SLDS Issue Brief

Implementing a Research Agenda

Research agendas help statewide longitudinal data system (SLDS) teams and their states align

SLDS work with state strategic goals and policy priorities, plan and prioritize research projects,
and respond to data requests from researchers. This brief describes key steps and considerations

for communicating and carrying out a research agenda that an SLDS can support, including

*  developing a vision for successfully implementing the agenda;

*  making the vision a reality by identifying and prioritizing strategies to address
implementation challenges;

*  creating an action plan for implementation; and

*  communicating with research agenda stakeholders.

The brief also discusses how to ensure that the research agenda is sustainable over time.

The guidance in this brief is intended for states that have already developed a research agenda
but have not taken steps to implement it. 'The worksheets referenced in the brief are available in
an appendix at the end of the document. For more information about planning and creating a
research agenda, see SLDS Issue Brief: Developing a Robust Research Agenda that
the SLDS Can Support.

Developing a Vision for Research Agenda Implementation

The first step in implementing a research agenda is to define the goals and desired
outcomes of the implementation. This vision statement will reflect the research agenda’s
purpose within an organization or a group of partner organizations.

The vision statement should reflect the desired future for the research agenda. For
example, if the agenda is implemented successfully,

e what is the status of SLDS research?

*  how is the SLDS team working with researchers?

*  what specific improvements and outcomes have been achieved?

*  what problems have been solved?

*  what are stakeholders—such as researchers, lawmakers, and the public—saying
about the SLDS, and how are they behaving differently?

Examples of Research Agenda Vision Statements

“Data collecting agencies agree on the research agenda and are
committed to supporting it.”

“Data governance groups and processes support the prioritization and
completion of the research agenda, and they ensure that the necessary
data are available and shared appropriately among partners.”

“The research agenda supports a sustainable cycle of research where
current priorities are completed and inspire new and follow-up research
questions in the future.”

“The SLDS becomes the go-to source for quality research data. Whenever
someone talks about multi-agency research, their first thought is to use
the SLDS.”
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Making the Vision a Reality
Identify advantages and challenges

After defining the vision for successful implementation of
the research agenda, identify the forces that could work

for or against this vision. These forces can be influences
both inside and outside the SLDS project, program, or
agency. For example, a statewide strategic plan for college
and career readiness issued by the governot’s office that
explicitly mentions cross-agency data analysis can be a force
supporting the research agenda. A key partner agency that is
reluctant to share data for research can be a force working
against the agenda.

Taking inventory of supporting and opposing forces helps
to clarify the resources available to implement the research
agenda as well as to determine obstacles that may need to
be overcome to achieve success.

Develop strategies to address the challenges

Forces that could hinder or stand in the way of successful
implementation of the research agenda are challenges.
Although several challenges might emerge from the inventory
exercise above, it is useful to prioritize those that should

be addressed first. These may be the challenges that could
occur earliest to threaten the research agenda, or those that
would have the most serious impact on research agenda
work. Develop high-level strategies to respond to each of the
priority challenges and mitigate their consequences for the
research agenda. These mitigation strategies will be developed
further in the action plan discussed later in this brief. The
following questions can help spur ideas for strategies to
address prioritized challenges:

*  What would you do if you were in a leadership
position (e.g., state superintendent, agency director,
governor) for a day?

*  What is the most innovative thing you could do?

*  What would researchers or the public suggest doing?

e What would you do if time or money were no object?

*  For each strategy you have developed, what would
happen if you did the opposite?
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Figure 1. An impact-effort grid arranges strategies
according to their anticipated level of impact (low to high)
and level of effort to accomplish (low to high).

Group the strategies to see whether common themes emerge
and where similar strategies can address multiple challenges.

Organize strategies

Arrange the challenge-mitigation strategies according to
the level of effort required to implement them and the
anticipated level of impact they will have. An impact-
effort grid can help visualize these differences among the
strategies (see figure 1).

Strategies that are low effort regardless of their level of
impact (quadrants 1 and 2 on the impact-effort grid) should
be considered for immediate action. Strategies that are high
effort and high impact (quadrant 3 on the grid) will become
part of an action plan. For strategies that are high effort
and low impact (quadrant 4), determine which, if any, are
required—such as for reporting or compliance with laws
and regulations—and consider whether to also include them
in the action plan. Consider dropping strategies that are not
required, have minimal effect, and require a great effort.

There may be a tendency to make low-effort, high-impact
strategies (quadrant 1) the highest priority, but keep in mind
that even low-impact strategies that can be achieved easily
are helpful “eatly wins.” Demonstrating momentum and
results from low-effort strategies can help build support for
strategies that require greater effort and collaboration.
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Impact v. Effort Analysis

The “Envisioning the Research
Agenda Implementation”
worksheet, far left, can help
organize vision statement
ideas. The “Force Field
Analysis” worksheet, middle,
includes space to list

forces that help or hinder
successful implementation

of the research agenda. The
“Impact v. Effort Analysis”
worksheet can help organize
strategies for action planning.
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Action Planning

An action plan details the specific activities needed to carry
out the challenge-mitigating strategies prioritized above to
ensure that the research agenda is implemented successfully.
It helps keep the work on track, establishes common
expectations, and exposes conflicts, overlapping efforts, and
gaps that need to be addressed.

Establish guiding principles

Guiding principles are the fundamental norms, rules, and
ethics that will inform actions related to implementing the
research agenda. Guiding principles should connect actions
to the overall vision for implementation. When developing
the action plan, consider including actions that will need to
be taken to ensure that these principles are followed.

Incorporate strategies into the plan

For each high-priority strategy identified during the impact-
effort analysis (quadrant 3 and possibly some quadrant 4
strategies on the impact-effort grid), identify specific actions
and activities to accomplish the strategy and address the
relevant challenge.

Consider breaking actions into tasks

It may be necessary to further break down actions into
specific tasks that can be assigned and accomplished. In
some cases, developing a project plan with specific tasks,
dependencies, completion dates, and resource assignments
can help ensure that the actions are accomplished. This

Examples of Guiding Principles for
Action Planning

“The research agenda will be transparent and
accessible to all stakeholders. It will be free from
jargon, publicly available, and communicated
to stakeholders.”

“The research agenda establishes priorities
for SLDS work in a way that demonstrates the
system’s value. For example, the agenda
prioritizes work involving cross-sector data.”

“The research agenda will be a self-sustaining,
living document that incorporates new questions
as original priorities are accomplished.”

“The research agenda focuses on measurable
outcomes aligned to the state’s overall goals
and strategic plan.”

“The research agenda guides work in a way that
uses resources efficiently and focuses on
high-impact strategies.”

“The research agenda strengthens collaboration
among key partners within and across agencies.”
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Roles and Responsibilities

The “Challenge-Mitigation and Guiding Principles
Strategies and Actions” worksheet, left, documents actions
and activities that will help counter forces that could
hinder research agenda implementation and fulfill the
guiding principles. The “Roles & Responsibilities” worksheef,
right, helps align research agenda implementation actions
with specific personnel.

approach may be particularly useful for actions that are
complex, high risk, and/or highly visible.

Identify roles and responsibilities

Determine the roles and responsibilities that will be needed
to carry out these actions and successfully implement the
research agenda. Establish which individuals and offices

are responsible for each of the strategies and actions.
Communicate these responsibilities with everyone involved.

_Additional considerations
When describing strategies and actions in the action plan,
keep the following considerations in mind:

*  How will critical stakeholders be engaged? 1dentify who the
critical stakeholders are and plan how they will be
involved in the actions. Think specifically about the
stakeholders who will provide the data needed for
items in the research agenda.

*  Who needs to sign off? Determine the parts of the plan
that will need executive review or approval and decide
how that approval will be obtained. Even if approval
is not formally required, it can lend weight and
authority to work related to the research agenda.

o What technology will be needed? A successful research
agenda can lead to increased requests for SLDS
data for research. Identify the applications and
infrastructure that will be needed to respond to an
increased volume of requests to provide data on
subjects related to the research agenda topics (see
the sidebar Supporting the Research Agenda with
Technology on page 5). Work with your IT partners
to determine how these functions will fit with other
information technology priorities.

o How will progress on the research agenda be monitored? Assign
the responsibility of checking progress on research
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agenda work and informing the research sponsors.
Establish a method of escalating issues through

different levels of responsibility to reach a resolution.

Having this escalation process defined before it is
needed can help avoid crises and misunderstandings.

Communicating the Research Agenda

Effective communications are essential to keeping work
related to the research agenda on track and ensuring that
those involved in its implementation are informed and
engaged. Determine the stakeholders who will need to

be involved throughout the implementation and why

they need to be involved. The content and methods of
communicating with each stakeholder will vary based

on the stakeholdet’s role. For example, data stewards at
partner agencies that contribute data to the SLDS will need
different information and receive different communications
from researchers who are working with the data.

Organizing stakeholders according to their interest in the
research agenda and the amount of influence or power they
will have in its implementation can help the SLDS team decide
how to communicate with them (see figure 2, next page).

Examples of Challenge-Mitigation Strategies and Actions

Strategy: Anficipate potential situations in advance rather than waiting for them to arise.

Actions:

e Establish a communications plan and confinually monitor it fo handle potentially controversial

research topics.

* Create aresearch group to involve internal and external researchers, including foundations that

might be able to fund research.

e Keep partners informed about research work and provide them with opportunities to give input.
e Evaluate products and procedures periodically to determine their effectiveness.

Strategy: Hold productive meetings with key leaders and partners.

Actions:

e |dentify essential meeting parficipants.

e Prepare a list of items that need attention, input, or a decision from leaders, and document the

team’'s recommendations.
e Develop a timeline for work to be done.

e Schedule meetings, possibly faking advantage of existing meetings.
e |dentify points of contact for coordinating communications and work related to the meetings.

Strategy: Plan in advance for leadership furnover.

Actions:

e Create communications materials about the SLDS and the research agenda, such as an elevator

speech and informational handouts.

e |dentify allies among stakeholders and users who understand and can communicate the project’s value.
e Connect the SLDS fo existing efforts among partners, such as fulfilling new federal requirements.

Strategy: Increase awareness of the SLDS and ifs research capabilities.

Actions:

e Solicit input from stakeholders on the clarity of the draft research agenda, possibly through a

researcher group or consortium.

e Share the final agenda with key partners and researchers in a variety of stakeholder organizations.
e Consider offering expedited processing of data requests for projects that support the research agenda.

Strategy: Clarify data ownership.

Actions:

e Advocate for legal measures that define ownership of SLDS data.
e Set expectations for partner agencies for successful implementation of the research agenda.
* Define the data governance model, its relationship to the research agenda, and the role of

executive leadership.
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Figure 2. An interest-power grid arranges stakeholders
according to their level of interest in the research
agenda (low fo high) and their level of influence in its
implementation (low to high).

Stakeholders who have high levels of interest and power
in implementing the research agenda (quadrant 3 in the
interest-power grid) are typically those who need to be most
closely engaged. High-power, low-interest stakeholders
(quadrant 1) need to feel satisfied with the work but may
not need frequent outreach. Communications with low-
power, high-interest stakeholders (quadrant 4) should
focus on keeping them informed. Low-power, low-
interest stakeholders (quadrant 2) will not need frequent
communications but should be monitored to ensure their
needs and issues are considered.

Next, identify the information that each stakeholder

will need, when they will need it, and the methods of
communicating with the stakeholder. Create an inventory
of specific communications items that will be needed
while implementing the research agenda. For each

item, document its purpose, author, intended audience,
schedule and frequency, how it will be delivered, and the

STATE SUPPORT TEAM

Communications Matrix

Use this template to record the different types of communications that will be needed to support research agenda implementation and key

Update and
ftem Description Purpose Originator/Author | Audience | Frequency | Communication Method

SLDS Regional Workshop | Implementing a Robust Research Agenda that the SLDS Can Support

The “"Communications Matrix” worksheet catalogs different
types of communications, their intended audiences, and
methods of delivery.

Supporting the Research Agenda
with Technology

Technology can help streamline the process of
providing SLDS data for research in a number
of ways. Some states are implementing
electronic data request processes to manage
requests, including those from researchers,
more efficiently. Many of these systems allow
researchers to request specific data contained
in the SLDS electronically and help data
stewards track questions, clarifications, and the
status of the data request through completion.
The electronic data request process can

also promote publicly available data and
other resources such as data dictionaries and
Common Education Data Standards (CEDS)
Connections that researchers may find useful.
See the Additional Resources at the end of

this document for links to webinars spotlighting
states that have implemented electronic data
request processes.

Data marts containing pre-vetted datasets
related to research agenda priorities can be
developed in advance and allow data to be
pulled for specific data requests. This system can
eliminate redundant work for SLDS staff and save
time for both SLDS staff and researchers.

person responsible for delivering it. Consider how these
communications fit into the roles and responsibilities
identified in the action plan for implementing the
research agenda.

Sustaining the Research Agenda

Ensuring that the research agenda remains relevant and
useful depends on four factors:

o Stakeholder support. How broadly and deeply are
stakeholders engaged in the research agenda?

*  Ensuring widespread use. Are a wide range of stakeholders
using the research agenda and the SLDS?

e Return on investment. How is the success of the
research agenda being defined, measured, recorded,
and demonstrated?

*  Financial support. How strong is the financial support
for work related to the research agenda?

Determine the steps needed to implement a sustainable
research agenda by developing a vision of success for each
factor. What will stakeholder support, widespread use,
return on investment, and financial support look like when
sustainability is achieved?
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The research agenda needs to evolve over time to meet new
and changing needs. The agenda may need to be revised in a

number of situations, including Stakeholder
Support

Ensuring
Widespread Use

¢ aligning with new agency strategic plans or

state priorities;
* taking advantage of new SLDS data or capabilities; and
* complying with new state or federal requirements.

Sustainability

Additionally, consider a regular, annual review cycle to
revisit the agenda and ensure that it is still relevant. The
ongoing success of the research agenda ultimately depends
on how well it reflects and supports the information needs
of researchers and policymakers now and in the future. Figure 3. The Sustainability Framework

Possible Characteristics of a Sustainable Research Agenda
Stakeholder support:

o Stakeholders are engaged in the research agenda so that the overall group knows its value and
supports it, even if leaders or key personnel leave.

e Information that stakeholders need on an ongoing basis—such as college and career readiness rates
for K12 agencies—remain as research agenda priorities over time.

Ensuring widespread use:

* Theresearch agenda is transparent about research priorities so that researchers can plan projects
and pursue funding accordingly.

* Research results are readily available and include summaries and descriptions that make them useful
to a broad range of audiences.

Return on investment:

e Research results help identify ineffective programs in order to improve or discontinue them.

e Researchers in different organizations are working foward well-defined and cohesive priorities that
support state goals.

¢ Information is produced that would not otherwise be available.

Financial support:

e Requests for additional SLDS funding are justified by documenting operational expenses and
additional costs needed for research.

e The value of research done via the research agenda is quantified.

e Funding is provided for research, such as through small competitive grants for researchers.
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Additional Resources

Developing a Robust Research Agenda that the SLDS Can Support: SLDS Issue Brief
https://slds.grads360.org/#communities/pdc/documents/ 10124

Forming Research Partnerships with State and Local Education Agencies: SLDS Data Use Issue Brief
https://slds.grads360.org/#communities/pdc/documents/2732

Increasing Structural Capacity: Developing a Research Request Process: SLDS Webinar
https://slds.grads360.org/#communities/pdc/documents/ 10488

Increasing Structural Capacity: Streamlining the Research Request Process: SLDS Webinar
https://slds.grads360.org/#communities/pdc/documents/8882

Increasing Organizational Capacity: Successful Partnerships and Collaboration with Researchers: SLDS Webinar
https://slds.grads360.org/#communities/pdc/documents/ 10162

Researcher Access to the SLDS: SLDS Webinar
https://slds.grads360.org/#communities/pdc/documents/5194

Use of Research Analytics: SLDS Webinar
https://slds.grads360.org/#communities/pdc/documents/7729
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Appendix: SLDS State Support Team Worksheets for
Implementing a Research Agenda
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STATE SUPPORT TEAM

Envisioning the Research Agenda Implementation

Use this template as a guide for discussion with your team, and to record your thinking.

Goal: Successful Implementation of the Research Agenda

What purpose will research agenda implementation serve in your state or territory?

What is the best outcome we could hope fore

What is the worst thing that could happen?

Imagine that it's two years from today...

How will we partner with researchers?

What specific improvements have we made?

What are researchers, the public, and legislators saying about us now?

What problems have we solved?

What specific outcomes have we achieved?

How are people behaving differently?
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STATE SUPPORT TEAM

Force Field Analysis

List the forces that help and hinder goal attainment.

Goal: Successful Implementation of the Research Agenda

Forces that help us reach the goal

Forces that hinder us from reaching the goal
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STATE SUPPORT TEAM

Impact v. Effort Analysis

After identifying strategies for mitigating
challenges to research agenda implementation ren
and arranging them on an impact-effort grid, list
each strategy in the appropriate column below

according to the grid quadrant in which it falls.

IMPACT

LOW

LOW HIGH

EFFORT

Goal: Successful Implementation of the Research Agenda

List all of the high-effort, high-impact
List of all of the low-effort strategies strategies (quadrant 3) for development into
(quadrants 1 and 2) for quick action action plans

Examine the high-effort, low-impact strategies (quadrant 4) and determine whether any facilitate
necessary reporting, requirements, or laws, in your state. If so, determine whether they need an action
plan to ensure their completion. List any strategies requiring an action plan in the second column.
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STATE SUPPORT TEAM

Challenge-Mitigation and Guiding Principles
Strategies and Actions

List the challenge-mitigation strategies from the Impact v. Effort Analysis that were identified as needing
action plans in the first column below. In the second column, develop and record actions and activities
that will help address forces that could hinder the goal of successfully implementing the research
agenda.

Also include strategies and actions that are needed to support your guiding principles. Guiding principles
are the fundamental normes, rules, and ethics that will inform actions related to implementing the
research agenda.

Goal: Successful Implementation of the Research Agenda

Strategies for Action Planning Actions and Activities to Carry Out the Strategy

SLDS Issue Brief: Implementing a Research Agenda, November 2016



STATE SUPPORT TEAM

Roles and Responsibilities

Use this template to record the roles and responsibilities that align with challenge-mitigation actions
and guiding principles actions. Use may wish to copy and paste actions from the Challenge-Mitigation
and Guiding Principles Strategies and Actions template into the Responsibilities column once you have

determined the relevant roles.

Goal: Successful Implementation of the Research Agenda

Roles

Responsibilities
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