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Aaron Wildavsky wrote Speaking Truth to Power: The Art and Craft of Policy 

Analysis in 1979—over thirty-five years before this book was written. It 

is not only an inspirational title; it remains the oft-cited rallying cry of 

academics searching for a higher purpose for their scholarship. Yet, if one 

reviews the state of affairs on research utilization in education policy, it 

becomes clear that the book’s insightful lessons and productive orienta-

tion toward the role of evidence in policymaking remain largely unful-

filled. Academics may be “speaking truth to power,” but few are listening.

Why? Because Wildavsky’s perspective on policy analysis is applicable 

to those who have access to the policy process, but very few academics 

have such access. It is most applicable when you are at the table or within 

earshot, close enough to policymakers so that there is a chance that some-

one in power will listen. Wildavsky’s book describes how to make the most 

of the opportunity to “speak truth to power”—once you get in the room.

Academics, however, are not in the room. They stand on the outside 

of the policy process—by design. Education research and education pol-

icy happen in very different places and are undertaken by very different 

actors. Being on the outside is not the same as being on the margins, 

though. Academics and academic research are, or at least should be, nec-

essary parts of the policymaking process. Academics can be extremely 

influential as outsiders who engage in education policy—if they shift 
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2	 CHAPTER 1

their perspectives and learn how to function best from that position, out-

side the legislative process, in what is a highly productive and influential 

space.

To learn to engage in education policy effectively, academics and 

researchers must shift the way we think about the nexus of research, pol-

icy, and politics. Like other professional staff who work with politicians 

from inside government and legislative circles, Wildavisky’s insights are 

largely applicable to those tasked with carrying out policy, but whose abil-

ity to influence policy creation is constrained (chapter 2). Academics and 

researchers, on the other hand, can provide the frameworks to help set 

education policy when research has been conducted with an eye to the 

future, it is brought into the policy process with an awareness of the pres-

sures facing politicians, and it is translated to a policy context (chapter 6).

Teach Truth to Power: How to Engage in Education Policy is written for aca-

demics and researchers who are ready to engage in the policy process to 

influence education policy. You have research that you believe is impor-

tant. You believe that your research should be heard by policymakers and 

that it should be considered in making future education policy decisions. 

You may have conducted original research, or you may have conducted a 

literature review to inform a policy change that you believe is important. 

Now, you are ready to “speak truth to power” and want to learn how to 

engage in policy most effectively.

You may be under the impression that your research is either of high 

quality, politically “neutral,” or so compelling that it can transcend poli-

tics. You think that if it can only it could get a fair hearing, both sides 

will certainly agree with your evidence. In your mind, the quality of your 

research is beyond reproach. You are convinced that your research is impor-

tant and can make a difference (hopefully for the better) for the com-

munities that you value. At the end of this book, you will be politically 

astute enough to know that your research, regardless of its merits, enters 

a policy context where the political lines have been drawn before you 

walked in the door. But when you walk in the door, where many voices 

and other ways of knowing also clamor for attention from busy politi-

cians in a pressure-packed environment (chapter 5), you will be armed 

with a strategy to translate your research to a policy context so that politi-

cians can take action.
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Setting the Context	 3

Here, I begin our departure from much of the existing literature on 

research utilization. First, there is no causal relationship or generalized 

theory of either the policymaking process or research utilization that you 

can follow methodically. Engaging in education policy is not a science—it 

is a craft. It is a combination of acquired knowledge and intuition, and 

similar to learning other crafts, it can be practiced and learned. This book 

will guide you in developing a strategy to hone your craft to engage effec-

tively in your local policy context.

Second, engaging in education policy is an interpersonal process that 

cannot be accomplished from the safe confines of your educational set-

ting, even in the social media era (Goodwin 2013). Engaging in educa-

tion policy means getting face to face with politicians. Yes, politicians. This 

is an uneasy proposition for many academics who want their research to 

speak for itself without direct political engagement. As Weiss (1977, 531) 

astutely observed about academics, “They want their work to be so cogent 

and intellectually compelling that it cannot fail to affect the outcome of 

policy. Herein lies much of the lure of the policy research enterprise. But 

hereto arise many of its frustrations.” Rest assured, however, as academics 

we do not have to compromise our strengths, lose the objectivity of our 

research, or “get political” to be heard.

Third, academics should understand the dynamics of research utiliza-

tion from a politician’s perspective. Most politicians have professional skill-

sets that are very different from those of academics. Politicians also have 

requisite electoral demands, and multiple policy actors, including academ-

ics, seek to influence their decisions with information. Also, politicians 

must face the public, by name, to explain and defend their policy posi-

tions, while academics remain relatively anonymous. The sweet spot for 

you to “teach truth to power” involves understanding the political realities 

and interpersonal dynamics facing politicians, as well as how you, as an 

academic, are best positioned in a policy context to leverage your expertise 

to influence policy.

Lastly, academics should set realistic expectations about their involve-

ment in the policymaking process. Academics should not expect to 

“make” policy (Gluckman 2014). The process of making policy, meaning 

writing specific legislative provisions or the text of a motion that is con-

sidered by a school district governing board, is an intense and detailed 
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4	 CHAPTER 1

process left to professional staff who work close enough to politicians 

to keep pace with the up-to-the-minute maneuvering that occurs in the 

process. Academics should expect to influence policy through research. 

But academics should not expect politicians to adopt their policy recom-

mendations wholesale. Politicians are most likely to adopt as much and 

as many policy recommendations at any one time as they can support 

and “champion” on their own to their people.

WHAT IS THE RESEARCH AND POLICY GAP AND WHY IS IT 

IMPORTANT TO BRIDGE IT?

The gap between research production and policy implementation is a 

perplexing and ongoing quandary facing nearly all scholarly research in 

the field of education. The problem is that not enough education research 

is used in the formation of education policy, despite the commonly held 

belief among academics that research should be used to inform policy.

Almost every academic book or journal in education counts policymak-

ers among its intended audience, and academic journal articles routinely 

close with policy implications or recommendations for policymakers. 

Too often, however, these thoughtful suggestions remain hidden from 

the very policymakers they are intended to reach. While academics criti-

cize education policies, lamenting the fact that too few policymakers use 

research evidence to guide their decisions, policymakers complain that 

education research is neither relevant enough nor timely enough to suit 

their purposes. The copious number of books and journal articles on edu-

cation that should inform education policy decisions go unread by those 

who make those decisions.

This is not to say that policymakers do not value research. There is an 

abundance of knowledge that is worthy of sharing and could be helpful 

in the formation of sound education policy, if presented in a way that 

politicians can use it to take action. Today’s education issues have histori-

cal roots, meaning that there is an accumulation of knowledge available 

in the research literature to inform policy solutions (chapter 9). By and large, 

education stakeholders expect politicians to be consistent and hold that 

education is better served when the policies that influence students’ lives 
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and school conditions are made on the best available evidence. Where, 

then, does the disconnect between research and policy lie?

Scholars of research utilization have identified four points along the 

progression between research production and its utilization in a policy 

context where the disconnects occur: in research production itself; in the 

dissemination of research; in the “soft tissue” or space where research is 

available for use by policymakers (Hess 2008); and in its utilization in a 

policy context.

Those scholars who focus on research production argue that academ-

ics may not be producing research that is accessible or helpful to policy-

making. Academics may not be asking the “right” questions, as viewed 

from politicians’ perspectives, or the research products may be difficult 

to read or understand—as in academic articles that are overly theoretical, 

written in abstruse language, or conducted via highly technical research 

methods that require advanced training to interpret the results. Academ-

ics have suggested remedies such as “use-inspired” research that is better 

connected to the real-world challenges facing policymakers and research 

articles written in language that is accessible to lay audiences.

Research dissemination, also referred to as “knowledge mobilization,” 

is concerned with how research is made available to nonacademic audi-

ences. Some academics have taken a critical view of traditional means of 

knowledge sharing, such as publishing in academic journals that require 

paid subscriptions. Knowledge mobilization research looks at how indi-

viduals and institutions can expand opportunities for sharing academic 

knowledge with broader communities in nontraditional ways and how 

institutional incentives either reward or restrict efforts to communicate 

research evidence (Fischman et al. 2018). From a knowledge mobilization 

lens, strategies to close the research and policy gap include open-access 

journals, more sophisticated uses of social media (e.g., podcasts, and blogs), 

direct interactions with practitioners, and organizational commitments 

through the creation of knowledge mobilization centers or institutes.

The space between research production and its use in the policy pro-

cess, where research is available and policy decisions are being made based 

on ways of knowing that may (or may not) include academic research, 

is the “soft tissue” of research utilization (Hess 2008). It is at this point 
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6	 CHAPTER 1

that other intermediaries enter the policy space in addition to academ-

ics to provide politicians with information, including research. Organiza-

tions from think tanks to advocacy organizations package and present 

research to facilitate use by politicians and to influence policy toward 

their preferred goals. Philanthropic organizations provide funding for the 

dissemination of research that meets their strategic objectives. Lobbyists, 

who are often overlooked as intermediaries, provide individual politi-

cians with localized information on the politician’s specific constituents. 

Constituents bring their own evidence and stories to persuade politicians. 

Professional staff, such as legislative aides and agency heads, engage with 

the research literature in their role as gatekeepers, who search for, screen, 

synthesize, and present information to politicians.

The last point of connection is the use of research in the policymaking 

process. What does it mean to “use” research in a policy context? One can 

think about research utilization along a continuum from instrumental to 

conceptual. The most concrete use is instrumental, which can be understood 

as “the direct impact of research on policy and practice decisions. It identi-

fies the influence of a specific piece of research in making a specific decision 

or in defining the solution to a specific problem” (Nutley, Walter, and Davies 

2007, 36). Instrumental uses include cases where specific research products 

have been applied in a specific policy decision, directly influenced practice 

in the field, or have had an impact that can be shown through measurable 

outcomes. By contrast, conceptual uses introduce a “more wide-ranging 

definition of research use, comprising the complex and often indirect ways 

in which research can have an impact on the knowledge, understanding, 

and attitudes of policymakers” (Nutley, Walter, and Davies 2007, 36). In 

these cases, research is regarded as “creeping” into and “enlightening” the 

policymaking process over time (Weiss 1977; 1980).

The consumption side of research utilization also places a spotlight on 

politicians themselves. Politicians are criticized for either ignoring the 

research evidence or using it for political purposes. Politicians are faulted 

for a lack of training in research methods and the inability to discern 

quality research from shoddy research. Here, some academics have called 

for more politicians to educate themselves in research or for more col-

laborations between academics and politicians to co-create educational 

policies (Ball 2012; Edelstein 2016).
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Nearly all the literature in the field of research utilization contributes 

to an understanding of the research and policy gap but offers little insight 

on how to bridge it for those who aspire to engage in policy (Oliver and 

Cairney 2019). This book is filling a prominent void in the existing litera-

ture by contributing concrete strategies that academics can use to engage 

in education policy effectively.

WHY HASN’T A “HOW-TO” BOOK LIKE THIS BEEN WRITTEN YET?

Many have pointed to the idea that research and policy reside in separate 

“worlds” or communities as the reason why the research and policy gap 

persists. “Authors who hold this view attempt to explain the nonutiliza-

tion in terms of the relationship between the researcher and the research 

system and the policymaker and the policymaking system. They argue 

that social scientists and policymakers live in separate worlds, with dif-

ferent and often conflicting values, reward systems, and languages. The 

social scientist is often concerned with “pure” science and esoteric issues. 

By contrast, politicians are action-oriented and practical, concerned with 

immediate issues” (Caplan 1979, 459). More recently, Bogenschneider 

and Corbett (2010, 15) advanced the “community dissonance theory” 

to argue that knowledge producers and knowledge consumers function 

“within a discrete number of disparate communities that find it difficult 

to communicate with each other.”

The two worlds/communities metaphors mean that academics and poli-

cymakers hold very different perspectives on which characteristics of social 

science research they find most valuable, their modes of inquiry for access-

ing and processing information, how they characterize policy problems, 

the organizational constraints and structures under which they operate, 

and the ways in which research should be communicated (Dunn 1980).

The concept of two worlds or communities is also the primary reason 

why a book like Teach Truth to Power has not been written to date. Due to 

the gulf between research and policy, there are very few academics who 

have worked extensively in both worlds. There are even fewer who have 

been trained, or have trained themselves, in both worlds. Repeated expe-

riences and concerted inquiry in both worlds are essential if one is going 

to teach others how to engage in education policy.
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8	 CHAPTER 1

By and large, those who study education and education policy are 

content experts. For the bulk of their career, they have been academics 

with a focus on advancing the theory and knowledge base of a particular 

topic or academic discipline, and most of their professional interactions 

have occurred in academic settings with other content experts or students 

who are invested in learning. These highly educated and well-meaning 

experts, either willingly, or often unwillingly, find themselves in the posi-

tion of working with politicians. They are confronted with people who do 

not have the same expertise and, probably most difficult for academics 

to fathom, they neither share the same respect for research nor value the 

acquired knowledge of experts. What grates academics further is that “poli-

cymakers,” while having little to no experience in education or education 

research, are in positions of influence to make important decisions that 

dictate resource allocations and school conditions.

For the junior academic, it can be career suicide to engage in education 

policy during the pressure-packed years as an assistant professor. During 

this time the professional pressures to “publish or perish” require one to 

focus almost exclusively on publication in academic journals and develop-

ing a reputation among other academics. There are few or no incentives 

in the first years of an academic career to engage in policy. In fact, such 

activity could be considered as counterproductive, insofar as influencing 

education policy does not count in traditional metrics of tenure and pro-

motion. In addition, academics who work directly with politicians who 

hold power and the purse strings risk becoming too political (Henig 2009; 

Cairney and Oliver 2017) and could jeopardize public funding for their 

home institutions.

The disincentives to engage in education policy continue throughout 

one’s academic career. For one thing, academics must invest time and 

energy into learning how to engage in policy (Weible et al. 2012), and 

many academics choose not to incur the transaction costs of acquiring 

the skills and knowledge to engage with politicians (Landry, Amara, and 

Lamari 2001). This decision is reasonable because promotion in academia 

remains based largely on scholarly production, which is itself based on 

professional interactions with other content experts and not concerned 

with influencing policy. Those with content expertise who could inform 

education policy, therefore, are encouraged to “stay in their lane” within 
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established academic confines for the bulk of their career, communicating 

their research largely with academic audiences. Even in universities with 

expressed institutional goals to disseminate research to broader nonaca-

demic audiences, academics still value traditional forms of dissemination, 

such as publishing in journals and presenting at professional conferences, 

over engagement activities that bring them face to face with communities 

outside the university environment (Zuiker et al. 2019).

In many cases, academics wait until later in their careers to engage in 

policy. While these career academics may have done extensive scholarly 

work on education or education policy, they would not consider them-

selves as experts in engaging in education policy, and many have little to 

no experience working with politicians directly. In a policy context, they 

are novices who often engage under one of two conditions. First, they 

may have developed a substantial research record and their scholarship 

has risen to politicians’ attention. These entries into the world of educa-

tion policy are generally viewed as success stories because academics are 

receiving attention for their research. But when bridging the two “worlds” 

directly, many academics are faced with frustrations:

Professors are not necessarily naive, but neither are they prepared for precisely 
how politicized the political process can be, and how far it can stray from public 
interests. Academics hoping to promote social welfare can frequently be frus-
trated by the petty personal concerns and partisan agendas that stand in the 
way. Those steeped in the pursuit of knowledge also may be insufficiently sen-
sitive to the limits of their usefulness in policy arenas: their data may not be 
definite, uncontested, or able to resolve complex value trade-offs. And academ-
ics who are hoping for power, status, and recognition can be discomfited by 
the low esteem and inadequate influence that their advice commands among 
politicians. (Rhode 2006, 128)

Or, as Weiss (1977, 534) noted, “If they come into the game expecting 

that research will have an obvious and immediate impact and nothing 

happens—nothing to the naked eye—they may prematurely give up on 

the whole business. They have been known to go home and write scath-

ing diatribes for professional journals criticizing bureaucrats and politi-

cians for their neglect of important research evidence.”

Second, when academics assume administrative positions, as deans, 

for example, their elevated public profiles pull them out of their uni-

versity offices into the broader community and in front of politicians. 
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Administrative positions, however, can be highly constrained. A dean, for 

one, represents the university and does not necessarily speak with the full 

voice of their acquired academic expertise. University administrators have 

many obligations, including to funders, faculty, and community groups. 

Thus, like many other policy actors, university administrators, particularly 

public university administrators, must remain agreeable to diverse groups 

so they are at the table to represent the university.

Overall, one gets the impression that policy engagement is not the aca-

demic’s preference. They describe their entry as being “pulled” or “forced 

into” doing policy, and policy engagement is treated like a sacrifice that 

is carried out for the greater good. After a public stint in policy, most pro-

fessors return back to their research and may not clamor to return back 

to working with politicians directly. Most academics would rather be left 

to conduct their research and teach, the reasons for which they became 

academics in the first place.

Often, when professors write about their policy experiences, they tell 

of blunt confrontations with dimwitted politicians, being in the room as 

the deal went down, or dueling with reporters, all narrated with the kind 

of wounded glory that one would associate with war stories. To audiences 

of wide-eyed graduate students, they tell of how their research was disre-

garded offhand by a politician or junior legislative aide, while showing 

off the battle scars with a martyr’s pride for having engaged in the front 

lines of policymaking. To the junior scholar, or the student who wants to 

learn from their experiences, these accounts serve as cautionary tales that 

discourage similar behavior. No, don’t go there, don’t do that. Yet, “doing 

something” or “making a difference” is a primary motivation for many 

who toil in education research.

Very few academics write about their policy experiences as part of a sus-

tained research agenda. While some of the “how-to” advice for academ-

ics to engage in policy is located in the “grey” literature (blogs, editorials, 

commentaries, and the like), the practical knowledge base for individuals 

to learn how to engage in education policy is thin (Oliver and Cairney 

2019). There is scant advice on what to expect or what one should do 

when engaging in a policy context. And, the how-to advice that does exist 

is incomplete, vague, safe, or naive to the realities of the policymaking 

process (Cairney and Oliver 2020).
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Why? Because most academics, while being content experts, are pol-

icy novices who learn “on the job” how to engage in a policy context 

(chapter 3). In general, they write about their policy work as singular expe-

riences based on their particular personalities, scholarship, and the policy 

actors that they encountered at the moment. When academics present 

the actors, policy issues, and interactions in a manner that is not easily 

generalizable, their experiences come across as idiosyncratic events that 

impede a collective understanding from one policy context to another. 

Certainly, not all policy contexts are alike, but there is still much that can 

be learned and applied across policy contexts (Bogenschneider and Corbett 

2010). Academics who dabble in policy, however, do not have the exper-

tise to compare their experiences against others and, most important, to 

predict future circumstances for the educational benefit of others.

I can’t help myself. I will also recount my own war stories throughout the 

book for context and color. In these sections, I will present personal stories and 

conversational perspectives of the research literature beginning with the first 

seeds of this book. In 2008, I was selected as a National Academy of Education/

Spencer Foundation postdoctoral fellow, a prestigious honor that included net-

working opportunities in Washington, DC, with some of the most influential 

scholars in education. Prior to my leaving for DC, the chairman of the Arizona 

State Senate Education Committee forwarded me a bill with a request to let him 

know my impressions of it. During the trip, I received a flood of emails from 

lobbyists, many of whom I knew from my time at the legislature. I learned that 

the chairman’s decision to bring the bill to committee (or not) was based on my 

input. The policy implications were substantial. The bill shifted the training of 

all school principals from the state colleges of education to business schools.

One of the NAE/Spencer sessions was on making an impact in policy. The 

panel members, most of them influential senior scholars, were relating their 

personal war stories about the times that they testified before legislative com-

mittees with a mix of martyrdom and pride, all the while warning the room 

full of junior scholars to keep our heads down and write for tenure. I men-

tioned that testifying before committees rarely impact policy. The votes are 

counted before the hearings start. One senior scholar called my view “pessi-

mistic.” I pulled out the bill, explained to the senior scholar the policy implica-

tions riding on my input, and mentioned that the “work” of influencing policy 

is interpersonal, decidedly low-profile, and certainly would not “count” on my 

tenure application.
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A few academics are trained well enough to forge a career in both the 

research and policy worlds. Their real-world experiences shine through 

in their research, writing, and continued engagement in the policy pro-

cess. Academics who have worked in both worlds are coveted in policy 

context, not only for their content expertise but precisely because they 

know how to communicate with politicians. Manna and Petrilli (2008, 74) 

analyzed those who contributed to No Child Left Behind as witnesses 

in formal hearings. They found that 17.4 percent of all witnesses came 

from the research profession. Notably, researchers who testified most 

frequently in legislative hearings also had prior experience working in 

federal government either in the executive or legislative branches (they 

included, for example, Maris Vinovskis, Chester Finn, and Diane Ravitch). 

These researchers were selected because of their familiarity with Washing-

ton, DC and their relationships with members of Congress and staff, and 

because they have the ability to communicate with politicians effectively. 

Researchers from think tanks (such as the Heritage Foundation) or profes-

sional research firms (such as Mathematica or SRI International) were also 

popular because they were able to identify trends in the research and com-

municate them in jargon-free language. Unlike academics who work in 

narrow niches and speak in limited scholarly circles, those who work with 

think tanks are expected to translate research in a manner that eases the 

cognitive challenges and time constraints that confront politicians.

LET’S GET POLITICS OUT OF THE WAY

This book is about politicians but not politics, per se. The book is not con-

cerned with how politicians learn about or engage in political activities 

related to campaigning, winning elections, influencing voter behavior, or 

the horse trading that is characteristic of the policymaking process.

The book is centered on how politicians learn about education, educa-

tion research, and education policy and takes a broad view of the knowl-

edge and actors that politicians utilize to inform themselves and make 

policy decisions.

The entire process is political, including gathering and evaluating evi-

dence (Parkhurst 2017). But as a content expert, you will not be expected 

to engage in the political part. Nearly all of the overtly political activity 
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(fundraising, campaign events, and so on) occurs away from the policy 

process. You will stay close to your strengths and connected to the research 

evidence. The policymaking process is filled with predefined roles, and the 

content expert is one such role. This book will help you operate effectively 

as a content expert. You will encounter politics, which is ever-present, but 

you should not let politics deter you from engaging in policy.

You can expect that politicians will look at your contributions with a 

political or ideological eye (Miller and Fredericks 2000). The omnipresent 

pressure of getting elected means that it may be more difficult to engage 

with those politicians who are making policy decisions with electoral con-

sequences, rather than research evidence, in mind. Or, you will encounter 

dogmatic politicians, those who are almost completely devoted to party 

ideology when making policy decisions. Is it a waste of time for academics 

to engage with “hyper-political” or dogmatic politicians? No. Lobbyists, an 

important informational source for the book, would counsel academics to 

prepare their best presentation and bring it to whoever will listen, and you 

may be surprised who is willing to listen if your presentation is tailored to 

policymaking. This book is about how to create the best presentation pos-

sible and to bring it to politicians as effectively as possible so that it gets 

heard.

ABOUT ME

This is the point in the book where I convince you that I am one of those rare 

academics with sufficient experience in and understanding of both worlds to 

teach others how to engage in education policy. My experience stems from 

being trained to engaging in policy, forging a successful academic career, 

and jumping into politics myself. Unlike many of my academic colleagues, 

I became a professor and earned tenure after working in the highest levels 

of state education policy. I was the lead analyst for the Arizona State Sen-

ate Education Committee and served as the Associate Superintendent of 

Public Instruction for the state of Arizona while completing my disserta-

tion at the now defunct graduate school of education at the University of 

Chicago. After co-founding a state-based research and policy think tank 

and working as a peer consultant for the US Department of Education 

during the early implementation stages of No Child Left Behind, I got the 
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opportunity to fulfill my professional dream and join the faculty at the 

College of Education at Arizona State University.

As an academic in the field of education policy, I have published in the 

areas of school choice and accountability. I have also engaged in public 

scholarship during my entire academic career, even during the pressure-

packed years as an assistant professor, when I was writing for tenure. 

I maintained a public profile outside of academia to remain connected to 

Arizona education policy. I released reports for public audiences, directed 

a research and policy center that contributed to education policy from 

the city to the state level, presented frequently to community groups in 

an effort to engage with politicians before they become politicians, and 

remained a media contact for education-related stories. I have authored 

two book chapters on closing the research and policy gap; these introduce 

the ideas that will be unpacked thoroughly in the book (Garcia 2018a; 

Garcia 2018b).

I went to the “dark side,” running for state office twice and losing both 

times. In 2014, I ran for Arizona State Superintendent of Public Instruc-

tion, losing by less than half a percentage point. In 2018, as the Dem-

ocratic gubernatorial candidate for the state of Arizona, I became only 

the second Latino candidate in Arizona history to win the gubernatorial 

nomination of a major party. My experience as “the candidate” is the 

lynchpin that connects the two worlds of research and policy for this 

book. Through my political experiences, I realized that academics must 

go through politicians to influence policy, a perspective that is largely 

missing in the academic literature on the research and policy gap.

These formative experiences forged this book. At the Arizona state sen-

ate, I learned quickly that in order to interject research evidence into 

policymaking, I had to become astute at translating research into frame-

works that could be digested quickly and easily by those who were vet-

eran politicians but education research and policy novices. I remember 

my first committee hearing and being tasked with providing on overview 

of the status of education in Arizona. I stood before the committee with 

my back to a room full of lobbyists, educators, and everyday citizens, and 

proceeded to speak from a set of colorful slides that I had created for the 

presentation. In the opening sentences, I indicated that I had “triangu-

lated” multiple sources of data. One outspoken senator, raised her hand 
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and asked me, “What’s triangulated?” I offered my best off the cuff defini-

tion after which she said, “Mr. Garcia I don’t get it, and I ask that you not 

use big words like that before the committee.” I was dumbfounded. All of 

my graduate training had been cut off at the knees. I finished—doing my 

best not to use any more “big words.”

Working with the Arizona state legislature, I learned that engaging 

in policy is a local, personal, and (more or less) predictable process that 

can be learned (and taught). In fact, every year, in state houses across 

the country and at the federal level, legislative interns and staffers learn 

about the policymaking process. I will pass these essential lessons on to 

you as they relate to research utilization in policymaking starting with 

the recognition that bridging the research and policy gap is accomplished 

through people. Academics must leave the familiar confines of univer-

sity offices to engage with politicians directly. Blogging from a distance 

is insufficient to engage effectively. Yes, technology has changed how 

information is exchanged in policy contexts, but those who are paid to 

understand and influence policy, namely lobbyists, know that the real 

work still gets done face to face.

I served as the director of research and policy under Superintendent 

Lisa Graham Keegan, a highly visible school choice advocate and con-

troversial political figure (Maranto et al. 1999), and as associate superin-

tendent for standards and accountability under Jaime Molera, who was 

appointed after Keegan resigned to accept a post in Washington, DC. 

During this time, I turned around a troubled state assessment system and 

developed Arizona’s first school accountability system. While these were 

certainly high-profile public positions, I was only one of several public 

officials who were communicating with the public through the media, 

large gatherings, and face-to-face meetings. To maximize my potential 

to communicate with the public, I had to teach others, most of whom 

were not well versed in assessment or statistical methods, to communi-

cate complex ideas to their people in applied settings. I communicated 

in words and phrases that others could use verbatim as their own. Most 

importantly, I focused on frameworks, rather than on minute details and 

research methods, to help others understand the education landscape 

around them and to predict future policy outcomes. In this book, these 

experiences are transformed into shifting academic’s perspectives from 
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teaching politicians to understand a given body of research to coach pol-

iticians in their role as policy champions, enabled and empowered to 

bring the research forward themselves to the people and networks of their 

choosing—without the academic in the room.

My appointment as an assistant professor was the ideal moment to 

leave the applied policy work behind me. But I couldn’t. My professional 

experiences in state policy had shaped me. Even during the hours toil-

ing over academic publications as a junior professor, I knew that writing 

in a journal or presenting to other academics did not influence educa-

tion policy. I understood that the larger policy world was functionally 

detached from our scholarship. So, during my years as an assistant profes-

sor, I remained engaged in policy, despite the fact that these applied expe-

riences would not “count” for the purpose of getting tenure and could 

have counted against me at times. During this period, I worked to educate 

my academic colleagues about how to engage in education policy. Thank 

you, Kris Gutierrez, who during her tenure as president of the Annual 

Education Research Association (AERA) gave me the professional space to 

explore these ideas through a session at the annual conference entitled, 

“Interacting with Policy Makers: A Strategic Approach.” Kris understood 

that we, the academic and research community, must take the lead to 

leverage our collective expertise and experiences to educate our col-

leagues on how to “teach truth to power” most effectively.

Beginning in 2014, my experiences as the candidate exposed a com-

pletely different aspect of the connection between research and policy—the 

grinding reality of politics. I ran for office because I came to the conclusion 

that the most direct way for me to influence policy through research was 

to become a politician myself. It was a sobering realization that the path to 

use my academic expertise to influence policy went through politics. Like 

other academics, I was apprehensive about “getting political” for profes-

sional and personal reasons. The process of getting political itself, how-

ever, was surprisingly easy: it started humbly with gathering a few friends 

around my kitchen table and announcing that I was running for office. In 

big picture terms, being the candidate and working with so many passion-

ate people made for an amazing experience. The day-to-day activities of 

campaigning, however, were soul-crushingly monotonous.
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As an academic engaged in two statewide campaigns and working with 

many other candidates and politicians in Arizona and in settings across 

the country, I was struck that research was (almost) never mentioned in 

the formative period when, as candidates, politicians establish the agen-

das that will guide their policy ideas once elected, or re-elected. One 

example from the campaign trail illustrates how much work lies ahead of 

academics to influence policy through research and serves as my motiva-

tion to improve research utilization. The term “segregation,” a common 

topic in the academic literature, yields 2.15 million hits in 0.04 seconds 

using Google Scholar (April 11, 2019, 10:11 a.m.). By contrast, in over 

four years of either preparing for or running for statewide office—the 

formative time for developing a policy agenda for me and many other 

candidates—segregation was brought up once. Just once.

Lastly, my political experience erased any mystique that I held about 

politicians. I learned that politicians are essentially members of the public 

who are brave (some would say crazy) enough to run for office (and win).

WHAT TO EXPECT FROM THIS BOOK

Teach Truth to Power: How to Engage in Education Policy is unlike any other 

book, report, or academic article on research and policy gap: this book will 

teach you how to engage in education policy rather than fall into a familiar 

academic tendency of taking an overly analytical approach that leaves read-

ers stranded to apply the findings on their own (Nathan 1985). After mak-

ing the case for reconceptualizing the relationship between research and 

policy, the book includes concrete strategies that you can use to develop 

your own plan of action to engage in education policy. The book is an ambi-

tious effort to make explicit the hidden curriculum of engaging in educa-

tion policy, and it has broader applicability to other social science fields.

This book is for educators, researchers, graduate students, classroom 

teachers, and university professors (I will collectively refer to this group as 

academics), who aspire to “do something” with what they have learned 

in education to make a difference in education, but who remain frus-

trated that education programs fail to teach “how” to take what they 

know and make a difference in education policy.
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At its core, the book is a how-to manual with straightforward advice 

that readers can apply to influence education policy in their local con-

text. In this way, it can be used to design and deliver a course on engaging 

in education policy. In addition, the chapters include a detailed treat-

ment of the literature on the research and policy gap and thus contribute 

to the fields of research utilization, knowledge mobilization, and public 

scholarship. Finally, this book is a resource that you can turn to for guid-

ance when you are ready to “teach truth to power.”

The book is organized into two parts. Part I, “The Shift,” challenges 

many of the fundamental findings in the literature on the research and 

policy gap to orient the reader toward thinking about engaging in educa-

tion policy as a localized and interpersonal endeavor that involves politi-

cians, specifically. Part II, “Learning the Craft,” teaches specific strategies 

that will help you engage in education policy.

PART I: THE SHIFT

Part I prepares the reader to engage in education policy by clarifying the actors 

who engage in the policymaking process, challenging long-held assumptions 

in the academic literature about how research is used in a policymaking con-

text, and rethinking the very nature of research itself as a source of policy-

relevant information. The shift toward thinking about research utilization as 

direct engagement in a local policy context is based on the tools available to 

the education policy analyst: a critical review of the academic literature com-

bined with personal experiences in education policy.

Chapter 2: Who Sets Policy?—Politicians, consisting of elected officials and 

their appointees, set policy, and professional staff establish the options to carry 

out policy. Politicians and professional staff have disparate background knowl-

edge and carry out very distinct roles in the policymaking process. Academics 

should approach politicians and professional staff differently. Using Kingdon 

(2003) as a frame, I reexamine the academic literature and conclude that 

much of what we know about the use of research in policy derives from 

studies involving professional staff who carry out policy rather than the 

politicians who set it. The confusion comes from the misapplied and over-

used term “policymaker” in the academic literature in a way that does 
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not discriminate between different policy actors, regardless of their role. 

I also discuss other influential policy actors, including prospective politi-

cians; laypersons who are involved in their local communities and who 

are among those whom politicians are likely to appoint to positions of 

authority in education policy or who may become politicians themselves; 

individuals and organizations who package and present their own research 

to politicians; lobbyists whose job of influencing politics includes provid-

ing information to politicians; and politicians themselves who act as inter-

mediaries when they champion a policy issue and bring research into the 

policymaking process to persuade their colleagues.

Chapter 3: Politicians and Knowledge—Politicians are education research 

and policy novices—by design—and become generalists, at best. They function 

with half-knowledge, intentionally filtering out surplus information, so that they 

can take action. Not only do academics possess more knowledge about edu-

cation than politicians, but they also recall information, apply knowledge, 

and approach problems very differently than politicians. To guide academ-

ics in how to interact with politicians, who are likely education policy 

novices or generalists or something in between, I apply literature on skill 

acquisition borrowed from the field of nursing (Benner 1982). I also intro-

duce the theory of “half-knowledge,” which refers to how politicians are 

aware of policy problems but screen out surplus information, seeking and 

using research that helps them fulfill a specific purpose—to take action.

Chapter 4: Problems with Research—There is sufficient research available 

at any time to inform any policy idea brought forth by politicians. But of the 

formal products used in a policy context (audits, analyses, evaluations, and 

research), research is the only product with no direct application in a local policy 

context. Context is king in the use of research to influence policy. Among 

the formal products  used in the policymaking process, however, research 

is the least context-specific. Yet, it has the longest shelf life and is the most 

useful information source to influence policy over time. In this chapter, 

I examine the criticisms leveled against academic research and conclude 

that, despite its many shortcomings, the research enterprise itself does 

not have to undergo a dramatic overhaul to be relevant to politicians. 

Why? Because, there are very few entirely “new” problems in education. 

So, there is sufficient research on any topic to address any policy issue at 
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any time. The research may be hard to find. It may be difficult to under-

stand. And it certainly requires translation to a local policy context to be 

applicable—but it’s available.

Chapter 5: Research Use in Policymaking—Research evidence is one of many 

ways of knowing in policymaking. Academics are one of many types of actors in 

the policymaking process. And neither research nor academics hold a privileged 

position. In this chapter, I review Weiss’s models of research utilization 

and side with the interactive model, which recognizes many sources of 

information—ranging from informal sources, such as social media, to for-

mal sources, such as academic research, and many actors, most of whom 

are not experts—as being influential in the policymaking process. Given 

the interactive nature of policymaking, the most effective method to 

influence policy is to engage directly with politicians despite the fact that 

the policy context is foreign to most academics. In addition, since there 

are many ways of knowing that influence policy decisions, ranging from 

concrete to abstract, I suggest how to recognize when politicians rely on 

a specific way of knowing and the implications of each way of knowing 

for academics who are engaging in policy.

Chapter 6: Asked, Brought, Inside, Outside—Politicians have the least control 

over and least inherent trust in unsolicited research that is brought to them by 

outsiders. Academics are outsiders who bring unsolicited research to politicians. I 

introduce the asked/brought/inside/outside (ABIO) framework to help aca-

demics understand their position relative to politicians and other actors in 

a policy context. The matrix reveals the dynamics associated with research 

from the politician’s perspective. The major implication for academics 

is that politicians have the least amount of inherent trust in unsolicited 

research and no control over how it is framed and released publicly.

PART II: LEARNING THE CRAFT

The second part of the book teaches the reader the craft of engaging in 

education policy in their local context.

Chapter 7: Building Relationships with Politicians before They Are Politicians—

The most opportune time to build trusted relationships with politicians is before 

they get elected, not after. The quiet time before politicians begin electoral 

campaigns, when they are forming their policy agendas, is when they are 
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most inclined to listen to diverse perspectives on education issues. Readers 

will learn how to identify the places where they can connect with prospec-

tive politicians to build trusted relationships to put themselves in influen-

tial positions over time.

Chapter 8: The Influence of Unexpected Allies—Your research is likely to 

stand out if brought to politicians by unexpected allies. The common advice 

in the research utilization literature is to leverage issue networks or advo-

cacy coalitions to bring research to politicians. From one legislative ses-

sion to the next, however, issue networks repeatedly tout the same types 

of evidence (particularly those that put their policy issues in the best 

light), creating a repetitive message that mutes the influence of individual 

research products because hearing about research from the usual suspects 

is exactly what politicians expect. To disrupt the political dynamics, aca-

demics should enlist unexpected allies, people or organizations outside 

the expected issue networks or advocacy organizations, who are willing 

to bring your research to others, including politicians. The enlistment of 

unexpected allies is also a stringent test of public interest in your research. 

If your research is of public interest, then you should be able to convince 

someone who is not one of the usual suspects or in academia to bring 

your research to their people.

Chapter 9: Leveraging the Research to Predict Policy Outcomes—Academics 

can distinguish themselves from other lay voices in a policy context by leverag-

ing the research to predict future policy outcomes. Academics can be most 

relevant in a policy context by serving as intermediaries of the research, 

defined as the cumulation of evidence available in the academic litera-

ture. With a mastery of the research, academics can serve as education pol-

icy experts who are able to predict future policy outcomes, distinguishing 

themselves from lay voices in a policy context who do not possess the 

expertise to provide this coveted perspective.

Chapter 10: From Practical Problems to the Ask—To engage with politicians 

most effectively, academics must translate research to a local policy context by 

restructuring how they present their research in order to make the most compel-

ling case for its applicability to policymaking. When presenting research to 

politicians, academics should begin with a practical problem to capture 

the politician’s attention, present the key policy-relevant elements of 

their research, and end with the ask to the politician. The ask is a direct 
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and specific request for politicians to take action. Those who are uncom-

fortable with the ask will be both relieved and empowered to learn that 

an “ask” is not only common in a policy context—it’s commonplace.

Chapter 11: The Research One-Pager—Academics must translate research to 

a policy context in a manner that communicates the key policy-relevant details 

required for politicians to take action. All in 20 seconds. Academics recog-

nize that research should be communicated to politicians in accessible 

language and abbreviated formats. There is a lack of guidance, however, 

on exactly how succinctly and directly academics should write for poli-

ticians. This chapter introduces the research one-pager, which is mod-

eled on the legislative one-pager that is ubiquitous in policy contexts and 

is a different product written specifically for politicians to understand 

how they can take action. The research one-pager connects politicians 

to research through the practical problem, gleans those findings that are 

most applicable to specific policies, tells politicians exactly what they can 

do to take action, and does it all in twenty seconds. Yes, twenty seconds.

Chapter 12: Answers, Advocacy, Activism, and Frameworks—When asked 

to contribute in a policymaking context, academics can answer questions, advo-

cate for a policy change, engage in activism, or present a framework. Frame-

works are best. Readers will learn the advantages and disadvantages of the 

four basic ways to respond to politicians in a policy context. They will 

learn to scaffold their answers to politicians from practical responses to 

complex concepts. The utility of advocacy as a response is diminished 

over time because advocates respond predictably and become marginal-

ized sources of new information. Also, activists tend to get to the table 

through political pressure, not expertise, and may be excluded from par-

ticipation in controversial or emerging issues. Frameworks are the most 

effective because they help novice politicians make sense of new condi-

tions and guide future policy decisions based on research. Fortunately, 

academics are experienced at developing and communicating frame-

works given their work with simplifying complex ideas for students.

Chapter 13: Teach to Champion—Teaching to champion entails enabling 

and empowering politicians to bring research forward themselves to the people 

and networks that they choose—without the academic in the room. I introduce 

the crucial role of politicians as champions of policy change who expend 

political capital to achieve desired policy outcomes, on their own accord. 
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Political champions bring information, including research evidence, to oth-

ers, including their colleagues and influential external networks, to gener-

ate support for their preferred policy outcomes. In this role, politicians are 

intermediaries. The academic’s role in this process is to not to teach poli-

ticians to understand research, but to enable and empower politicians to 

bring research evidence to others on their own.

Chapter 14: A Renewed Role for Academics—Academics are optimally posi-

tioned to influence education policy. Thus, a well-rounded faculty of education 

should include a professor of impact whose job requirements include translating 

research to influence policy. Teach Truth to Power culminates in two sweeping 

implications that bookend the research utilization process. First, because 

academics’ skillsets include predicting policy outcomes in an ever-changing 

education landscape and are thus tailor-made to influence policy. In order 

to bridge the research and policy gap, the academic field of studying edu-

cation policy should be reimagined so as to value influencing education 

policy. Thus, the well-rounded education faculty should include a dedi-

cated professor of impact, who is compensated and professionally recog-

nized for advancement accordingly.

Why go through the hassle of engaging in education policy? It is time consum-

ing, fraught with pitfalls, and the institutional rewards are few. You should 

engage in education policy because it’s immensely rewarding. In danger of 

sounding overly idealistic, you can make a tangible difference. You will expe-

rience education research in a way that is more interactive and captivating 

than any academic presentation because, to me, policy engagement completes 

the study of education policy. Policy engagement animates education research. 

You will learn that policy actors have names, faces, personalities, and vulner-

abilities. You will recognize that individual policies have a backstory; how they 

emerge from the context in which they were drafted, with many factors—big, 

small, intended, and unforeseen—affecting the course that policies take. You 

will realize that policies are not unalterable and understand what it takes to 

change their trajectories. When you engage, you will learn firsthand that there 

is a vital purpose for a research perspective at the table to teach “truth to power.”
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