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INTRODUCTION

Curiosity and caring drive inquiry. Scholars want to understand, to 
know, and most of them want their scholarship to have an impact in 
the world. 

Policy makers and practitioners also are curious and caring, although, 
for them, perhaps caring may have a higher priority. They have problems to 
solve, and they are curious about better ways to solve them.

An influential strain in the American scientific tradition put curiosity 
and caring about practical matters at opposite ends of a continuum. Van-
nevar Bush, the intellectual giant who shaped American science policy after 
World War II, argued that basic research and research to solve practical prob-
lems are different enterprises, perhaps even enterprises in tension. While 
advocating investments in research and development along a continuum 
from basic research through applied research to practical development, Bush 
considered basic research, free inquiry unconstrained by the pursuit of any 
practical application, to be the pinnacle of scholarly activity. He considered 
the pursuit of useful knowledge a lesser discipline, which should not be per-
mitted to contaminate basic research.

In Pasteur’s Quadrant: Basic Science and Technological Innovation, a half 
century later, Donald Stokes1 argued that inquiry can simultaneously be 
driven by curiosity and caring, and that different pathways can lead to both 
fundamental understanding and practical utility. Thomas Edison, a tink-
erer without peer, had no patience for theoretical inquiry, but inadvertently 
advanced fundamental understanding while relentlessly pursuing practical, 
valuable discoveries. For Louis Pasteur, the pursuit of fundamental under-
standing was driven by his obsession with finding solutions to the problem 
of disease.

The dialogue between Bush and Stokes has obvious implications for sci-
ence policy, and it also leads to other fundamental questions: (a) What con-
stitutes knowledge? (b) What are the characteristics of useful knowledge? (c) 
How can knowledge be employed to improve policy and practice? (d) How 
can knowledge be widely disseminated and effectively employed?

Although scholarship with relevance to policy and practice clearly 
abounds, neither the producers nor the consumers of scholarship seem satis-
fied with their relationship. The disrespect is mutual. The words academic 
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and theoretical often convey derision among policy makers and practition-
ers. For many academics, political is equated with irrational and self-serving. 
Harry Truman reputedly longed to find a one-armed economist who would 
not say “on the other hand.” And an economist once suggested that politi-
cians use data as a drunk uses a lamppost—for support, not illumination. 

Beneath the jokes lie serious issues. Researchers, policy makers, and prac-
titioners generally share a sincere interest in improving the human condi-
tion. Academics may be tempted to fault irrationality, ideology, or ignorance 
for the failure of research to inform policy and practice more powerfully, 
but policy makers and practitioners have learned that academics rarely can 
tell them “what works,” that is, a practice or method that will reliably yield 
desirable results. Every self-respecting researcher wants to make important 
contributions. Nobody is really happy when the collection and analysis of 
empirical data on policy and practice is not respected, accessible, and put to 
good use. 

Scholars must decide how to employ their talents: What questions are 
important and accessible? What methods will be fruitful? Policy makers 
and practitioners must make choices about the problems confronting them: 
What information is relevant? What knowledge is valid and useful? Which 
of many alternative strategies and interventions might be helpful? How can 
they find what they need?

My interest in such questions began in graduate school when I studied 
higher education, public policy, and research methods. At that time rational 
analysis (Planning, Programming, and Budgeting System, or PPBS) was a 
hot topic in government and experimental research for evaluating social pol-
icy was a fairly new idea. The aspiration of these approaches, never quite real-
ized, was to make policy and practice more rational, more “evidence based” 
(a catchphrase that emerged later.) But I also studied organizations from the 
perspective of open systems theory, which leads one to appreciate complex-
ity. I learned the principle of equifinality, a word that has always made me 
chuckle. In academic language, it means that in a complex, open system, 
the same result can occur through different pathways. In ordinary language: 
There is more than one way to skin a cat. 

After graduate school at the Illinois Board of Higher Education, I 
worked for 11 years with colleagues to develop data systems and budget-
ing procedures that reflected the conceptual framework, data requirements, 
and aspirations of PPBS. We knew then that robust, definitive cost-benefit 
analysis among different programs was a chimera, but we still believed that 
better information on how resources were allocated and the cost of differ-
ent programs could be used with common sense to help higher education 
leaders and state policy makers do a more effective job. That belief has been 
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validated over time, even though the information available has not always 
been usefully employed by decision makers. 

At the MacArthur Foundation where I worked for the next 15 years I 
was introduced to the thinking of many leading scientists through the Foun-
dation’s programs and research networks in mental health and human devel-
opment, economics, population, international affairs, and education. I had 
a chance to meet scientists interested in chaos theory who were mounting 
ambitious efforts at the Santa Fe Institute to find predictability in the com-
plex, adaptive systems of nature and human society. These experiences gave 
me opportunities to meet outstanding scholars and listen to freewheeling 
conversations as they wrestled with tough questions. My respect for these 
men and women deepened, but I soon realized that the dream of crisp, scien-
tific solutions to most tough human problems is entirely unrealistic.

I then spent 13 years at the State Higher Education Executive Officers 
association, again working more directly on issues of practice and policy. My 
colleagues and I wrestled with how to make “accountability” a constructive 
force, not a finger-pointing exercise. We watched our K–12 colleagues strug-
gle with No Child Left Behind,2 a well-meaning but ultimately ineffectual 
strategy to improve educational opportunities for disadvantaged children. 
We participated in ambitious strategies to help states benchmark their per-
formance in higher education to the leading states. We helped design and 
promote the utilization of common education data standards. We observed 
the development of Common Core State Standards in English Language Arts 
and Mathematics, and decided to encourage and support their utilization in 
improving college readiness and college success. We worked to promote the 
use of data to track student participation and mobility in higher education 
in order to know the true rate of graduation and better understand how 
to increase student success. And as somewhat skeptical colleagues, we col-
laborated in an international feasibility study to assess postsecondary student 
learning.

In the career just summarized, I’ve observed many efforts to improve 
policy and practice through the use of research and evidence. These efforts 
have made progress, but the progress achieved often falls substantially short 
of aspirations. Some seriously doubt whether evidence and research can lead 
to meaningful improvements in policy and practice. I am more optimistic. 
But seeking to understand what evidence and research can and cannot do 
and how they can become more useful is a worthwhile endeavor. 

I’ve tried to address these gaps in knowledge by writing something between 
a comprehensive scholarly treatment of the topic (which is beyond my capa-
bilities) and an account of my experience as a policy professional. I’ve drawn 
on the scholarly literature that I’ve found most helpful in understanding the 
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issues and making sense of my experience, and I’ve illustrated conceptual and 
practical problems from my experience and my reading. 

Most of the examples and situations I describe are drawn from educa-
tion, but I’ve also drawn on social work, medicine, social welfare, and other 
fields of policy and practice where I’ve found useful material. The fundamen-
tal challenges and opportunities of using evidence and research are similar 
across all these fields, and they are similar in many settings—classrooms, 
schools and colleges, organizations of many kinds, and the executive and 
legislative branches of government.

As I close this introduction, let me define some terms, provide an indica-
tion of how my thinking has evolved, and suggest where the argument of the 
book is heading. 

By policy, I mean actions taken collectively by social groups, governments, 
or organizations to achieve a purpose. Policy can be laws, regulations, pro-
cedures, the allocation of financial resources, or the granting of  discretional 
authority or authority limited by rules to individuals (e.g.,  executives, police 
officers, or professionals) with particular responsibilities. Policy is an expres-
sion of power: the power of an individual in a monarchy, dictatorship, or sole 
proprietorship; or the shared, collective power in democratic governments, 
organizations, or corporations. Policy seeks to achieve an end or ends by tak-
ing actions that affect communities of people. Policy is not self-executing, 
however. It can fail for many reasons, including poor design and active or 
passive resistance by the people it seeks to influence or govern.

By practice, I mean actions taken by individuals to achieve a purpose. In 
this context I am focusing on professionals in education and other complex 
professions. Although such professionals typically work in an environment 
of organizational and governmental policies that may shape, support, or con-
strain their practice, they function somewhat autonomously as individuals 
delivering professional services. 

(Steven Hodas, a long-time observer and participant in New York City 
schools, suggests that policy and practice reflect differences in white-collar 
and blue-collar culture, corporate management and labor, with sharp differ-
ences in expectations about the role and effectiveness of policy and strategies 
for getting things done in practice.3 His observations are a useful lens for 
interpreting much of this book.)

In the term research and evidence, I include all the forms and tools of 
professional social inquiry, a term employed by Charles Lindblom and David 
Cohen in their book Useful Knowledge.4 (A more complete version of their 
definition appears in Chapter 1.) I acknowledge all forms of quantitative and 
qualitative inquiry, ranging from observation and description to experimen-
tal research, as research; and I acknowledge all kinds of observations, ranging 
from descriptive narrative to precise measurement, as evidence. Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com
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The baseball movie Moneyball 5 provides a now-popular depiction of the 
difference between qualitative and quantitative research. In the movie, the 
professional scouts are qualitative researchers. They evaluate players based 
on their experience (and sometimes prejudices) in ways that are subtly ridi-
culed by the movie script. The nerdy quantitative analyst crunches many 
numbers on player performance (fielding, on-base percentage, batting with 
runners on base, etc.) and evaluates each player’s value in terms of contract 
cost and likely production. In the movie and in actual life, of course, the 
low-budget Oakland Athletics did surprisingly well, and the field of sports 
statistics received a huge boost. 

Moneyball is an entertaining movie and it makes a good point, but it 
is not the entire story. Although the sport of baseball is exceptionally well-
designed for statistical analysis, the rest of life is not so well ordered. Policy 
makers and practitioners need both “hard” quantitative data and sophisti-
cated qualitative research and analysis. As a gifted qualitative researcher once 
reminded her hard-scientist colleagues on the MacArthur Foundation Board, 
there are different ways of knowing. 

Different kinds of research and evidence have different capabilities. 
To “know” how minority, low-income, poorly educated parents experience 
enrolling their children in a school staffed by teachers unfamiliar with their 
life challenges and culture takes skill in establishing relationships, interview-
ing, and observation. To “know” why it was difficult for a successful school 
superintendent in New York City to replicate his success in San Diego takes 
similar skills, along with particular knowledge of both settings to understand 
why certain capabilities would work in one and not another.6 Qualitative 
research skills are essential for understanding complex, difficult to measure 
human attributes, relationships, and experience.

Despite its importance, qualitative research is unavoidably subjective 
and limited. One rarely finds commonly accepted scales for measuring quali-
tative observations, even though certain professions have developed proce-
dures and guidelines for disciplined observation and the triangulation of 
evidence. Qualitative researchers seek to create compelling, persuasive narra-
tives explaining why the world works as it does, and they often succeed. But 
qualitative research has difficulty in generalizing across settings, and without 
objective measurement it is quite difficult to demonstrate “improvement” of 
any kind. 

Quantitative research, however, relies heavily on measurement and seeks 
to draw persuasive inferences about cause and effect. To some, “evidence” 
is not evidence unless it comes in the form of objective numerical data. In 
the extreme form of this view, evidence is not valid unless it is measurable 
and the independent causal effects of an intervention on an outcome are 
“proven” through rigorously controlled experimental research. At the opposite Sample Chapter www.Styluspub.com
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epistemological extreme, the critics of quantitative research argue that all 
observations, including “measured” phenomena are subjective, unavoidably 
biased by the perceptual filters of individuals and human culture. I under-
stand the argument of unavoidable subjectivity, but taken to an extreme it 
goes far too far philosophically and practically. If the extreme version of the 
argument were true, people could learn nothing with confidence about the 
world, and it would not be possible to take any actions or learn anything that 
might systematically improve policy and practice. 

The effective use of research and evidence in policy and practice requires 
an appreciation of complexity, context, and human agency. The sciences of 
physics, chemistry, and biology have made enormously important contribu-
tions to human life, but the simple application of the scientific method does 
not and cannot explain variation in human outcomes; nor can it improve 
policy and practice. Success in baseball might be improved, but it cannot 
be guaranteed by quantitative analysis. Policy and practice in education, 
economics, social welfare, and medicine are infinitely more complex than 
baseball. 

As the reader will learn from the first two chapters of this book, I 
value scientific rigor but I do not strongly advocate the “gold standard”—
experimental research with random assignment to treatment and control 
groups—as the highest, best form of evidence to improve policy and prac-
tice. Experimental research is poorly equipped to deal with many practical 
and policy conditions. Its contributions have not been successfully extended 
to very many domains of policy and practice beyond what Donald Berwick 
calls “conceptually neat” parts of medicine.7 Perversely, the common experi-
mental finding that in policy or practice “nothing works” leads to pessimism 
about the potential for achieving desirable outcomes. The problem is not 
that “nothing works,” but that “what works” is rarely a replicable, easily test-
able intervention.

While acknowledging the difficulties, measurement—quantitative 
and, where necessary, systematic, qualitative expert ratings—is essential for 
improving policy and practice. The third and fourth chapters of the book 
consider the challenges of measurement; describe important initiatives that 
have made contributions, especially in education; and identify pitfalls and 
limitations of measurement. Measurement is an essential tool for both prac-
titioners and policy makers. Despite some wishful thinking to the contrary, 
however, measurement and transparency are not, in themselves, interven-
tions that can improve outcomes. 

The fifth and sixth chapters of the book provide illustrative examples 
and consider the conditions under which research and evidence can usefully 
inform and improve policy and practice. The concluding seventh chapter 
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briefly recapitulates the main arguments of the book and considers emerging 
practices and approaches that promise to help scholars, practitioners, and 
policy leaders become more successful in reaching their fundamental goals. 
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