management (PIM) discussions, the external research review 
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process and MiSA planning (i.e. research activities in addition to data 
management or validation).  District researchers can play a valuable role in the 
development, implementation and analysis of board initiatives and should be 
actively and regularly engaged in discussions of each of these initiatives 
wherever possible. While concerns regarding design and ethics can often be 
portrayed as obstructionist, the contributions of district research staff should be 
valued and the researcher seen as a critical friend.   

c. Increase research use and application:  Applied researchers in school districts 
are in a unique position to foster access, use and application of research and 
evaluation findings in policy and practice.  For example, links on internal and 
external web sites could increase access to research and evaluation reports, 
literature reviews and synopses. Researchers could also play an instrumental 
role in identifying and publicizing district research priorities and fostering 
research partnerships and collaboration with external organizations.  

d. Establish partnerships and collaborative research projects:  The Ministry of 
Education could identify priority themes to guide the establishment of research 
networks and provide funding for collaborative projects that would address these 
priorities and advance the state of knowledge in the field. Existing networks such 
as AERO, OERP and the MiSA PNCs could also be engaged in identifying 
priority themes and promoting research partnerships. 

 

3) Increase Research and Evaluation Capacity.   As access to dedicated research and 
evaluation staff across the province and a commitment to engage them in board and 
ministry initiatives increases, enhanced capacity becomes another challenge.  
Fortunately, opportunities currently exist across Ontario to facilitate the development of, 
and access to, research and evaluation resources, such as the following.    

a. Promote professional networks for dedicated research staff.  Many networks 
and organizations currently exist to support school board research staff (i.e. 
AERO, EYEON, the HLM-LRC, CES, CSSE, AERA).  In addition to research and 
evaluation capacity building, collaboration should also be promoted provincially, 
and research staff should be encouraged to connect with researchers from other 
boards.  The sharing of best-practice has been a mainstay of events for Ontario 
educators and it is important to acknowledge that this is no less true for the 
applied researcher. 

b. Develop professional learning resources for dedicated research staff. A 
variety of professional learning resources could be made available to district 
research and evaluation staff. For example, an essential skills series could be 
developed for district researchers to support increased technical expertise. 
Guidelines could also be developed and/or shared among boards related to 
external research, research and evaluation methods, ethics, and data analysis 
and reporting.  

c. Explore shared resources for dedicated research staff.  Just as school 
boards have difficulty establishing funding for research positions, those that have 
dedicated research staff often find it difficult to obtain research resources such as 
software and access to peer-reviewed journals and on-line search engines.  For 
example, if each board had access to dedicated research staff, the negotiation of 
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single licenses (one license for each school board) for software and journals may 
become more feasible.   

Recommended Next Steps:  
AERO is recommending that the following next steps be considered:  

1. Engage the education community in understanding the value and necessity of building 
research capacity in the Ontario education context. For example, MiSA PNCs could be 
engaged in building regional research capacity by ensuring that each region has a 
research network to ensure access to research and evaluation staff by each member 
board. Research networks that include board and university representatives could create 
directories of researchers in the region, consult within boards to identify research 
priorities (through Directors), share these priorities with universities and academic 
researchers, develop research partnerships, and/or coordinate regional research and 
evaluation events. Such networks should also be linked to research networks such as 
AERO and the OERP-AERO collaboration space.  

 

2. Fund capacity building and/or thematic network projects through the MiSA PNCs that 
will:   

a. Create partnerships between boards, universities and the Ministry of Education 
b. Address priority research questions  
c. Advance the field and contribute to the evidence base  
d. Include a knowledge mobilization plan (i.e. generation, synthesis, 

adoption/adaptation, implementation) 
e. Build capacity and engagement of group members in research and evaluation 
f. Begin with environmental scan and accessing systematic reviews related to the 

research or evaluation question 
 

3. Establish a research contact in every publicly funded school board and create  
communication links between relevant partners, e.g. school boards, the Ontario 
Research and Evaluation Strategy Branch, the OERP, universities, MiSA PNCs and 
AERO.  

4. Promote increased research and evaluation capacity in school districts with relevant 
education partners  (e.g. Directors of Education, Superintendents of Education, Student 
Success/Learning to 18, LNS, and Ministry of Education Regional Offices) in order to 
increase the visibility of research and evaluation and elicit collaborative action to ensure 
access to dedicated research staff.  

5. Profile applied research activities in school boards through a variety of means, e.g. the 
Ontario Education Research Symposium, the OERP/AERO collaboration space, MiSA 
PNCs and school board web sites. The work of existing networks should also be shared. 
For example, the HLM-LRC network is building capacity in quantitative measures, 
developing resources and supporting implementation of HLM in school districts. 

 
6. Encourage school districts and universities to establish a ‘research links’ area on their 

web sites to share research synopses and systematic reviews, research priorities, and 
links to web-based research resources. 

 



 

 
 

13

7. Conduct an in-depth review of research and evaluation activities in school districts and 
develop professional learning resources as needed for research and evaluation staff.  

 

Conclusion  
As indicated above, the purpose of this discussion paper is to promote dialogue about building 
research capacity in Ontario school districts. Recent developments in Ontario education have 
supported the enhancement of research and evaluation capacity in school districts throughout 
the province, yet much more remains to be done. The strategies and recommendations as 
outlined in this paper provide examples of actions that could increase district research and 
evaluation capacity in support of the Ministry of Education’s strategic goals.  AERO is prepared 
to be an active partner in addressing current challenges and opportunities to building research 
and evaluation capacity in support of improved outcomes for Ontario students.     
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