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Introduction 
 
In November of 2010, the Ontario Ministry of education announced the creation of the 
‘Knowledge Network for Applied Education Research’ (hereafter referred to as KNAER 
or the Knowledge Network).  This paper outlines the nature, purpose, design and first 
activities of the KNAER as well as placing these in the context of an ongoing effort in 
Ontario to increase the importance of research in education, especially by building 
stronger connections between research, policy and practice.  As the Network is in its 
first few months of operation, we can only outline here our early experiences and 
aspirations, so that we can compare them in a future paper to the realities. 
 
Linking research knowledge to policy and practice 
 
Much has been written about the perceived gap between research and practice in 
education, including contributions by the authors of this paper (Cooper, Levin & 
Campbell, 2009; Cooper & Levin, 2010; Levin, 2011).  For purposes of this paper, a few 
key points can be summarized: 
- The basic concepts of ‘research’, ‘knowledge’ and ‘use’ are disputed, and the different 
ideas about them have quiet different implications (Becham, Kalucy & McIntyre, 2005; 
Davies & Nutley, 2008; Knott & Wildavsky, 1980; Nutley et al., 2007).   
- The use of research depends on characteristics of the research itself (such as relevance 
and accessibility), characteristics of the broader education system (such as skills in 
finding and interpreting research, or systems for diffusion), and characteristics of the 
linking mechanisms between the research context and the practice context (such as the 
existence and skill of various intermediary organizations) (Belkhodja, Amara, Landry & 
Ouimet, 2007; Mitton et al., 2007; Lavis, 2006). 
- All three components matter; better research is unlikely to have much effect if the take-
up capacity is weak and vice versa (Levin, 2011). 
- The evidence base for education has improved significantly in the last twenty years; 
there is more, and more reliable, knowledge about good policy and practice (Cordingley, 
2008; Hattie, 2008). 
- New communications media provide important new ways to share research and to 
create greater interaction between researchers and practitioners (Dede 200; Hartley & 
Bendixen, 2001; Ho et al., 2004). 
- Human interaction in organizational settings remains the most powerful factor shaping 
professional practice; educators are much more influenced by their colleagues and their 
experience than they are by reading research findings (Levin, 2011). 
 
These ideas and conclusions are the backdrop to recent efforts in Ontario to create 
stronger research-practice connections. 
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Education research in Ontario 
 
For the last few years, the Ontario Ministry of Education has been developing various 
measures to strengthen the role of research in all aspects of education (Campbell & 
Fulford, 2009).   
 
That initiative was itself a product of much thinking and research over the years about 
the role of research in both public policy and the work of large institutions such as 
school systems.  The ideas outlined in the previous section had an important influence 
on this work. 
 
In 2004 the Ontario Ministry was doing nor supporting a substantial amount of research.  
For example, several external studies early in the last decade were quite influential in 
shaping the government’s response to the new high school program implemented in the 
late 1990s.  However this work was taking place largely at the discretion of individual 
managers, there was little coordination across the organization, activities were not 
necessarily matched to overall organizational priorities, and neither the research nor the 
findings were well shared either within the Ministry or with the wider education sector.   
 
In 2004 a new provincial government launched an ambitious agenda for improving 
education in the province.  The Premier and Minister shared a commitment to the good 
use of research evidence to guide the development of the system.  The new deputy 
minister had a long record as a proponent of stronger links between research and 
practice.  Accordingly, the Ministry began to strengthen and coordinate its research 
activities. 
 
This work happened slowly and in stages, in large part because the Ministry was busy 
with so many other issues but also in part because changing a research culture and 
organization requires a degree of patience to do effectively.  It is also because 
organizational circumstances matter; the people filling particular roles provide (or 
constrain) opportunities for certain kinds of changes, as do other events. 
 
Outside the Ministry, the Ontario education system has some significant research 
capacity though it is unevenly distributed.  The 11 faculties of education (and in many 
cases other faculties) provide a significant group of researchers working on education 
issues.  While an exact count is hard to obtain, there are likely 300 or so active 
researchers in education in the province, though when this number is spread across all 
areas of education, the concentration in any particular topic is likely to be quite small, 
and these numbers pale when compared with 4800 schools and some 120,000 teachers.  
Additionally, education research in universities has the typical problems of limited 
funding and small scale.  In the 2009-2010 fiscal year, educational research received 
only 8.1% of the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) funding:  
$27.2 million of the $334.9 million distributed.  Further, universities do not have very 
strong or effective means of sharing their research (Sa et al, 2010); in many cases it is 
difficult if not impossible for an outsider (or even an insider) to know what research is 
being done in a given university or faculty. 
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On the practice side, about 30 of Ontario’s 72 school districts have a designated research 
officer or research unit.  The work of these people or units varies considerably across 
districts, and many of them are mainly involved in data analysis rather than what might 
usually be called research.  Still, they provide a capacity in larger districts to make better 
use of external research as well as supporting internal research.   
 
Intermediary organizations in Ontario, especially teacher and principal organizations, 
but also some others such as People For Education also supported and commissioned 
research on particular issues of interest to their members. 
 
As well, a large number of teachers are involved in research-related work through their 
pursuit of additional qualifications or graduate degrees or both.  On the whole, then, 
there was a fair amount of capacity and activity on which to build. 
 
Several elements of the Ontario Education Research strategy began to develop.  One of 
the first was the development of the MISA Professional Network Communities, which 
actually began prior to 2004.  The MISA (Managing Information for Student 
Achievement) initiative involved primarily the creation of a new data base and data 
system for keeping track of student progress, a large project that took place over many 
years.  Due to the foresight of its early leaders, MISA from the start wanted to go 
beyond building the system to encouraging the effective use of data, which it did in part 
by funding and supporting regional networks of researchers and school board leaders 
whose goal was to make effective use of evidence to inform their work.  The MISA 
networks were the first structure that brought district and university people together in 
an organized and consistent way. 
 
As an early step, Dr Lorna Earl was appointed in 2005 as ‘Researcher in residence’ for 
the Ministry, with the task of developing more research capacity and more consensus on 
priority activities.  Having someone internal to the Ministry lead this work avoided the 
rivalries among organizational units that often plague efforts to improve coordination.  
Lorna’s work strengthened both internal understanding of what was happening and the 
commitment to a stronger and more focused approach. 
 
A next step was the Ontario Education Research Symposium, the first of which was held 
early in 2006, bringing together researchers, school district leaders, deans of education, 
and leaders of provincial organizations such as teacher unions.  The first Symposium, 
planned for about 200 people, was oversubscribed and warmly received as providing an 
important opportunity for the various parties to meet.  Since 2006 the Symposium has 
expanded steadily (but is still oversubscribed every year) and has become an important 
event for connecting people interested in education research across the province. 
 
By 2006 there was a much greater degree of coordination and shared understanding of a 
research agenda across the Ministry, and Dr Carol Campbell was appointed as the first 
Chief Research Officer for the Ontario Ministry of Education, a position she held in 
addition to her previous role as head of research for the Literacy and Numeracy 
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Secretariat.  Carol’s appointment provided much further energy to the development of a 
larger research strategy both within and beyond the Ministry.  Among the work done 
through her leadership was the provision of training for Ministry staff in a variety of 
research-related areas and a much more active coordination and priorization of Ministry 
research activities.  Carol also led efforts to improve the process through which the 
Ministry commissioned research.  Government-wide procurement rules had previously 
required a very detailed prescription of every contract, as well as very short timelines for 
proposals, leading to a reluctance by the best researchers to bid.  This new process was 
used to commission independent and public evaluations of three of the government’s 
main priority areas – literacy and numeracy in elementary schools, student success in 
high schools, and small class sizes in primary grades.  The reports on these priorities 
were all released publicly (CLLRNET, 2007; Ungerleider et al., 2008) in 2007 and 
provided a tangible indicator of the Ministry’s commitment to open evidence to guide 
public policy. 
 
A further step was the creation in 2007 of the Ontario Education Research Panel.  The 
goal of the Panel was essentially to carry on the linking work of the Symposium 
throughout the year and to advocate for strong research-practice links in education.  The 
panel includes 13 people named by the Ministry who are typically drawn from 
universities, school boards, and NGOs.  All members serve as volunteers.  The Ministry 
provides support staff and follow-up to actions and recommendations of the panel, 
which has undertaken a range of efforts to encourage partnerships between researchers 
and practitioners, including the publication in 2009 of a short paper on such partnerships 
(Yashkina & Levin, 2008). 
 
In 2008, the new deputy minister, Steve Marshall, created the Education Research, 
Evaluation and Strategy Branch with Carol Campbell as its first director.  The creation 
of the branch was an indication that the Ministry now had a sufficiently coordinated 
approach to research that a new organizational unit would not become mired in internal 
politics.  In 2009, after several years of strong leadership from Assistant Deputy 
Minister David Fulford, the lead responsibility for research coordination was transferred 
to a new Assistant Deputy Minister, Dr Raymond Theberge, whose background as a 
university researcher and dean and as a system leader at the provincial and national 
level, provides a very strong base for further development of the Ontario system. 
 
The impact of all this work is clear in the increasing degree of partnership activity in 
education research across Ontario.  Several regions have held workshops, often 
sponsored by universities, to connect researchers and school leaders.  The MISA PNCs 
support projects that make effective use of evidence in all areas of the province.  Most 
areas of the Ministry now commission or support research and build evidence into their 
policy work to a much greater degree than a few years ago.   
 
Challenges, remain, however.  There are still significant misalignments between the 
world of university research and the world of school system leadership.  These include 
very different timelines, reward systems, priorities and communication styles as well as 
few processes to focus attention on the province’s key priorities in education.  The much 

5 
 



6 
 

more positive climate across the province on research-practice connections also leads to 
growing awareness of how much more might be possible.  This awareness is what led to 
the decision by the Ministry to commission a new Knowledge Network for Applied 
Education Research.  The Request for Proposals (RfP) for the Network was issued early 
in 2010, but for a variety of administrative reasons, the contract was not awarded until 
late summer and it was finally announced very late in 2010, and then with funding only 
until March 31, 2012. 
 
 
The KNAER 
 
KNAER was designed to develop connections between researchers and users through 
linkage agents or networks, a model which through their review of the literature on 
knowledge mobilisation, Becheikh, Ziam, Idrissi, Castonguay and Landry (2010) 
suggest is appropriate for education.  To this end, the Ministry established a model that 
became the basis for the Request for Proposals in April, 2010.  The KNAER is a result 
of a competitive process in which the education sector was invited to submit proposals 
regarding the establishment management, administration and operation of a knowledge 
network for applied education research. 
 
In the late summer, 2010, the Ontario Institute for the Study of Education of the 
University of Toronto and the University of Western Ontario were co-awarded the 
contract for the operation of the KNAER, with Ben named as the Director and Bob as 
the Associate Director.  The Knowledge Network then became a collaborative 
partnership between the Ministry of Education, the University of Toronto and the 
University of Western Ontario. In October, 2010 a tripartite agreement was finalized by 
the ministry and the universities regarding the “Establishment, Management, 
Administration and Operation of a Knowledge Network for Applied Education 
Research” 
 
We immediately established an inter-institutional committee, apart from the PIC and the 
Ministry, to develop the protocols for the working relationship between our institutions, 
particularly to address potential issues surrounding the execution of the contract.   
 
In his November 25th, 2010 announcement, Kevin Constante, the Ontario Deputy 
Minister of Education, described the main purpose of the Knowledge Network.  
 

The KNAER will focus on building, advancing and applying robust evidence of 
effective practices through conducting research, synthesizing state-of-the-art 
knowledge from existing bodies of evidence (from Ontario and beyond) and 
facilitating networks of policy-makers, educators and researchers working 
collaboratively to apply research-to-practice.  It will also act as a ‘knowledge 
broker’ to facilitate and lead the spread of established and new evidence through 
networks across Ontario’s policy, education and research communities, as well 
as connecting with national and international networks. 
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In this same announcement, Mr. Constante listed the leadership of the Planning and 
Implementation Committee (PIC) and its tasks, and also gave March 31st, 2012 as the 
deadline for the completion of all contracts.   
 
The establishment and operation of the KNAER supports the Ministry’s commitment to 
develop and implement policies, programs, and practices that are evidence-based, 
research-informed, and connected to provincial education goals. Systematic 
identification, widespread dissemination and consistent implementation of effective and 
promising practices is critical to meeting these commitments to high levels of student 
achievement, reduced gaps in performance, and increased public confidence in publicly-
funded education.  
 
KNAER Mission Statement 
 
•The KNAER will, in consultation with the Ministry, engage in a dialogue with groups 
of practitioners/researchers to facilitate the development and dissemination of advanced 
knowledge through the application of applied education research to effective practices in 
class-rooms, schools, school boards and provincially.   
 
•The KNAER will also focus on building, advancing and applying robust evidence of 
effective practices through conducting research, synthesizing state-of-the-art knowledge 
from existing bodies of evidence from Ontario, nationally and internationally. 
 
Governance through a Planning and Implementation Committee 
 
The KNAER coordinated for the Ministry by the Education Research and Evaluation 
Strategy Branch. A Planning and Implementation Committee  (PIC) provides strategic 
direction and approves activities to be carried out.  Figure 1 shows the conceptualization 
of the KNAER. 
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Figure 1.  Conceptualization of KNAER  
 
The PIC is comprised of the following members:   

• Dr. Raymond Théberge, Assistant Deputy Minister, French-Language, 
Aboriginal Learning and Research Division, Ministry of Education 

• Dr. Ben Levin (Director, KNAER) , Professor and Canada Research Chair in 
Education Leadership and Policy at the Ontario Institute for Studies in 
Education, University of Toronto  

• Dr. Robert B. Macmillan (KNAER Associate Director), Associate Professor and 
Associate Dean (Graduate Programs and Research) of the University of Western 
Ontario 

• Doris McWhorter, Interim Director, Education Research & Evaluation Strategy 
Branch 

• Mary-Jean Gallagher, Assistant Deputy Minister Student Achievement Division, 
Ministry of Education 

• Dr. Kathy Short, E-Best, Hamilton Wentworth District School Board 
• Dominic Giroux, President, Laurentian University 

Drs. Short and Giroux were nominated from outside the KNAER partners to the PIC 
based on their background in Knowledge Mobilisation and on their knowledge of the 
Ontario education system.   
 
The work of the PIC is further supported by key staff in each partner organization: 
• Amanda Cooper, KNAER Program Manager, Research and Knowledge 

Mobilization, OISE, University of Toronto 
• Colin Couchman, KNAER Network Manager, UWO 
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• Dr. David Tyrer, Senior Research & Statistical Coordinator, Education Research 
& Evaluation Strategy Branch, Ministry of Education 

• Dr. Julia Lalande, Research & Knowledge Mobilization Analyst, Ministry of 
Education  

Our first activities included: the establishment of a network presence on the internet 
(http://www.knaer-recrae.ca/); the determination of the types of contracts to be awarded; 
participation in the Ontario Education Research Symposium held in early February; and 
the development of procedures for receiving and assessing applications.   
 
 
Requesting KM Proposals from the sector 
 
The intention of the KNAER was always to make use of the expertise and networks 
existing throughout the province through inviting proposals from Ontario organizations 
for KM projects.  As part of this process, four priority areas were identified by the 
ministry, four categories of projects were developed in order to elicit proposals along 
with guiding principles to govern the review process.   
 
The ministry identified four broad areas which proposal are to address:   
(1) Teaching and Learning;  (2)  Equity;  (3)  Transitions;  (4)  Engagement.  More 
information on the ministry priorities is available on the KNAER 
website: http://www.knaer-recrae.ca.   
 
The initial call for proposals specified four categories:  
 
1. Creating networks to exploit available research more effectively (Maximum $100 000 
per award), managed by UWO. 
 
Each proposal should involve at least one (and preferably more) research organizations 
and at least one (and preferably more) ‘practice’ organizations working together.  Each 
proposal should identify: 
- specific work to be done, drawing from but not limited to the following elements: 
- conducting a thorough (‘systematic’) literature review on the topic, with engagement 
from stakeholders (only where such a review does not already exist) 
- identifying areas where reliable knowledge could guide policy and practice 
- using this knowledge more broadly and effectively in Ontario – for example through 
organizing professional development 
- who would do the work 
- what the specific outcomes would be; these must go  beyond just producing reports or 
documents. 
 
2. Building or extending networks for further research in priority areas (Maximum $100 
000 per award), managed by UWO. 
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This category was similar to the first but was intended to increase capacity or activity in 
important areas where it is presently lacking.   
  Proposals should identify: 
- the priority area 
- the kind(s) of research that should be done and how this work will support better policy 
and practice 
 - what capacity exists in Ontario to do the work 
 - how more capacity could be created 
- an operational plan for increased research activity indicating who would do it, how it 
could be funded (other than funds from KNAER or the Ontario Ministry of Education), 
and how results would be shared.  Proposals will be subject to external review.    
 
3. Strengthening research brokering work (Maximum $25 000 per award), managed by 
OISE. 
 
a) Universities.   
Faculties of education (or, where appropriate, other units within universities) can 
undertake an extensive dissemination effort around effective policy and practice based 
on well validated research on a particular issue.  Proposals should identify a clear area of 
focus related to existing expertise.  The work must go beyond publications to include a 
range of print, audio and video products,  teaching materials, events, and training  aimed 
at making the implications known to and useful for boards, principals, teachers, parents, 
students and the public.  Educators should be involved in creating these activities.   
 
b) Other Ontario partners – school boards, provincial organizations, federations, etc. – 
can also submit proposals to strengthen their research brokering work in relation to an 
important issue with good research evidence and to undertake a multi-featured effort to 
make these findings known to and useful  for education partners. 
 
4. Visits by world leading researchers (Up to $25 000 per visit), managed by OISE. 
 
Partners may invite world-leading researchers in high priority areas to spend a week in 
Ontario sharing their knowledge with the education sector broadly.  Each visitor would: 
- give at least 3 public/sector talks or seminars (typically one in Toronto and 2 in other 
locations in the province)  
- do media work 
- hold a one day seminar (more like a ‘master class’) with researchers and graduate 
students in related areas 
- meet with key stakeholder groups and research networks from other projects 
- produce various products (publications, videos, teaching materials, etc) that could be 
used on an ongoing basis to inform policy and practice.  Budget:  Up to $25,000 per visit 
for travel costs, fees, and post-visit materials and follow-up.   We would expect 
contributions from participating organizations  to share costs and increase the impact of 
the visit.    
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Building partnerships across diverse organizations requires time and money; so, the PIC 
decided to include an option to fund $5 000 letters of intent (LoIs) for the two categories 
of networks.  The rationale was that in order to get high quality proposals in these 
categories, diverse stakeholders would have to co-create proposals.  We made clear to 
successful applicants of LoIs, however, that this success did not ensure that the full 
proposal would also be accepted.   
 
All proposals were evaluated against these KNAER guiding principles by KNAER staff, 
with evaluations and recommendations subject to decisions of the PIC.  In addition, full 
proposals under categories 1 and 2 proposals, because of the larger amount of funding, 
were all reviewed by two external persons with no connection to the Network.   
 
Guiding Principles 
 
There were 6 overarching principles outlined to guide KNAER proposals: 
 

Guiding Principle Description 
Impact: Proposals must indicate how the design will increase the impact and 

use of research knowledge in Ontario schools in a priority area. 
Focus: Proposals must indicate how the project will contribute to the ongoing 

capacity of the system to create, find, share and apply relevant research 
findings.   

Partnerships: Proposals must include a plan to establish inquiry 
networks/partnerships across institutions and/or systems, and design 
strategies to maintain the networks/ partnerships created after the 
project ends. 

Connection to 
Previous 
Research: 

Proposals must demonstrate awareness of current research, and indicate 
where the proposal builds on, but does not duplicate, existing activities.

Self-Assessment 
and Reporting:   

Proposals must include an end-of-project process for self-assessment to 
identify successes, challenges, solutions, recommendations and next 
steps. 

Knowledge 
Mobilization 
Plan:    

Proposals must include a knowledge mobilization plan keeping in mind 
that the KNAER attempts to use non-traditional research-related 
products, events and networks to mobilize research knowledge, such as 
a range of print, audio and video products, teaching materials, events, 
and training  aimed at making the implications known to and useful for 
boards, principals, teachers, parents, students and the public. Wherever 
possible, educators should be involved in creating these resources. 

 
In addition to the priorities, categories and principles, the proposals should address one 
or more of three focus areas:  
 

Focus Area Description 
Research Use:   Exploiting available research more effectively 
Research Development:   Building or extending networks for further research in priority areas 
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Research Dissemination:   Strengthening research brokering   
 
Who has responded to the call? 
 
Our first deadline for submission was January 31st, with subsequent submissions 
adjudicated by the PIC on a monthly basis.  To date, KNAER has received 79 proposals, 
of which 29 have been approved.  Across the approved projects and LoIs, more than 60 
organizations are involved including universities and colleges (N=10), school boards 
(N=22) from all areas of the province and various kinds of other organizations (N=30), 
including unions such as OECTA and ETFO as well as cross-sector partnerships in the 
health sector.  Of course universities have made proposals, but so have school districts, 
provincial organizations, teacher unions, and community groups.  Proposals have been 
in mathematics, literacy, science, music, art, and special education among others.   
 
In terms of the coverage of the four ministry priorities, 49 proposals had a focus on only 
1 priority, 11 identified a focus across 2 priorities, 7 proposals focused on three priority 
areas, 9 proposals spanned all four priorities and 3 proposals identified no priority.  In 
terms of prominence, 43% of proposals focus on teaching and learning, 28% on equity, 
21% on engagement and 8% on transitions.   
 

PROJECT 
CATEGORY 

AWARD 
VALUES 

PROPOSALS 
SUBMITTED 
 

PROPOSALS 
APPROVED 

% Acceptance Rate 

1) Exploiting 
current research 
more effectively  

$100 000 • 24 LoIs   
• 31 Proposals 

• 16 LoIs  
• 5 proposals  

• LoIs:  66% 
approval  

• Proposals (9 in 
adjudication), 
therefore 5/22 = 
23% approval  

2) Building or 
extending 
networks for 
further research in 
priority areas 

$100 000  

3a) Strengthening 
research 
brokering:  
Universities  

 

$25 000 5 • 18 proposals  • 75% approval  

3b) Strengthening 
research 
brokering:  
Ontario partners 

$25 000 14 

4) Visits by world 
leading 
researchers 

$25 000 5 

TOTAL 79 39 Overall 49% 
approval rate 
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Proposals approved total nearly $1 million in funding thus far.  Descriptions of these 
projects can be found at www.knaer-recrae.ca.  
 
Implementation issues and challenges 
 
The start-up of the Knowledge Network has not been without its issues and challenges.  
Two administrative issues – the short time for the Network and the contract terms with 
the Ministry - are particularly important, as are several substantive elements related to 
the capacity of the education sector to engage quickly with the Network.   
 
Timing  
 
Between the date of the official announcement of the KNAER and KNAER’s end date, 
only 16 months were available to design, implement and assess the initiative.  
Government budgeting processes make this inevitable (the legislature only appropriates 
money one year at a time) but it has nonetheless been challenging.  During this time, we 
had to create the operational protocols, send out RfPs, assess and fund these, provide the 
appropriate accounting, and then develop measures with which to determine the 
effectiveness of the work of the initiatives.   
 
Before the official announcement, the PIC had discussions about the role of the partner 
institutions, laid the ground rules for the operation of the KNAER, and had much of the 
initial work completed prior to the January, 2011 start date.  However, we still faced the 
practical issues of implementation, some of which we could not anticipate until the 
actual start of the initiative, and several of which have required significant time from the 
two universities and also from those submitting proposals. 
 
The other major issue was one experienced by the applicants.  For example, the initiative 
encouraged the collaboration of individuals from different organizations and institutions, 
many of which function on different timelines and have very busy schedules. Unless 
applicants had pre-existing connections, the negotiation of the development of potential, 
new networks delayed the submission of some applications.  Those applications which 
we received initially were based on already existing networks, and in some cases, these 
pre-existing networks formed the core of the new creations.   
 
The short timeframe between submission of proposals and the end date of the contracts 
limited the amount of work that could be done.  To some extent, this privileged those 
applicants who already had networks.  We do see, however, that these networks have 
made attempts to bring in new partners and expand their influence, which was one of the 
goals of the KNAER.  
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Contract terms 
 
Sharing the Network across two institutions made it more difficult to implement these 
procedures as we had two different university administrative systems involved and there 
was more chance of error as proposals passed across the two institutions.  The Ministry 
of Education, as a result of government-wide rules in Ontario regarding external service 
contracts,  had quite a few requirements around the contractual arrangements for 
KNAER projects, in particular the ownership of intellectual property, but also adherence 
by all contractors and sub-contractors to Ministry rules on travel and hospitality.  The 
agreement between the Ministry and the two universities required that all KNAER 
projects also sign on to these requirements.   
 
The approved projects are contracts for service, which has created some initial difficulty 
and a need for clarification for the applicants. 

• The contracts are held by legal institutional or organizational entities and not 
with individuals.  Applicants have had to obtain approval from their institutions 
or organizations to go forward to ensure that if awarded an LoI or a project, their 
institution is willing to take on the responsibility of overseeing the contracts.   

• The contracts are based on reimbursement of expenditures, and not outright 
grants which provide money to successful applicants at the outset, and then 
require accurate accounting of expended funds.  The KNAER contract requires 
that an applicant’s institution or organization is capable of and agrees to fronting 
the money for each project, and then submit receipts for reimbursement. 

• The funded proposals are contracts with the government which means that the 
government owns the Intellectual Property Rights for all materials produced, but 
does grant a permanent licence to the successful holder of the contract.  
Universities have been concerned about this part of the contract in that some 
collective agreements specifically outline Intellectual Property Rights, and the 
KNAER contracts are not consistent with the agreements.  University officials 
have been apprised of the IP clause, and have made the decision whether or not 
to sign the contract for successful project applications. 

• Unlike grants which can possibly be extended beyond a project’s end-date, all 
receipts for KNAER projects must be submitted for processing no later than 
March 31st, 2012.  Any expenses beyond that point will not be processed.  This 
firm deadline has some concerns for individuals planning large-scale projects 
with multiple partners.  

Early on we decided that all financial administration would be through the University of 
Toronto, but the U of T also had a whole set of additional requirements related to acting 
as the main contractors.  These complicated arrangements have made the overall 
logistical requirements, in the authors’ view, quite out of proportion either to the size of 
the projects (many under $10,000) or to the risks involved, and have imposed 
considerable administrative burdens on those receiving funding as well as on the 
organizers.  Some additional scrutiny is now a normal situation given the enormous 
emphasis in all public organizations on minimizing risk at almost any cost in terms of 
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additional work, but it still made the implementation of the KNAER much more difficult 
for all concerned.    
 
Strengths and limitations of the response 
 
How people use knowledge has become interpreted in a variety of ways, and is 
represented by a multitude of terms, such as Knowledge Dissemination, Knowledge 
Translation, Knowledge Transfer, Knowledge Adoption/Adaptation, Knowledge 
Integration, and so forth (Bielak, 2011).  To be as clear as possible in our own thinking 
from the outset, we defined knowledge mobilisation for the KNAER as follows: 

 
…the development and dissemination of advanced knowledge through the 
application of applied education research to effective practices in class-rooms, 
schools, school boards and provincially. (http://www.knaer-
recrae.ca/home_en.html)  

 
In the initial stages and as we planned, the use of this definition was essential in helping 
us to frame our responses to queries and to provide guidance for the adjudication 
process.  For example, after the announcement of the KNAER, we fielded questions as 
to what constituted Knowledge Mobilisation.  In quite a few cases the proposals were 
actually for pretty standard research projects, and the KM component consisted of the 
usual steps of writing academic papers or involving teachers and other educators in the 
research.  While many of these projects were interesting, they did not fall within the 
definition of mobilization for purposes of the KNAER.  This was particularly the case 
for researchers who designed proposals that resembled research projects, not 
dissemination initiatives.   
 
Other projects had interesting ideas around mobilization but of very limited scope.  For 
example, they would propose to work with a very small number of schools or teachers 
and confined their mobilization work to that small group, losing opportunities to extend 
their network and the impact of their work more broadly.  Other proposals were not clear 
at all on what body of reliable knowledge was to be mobilized, confining themselves to 
new knowledge they were generating or to the work of the proposers only rather than 
building on the important body of literature already extant.   
 
What these proposals showed us is that while there was considerable interest in doing 
KM work, there was limited understanding of what such work entailed, either on the 
side of what was to count as ‘knowledge’ or what was to count as ‘mobilization’.  Of 
course that should not be surprising; one goal of the KNAER is to build capacity to do 
the ongoing work of research mobilization.  Since this work is relatively new, we 
expected to find that many projects would go only partway either in assessing the 
knowledge base on in their strategies for sharing reliable knowledge about education 
policy and practice. Where proposals were not funded, proponents were all given 
reasons for these decisions, and were able to resubmit revised versions, which several 
did.  A number of revised proposals were subsequently funded. As time progressed and 
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we were able to field questions about what constituted Knowledge Mobilisation, we saw 
that more people were able to establish proposals that fit KNAER’s mandate.   
 
Even where organizations understand what KM means, concrete strategies and plans are 
challenging to create and many of the inquiries we received revolved around these 
issues.  Proposals seemed to be stronger when third party organizations (that is, other 
than university researchers or school system leaders) played an important role.  These 
third party organizations often have a more explicitly focused on KM.  The higher 
approval rating (as well as higher quality of proposals from intermediaries) potentially 
shows a deeper understanding of KM and also of the strategic network building 
necessary to effectively mobilize research across diverse organizations; in fact, many of 
these organizations already have strong networks and media relations across the 
province.   
 
 
Successes 
 
Although the Network has had issues and challenges, we have also had indications of 
some successes.   
 
Some networks have been created with potentially promising results 
 
Although we discuss above at some length the reasons some proposals were not funded, 
in fact, we received and supported many proposals that were very exciting and strongly 
attuned to good KM practices, involving large numbers of partners, and a wide extension 
of existing knowledge to new partners.  We expect that many of the projects will yield 
very good returns on the rather modest investments made in them. 
 
Our analysis of the home institutions and organizations of participants listed on the 
applications suggests an increase in the breadth and purposeful participation of 
researchers and practitioners from a number of institutions and organizations.  These 
individuals, whether from universities, school systems, colleges or from other types of 
organizations, have come together to develop projects.  These projects cross institutional 
boundaries and if even partially successful, will begin to address important issues 
identified by the Ministry’s priorities.  We have also seen in a number of projects, that 
more than one priority is addressed.   
 
Some interesting approaches to KM are being put in place 
 
Since this is a main purpose of the Network, it is encouraging for us to see the 
interesting ideas and approaches being proposed in many of the projects.  The KM plans 
of successful proposals outlined a range of non-traditional research-related products, 
events and networks.  For example, proposed products include discussion papers, 
webcasts, webinars, videos, research summaries, evaluation frameworks and KM 
toolkits.  Proposed events include conferences, focus groups, presentations, multimedia 
sessions, lectures and the use of data visualization.  And the networks plan to develop 
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websites, online strategies to develop learning communities, social media dissemination 
plans, and media involvement. 
 
As one of the outputs of KNAER, we will be creating and posting on our website 
snapshots of KM plans from successful projects, in order for other organizations in the 
sector to utilize to guide their dissemination activities. 
 
In addition, the KNAER is funding a project at OISE that will produce a shared and 
open data base of Ontario education research, quality assured and with clear implications 
for research and practice, making Ontario evidence more available. Another OISE-led 
project will be producing resources of various kinds to support efforts by Ontario 
organizations, whether or not within the KNAER, to improve the effective sharing of 
research.  Information about both projects is available at www.oise.utoronto.ca/knaer.   
 
An excitement among potential contributors 
 
Finally, and importantly in the long term, the KNAER is having the desired impact in 
creating different kinds of conversations and relationships in education research in 
Ontario.  People are talking and comparing their experiences and research.  We have 
heard various participants discuss with each other what they are doing or planning to do.  
These discussions have led them to realise that they have commonalities upon which 
they can potentially build new networks. So, although the acceptance of LoIs and 
proposals for projects has now been suspended, the initial call for proposals has been a 
catalyst for conversations among potential collaborators that had not happened before.   
 
Initially we were concerned that we would have to encourage people to apply for 
KNAER funding but this has not been the case.  In fact, the opposite has happened.  We 
have had more LoIs and proposals for major projects than we had expected from the 
moment the KNAER was announced.  People in existing networks appeared to grasp the 
purpose of the Knowledge Network and were among the first to submit proposals.  
However, we also found that because they saw the possibilities potentially fostered by 
the funding, they expanded their discussions to include new partners.   
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The KNAER is, to our knowledge, the first initiative anywhere that is explicitly 
designed to build on existing research by creating active and sustained links between 
researchers, policy-makers and practitioners.  It represents, in our view, a very good 
decision by the Ministry of Education, and one that we expect to yield good results.  If it 
is extended or renewed in some other form, the lessons above could be used to make a 
successor even more effective.  But in any case, the KNAER so far tells us that there is 
considerable potential to build the capacity of the education system to share and used, as 
well as to create, research knowledge. 
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